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ABSTRACT

UNDERSTANDING POSITIONALITY:
A NARRATIVE STUDY IN TEACHER EDUCATION

By
Suzanne Dee Knight

This dissertation represents the study of a narrative inquiry project I designed for
my students, offering three of my students as case studies to investigate how the project
worked, the nature of students’ learning, and whether and to what extent my students
gained a deeper understanding of the concept of positionality. As a teacher researcher, I
drew on narrative theory, feminist theory, and learning theory to provide a backdrop and
to locate this study within the larger body of teacher research. Data sources for this study
included: samples of students’ writing (both narrative and reflective/analytical writing),
videotapes of two class sessions where students’ writings served as primary course texts,
interviews with two focus students, and an interview/viewing session with another focus
student.

This study reveals that teacher educators need to make their pedagogies visible.
More specifically, when teacher educators seek to design pedagogies that support their
students’ construction of new knowledge, these “systems” need to be articulated so that
students are able to both use and interrogate them. This study also shows that not all
students are willing—or perhaps able—to interrogate knowledge, either their own as
manifested in their personal experiences, or more objective, theoretical knowledge.

This study also points to some implications for teacher preparation. First, what
kinds of pedagogies might support prospective teachers as they grapple with complex

concepts such as positionality; and how might teacher educators create “safe spaces”



where these pedagogies then become possible? How might teacher educators locate
themselves in the classroom in order to enact these pedagogies? Furthermore, how do
projects such as The Narrative Project reflect visions—though arguably problematic—
that can be developed into segments of teacher preparation curriculum in ways that
support the knowledge base for teaching and that are also responsive to prospective
teachers’ perceived needs? Finally, this study also puts forward the idea of spirituality in
teaching, suggesting that this notion might receive more notice in teacher preparation and

that perhaps it is too vital to not explore and examine more carefully, despite the risks.
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Chapter One
The History Behind One Teacher Educator’s Story
Backdrop

As a new teacher educator, I began to realize several things. I did not know how
to think about teaching or how to frame the problems I encountered in a way that would
allow for systematic study of the multi-faceted nature of those problems. Nor did I know
how to develop a plan for addressing those problems, and then how to analyze and
evaluate the effectiveness of my plan. In addition, my teaching methods courses seemed
to compound this issue as I confronted a new set of challenges that I had not encountered
as a high school English teacher. Feeling continually unsure—though surrounded by
peers who seemed certain about everything—I kept my teaching practice, as well as my
concerns, very private.

However, I also belonged to a small cohort of beginning English educators and
was forced—in a sense—to open up my teaching practice and allow it to be more public,
whether I wanted it to be or not. After a fellow graduate student video-taped some of my
classes, he asked me questions about my responses to students during class discussion,
wondering how I had interpreted what was taking place. He also questioned me about the
role I had created or carved for myself, why at times I said very little, letting students
work through questions and issues on their own, while other times I “inserted” myself
more into the class, becoming much more noticeably present.

I often found myself unable to provide satisfactory reasons for my pedagogical
choices. My responses seemed both too arbitrary and too intuitive. Though action based

on intuition is not necessarily “bad,” my inability to move beyond that was problematic



and disheartening. My decisions were neither entirely arbitrary nor intuitive, but I felt at
a loss to provide anything better. And because I still wished my practice to be “mine,” I
lacked the commitment to work to answer his questions.

Magdalene Lampert (2001) writes:

On the many occasions when someone has observed a small slice of my

practice and questioned something I did, I have felt a great deal of

sympathy for those teaching practitioners who respond to an observer’s

comments by closing down the possibility of further conversation with

responses like: ‘This is just my way of doing things’ or “Your way of

thinking about what happened does not apply to my students.” But I also

recoil from such statements for what they suggest about the nature and

limits of professional knowledge building (pp. 29 & 30).

I am not sure if Lampert would have felt sympathy for me or recoiled from my answers
to my colleague’s questions. Either way, I knew I had closed “down the possibility of
further conversation” and had not engaged in any kind of “professional knowledge
building.”

After another year of teaching the same course that my colleague observed and
about which he asked such probing questions, I realized that my thinking about my
teaching was beginning to move beyond intuition. And though I still wanted my practice
to remain private, I also realized that I needed to get serious about working more
systematically and deliberately to articulate what I was doing in my practice. This
became especially apparent when even newer teacher educators than I were asking for
my help and seemed intrigued by some aspects of my practice. Therefore, I moved from
paying lip service to the idea of practitioners engaged in professional knowledge building
to a conviction of its importance and a newfound desire to make my practice even more

public. This provided the impetus for me to formulate a study of my own teaching

practice.
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To some extent, my entire practice may be contextualized in one inquiry project
that I designed and enacted for my students. I asked them to write personal narratives,
identify the salient social issue reflected in that narrative, locate an academic text that
spoke to that issue, and then write a more reflective piece that explored how their
narrative—informed by an academic text—furthered their understanding of their teaching
practice. (See Appendix A for the complete rationale and task outline of this project).
Two years after I began teaching this course, this project became the focus of this study.
In particular, this study investigates the pedagogy around this inquiry project, including
both the content and processes of the project and whether and to what extent it engaged
my students in both an exploration and examination of their beliefs about students,
teaching, and learning. Rather than investigating my students’ learning only through my
interpretations, however, this study also examines how my students made sense of this
project.

Understanding my practice—as well as the inquiry project that is the basis for this
study—first requires an understanding of my learning. It is that learning, as well as some
of what occurred in my class when my colleague first observed my teaching, that
represents the origins for this project. In the rest of this chapter, I will provide a brief
narrative history about the conception of this study. This narrative reveals some of my
own personal and intellectual history—and combined with reflections on my first
experience of teaching this methods course—illuminates how this study came to be.

Origins
I read Teaching to Transgress (1994) by bell hooks for the first time during a

graduate seminar “Feminist Perspectives in Education.” At that time I found the chapter






“Confronting Class in the Classroom” the most provocative. While reading that chapter,
I realized that while I had thought about social class as a structure, I had not explored my
beliefs about class, what “markers” we attribute to class, my assumptions about people
based on their class, or the source(s) of those beliefs and assumptions. As a result, I
experienced discomfort in conversations around the issue of social class.

During one particular discussion in this seminar, someone raised the question:
“Why do we feel like we are entitled to be comfortable?” This question challenged me to
further consider my own feelings of discomfort around the issue of social class and my
belief that I should not feel—or was entitled not to feel—that discomfort when, in fact, I
should feel uncomfortable, as it is a difficult topic or issue.

While enrolled in this seminar, I also taught—for the first time—the year-long
secondary English methods course discussed earlier, which was the “culminating”
subject-area methods course in a five-year teacher preparation program. Students receive
a bachelor’s degree and then return for a fifth year to complete a one-year internship for
certification. This particular course is a methods course that all students take during their
internship year. One of the first-semester projects for this course required my students to
design a unit of instruction around literature; the introductory piece for this unit was a
written rationale. One of the areas my students were to address in their rationales dealt
with timing: “Why are you teaching this unit now? Why is this time of the school year an
appropriate time for this particular unit?”

The day after the “comfort” discussion in my graduate seminar, I read the
rationales my students had written for their units. Many of the students wrote that they

were teaching this unit in the spring because their students would be comfortable in their






classes and comfortable with each other. They believed that the issues they wanted to
discuss as part of their units necessitated their students’ feeling a certain level of comfort
with their teachers, as well as with fellow students. As I read these rationales, the
question “Why do we feel like we are entitled to be comfortable?” rang in my head.

Considering my students’ responses in light of what I was thinking and learning
about in my own coursework, I decided to post the following prompt on Blackboard (an
electronic course management tool) to explore the idea of comfort with my students:
“Why is comfort so important to us? Why is it so important that our students feel
comfortable? Why do we expect that we can make our students feel comfortable when
we are talking about ideas that are not comfortable? How are we going to respond when
students make it clear to us that they are not comfortable or when they become upset or
angry?”’

I read through my studen'ts’ replies to the prompt several times and identified
three common themes: safety, teacher discomfort during classroom discussion, and
teacher expectations for classroom discussion. While my students may disagrcc with
my interpretations and/or representations, I nevertheless theorized to some extent about
what they were saying in order to make further pedagogical decisions. Because I based
my subsequent decisions on these interpretations, I have included some “representative”
responses on each of the three themes, as well as my interpretations of those responses.
This “representative” group consists of eight of the seventeen students who responded to
the prompt, and these eight comprised approximately one-third to one-half of the total

number of students enrolled in the course.

Safety



Student One: Now do I think that some situations may make them feel uneasy? Yes.
But uncomfortable, no. I guess that maybe my association with comfort has much to do
with feeling safe. For instance, I could be in a safe environment talking about an issue
that makes me feel uneasy, but it is OK, because I know that I am not being threatened...
Being comfortable in the classroom—in my belief—is feeling safe. Safe in the sense of
feeling respected enough to not fear peer responses in the classroom.

Student Two: A person might argue that it is impossible to create an ideal classroom
environment where students feel safe, comfortable, able to peel away their inhibitions,
where they can openly reveal their true beliefs, identities, and insecurities. .

Student One seems to be talking about safety and comfort as if they are
synonymous. She initially “associates” comfort with safety but later explicitly states that
comfort is feeling safe. Student Two juxtaposes “safe” and “comfortable” in a list of
factors that constitute an “ideal classroom environment,” leading me to believe that
unlike the first student, she does not understand safety and comfort as synonymous.

Both students talk about classroom environment, suggesting that comfort and/or
safety may be more than individual, inner feelings. In other words, although students
may inherently feel comfortable or uncomfortable and/or safe or unsafe, environments—
particularly classroom environments—may have similar characteristics, thus abating or
exacerbating students’ existing feelings. Student One extended her discussion of
classroom environment to include her understanding of how a teacher’s level of comfort
and/or discomfort might impact the classroom environment or atmosphere. Student
Three, whose example is shared below, alludes to the same idea as she considers how a
teacher might create an “ideal classroom environment.

Teacher Discomfort
Student One: That my own uneasiness has to do with what is within myself, rather than
what is outside of me...If they feel uneasy, I hope that it is because of something within

themselves rather than something within the classroom environment...They will have to
look inward.



Student Three: So how do we create an atmosphere where students can think critically
and logically on emotional and uncomfortable issues? An atmosphere where students
feel free to express their opinions and successfully argue their points? An atmosphere
where the teacher feels comfortable enough with the “uncomfortable” subject to explore
and challenge students’ and society’s thinking? This is the real question. We are
concerned about the students’ comfort level when perhaps it is we who are the most
uncomfortable.

Student One seems to be trying to work through the issue of unease, which I
understand as a form of discomfort. She seems to be exploring the idea by looking at
herself and the sources of her own discomfort, which she asserts comes from within.
However, she then moves to talk about her students and her hope that their similar
feelings originate in themselves, instead of as a result of an environmental factor(s).

Student Three seems to take the issue further and differentiates between external
and internal sources of discomfort, talking specifically about “emotional and
uncomfortable issues.” She seems to understand that a student may experience
discomfort because of an internal uneasiness about the ideas raised in class, not as a result
of any external environmental factors.

Neither Student One nor Student Three is explicit about the possible sources of
their inner discomfort, though Student Three seems to expand on Student One’s
discussion of uneasiness generating from within. She talks specifically about teachers
and seems to understand that the atmosphere in the class, an environmental factor, may
be a result of a teacher’s discomfort. She asserts that the teacher’s discomfort needs to be
examined more carefully than students’ discomfort. She implies that she believes that
‘“‘an atmosphere where students can think critically and logically on emotional and

uncomfortable issues...[and] where students feel free to express their opinions and

successfully argue their points” is a vital characteristic of the English language arts



classroom, thus making a teacher’s self-examination necessary. Students One and
Two—as well as Students Four, Five, Six, Seven, and Eight talked more specifically
about students’ expressing their opinions and ideas through discussion and the need to
formulate expectations for those discussions. The following section illustrates my
students’ understanding of the nature of classroom discourse: what it should entail and
what processes it should reflect.

Discussion Expectations

Student One: My students need consistent routines and expectations where respect is the
norm and rules are enforced. Spontaneous outbursts and slurs and disrespectful
comments bring about discomfort. My students need to know what kind of classroom I
have.

Student Two: Students are surrounded by peer pressure, intimidation, and bullying.
How can we eliminate these elements from our classroom? Solutions to this are

classroom rules and creating classroom communities.

Student Four: ...my problem is finding the line of where “it’s okay to state your opinion
but you cannot insult others and/or discuss too many details of your private life.”

Student Five: I believe that as a teacher, I need to create a comfortable classroom
atmosphere in which students are allowed to express their opinions in an open forum
where no judgments are passed and no one is personally attacked for sharing their
thoughts.

Student Six: Students need to feel like they can safely volunteer an insight or answer
without being criticized or ridiculed by their peers.

Student Seven: I think that the most important part of it all is that we are aware of what
the material is, and to relay it in a way that is acceptable to us, and to our students.

Student Eight: I would want to “objectify” all of the comments and emphasize that all
language used in the classroom focuses only on points in the argument.

All of these seven students talk about creating an atmosphere or environment—
and to some extent—about establishing norms where students would be able to discuss or

exchange ideas and opinions, as well as the necessity of this kind of discussion in the



English classroom. Students Five and Six are especially explicit about how this could
potentially fail because of criticism, ridicule, and personal attacks; and Student One
asserts that “slurs and disrespectful comments” need to be eliminated.

However, Student One also places “spontaneous outbursts” in that same list,
while Student Four claims that students should not reveal too much of their private lives.
All three students talk about how classroom rules—and rule enforcement—as well as
consistent routines and expectations serve to take care of these kinds of events or issues,
thus increasing the likelihood that students will feel comfoﬁablc. Student One’s
summary statement: “My students need to know what kind of classroom I have,” seems
to embody these students’ belief that their role as the teacher is to communicate
expectations and exert control in order to make it possible for their students to participate
in discussions and engage in classroom activities.

I chose to include Students Seven and Eight as they also talk about issues around
control, though they focus more on the control of ideas in the classroom, as opposed to
the control of student behavior. Student Seven does this through her use of the word
“material.” In a sense, Student Four is talking about the same idea when she claims that
students should not reveal too much of their private lives. Both of the students imply that
the focus of classroom discussions should be the “material,” which I interpret as the text
or concept under study, as opposed to students’ ideas and opinions.

Student Eight seems to want to exert even more control over the ideas in the
classroom, using the word “objectify” and wanting all discussions to focus on “points in
the argument.” This student implies that it is possible to be objective—or that the search

for objectivity is most desired. As a result, I assume that she would eliminate any






openings where students would exchange their “non-objective” opinions and ideas. And
although this student is not explicit about what she means by “points in the argument,” I
again assume that she means that the goal of her teaching is a specific topic to be pursued
and/or a finite outcome to reach, as opposed to the goal of exploring “big ideas” and
issues, encouraging her students to share their varied perspectives. She seems to believe
that if she minimizes these opportunities for students, then she can establish and maintain
greater control over her students.

When I read these students’ responses and worked to “categorize” their thinking, I
recalled conversations with them where they expressed their concerns about how to
manage their students. They recounted situations where they.experienced difficulties
getting their students to pay attention, focus on lessons, or simply listen to teachers and
peers.

They may have been concerned with the classroom atmosphere or environment
and wished to create a classroom community where they welcomed and promoted the
free exchange of ideas. Their statements indicated their belief that discussion is the
primary pedagogical tool for reaching these goals. On the other hand, they also seemed
obsessed with control and having their students “under control;” they seemingly needed
to be in control or else felt uncomfortable. This stands to reason, however, given that
many research studies in education have shown that “control” is a primary concern of
novice teachers.

For example, in her classic study of the most salient issues, questions, and
concerns of beginning teachers, Fuller (1969) found that class control is one of the most

“blatant persistent” (p. 220) concerns for novices; and she ties this concemn to the larger
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issue of beginning teachers’ sense of inadequacy. Katz (1972) provides another model,
identifying four developmental stages in-service teachers go through, the first one being
survival, where: “The discrepancy between anticipated successes and classroom realities
intensifies feelings of inadequacy and unpreparedness” (p. 51). If in-service teachers
experience this sense of inadequacy, then it seems only logical that pre-service teachers
experience even more intense feelings of inadequacy, given their lack of experience. If
beginning teachers feel—perhaps overwhelmingly—inadequate, then it makes sense that
they would work to exert as much control as possible in their classrooms in order to
combat and overcome those feelings. As a result, it is not surprising that my students
seemed to avoid topics such as race, class, gender, sexuality—the very issues they
claimed they wanted to work within and through in their classrooms.

This situation seemed almost paradoxical to me, as it appeared that although my
students’ intentions were laudable—and their goals were sound—they seemed unable to
carry through on their intentions or reach their goals out of their need to control. While it
seems a foregone conclusion that control was a primary concern for my students (#nd
indeed for most novice teachers), I wanted to further complicate the issue, not abandon
the idea as a given and move on. Therefore, as I continued to ruminate on my students’
responses, I also further explored the issue of social class, and worked to link my own
learning to my reflections on my students. And I discovered some connections. When I
asked my students to consider the idea of comfort in the classroom, they talked
extensively about classroom conduct and issues of control. hooks (1994) relates these
ideas to social class when she writes about her own realizations while in college:

Although no one ever directly stated the rules that would govern our

conduct, it was taught by example and reinforced by a system of rewards.
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As silence and obedience to authority were most rewarded, students

learned that this was the appropriate demeanor in the classroom.

Loudness, anger, emotional outbursts, and even something as seemingly

innocent as unrestrained laughter were deemed unacceptable, vulgar

disruptions of classroom social order. These traits were also associated

with being a member of the lower classes. If one was not from a

privileged class group, adopting a demeanor similar to-that-of the greup

could help one to advance. Itis still necessary for students to assimitate

bourgeois values in order to be deemed acceptable (p.178).
I wondered whether or not my students’ thinking about the ideas of comfort and control
was related to their social status. I wondered if their desire for control was a result of
their seeing “loudness, anger, or emotional outbursts” as “vulgar disruptions of classroom
social order.” I unfortunately made the assumption that all of my students represented
either the middle or upper-middle class and thus assumed that perhaps this was a way to
“get at” the issues my students raised in their responses. I thought that perhaps exi)loring
the issue of class with them would help them to think about how their own class standing
might influence their desire for the bourgeois classroom order that hooks describes.
Therefore, I began to think about what I might do to address this with my students.
Thoughts on Instruction

Fear as obstacle. 1now realize my assumptions were faulty and simplistic;
nevertheless, I was just beginning to explore these ideas myself. I wanted to continue
this exploration with my students and engage in work where we further examined these
issues, despite my many concerns and misgivings about what that work might look like.
First, I had so many unanswered questions; every time the topic of social class came up
in the context of one of my seminars, I sensed that we shied away from it. Therefore, I

was not having the kinds of conversations that would have provided some meaningful

illumination. Even if I were to read everything I could get my hands on, I felt I needed
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some direction in how to connect that reading to myself. And I lacked the conviction that
I could adequately support my students as they engaged in the same process and then
extended that to consider how it might affect their practice with middle school and high
school students. I felt as if I could not design and/or enact effective pedagogy(ies)
because I could not yet articulate my own thinking.

The issue(s) became layered for me. Ilacked confidence, primarily because I
lacked knowledge. I was afraid, as I was in the process of working through my own
“stuff” and sensed that at some point I would need to make that work “public” with my
students, thus brgaking down boundaries I had always worked to establish and maintain.
And if I took these risks and failed, what then? Finally, my students sought answers to
their questions, and I believed they held the expectation that I could provide answers or
solutions for the daily challenges they faced in their “very-real” classrooms. What if my
students left the experience of my course believing they had learned nothing or placed no
value on what they did learn?

Exploratory thinking. Despite my fear and uncertainty, I did have some ideas. I
believed that like any effective teacher, I needed to set learning goals for my students.
What did I want my studgnts to learn? I could not make sound pedagogical decisions
unless I could articulate the substance of that learning. Through a discussion with a peer,
I identified three possible goals: the ability to tolerate ambiguity, understanding multiple
ways of knowing, and the ability to critique disciplinary content and method.
Considering these initial goals within the context of my own learning, I returned to bell
hooks (1994) to help me think further about how to develop and enact the pedagogy for

such an undertaking:
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When professors bring narratives of their experiences into classroom

discussions it eliminates the possibility that we can function as all-

knowing, silent interrogators. It is often productive if professors take the

first risk, linking confessional narratives to academic discussions so as to

show how experience can illuminate and enhance our understanding of

academic material (p. 21).

I decided that since I was personally struggling with some of the same issues I wanted my
students to struggle with, pérhaps opening up my own thinking to my students through
the use of personal narrative would provide a “way into” our academic discussions. And
as hooks asserts, I thought that it might minimize—perhaps eliminate—my feeling that I
had to be—or that my students expected me to be—*“all-knowing.” So I decided to write
a narrative within the context of my graduate seminar where I explored aspects of my
own background that had perhaps affected my beliefs and understandings about social
class.

Writing this narrative helped me to better articulate my thinking about the issue of
social class, especially as I considered those aspects of my background and those
experiences that had perhaps most impacted my perceptions and understandings. Based
on my experience of writing this narrative and what I learned through the process, I
thought that perhaps my students could write similar narratives and read them to each
other, as hooks suggests. Ithought that I could begin this process by sharing my own
narrative. However, the next “prc;blem” I faced was how to frame a class discussion that
was grounded in narrative and personal experience yet would move beyond that to
include academic material.

I thought that I could possibly scaffold such a discussion by first reading my own

narrative and my reflections on an academic text, showing how my narrative informed

the text and how the text informed my narrative. I could then talk about the assumptions
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I had made about my students and how those affected my interpretation(s) and
understanding(s) of their responses in both their writing and in their comments during
class discussions. This discussion seemed to dovetail nicely into a consideration of the
assumptions we all might make abput others—particularly our students and their
families—based on their social status. I believed that I could then connect this discussion
to the ideas of comfort and control, beginning with something that they were
uncomfortable with, such as “yelling” at their students. We could also explore what. that
word means and why they felt uncomfortable with it, perhaps connecting this to issues of
social class. Finally, we could consider how our knowledge and understanding of
ourselves affects how we engage students in our content and how it positions us as
teachers and affects our interactions with students.

Trusting a theoretical foundation. Unfortunately, fear and uncertainty ruled that
semester; and I did not go through this process with my students. As a new teacher
educator I continued to struggle with both the appropriate content and effective
pedagogical strategies for methods courses. What do prospective teachers need to know?
What do they need to be able to do? Why? What are the best methods for having them
engage with the concepts and ideas in methods courses? What exactly are those
concepts, ideas, and skills?

In addition, I believed—and still do—that my practice as a teacher educator must
rest on a theoretical foundation; and although I was moving in that direction, I did not
entirely trust my thinking. And despite my beliefs, I continued to wrestle with questions
like: What comes first, theory or practice? How does theory inform practice? How does

practice generate new theories? I struggled with these questions and with the relationship
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between theory and practice, perhaps because the questions created a dichotomy between
the two, as if one must come first with the other following, a cause/effect relationship.

I did not wish to perpetuate this dichotomy as it separates content and pedagogy,
which function together and support each other in effective instruction. Theory must
form the content and provide the foundation for pedagogical decisions. This raised new
questions for me: Which theories most inform what I believe teachers need to know and
be able to do? Which theories do not dichotomize the relationships between theory and
practice or between content and pedagogy?

My graduate seminar had given me an opportunity to learn more about feminist
theory; in fact, it introduced me to feminist thought and opened my eyes to an entirely
new way of thinking, as well as looking at—and making sense of—the world around me.
Because I felt personally changed—and charged—by what I was discovering, I came to
the realization that I wanted my teaching to reflect a feminist stance. I will explore this
concept more fully in Chapter 2. One reason for this is that feminist theory does not
create dichotomies between theory and practice or between content and pedagogy—a
split I wished to avoid. As Magda Lewis (1994) asserts: “The challenge of feminist
teaching lies for me in the specifics of how I approach the classroom. By reflecting on
my own teaching, I fuse content and practice, politicizing them both through feminist
theory and living them both concretely rather than treat them abstractly” (p. 187). The
ideas of “fus[ing] content and practice” and “living them both concretely” appealed to
me, as it gave me a space to bring my “self” into the classroom and to explore ideas and
issues with my students sincerely and honestly. This understanding gave me the initial

blocks for constructing a theoretical foundation for my practice as a teacher educator.
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Nevertheless, I still lacked the confidence to “try out” a pedagogy that I still could
not adequately articulate and explain. Ibelieved that my wanting to enact a feminist
stance required my being explicit about that stance with my students. I needed to
articulate the theoretical foundation for my choices and decisions and still did not feel
prepared to do that. Idid not want to “project an interpretation, a definition, a description
of [my] work and actions, that may not [have been] accurate, that may [have] obscure[ed]
what [was] really taking place” (hooks, 1994, p. 62). I feared, as hooks cautions against,
using a term like “theory” too freely—or more specifically—calling on feminist theory
poorly. However, during the second semester of the methods course I was teaching, I
began to feel the urgency of addressing my concerns.

Plunging in. Although I did not do this every week, I sometimes gave my
students approximately 20-30 minutes at the beginning of each session to talk about what
was happening in their classrooms. I eventually found these conversations disturbing and
stopped them, waiting until I could think about the best way to deal with what I was
hearing. My primary concern was that I heard my interns blaming their students, both
middle school and high school, for academic failure. I heard story after story of how the
highest passing grade on a grammar quiz was a “D,” of how students never completed
readings assigned as homework, of how students did not seem to care about whether or
not ihey passed since they knew they would be promoted anyway, of how disengaged
students were.

When I asked the interns for possible explanations, I believed their answers
reflected their assumptions about students, parents, teaching, and learning. They blamed

student failure on parental disinterest, student indifference, narrowly-mandated curricula,
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or student ability. I seldom heard them talk about why their lessons were not responsive
to students or how differences in race, class, or gender may account for how students
experience school differently or how these differences might also account for their views
of students, teaching, and learning. Their comments conflicted with what I was coming
to understand that all teachers must do: examine their positionalities and how those
positionalities affect both how and what they choose to teach.

Linda Alcoff (as cited in Maher & Tetreault, 2001) defines positionality as the
“knower’s specific position in any context, a position always defined by gender, race,
class, and other socially significant dimensions” (p. 22). Teachers’ positionalities,
therefore, affect how they perceive their students, their roles as teachers, and learning.
They also affect how teachers manage their students and how they maintain control of
their students, as well as the ideas in their classrooms.

I understood positionality—like Alcoff—as a knower’s position, a position
established by a person’s “location” according to gender, race, class, or other “socially
significant dimensions.” I assumed that pre-service téachers entered my classroom with
their positions firmly in place and for whatever reason, had not examined their varied
positionalities and how they might affect their teaching practices. Added to my
assumption was the impression my students gave me that persistent issues such as student
failure, student disengagement, student apathy, or parental indifference immobilized
them. Rather than consider possible explanations for these observations or experiences
that might suggest actions they could take, they seemed all too ready to blame factors

over which they had no control. This stance seemingly enabled my students to abdicate
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their responsibility to somehow work to address the issues they faced—or to abdicate
their responsibility to their students and for their students’ learning.

In Releasing the Imagination: Essays on Education, the Arts, and Social Change
(1995), Maxine Greene writes:

There are, as most of us have learned, objective as well as subjective

realities to be considered; we cannot simply fantasize the disappearance of

joblessness, homelessness, fatherlessness, disease. It may be, however,

that a general inability to conceive a better order of things can give rise to

a resignation that paralyzes and prevents people from acting to bring about

change... To call for imaginative capacity is to work for the ability to look

at things as if they could be otherwise. To ask for intensified realization is

to see that each person’s reality must be understood to be interpreted

experience—and that the mode of interpretation depends on his or her

situation and location in the world... Doing so, a person may become

freed to glimpse what might be, to form notions of what should be and

what is not yet. And the same person may, at the same time, remain in

touch with what presumably is (pp. 18 & 19).
The words I used to describe my students and their responses to the realities they
observed and experienced in classrooms imply that I blame them for their stance, just as
they seemingly blamed their students. And perhaps I did. However, Greene provides me
with a different perspective. I made assumptions about how my students perceived
themselves: I assumed they perceived themselves as actors—or as agents—but had
simply made a choice not to act. Greene, on the other hand, provides an alternate
interpretation for my students’ responses in her assertion that once we realize that
students’ negative “realities” will not simply disappear, we are unable to imagine
anything better. While I believed initially that my students chose not to act, she leads me
to believe that instead, they reached a point where they believed that no matter how they

acted, it would make no difference and were thus in a state of paralyzing resignation.
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I was not trying to get my students to imagine that the realities of their students
might be different, and as Greene argues, the disappearance of those realities is a fantasy,
though certainly we would wish for that disappearance. However, I wanted my students
to consider that their actions could be otherwise, that their realities as teachers might be
otherwise, that they could consider any variety of alternatives, that they could make
different choices. I wanted them to see that they could experience a sense of efficacy, as
well as feel a sense of discontent with what they saw in their classrooms. The reality I
sought to change was my students’ responses to—even attitudes toward—their students
and their students’ disengagement and failure. While they may not have possessed the
ability to change their students’ present realities, I believed they could respond in ways
that were more agentive.

I also believed that if their students experienced school differently, experienced
success and engagement and learning, then perhaps those students’ realities might
change. Perhaps those students could envision a better future for themselves. As Greene
asserts, my students could “remain in touch” with the present, while becoming “freed to
glimpse what might be, to form notions of what should be and what is not yet.” Greene
identifies this mode of thinking as “imaginative capacity,” which she defines as working
“for the ability to look at things as if they could be otherwise.” Based on Greene’s
arguments, I believe that my students lacked an imaginative capacity. And perhaps so
did I Perhaps I was jaded, assuming that students’ beliefs about teaching, based on the
“apprenticeship of observation” (Lortie, 1975) were foregone conclusions. Perhaps I
believed that working toward an imaginative capacity was ultimately useless; perhaps I

was stuck in the same paralyzing resignation as my students.
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Greene (1995) further claims: “When nothing intervenes to overcome such
inertia, it joins with the sense of repetitiveness and uniformity to discourage active
learning. New beginnings become unlikely, yet it is only in the experience of a
beginning that persons feel themselves to be the initiators, the authors of what they are
doing or intending to do” (p. 21). Iknew I had to intervene as I had the sense that active
learning in my classroom was waning, if not at a complete halt. Therefore, unwilling—
and unable—to provide my students with “hard and fast” solutions, I decided to consider
this as a problem in my own practice and approached my instruction with the conviction
that I needed to provide my students with opportunities to explore their varied
positionalities.

As Greene suggests, “intensified realization” requires that we understand our
realities as “interpreted experience,” which depends on our varied “situation[s] and
location[s] in the world.” Ibelieved my students needed to explore these situations and
locations—these positionalities. We needed to begin a new endeavor such as this so that
my students—and I—could become “the initiators, the authors” of what took place in all
of our classrooms. Neither my students nor I could remain in our present space.

I also believed that if we examined the concept of positionality together, perhaps
we might create a fresh perspecﬁvc for how my students might respond to the realities
they faced in their classrooms. In other words, I believed that this examination might
move my students beyond the “blame game” and begin to make them more aware of how
their location in the classroom (a location affected by their positionalities) might, in turn,

affect their perceptions, understandings, or actions.
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Based on my thinking during the first semester of the course—and despite my
hesitance to pursue working with narrative—I decided to “take the plunge” and engage in
a nam;tive inquiry—or autobiographical reflection—to try and provide my students with
such an opportunity. It has been my assumption—or intent—that the outcome of such an
inquiry would begin to develop an “imaginative capacity” and a sense of agency in my
students. In this context I interpret “agency” as suggesting a sense of responsibility that
leads to a plan of action.

Contrary to my understanding, some researchers and theorists would argue that
my students’ positionalities were not in place when they entered my classroom but that
the process of telling stories would position them. For example, Nespor and Bafylske
- (1991) draw on their work with narrative interviews. They write: “Instead of assuming
that people tell stories because they ‘lead storied lives,” we simply try to make sense of
what people do when they tell stories and what their stories do” (p. 807). Through a
series of interviews with two teachers, Bob and Clara, they concluded that these two
teachers positioned themselves through their sharing of stories. One teacher, Bob,
positioned himself between the university and the classroom, while another teacher,
Clara, positioned herself between her family and the classroom. Nespor and Barylske
claim that the teachers “made themselves in the interviews” (p. 817), implying that their
positions were constructed—or reconstructed—through the process of telling their
stories. They include extended quotes from both teachers to illustrate how Bob and Clara
positioned themselves. Neither of the two teachers is explicit about how they are
positioned; that is a construct the researchers use in their analysis. In fact, the teachers’

awareness of this remains unclear.
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Alcoff (as cited in Maher & Tetreault, 2001) asserts that a person’s position ié
“defined” by race, class, gender, or éther socially significant dimensions. Nespor and
Barylske (1991) argue that discourse produces the person, not the other way around.
They seem to imply, then, that discourse produces positionality, that positionalities are
not formed or created until after the discursive act. Knowing how the two teachers made
sense of this process and of their stories might add clarity to the role of discourse in the
construction—or reconstruction—of positionality, but based on the study Nespor and
Barylske (1991) conducted, the two conceptions of positionality seem to oppose each
other.

One explanation for this opposition may be syntactical in nature. For example,
according to Alcoff (as cited in Maher & Tetreault, 2001), a person is passive in her
positionality; positionality is somehow “done to” her or is a result of situations or
circumstances that are beyond her control. Society has determined—or mediated—her
positionality. On the other hand, according to Nespor and Barylske (1991), a person is
active in forming her positionality and can determine what it might be or what it might
look like. In addition, “positionality” is a noun, while “positioning oneself”’ requires
action and acts as a verb. However, neither of these “either/or scenarios” is very
satisfying.

Wilson and Ritchie (1994) offer an explanation that gets away from these
dichotomies. They write: “But stories—those we tell ourselves as well as those others
tell about us—can also constrain and position us in identities and roles: We often become
who stories tell us we are. Even though all stories are fictions contingent upon vantage

point and serving ideologies—perhaps because they are—we believe composing and re-
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telling stories can allow teachers to resist and revise confining stories which others too
often draft for us” (p. 177). Iinterpret the “stories” these researchers identify as the
discursive act. In other words, they suggest that individuals are positioned—as Alcoff (as
cited in Maher & Tetreault, 2001) argues. They also assert that while discursive acts—
such as the stories that we and others tell—may further constrain and position us,
;‘composing and re-telling stories” can be empowerihg in that we are not necessarily
constrained or positioned by our existing “stories.”

It was out of both necessity and desire for my students to explore the concept of
positionality and to “form notions of what should be and what is not yet...[and] at the
same time remain in touch with what presumably is” (Greene, 1995, p. 19) that finally
compelled me to risk enacting a pedagogy that I believed in, even if I did not always do it
“right.” And I decided to frame that pedagogy around the writing and sharing of personal
narrative, as I believed that narrative inquiry may lead to the kind of transformative
pedagogy I sought to enact. When I first introduced this pedagogy to my students, I
entitled it “The Narrative Project.”

The Narrative Project

At two different points during the semester, my students wrote two narrative
pieces, which included autobiographical information about their family backgrounds,
educational experiences, and/or other personal experiences that they believed shaped how
they think about themselves, about their students, about their students’ families, or about
education in general.

After each narrative was complete, I wanted them to identify the salient societal

issue(s) that they believed had shaped them, such as race, social class or gender. Once

24



they had identified the “issue,” they were to locate one academic text that helped them
make sense of their experiences and how their backgrounds reflected issues of
positionality. Once they had found a relevant text, I asked them to write a reflection to
accompany the narrative to explain how the text informed their thinking about
themselves, their students, their stance in the classroom. Finally, I wanted them to reflect
on what they had learned about themselves through this process and consider how they
might apply this knowledge in the classroom.

I knew that this type of assignment might seem foreign to my students, and I
wanted them to feel free to take risks and to explore. In addition, I was working to
embody a very specific theoretical stance—that of a feminist teacher educator—and so I
wanted to work to disrupt some of the power disparities between teacher and students.
Therefore, I eliminated the element of evaluation. Iexplained to my students that if they
completed the assignment, they would receive a 4.0 grade on the project because I would
not be evaluating either their writing or their effort. In the same “spirit,” I also explained
that a project such as this and the subsequent lack of evaluation placed the responsibility
for their learning on their shoulders. They could put forth as little or as much effort as
they chose, taking either more or less away from the experience.’

In addition, I engaged in this writing along with my students, and during two
different sessions in the semester, we shared our writing with each other and discussed
our learning. In order to “set the stage” and to continue to enact my “new” theoretical
stance, I read my narrative and reflection first. But because this was new to me and

because I was unsure about how it might “play out,” I loosely structured the rest of these

sessions, letting my students provide the direction the class would take.
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At this point, the decisions I made were largely based on advice from my own
mentors and instructors. When I would “strike out on my own” in attempts to be
responsive to my students or address issues that seemed specific to my particular
context—or when I worked to make sense of what took place in-my classroom—I acted
primarily on an intuitive level. That is, based on informal conversations with and
feedback from my students, I believed that my students had learned from this project.
They stated that it helped them to think about themselves, their students, and teaching in
new ways. However, they did not cite specific examples or explicate what they meant.
Nevertheless, based on this feedback, I repeated this project with subsequent groups of
students, armed with my continued conviction that it was effective.

When colleagues asked me about the project, specifically how I enacted it, I think
I finally fully appreciated the complexity involved. I discovered that while enacting the
project, my thinking was really quite complicated as I considered how to respond to
students’ writing, how to manage the classroom discussions, how to guide my students
toward the larger goals I had set out to accomplish. In addition, I could not “prove” that
my students were actually learning what I believed they were learning. I had not
gathered artifacts that represented my students’ work—and my work with them—and
then examined those artifacts for evidence of my thinking and their learning. Therefore, I
designed a study based on my current understanding of the research tradition of narrative
inquiry within teacher preparation so that I might provide that evidence and move both
my practice and this project beyond the level of intuition. The research questions I
nominated are twofold: they examine my practice and the sense my students make of

both theA content and processes involved this project.
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Research Questions
Questions about pedagogy. 1identified two questions related specifically to
pedagogy:
1. Whether and to what extent does both the content and processes of the
narrative project engage prospective teachers in both an exploration and

examination of their beliefs about students, teaching, and learning?

2. Whether and to what extent does the narrative project then afford
prospective teachers the opportunity to examine the concept of positionality?

My first two questions relate specifically to the pedagogy involved in this project,
specifically the processes of reflecting on the narratives, sharing the narratives, and the
communal nature of making sense of both the significance and the value of the narratives
in terms of classroom practice, both my own practice and my students’ practices. The
theoretical work that guided my examination of this pedagogy is twofold: feminist
pedagogy and narrative inquiry.

The feminist pedagogy piece is important as it was my initial interest in feminist
pedagogy that prompted my designing this project for my students, and the issue of
positionality also came out of my first experiences with feminist pedagogy. My
assumption is that without a critical examination of a teacher’s stance as part of this
project, it becomes a “course assignment” with an unclear purpose or focus.

A related piece is what takes place when the students share their narratives and then
consider the implications of those narratives for classroom practice. This is the process
involved in the project, and it is my guiding of this process that suggests how a teacher
educator might enact—or embody—a pedagogy. Using the theoretical frame of feminist
pedagogy, which I discuss more fully in Chapter 2, allowed me to more systematically

examine both my practice—and my stance—as a teacher educator.

27



The second question, which focuses on the concept of positionality, is important
given that part of the study examines my positionality as well and allows me to include as
part of my positionality my narrative of learning. Connelly and Clandinin (1990) argue
that a central concept—in this case positionality—is necessary in narrative inquiry. They
state: “Narrative explanation derives from the whole...by a s'ense of the whole and it is
this sense which needs to drive the writing (and reading) of narrative” (p. 7). If I assert
that this study is a narrative inquiry, then it is the issue—or concept—of positionality
which most drives this study and provides it with this sense of the whole. Iidentify the
pedagogical problem as helping my students to examine/critique their own positionalities
and its implications for teaching. One specific component of this pedagogical problem is
rrlly own stance as a feminist teacher educator.

Questions about sense-making. Because I also wished to discover how my students
made sense of this project, two questions focus on student learning:

1. How do pre-service teachers make sense of the processes involved in the
narrative project? '

2. What sense do pre-service teachers make of the concept of positionality
through their engagement with the narrative project?

The first question addresses how students understand—or make sense of—the
processes involved in the narrative project: how students learned. The second question
focuses on the central concept of the study: positionality, or what students learned. It
seems important to consider student understanding of both process and content for
several reasons. First, this is a study of pedagogy, as well as a study of student learning.
In other words, I am interested in students’ understanding of the concept of positionality;

but I am equally interested in how students have made sense of the pedagogy involved in
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this project. The questions allowed me to use artifacts of teaching to systematically
critique my practice, as I explored my stance in terms of students’ perceptions and
understanding. It also allowed me to challenge the assumptions I made about the efficacy
of the narrative project, as I am interested in whether or not my assumptions about the
effectiveness of this project—in terms of student learning and understanding—are either
accurate or unfounded.
Overview

In Chapter 2, “Locating the Study: Researching the Narrative Project,” I discuss
narrative inquiry and work to explain why narrative inquiry as a pedagogical approach
seemed a good choice, given the learning goals I identified for my students. Because I
was also working to enact a feminist stance, I further develop what this stance cqtails and
what it might look like in the classroom. Finally, I work to situate both of these
discussions within the larger framework of teacher research. In Chapter 3, “Illuminating
Practice through Research: Methodology for Examining Content and Process,” I describe
the research methods I used, including the artifacts of teaching I gathered, what I believed
they might show me, and how I analyzed—or interpreted—those artifacts.
I examine three focal students’ narratives in Chapter 4, “New Frames of Reference:
Using Narrative and Reflective Writing to Construct Knowledge,” and investigate
whether and to what extent these students worked to integrate subjective and objective
knowledge in order to construct new knowledge. Chapter 5, “Connected Knowing:
Exploring Procedures for Constructing Knowledge,” includes a description and

interpretation of my students’ and my conversations during two class sessions where we
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shared and discussed our narratives. It examines whether and how my students and I
worked to form a connected knowing group.

In Chapter 6, “Exploring Students’ Sense-Making: How Understanding of
Content and Process Impacts Learning,” I describe what some of my students shared
during interviews and viewing sessions, where I asked them to discuss both the content
and processes involved in the project, as well as the nature of their learning. This chapter
details what I learned from interviewing these students, particularly about their
understanding of the concept of positionality and their perceptions of the project.

It is my intention to illuminate my students’ sense-making through the private
process of writing and working with their narratives, as well the public processes of the
class discussions. I will also explore my interpretations of the focal students’ learning
from this project, particularly around the concept of positionality and their understanding
of students, teaching, and learning.

Chapter 7, “Challenging Curricula and Interrogating Pedagogy in Teacher
Education,” is a culmination of how I believe this narrative inquiry unfolded for my
students, as well as how it unfolded for me. While I include a discussion of the personal
nature of this study, I also work to foreground what I have learned, perhaps in a sense
what I know, as a result of engaging in this systematic and critical examination of The
Narrative Project. I frame this learning within the context of implications for teacher
preparation curriculum and the pedagogical considerations that this curriculum then

suggests. Finally, this chapter will raise issues that merit further research.
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Footnotes
To eliminate the misconception that evaluation was not a part of this
course, let me explain that this was not the only project for this course.
In addition, the students were engaged in an ongoing inquiry into their
teaching practice, focusing on discussions around literature. As part of
this project, they had to nominate a question, complete a brief and
informal literature review related to their question, videotape
themselves facilitating discussions with their students on two separate
occasions, transcribe a portion of each of these videotapes, participate
in a viewing session as part of a small group, analyze their videotaped
discussions in light of their questions, and write a final analysis that
explicated what they had learned about literature discussions. This
discussion project, The Narrative Project, class participation, and the
grade from their university liaison (with input from their mentor

teacher) produced the grade they earned for the course.
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Chapter 2
Researching the Narrative Project

I found working with personal narrative to explore my beliefs and assumptions
about social class—as well as the sources for those beliefs and assumptions—both
intellectually challenging and personally enlightening. It led to greater understandings of
how and why I perceived and responded to my students as I did, thus affecting what and
how I taught. Therefore, I believed that it might be an effective pedagogical tool for me
to use with my students. In addition, I wished to enact a feminist stance in my classroom
and therefore believed that engaging in narrative inquiry with my students might work
toward that end as well.

This study is designed to include three strands: narrative inquiry as pedagogy,
feminist pedagogy, and narrative inquiry as research. While the first two strands
concentrate on the pedagogy—both the content and the processes—around a project I
designed for prospective teachers, the third strand focuses on how I am coming to
advance my understanding of that pedagogy through the research process. Designing this
project—what I identify as narrative inquiry as it was grounded in experiential
narrative—was based on an intuitive decision. The genesis of the project came out of my
own narrative of learning how to become a more effective teacher educator.'

Therefore, in the first section of this chapter, I will kexplore the first two strands,
narrative inquiry as pedagogy and feminist pedagogy. Exploring why narrative inquiry
seemed an appropriate choice allows me to make my intuitive thinking more explicit and
to work to ground my stance as a teacher educator, as well as my enactment of this

project, drawing on the existing scholarship on feminist pedagogy.
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The second section of this chapter will explore the third strand, narrative inquiry
as research. Because narrative inquiry has the capacity—Ilike feminist scholarship—to
weave together content and pedagogy, and theory and practice, I chose narrative inquiry
as a methodological approach with the following intentions: 1) to illuminate my praétice
through my own emerging narrative as a feminist teacher educator; and 2) to explore how
this project unfolded for my students as they engaged with the content—and experienced
the processes—involved with this project.

Finally, I will attempt to bring all of these strands together in the concluding
segment of this chapter to show how narrative inquiry may also serve as an effective
research methodology to study narrative inquiry as a pedagogical approach and to study
how a teacher educator works to enact a theoretical stance. This demonstrates how this
study may fit into the lafger body of literature on teacher research.

Narrative Inquiry as Pedagogy
The Nature of Narrative

A discussion about why narrative inquiry seemed an appropriate
pedagogical choice first necessitates a very brief discussion of narrative in
general, where I will draw on the work of literary theorists. At its most basic
level a “...narrative is the representation of an event or a series of events”

(Abbott, 2002, p. 12) that are “‘connected by subject matter and related by time”
(Scholes, 1981, p. 205). In addition, narratives have characters who are a part of
the events and narrators, who may or may not be characters in the narrative.
According to Abbott (2002), it is the narrator who constructs the story: “...when

you narrate, you construct. This is true whether you are making up a story about

33



creatures from another planet or telling the intimate secrets of your life” (p. 64).
The idea that narrative—or story—is a construction is critical to understanding
why narrative inquiry seemed a sound pedagogical choice.
However, narrative also represents a way of knowing; and as Carter
(1993) claims, narrative “is particularly suited to explicating the issues with
which we deal” (p. 6). Wilson and Ritchie (1994) further this when they write:
Becoming teachers involves an ongoing process of negotiation and
struggle among various narratives—narratives composed as scripts from
their histories in gender, social class, racial, ethnic and family groups;
multiple and often conflicting narratives of teaching and education in our
popular culture; and the narratives surrounding teaching and learning
students have composed from seventeen or more years of experience in

educational institutions. All of these stories continue to shape teachers’
understandings of teaching and them as people in educational institutions

(p. 178).
As part of my own learning process, I realized what Carter, as well as Wilson and
Ritchie, assert: first, that narrative suited the issues that I was exploring as a new teacher
educator; and second, that the various narratives that composed my life worked together
to shape my understanding of teaching, many times without my awareness of how they
shaped me. Therefore, when I extended this thinking to prospective teachers, I believed
that story may represent a way of knowing for them as well. I assumed that if
prospective teachers’ conflicting narratives continually shape their understandings of
teaching, then my engaging in narrative inquiry with them might work to create a
heightened awareness of who they are, how they have come to be who they are, and how
that impacts their teaching practices. If we think and know in story form, then it is those

stories that allow us to make sense of ourselves and the world around us. Therefore, I
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further assumed that the collection of all of these stories may point toward new
understandings for prospective teachers.

Clandinin (1985) identifies this territory of knowledge as a teacher’s ‘“’Personal
practical knowledge...imbued with all the experiences that make up a person’s being. Its
meaning is derived from, and understood in terms of, a person’s experiential history, both
professional and personal” (p. 362). I find Mark Johnson’s (1989) understanding of
Clandinin’s work especially helpful when he claims that this knowledge “is meant to
focus attention on the way teachers understand their world, insofar as this understanding
affects the way they structure classroom experience and interact with their students...and
how this understanding bears on what happens in the classroom” (pp. 361-362). Johnson
further argues that while this knowledge is born of experience, it also has the power to
transform that experience. In fact, it has “meaning and value only within the context of
that experiential process qf growth and change” (p. 364).

According to both Clandinin (1985) and Johnson (1989), my students entered my
classroom already holding experiential knowledge, just as I held similar knowledge as a
teacher educator. However, Willinsky (1989) identifies this knowledge as “tacit
knowledge that informs the teacher’s classroom practices” (p. 256). Because I was
unaware of the knowledge I held, or perhaps more importantly, how that knowledge
might shape me as a teacher, I assumed the same might be true for my students. It was
my intention that narrative inquiry would support my students as they worked to focus
their attention on the ways they understood their world, to bring that knowledge to the

surface, and to illuminate how it impacted them in the classroom.
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Characters and narrators. As part of this inquiry, my students wrote about
events m their lives, events they believed were significant. They constructed and re-
constructed those stories both in the act of writing them and through the act of sharing
them with their peers and with me. The events we choose to chronicle—or narrate—
convey significance (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990). Therefore, when my students were in
the process of choosing which event or series of events they wished to write about, they
had already placed a certain amount of significance on those events. Furthermore, while
my students were initially the characters in their narratives, I hypothesized that they
became the narrators of their stories when they constructed their narratives, especially
when they reflected on their narratives’ relevance to life in classrooms.

This move from character to narrator is an important pedagogical consideration,
especially given my desire for my students to have a greater sense of agency. Conle
(1995) writes: “But the real power of agency comes when she is not just chronicling
events, but narrating her life in schools, when she, the prospective teacher, can be a
narrator as well as a character in her story. Autobiographical work in teacher education
has this potential” (p. 20). Conle contextualizes this statement within a conversation that
took place in her course “Teachers’ Stories, Teachers’ Lives.” Beyond this reference,
however, this particular piece is more theoretical in nature, where Conle explores the
relationship between the life of the researcher and her research. Her writing is a self-
exploration where she weighs her way of being in the city against her way of being at the
beach and describes how her ways of “being in the world hindered or advanced [her]
research and why the kind of research [she does] pushed her to live [her] life differently,

personally, as a teacher educator and as a researcher” (p. 7).
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Conle (1995) further claims: “Usually experiential narratives first produced
personal theories or working hypotheses. They emerged from the narrated experiences of
the inquirer” (p. 23). To a certain extent, this is where my study resonates with Conle’s
work. When I first began this study, my narrative of learning how to become a teacher
educator was just beginning. As my narrative unfolded, I drew on past experiential
narratives to aid in my examination of why I perceived and responded to students as I
did. I narrated those experiences, and this process of narration enabled me to gain a
greater sense of agency; and through this inquiry my way of being in the world began to
change; I began to live my life differently, more personally, just as Conle was pushed to
do. This study explores how this change came about for me—and in turn—how it
affected my teaching practice. Therefore, like Conle, one part of this study is a self-
exploration.

On the other hand, this study also builds on Conle’s (1995) work. Based on my
own narraﬁve inquiry, I produced the working hypothesis that this this same narrative
inquiry might work toward similar end(s) for my students. In all likelihood, Conle would
‘agrce. However, my empirical study examines the pedagogy that came out of my
personal theory or working hypothesis, a possible pedagogy that may be enacted in order
for students to gam a similar sense of agency. Furthermore, my study also examines how °
students made sense of their own narrative inquiry and explores the nature of their
learning and whether and to what extent they also gained a greater sense of agency.

One pedagogical implication Conle (1995) does suggest occurs when she claims
that pre-service teachers are—in a sense—characters in their own narratives but that the

“transformative” nature of narrative inquiry comes during the shift from character to
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narrator, whether the narration constitutes an event inside or outside the classroom.
Therefore, I assume that one potentially transformative characteristic of this project may
not necessarily be the writing of the narratives, where my students are “characters,” but in
the reflective writing, where they—as “narrators”—are working to make sense of those
aspects of their narratives that are relevant to the classroom and their teaching practice(s).
This seems to be an important pedagogical issue, as it provides direction for a project
such as this, moving it away from either therapy or “navel gazing” into academic content.
Conle (1995) goes so far as to argue that a shift of this kind must occur in order for the
work to be transformative. In my particular case, I hoped a transformation in my students
would manifest itself in their moving from a sense of paralysis to a sense of agency.

Time. The concept of narrative that works to accomplish a shift from character to
narrator is time. Conle (1995) writes:

Each telling happens from at least two time perspectives, the ‘then-

perspective’ of the contents of the story and the ‘now-perspective’

available at the time of the telling. The now-perspective changes with

each telling, as new information, new circumstances influence the teller.

The told event therefore is not ‘reality itself,” but reality from a particular

vantage point, the current now-perspective. As the vantage point changes,

so does the story and with it the reality we are able to perceive (p. 15).
Conle is talking specifically about the role of time in the constructing—and then telling—
of stories and how it shapes reality. My students’ written narratives represent what Conle
calls a “then-perspective.” However, the “now-perspective,” which occurs when
narratives are shared with others, implies that their written stories take on new
significance or value—and thus reality—because the vantage point has changed.

Greene (2000) talks about reality in slightly different terms, drawing on her

construct of imagination: “To tap into imagination is to become able to break with what
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is supposedly...objectively and independently real...Doing so, a person may become
freed to glimpse what might be, to form notions of what should be and is not yet. And
the same person may, at the same time, remain in touch with what presumably is” (p. 19).
While Greene may not disagree with Conle (1995), she seems to extend Conle’s ideas
into the future. In other words, while we may construct the past and interpret the past
through that construction, it is this process that allows us to look into the future and to
imagine something different or something better. Greene would assert that this then
creates space(s) for us to “carve out new orders in experience...[to] become freed to
glimpse what might be...” (p. 19).

Again, because I wanted this work to be transformative in that my students would
leave the experience with a greater sense of agency, narrative inquiry seemed to hold the
greatest promise, given its ability to span past, present, and future and its potential to
create those spaces where we might conceive of something different or better. This
process required my students to consider the value of their narratives from a “now-
perspective” and then use that knowledge or understanding to engage in more
imaginative thinking.

The Collective Nature of Narrative Inquiry

Some theorists and researchers claim that the most distinctive quality of a
narrative process is its collective nature, which occurs through the act of “telling” our
stories. Conle (1995) writes:

Through the -attitude of the narrator and the role of the now-perspective,

the act of telling itself has an impact, so that the telling of experiences

becomes a major shaping force in our lives. For example, telling the story

of my action or experience in class this momning can organize and
reorganize that action for me. Similarly, telling the story of my life in
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autobiographical accounts can serve to make a sense of my life that I have
not been aware of before (p. 15).

Iinterpret Conle’s conception of “telling” as the oral sharing of narratives, which implies
a collective effort, and according to some, an essential element of narrative inquiry.
Grumet (as cited in Casey, 1995-1996) argues that this work is not only “an individual
exercise but...a process that always takes place within a social context” (p. 220). Casey
furthers this argument when she asserts that “the self is understood as a social
construction, and as such, can be remade. But this transformation is a collective project”
(p. 222). While Casey refers to studies where people are exploring the “collective self,”
as opposed to the “individual self,” I interpret “collective project” as a group effort or
process, a process individuals engage in with others.

Bruner (1996) identifies this collective effort as collaboration and goes so far as to
claim that without collaboration, agency is impossible; you cannot have one without the
other:

Let me turn now to the issues of agency and collaboration. They need to

be treated together, else learning is made to seem either too solo or not

solo enough...a solo agentive view of mind is wildly off the mark...We do

not learn a way of life and ways of deploying mind unassisted,

unscaffolded, naked before the world...Rather, it is the give and take of

talk that makes collaboration possible. For the agentive mind is not only

active in nature, but it seeks out dialogue and discourse with other active

minds. We learn an enormous amount not only about the world but about

ourselves by discourse with Others. Agency and collaboration are rather

like yin and yang (pp. 92-93). ' :

Bruner also suggests what this process might look like in his description of Ann Brown,

an elementary classroom teacher who works to connect agency and collaboration in her

classroom. She accomplishes this through allowing her students to “generate their own
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hypotheses...negotiate them with others...and take the role of teacher” (p. 93); Bruner
identifies this process as providing structure.

One of my pedagogical concerns in the narrative inquiry I designed was to
provide a similar structure: I gave my students a great deal of freedom in choosing their
writing topics, in choosing academic readings, and in determining how they would
connect the two. Moreover, this structure—along with collaboration—played a central
role in the project during class discussions, where my students and I heard and learned
from each others’ stories, worked to connect each others’ stories to our own, and
explored the connection(s) between all of the stories and our lives in classrooms.

Researchers in other fields, such as community psychology and developmental
leadership draw on empowerment theory to discuss how narrative holds the potential to
empower individuals within families, organizations, and their communities. Their work
points to implications for teacher education. Specifically, these researchers argue that
individual narratives both inform—and are informed by—community narratives.
Rappaport (1995) defines a community narrative as “...a story that is common among a
group of people...A group of people with a shared narrative may constitute a
community” (p. 803). Rappaport further argues: “Everyone needs a community narrative
to support one’s personal life story, especially if that.life story is being newly created. It
is far easier to accomplish and sustain this in a collective context” (p. 804).

I have hypothesized that the students in my class shared one common story, that
of learning how to teach and struggling with the challenges of classroom life, thus

forming a community narrative according to Rappaport’s (1995) definition. In addition,
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their individual narratives as prospective teachers needed this community narrative if
their subsequent stories as teachers were to be “newly created.”

Rappaport also explicates how a greater sense of empowerment might result when
a community narrative supports the creation of new individual narratives:

“. .empowerr;lent [is] enhanced when people discover, or create and give voice to, a
collective narrative that sustains their own personal life story in positive ways....listening
to stories and helping people to create places that value and support both their personal
stories and their collective narratives is an empowering activity” (pp. 796 & 805). This is
something I desired for my students; Rappaport’s work, then, suggests that narrative
inquiry was a sound pedagogical choice.

Bond, Belencky, and Weinstock (2000), further this implication with their
illustration of how a narrative inquiry played out for a group of young women in an
intervention called “The Listening Partners.” They describe this intervention as “...a
synthesis of feminism and community psychology...[a] social action, peer group
interaction [that] supported a community of poor, rural, isolated, young, White mothers to
gain a greater voice, claim the powers of their minds, and collaborate in developmental
leadership...” (p. 1). As part of this intervention, the researchers “designed sessions
where women took turns telling their life story...as narrative is the primary tool we have
for making sense out of our own experiences in the world...The goal was to name one’s
own experience and naming is power” (pp. 6 & 18).

However, that empowerment came from more than the stories and the naming; it
was also the process of sharing of those stories: “Reflective dialogue was the centerpiece

of the peer group activities because it empowers people as individuals and groups...” (p.
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5). Itheorized that the collective effort, as well as the collected stories, may lead to new
understandings; and these researchers’ work suggests that narrative inquiry was an
effective pedagogical choice, especially given the learning I sought. Therefore, this study
is designed to investigate the nature of that pedagogy and to examine whether and to
what extent that pedagogy resulted in the learning I desired, as well as whether and to
what extent my students experienced what I hoped they would.

However, I also theorized that in order to create a “new empowered self”’ through
a collective effort, students must begin with an initial sense, or knowledge, of self. After
all, I had examined myself (without the benefit of a community narrative); I wanted my
students to engage in the same process. This is not antithetical to the idea of a
community narrative—or the empowerment that comes through the negotiation and
struggle of various narratives. As Casey (1995-1996) argues: “Whether implicit or
elaborated, every study of narrative is based on a particular understanding of the
speaker’s self. At present, definitive features of narrative studies differ widely depending
on their authors’ deeply held beliefs about the nature of self” (p. 213). My belief about
the “nature of self,” which grounds this study, is that the “self” is positioned. Based on
Alcoff’s work, being positioned refers to the “knower’s specific position in any context, a
position always defined by gender, race, class, and other socially significant dimensions”
(as cited in Maher & Tetreault, 2001, p. 22).2

However, positionality goes beyond an understanding of self to an increased
understanding of others. Pinar (as cited in Casey, 1995-1996) argues: “Understanding of
self is not narcissism, it is a precondition and a concomitant condition to the

understanding of others” (p.217). This seems to be an important concept in that it implies
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that understanding the self has a purpose that goes beyond itself. In other words, as a
pedagogical approach, I have worked from the assumption that if teachers are to have
greater awareness of their students’ positionalities, they must first be aware of their own,
as well as the underlying sources—or reasons—for those positionalities. This can begin
as they learn about each others’ positionalities through the collective effort of hearing and
valuing each others’ stories.

To this end, I used narratives as primary tools for learning. Nespor and Barylske
(1991) claim: “Teachers’ narratives are not expressions or reflections of some underlying,
hidden, knowledge or experience; they are tools for constructing knowledge” (p. 819).
This is important in that from a pedagogical perspective, I used the narratives and
accompanying reflections as primary course texts—or tools—to explore the concept of
positionality; they acted as the foundation for the content of this project. This study
investigates, then, whether or not using experiential narratives as primary courses texts
worked as tools for constructing knowledge.

The nature of a project such as this does not stop at content, though. Engaging in
this project with my students required me to pay considerable attention to the processes
involved. Since collectivity and collaboration are essential if narrative inquiry is to be
transformative in nature and afford students a greater sense of agency and empowerment,
then the enactment of such a project is just as vital as—if not more fundamental than—
the content.

In their prologue to the book Stories Lives Tell: Narrative and Dialogue in
Education (1991), Carol Witherell and Nel Noddings write:

Through telling, writing, reading, and listening to life stories—one’s own

and others’—those engaged in this work can penetrate cultural barriers,
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discover the power of the self and the integrity of the other, and deepen
their understanding of their respective histories and possibilities” (p. 4).

These feminist scholars assert that growth is not only an individual process; instead,
deeper understandings of both the self and others also come through dialogue with others.
Considering that I wanted to engage in a narrative inquiry with my students, and the
research that points out the need for inquiry to be collaborative in nature, I worked to
enact a feminist stance in the classroom in order to guide and encourage a collaborative
process. Drawing on feminist scholarship, I will next explicate what this might look like
in a classroom—or at least what I hoped it would look like in mine.
Feminist Pedagogy

Providing a definition of feminist pedagogy is somewhat problematic, as it may
not reflect the broad and varied concerns of feminist scholarship and may ultimately
prove too constraining. Nevertheless, Shrewsbury (as cited in Laird, 1988) provides a
definition that helps me ground a discussion of how I worked to enact a feminist stance in
my classroom. She explains that feminist pedagogy is:

a theory about the teaching/learning process that guides our choice of

classroom practices by providing criteria to evaluate specific educational

strategies and techniques in terms of the desired course goals or outcomes.

These evaluative criteria include the extent to which a community of

learners is empowered to act responsibly toward one another and the

subject matter and to apply that learning to social action (p. 450).
My understanding of this definition is that feminist pedagogy has an explicit primary
goal: “social action” and the many forms that action might take. It also moves the
conception of teaching beyond a series of discrete “methods” to “strategies and

techniques” that provide opportunities for learners to become “empowered,” and that

guide students toward valuing an educational experience where they act “responsibly
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toward one another and the subject matter.” I will utilize Shrewsbury’s definition to
illustrate how the content and processes of the narrative inquiry I designed and enacted
were intended to reflect a feminist stance.

As I stated earlier, my desired goal or outcome was to have my students work
toward developing an “imaginative capacity,” to feel a greater sense of efficacy, and to
become more agentive. I wanted them to leave my course believing that they could
entertain a greater variety of alternatives, that the instructional choices at their disposal
were endless, and that they were—in some sense—“in charge” of their realities as
teachers. Again, while they may not have possessed the ability to change their students’
present realities, they could help their students to experience school differently, to
experience success and engagement and learning, and perhaps to feel a greater sense of
empowerment to change their realities. Perhaps then those middle and high school
students could envision a better future for themselves. This desired outcome seems in
line with my understanding of the social action agenda that Shrewsbury (as cited in Laird,
1988) identifies as a primary goal of feminist pedagogy in that its ultimate goal is to work
to improve the lives of others.

I decided that to work toward accomplishing this goal, I would design a learning
opportunity where my students could explore the concept of positionality and how their
various positions might affect their responses to—and their attitudes toward—their
students and their students’ disengagement and failure. I also thought that such an
exploration would lead them to consider how their middle and high school students’

diverse positionalities might impact their understandings of the value of school.
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Ultimately, I hoped that this learning opportunity would move my students to begin to
challenge their actions and the choices they were making.

Because I wanted my teaching to reflect a feminist stance and because this study
examines my own narrative of learning to become a teacher educator, I will draw on the
work of feminisf scholars to help illuminate my own practice and the instructional
decisions I made. In my discussion of the content, I will talk about my belief that the
narrative inquiry would support my students during the process of their working toward a
stance of constructed knowing. I will also discuss how this process may allow students to
gain a véice and thereby holds the potential to empower learners. Next, I will focus on
the processes involved in the project and how I anticipated that they would enable
teachers and students to become co-leamners and recognize teachers and students as co-
authorities. In addition, I will explain how I intended that both the content and proceéses
work to move students beyond their subjective knowledge to more analytical and critical
modes of thought.

Constructed Knowing

When students enter a teacher preparation program, they bring knowledge,
beliefs, and values grounded in their personal experiences as members of families,
communities, and the larger culture. They also bring their accumulated knowledge of
their years in schools. The phenomenon of the “apprenticeship of observation” (Lortie,
1975) leads them to believe that their many years of filling the participant/observer role
in classrooms has provided them with an understanding of teaching, despite its

intricacies, complexities, and uncertainties. This set of knowledge and experiences and
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subsequent beliefs and values all come to bear on their learning as pre-service teachers,
perhaps even without their awareness.

Their teacher preparation program may include their developing deeper content
knowledge, learning teaching methods, and studying teaching and learning theories
(Lanier & Little, 1986). Perhaps they are afforded some opportunities to learn
systematically about the practice of teaching and to analyze discrete teaching
experiences. This type of preparation is primarily based on a conception of teacher
learning known as “knowledge-for-practice” (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999), the “formal
knowledge and theory (including codifications of the so-called wisdom of practice) for
teachers to use in order to improve practice” (p. 250). However, for the most part, this
preparation is somewhat isolated from “real” students and learning contexts.
Furthermore, prospective teachers’ learning about students may be somewhat de-
contextualized as well.

When these students then move into the classroom, they may feel some tensions
between what they believe to be true about teaching and learning based on their
experiences both in and out of classrooms and what they are now experiencing as
teachers. They may also sense some dissonance between the research-based and
theoretical knowledge they began to develop as part of their teacher preparation program
and the “realities” they observe in classrooms. They may become more aware that no
“authority” on teaching exists—no one-size-fits-all solutions to their problems are
available. Teaching is inherently uncertain (Floden & Buchmann, 1993; MacDonald,
1992), and they may find it challenging to make use of the knowledge-for-practice from

their university program. They may also find it difficult to determine whether or not they
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are effective in the classroom. As aresult, they may respond to their students as teachers
responded to them, only to find that this does not seem to work, as their students are not
like them and do not respond as they would have responded. Their students are different.
They may realize that what they thought might be “true” is not true at all. So they
struggle to figure out why this is so and anguish over what to do.

Considering the tensions these students may feel and the dissonance they may
sense, it does not seem efficacious to provide only one way of exploring—and hopefully
addressing—their concerns. In other words, only offering continued knowledge-for-
practice does not seem entirely satisfying. But allowing students to simply draw on their
personal experiences to examine the challenges they face and to inform the decisions they
might make also seems dangerous, as it may result in overly;simplistic analyses or
interpretations. Students may minimize contextual factors and may not critically examine
or question their personal experiences (Appleman, 2000). Therefore, an effective
approach might be to somehow weave together stucients’ experiential knowledge with
knowledge-for-practice. This approach would entail guiding students toward a position
of constructed knowledge, an integration of both subjective and objective knowing
(Belenkys, et al., 1997).

The process of moving toward a stance of constructed knowing involves
integrating knowledge that is personally relevant with knowledge learned from others; it
is an amalgamation of both emotional and rational thought. In addition, constructed
knowing reflects an understanding that all knowledge is contextual: no “truth” can be
separated from the context of which it is a part. “Once knowers assume the general

relativity of knowledge, that their frame of reference matters and that they can construct
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and reconstruct frames of reference, they feel responsible for examining, questioning, and
developing the systems that they will use for constructing knowledge” (Belenky, et al.,
1997, pp. 138-139). Finally, constructive knowing allows for a greater tolerance for
ambiguity and a recognition that conflict is unavoidable, which seems significant given
the uncertainties of teaching.

Guiding students toward a stance of constructed knowing seems logical, if not
necessary, and requires a pedagogy that blends their past experiences as students and as
positioned individuals with theoretical knowledge. Therefore, it seems that prospective
teachers may need to be allowed to “return,” in a sense, to a position of subjective
knowing. Or they at least need to understand that they can draw on their subjective
knowledge. However, this is not the “end.” They also need to learn how to integrate that
knowledge with objective knowledge, or knowledge—forfpracticc. They may need to
reflect on their past experiences, being alert to the details of those experiences,
questioning and challenging the beliefs and values that have resulted from those
experience. At the same time, they may al<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>