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Abstract 

 Through this autoethnographic study, I sought to better understand how a novice 

teacher’s life experiences, both past and present, informed her teaching practices in a 

culturally and linguistically diverse classroom and how this information could be used to 

inform teacher education practices.  Knowing that there is a demographic mismatch 

between White, largely middle class teachers and diverse, lower socioeconomic school 

children (Grioux & Silva, 2010), I expected the novice teacher in the study to wrestle 

with meeting the needs of her culturally diverse students.  However, the findings of this 

study suggest that the culture the novice teacher struggled with the most was the veteran 

oriented culture of the school community.  Additionally, as a female educator who 

teaches mostly female students (Hollins & Guzman, 2005), I explored how my life 

narrative intersected and interacted with the life narrative of my former student and how 

the sharing of our narratives impacted our personal and professional lives.  Utilizing 

reflexive journals, interactive interviews and observations, I sought to understand how 

female educators write the story of their professional identity. 
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Chapter I 

The Story from the Beginning 

 The academic world does not need more textbooks about teaching. It needs more 

 stories to remember why it is slaving away in the first place. 

 

--Paul Thomas (personal communication, July 2, 2013) 

All of my life I have been drawn to the stories of women.  Women who are 

strong, spiritual, irreverent, and funny.  As a child, the first memoirs I read were those of 

Laura Ingalls Wilder.  Memoirs, or the stories of one’s life, are still my favorite genre to 

read.  As an adult, I have learned many things from the women whose words I read.  

From Jill Conner Brown (1999) I learned that all women should embrace, and crown, 

their inner queen.  She was also the first to point out that in your life, it is your right, if 

not your solemn duty, to appoint yourself the “Boss of Everything” (p. 5).  Celia 

Rivenbark (2000) taught me that southern women are witty and wise . . . and perhaps 

catty . . . in a way like no other women of the world.  Seriously.  Only a true southern 

woman can spin the phrase, “Bless your heart,” into the polite prelude before a 

masterfully crafted, if not thinly, veiled insult.  When I first read the work of Jenn 

Lancaster (2006), I realized at once that we were kindred spirits.  She, like me, has so 

much to say that her life needs footnotes.  She is, in my mind, a true genius.  Why didn’t I 

think to write my life with footnotes?  Then you never run out of room!  While reading 

Anne Lamott (2007), I found in her a friend who is spiritual in the same ways I am, 

“which is to say devout with a sometimes bad attitude, a black sense of humor, and 

tendencies toward gossip and character assassination” (p. 108).  Most recently, while 

reading Jenny Lawson (2012), I realized that West Texas is indeed its own “special 

place,” and even when you manage to escape the region, the culture of the area continues 
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to shape you in weird and wonderful ways.  I collect women’s stories like I collect shoes.  

I love the variety, the array of colors, the old worn ones, and the new shiny ones.  And I 

can never throw one out.  They all live in my mind in a great swirl of words lighting my 

path as I find the women I am.1  The woman I am becoming (Belenky, Clinchy, 

Goldberger, & Tarule, 1986).  

When it came time to start my research, it is no surprise that I turned to stories.  

The stories of strong women, who much like Laura Ingalls Wilder, head fearfully and 

fearlessly into new frontiers.  

Context of the Researcher 

If you’ve got a problem, you usually have to look in the mirror. 

--Anne Lamott (2007) 

My Story, November 21st 

What a week!  Is the end of every semester like this?  Do I just forget?  This 

week, on top of teaching my 12-hour load, I assessed senior showcases, attended a going-

away party for a colleague, attended a faculty meeting, handled a major student crisis that 

required three meetings, conducted two observations in the field, wrote 12 letters of 

recommendation for our new master’s program, and had a meeting with the students who 

will be traveling with us to the Literacy Research Association meeting on December 3rd.  

Added to this, I am trying to write the final pieces of my dissertation proposal and get it 

emailed off before Thanksgiving!  During weeks like these, I miss the calm of the 

kindergarten classroom.  (Doesn’t that sound like an oxymoron?)   

The classroom…  I can’t believe it’s been seven years now since I left the public 

school classroom.  Every day I drive to work and park behind Nelson dorm.  Some days, 
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the twists and turns life takes strike me as odd.  I lived in that dorm twenty years ago with 

Suzanne. (I still can’t believe she is gone.2)  My freshmen year in college was twenty 

years ago.  When I lived in that third-floor dorm room, I thought by the age of 42, my 

current age, I would be happily married, with two or three kids, a loving husband, and a 

job I loved, teaching kindergarten.  It seems odd to think about now.  I am not married.  I 

have no children.  I am not teaching kindergarten.  I am single.  I have two degrees from 

Western Christian University now: a bachelor’s and a master’s degree.  I am pursuing a 

doctoral degree from Texas Tech University.  I now teach at WCU.  I have traveled all 

over the world teaching during my time at WCU.  I have conducted research and 

presented it at state and national conferences.  I am a full-time instructor in the 

Department of Teacher Education in which I was once a student.   

My life doesn’t align with the dreams I had in that college dorm room.  And often, 

I wonder why.  Were my dreams too big?  Too small?  Misguided?  Were they really my 

dreams at all?  Or were they simply what I thought society expected my next steps to be?  

Was I too afraid to think about, much less claim (Rich, 1977), my real dreams?  Write my 

own story?   

As I look back on my life now, it seems that the life I have claimed for myself is 

very different from the life most of the women in my life modeled for me.  (I realize 42 is 

not the vantage point at which most people “look back on their life,” but when you teach 

20-year olds all day, 42 feels much older than you would think.)  When I was growing 

up, I didn’t know any women who weren’t waiting for Prince Charming to arrive before 

starting their lives.  I didn’t know any women who (gasp) might admit that while they 

loved children, they didn’t want to come home to any of their own.  I didn’t know women 
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who had a Ph.D. and wanted to engage in research conversations with the big boys.  Yet, 

the women in my life mentored me and raised me to be this exactly this woman.   

I remember Rosemary Smith.  How many summers did I sit in the workroom of 

the church and help her plan and prepare all the things necessary for Sunday school and 

Vacation Bible School?  Liz Ziegler.  Dear Liz.  The woman who taught me how to live 

bravely and die bravely.  She documented the whole thing for me in letters.  My mother.  

The woman who started college when I was in fourth grade and suddenly discovered she 

was a scholar.  Bobbi.  The woman who taught me that you can be strong and scared at 

the same time.  She taught me you can lose something you love and still survive.  She is 

not related to me by blood, but she will always be my grandmother.  Elinor.  The first 

female professor I had who challenged me to think in new ways.  She taught me as an 

undergraduate student, as a graduate student, and now she is my boss . . . and my mentor 

 . . . and my colleague . . . and my friend.  Every Sunday, we teach young children about 

Jesus together.  How much I learn every week just by watching her with the children.  

Looking back on the narrative of my life, she plays a large part.  Elinor literally called me 

to teaching at the university level.  (That is a story for another time.)  Michelle.  The first 

female professor I had at WCU who had completed a Ph.D.  That fact was so significant 

to me.  She was so poised.  And she spoke about language in a way that made me want to 

stand and shout “Amen!”  (As an added bonus, she was so well dressed!)  She hired me 

for the job I now hold.  She was my first dean.  More importantly to me, I taught 

alongside her while she was my dean in both China and Brazil, and got a front row seat to 

view her gifts in action.  Mary.  The principal who started my scholarly journey with a 
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note in my box attached to a letter from WCU.  “I think you should consider this graduate 

program.”  

Looking back on the story of my life, I have been blessed by many mentors.  I 

count this as one of the many blessings of being a minister’s child who grew up in a 

congregation that loved children and loved my parents.  I had more mentors than friends!  

I could have no better training ground as a future qualitative researcher than a church 

pew.  From that vantage point, I learned to watch people ... carefully.  The skill has 

served me well!  I love the way Parker Palmer talks about mentors.  He says: 

Mentors and apprentices are partners in an ancient human dance, and one of 

 teaching’s great rewards is the daily chance it gives us to get back on the dance 

 floor.  It is the dance of the spiraling generations, in which the old empower the 

 young with their experience and the young empower the old with new life, 

 reweaving the fabric of the human community as they touch and turn. (2007, p. 

 26) 

 Does this happen to everyone?  Does every woman have great women mentors in 

her life who light her path?  Does this happen everywhere?  Or is the phenomenon a part 

of the culture of my faith tradition and thus this place I teach, Western Christian 

University?  Are these types of relationships grounded in our womanhood?  In our faith?  

In our chosen vocation?  Or is it all of the above?  I am not sure that I know the answer.  

However, I do know that I love the mentoring aspect of my job at WCU.  I have been 

preparing for it my whole life.  When I go to work daily at WCU, it as if I get to be part 

minister and part teacher.  It is the perfect combination of my gifts.  Especially since at 

the time I came to WCU as an undergraduate student, a female in the ministry department 
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would have been like a fish in the desert.  (This reminds me of the time Reagan, a fellow 

graduate student in my Narrative Inquiry class, asked me questions about my life 

narrative for a graduate course project.  After hearing my story, he asked, “Why aren’t 

you a minister?”  Before I could think too much, I answered honestly, “Because I never 

thought it was an option.”)  I like being the female role model who is a little different.  

The person who gets to show the girls I teach, in word or deed, that it is okay to be 

different.  It is okay to chart your own path.  It is okay to go against the norm.  To write 

your own narrative.  In fact, I highly recommend it.   

My Story, January 28th 

How does it happen?  I head to class with an agenda in hand, and one student 

question leads the class off topic, and we don’t get to near everything on the agenda.  But 

bless their hearts, I have to stop and answer their questions.  Today’s question had to do 

with the first year of teaching.  “Is it really as hard as everyone says it is?”  How do I 

answer that question honestly?  Yes.  It is difficult.  It is also joyous and memorable and 

exhausting and demanding and wonderful.  It is the hardest work you will ever do.  It is 

also the best work you will ever do.   

I loved my first year of teaching.  Don’t get me wrong--I worked hard.  I had a big 

box lid that I would fill full of projects to cut and glue and books to read, and every night 

I would head home and work in front of the television.  I remember sitting on the floor of 

my apartment for hours, working.  I spent almost every Sunday afternoon in my 

classroom.  But I loved it.  I was doing exactly what I was supposed to be doing.   

I don’t remember ever consciously making the decision to become a teacher.  It 

was just always so.  I was born a teacher.  I can remember sitting in elementary school, 
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quietly observing my teachers and making mental notes about things I would do, or not 

do, in my future classroom.  My memory is most vivid when I think of Mrs. Lackey, my 

fourth grade teacher.  It was her first year to teach, and I think in many ways she set the 

tone for my first year of teaching.  She was very honest with us about this being her first 

year of teaching.  It wasn’t a secret.  She is the first teacher I can remember focusing on a 

classroom community.  (This was a novel idea in 1980!)  Her lessons were exciting and 

engaging.  She was full of energy and passion.  And sitting in her classroom, I could tell 

she delighted in her students.  She was one of the first teachers to recognize that I was 

different.  She came up with projects for the “gifted students” in her class to work on 

whenever we finished a project or simply did not need to do what the other students were 

doing.  She was the first one who didn’t just tell us to “read a book” while waiting for the 

other kids to finish.  I never minded reading, but she challenged me.  It felt different. It 

felt good.  (I now know she was the first to model differentiated instruction for me.)   I 

can trace many of my classroom practices to her.  She wrote me a lovely thank you note 

for the Christmas gift on engraved stationary.  (At the time, I didn’t realize it was left 

over from her recent wedding!)  I always remembered that and wrote thank you notes on 

lovely stationary to all of my students. It is so nice to get beautiful mail from your 

teacher.  (It is so nice in fact that I still have the note she wrote me.)   

She was the only teacher I ever had who celebrated summer birthdays during the 

school year.  It seems so silly now, but that was a big deal to me in school.  Everyone got 

to do something special on his or her birthday, and I missed out because my birthday was 

in July.  Every year in my classroom, we celebrated summer birthdays the last two weeks 

of school.  All because of Mrs. Lackey.  I wonder if she realized during that first year of 
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teaching how much her teaching would impact my teaching, and therefore the teaching of 

my students, who are future teachers.  Every time a novice teacher comes to me 

frightened and overwhelmed, I tell them about Mrs. Lackey.  I didn’t see it, but she had 

to have been overwhelmed at times during her first year.  I have been around teachers and 

teaching for many years now, and there is no escaping the fact that everyone is going to 

have a first year.  And it will be difficult.  I am sure Mrs. Lackey made mistakes.  I am 

sure she did things she regretted, or at the very least, wanted to do over.  And to me, as 

the fourth grader sitting in her class, none of that mattered.  The simple truth is this, no 

matter how wonderful she was, she was still a first-year teacher, and things couldn’t have 

gone perfectly.  The true blessing of telling this story to my students lies in that 

imperfection.  Perfection isn’t the goal.  She impacted my life in ways that seemed small 

at the time but live with me still today in big and small ways.  Teachers have that power.  

Even beginning teachers.  Especially beginning teachers.   

So this Tuesday, I didn’t get to everything on my agenda for class.  We did not 

fully cover the functions of language.  However, my girls needed to hear about Mrs. 

Lackey.  And so I told them the story of a first-year teacher and how she still today 

impacts the story of my teaching.  And they breathed a collective sigh of relief, knowing 

that they won’t get it all right that first year, but discovering that getting it right isn’t the 

goal after all.  Bless their hearts.   
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The Story of Teaching Today 

Is it really as hard as everyone says it is? 

    --Maddie, Junior Elementary Education Major 

The above stories reflect many of the issues I find myself navigating daily as I 

seek to train and equip novice teachers.  As a female educator preparing mostly female 

teachers (Zumwalt, K., & Craig, E., 2005), I find that I, along with my students, am 

constantly struggling with issues of identity.  In addition, in the larger meta-narrative of 

our culture, which is predominantly Caucasian and male (Gilligan, 1982), female novice 

teachers may struggle to find where they fit in and how to begin to write the narrative of 

their burgeoning professional identities.  Furthermore, teaching continues to be a highly 

feminized profession.  As Grumet (1988) suggests, teaching is “stigmatized as ‘woman’s 

work’” (p. 58).  Reclaiming teaching and transforming it into the “work of women” as 

opposed to “women’s work” (p. 58) continues to be a challenging task.   

Issues of identity overwhelm all students as they graduate from college, leave 

home permanently, and begin adult life.  Moreover, female students leaving the 

university often have an overinflated sense of personal empowerment and agency.  

Believing that they are free to write their own future, many female graduates fail to 

recognize the ways in which their future life choices will be impacted by institutionalized 

social structures.  They have seemingly little knowledge that the larger social structures 

of society will complicate their life choices (Enke, Winters & Ropers-Huilman, 2013).   

The problem is compounded in teaching.  Teacher preparation programs prepare 

students to be knowledgeable, skilled professionals capable of making instructional 
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decisions.  However, increasingly, teachers are being stripped of the ability to make 

instructional choices in their classrooms.  Recent shifts in education towards a 

performance model, largely motivated by No Child Left Behind (NCLB), narrow the 

curriculum being taught in schools and emphasize teacher-centered instruction.  

Increasingly, teachers report that their instructional decisions are being prescribed and 

monitored by agents at the local, state, and national levels.  Novice teachers leave 

preparation programs feeling empowered.  However, the reality of teaching in public 

schools today is that teachers are less empowered as local, state and federal guidelines 

increasingly dictate classroom curriculum and procedures (Barrett, 2009).          

For novice teachers, the problem is magnified as they are already navigating the 

tension between the theory learned at the university level and the complex realities of the 

classroom (Flores & Day, 2006).  Beginning teachers often leave preparation programs 

that emphasize collaboration, student-centered instruction, and teacher autonomy in 

instructional decisions (Scherff, 2008).  This is not the reality of most classrooms in an 

era of high-stakes testing (Barrett, 2009).   The novice teachers envisioned lives and their 

new lived experiences in classrooms create conflict in their burgeoning professional 

identities (Scherff, 2008).   

When met with this often-unexpected conflict, many novice teachers rely on what 

Lortie (1975) refers to as the “apprenticeship of observation.”  Simply put, long before 

they entered a teacher preparation program, novice teachers spent twelve or more years of 

their life observing the classroom practices of teachers.  However, this observation period 

can be problematic. 
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Students do not receive invitations to watch the teacher’s performance from the 

wings; they are not privy to the teacher’s private intentions and personal 

reflections on classroom events.  Students rarely participate in selecting goals, 

making preparations, or postmortem analyses.  Thus they are not pressed to place 

the teacher’s actions in a pedagogically oriented framework.  They are witnesses 

from their own student-oriented perspectives. (Lortie, 1975, p. 62)   

Darling-Hammond (2006) suggests that overcoming this apprenticeship of observation 

“may be one of the most powerful challenges in learning to teach” (p. 36).  Novice 

teachers enter the profession assuming that due to all of their prior experiences in 

schools, they know a great deal about teaching.  A naïve conception may lead them to 

believe all that is necessary in order for them to become successful, adept teachers is for 

them to acquire “a few strategies, skills, and some technical routines” (p. 36).   Good 

teachers make teaching look effortless and this exacerbates the problem.  Teacher 

education students have no idea the enormity of the task they are undertaking.  Teaching 

is hard.   

Teacher educators also face an enormous task.  How do we prepare pre-service 

teachers for the diversity we know they will experience in schools, knowing that as a 

group they are predominantly, White, middle-to-upper class and monolingual (Zumwalt, 

K. & Craig, E., 2005).  Bersh (2009) suggests, “Critically examining our cultural 

identities has become a necessary continuous exercise for all educators in the context of 

an increasingly diverse America” (p. 107). However, Soloman, Portelli, Daniel, and 

Campbell (2005) emphasize the magnitude of the task.  They state,  
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The ongoing construction of white racial identities has socialized whites to 

 conceptualize their world in ways that favor their positions within it.  More 

 importantly, those in positions of power and authority--for example educators--

 construct discourses that are often academically and emotionally debilitating to 

 the “racial other.” (p. 147) 

Additionally, teacher educators must grapple with equipping pre-service teachers 

to navigate the new landscape of public education.  Teacher educators, thanks to Goodlad 

and Klein (1970), have long been aware of the feelings of isolation experienced by 

teachers.  However, their characterization of teachers as islands unto themselves, doing 

whatever they wish behind classroom doors, completely independent of others, is no 

longer accurate (Connelly & Clandinin, 1999).  In this era of high-stakes testing, teacher 

accountability, and legislated public education reform, teachers have less autonomy in 

their classrooms.  Increasingly, teachers are not allowed to make their own professional 

choices inside the classroom (Valli & Buese, 2007). 

How do novice teachers, already spending a “disproportionate amount of time and 

effort simply to keep their heads above water” (Fantilli & McDougall, 2009, p. 814) 

survive?  How do teacher educators prepare them to survive and thrive?  Is it even 

possible?  As I think back to my first years of teaching, it hits me.  Stories saved me.  I 

turned to the stories of other teachers to guide me, support me, and give me strength.  

Some were teachers from my elementary years, such as Mrs. Lackey.  Others were 

women from my faith community, such as Rosemary Smith.  As I sit here and write, I 

look up and see a photograph on my wall of my mother graduating from Baylor 

University with her teaching degree at the age of thirty-four.  Her story impacts me more 
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than any other.  I can still remember getting up in the middle of the night to go to the 

bathroom, and she would be in that space, a warm, central spot in our house, studying.  

As I began teaching, the story of my cooperating teacher from student teaching guided 

me.  My first year I remember asking myself a million times, “What would Mrs. Rankin 

do?”  I spent a good deal of time that year traveling to her classroom to ask questions and 

seek guidance.  Mentors at my school such as Cindy Parker and Cristi Seago guided me 

through those first years.  And when I couldn’t find someone whose story I wanted to 

emulate, I turned to narratives I found in books.  I remember the first time I read an 

ethnography written by Vivian Paley.  At the time, I had no idea that her books were 

research and classified as ethnography.  But I devoured her stories.  I read every book she 

published.  And her narrative guided mine.  Years later, in my first year as a college 

instructor, I had the privilege of hearing her speak at a national convention.  It was a 

sacred event in my professional life.  It seems I have always been drawn toward narrative 

ethnography.  The stories of the teachers in my life served as my foundation as I headed 

into the vocation of teaching.  They also served as a lifeline at those times in my career 

when I felt lost, confused, or isolated. In fact my story is so intertwined with the stories of 

my mentors that one cannot tell where one narrative begins and the other ends.   

Robert Coles (1989), in the introduction to The Call of Stories, recounts hearing 

his mother and father read to each other from novels by Tolstoy, Eliot, Dickens, and 

Hardy during his elementary years.  When he questioned his father about the habit, which 

he confesses he found unusual and embarrassing, his father replied that the stories 

contained “reservoirs of wisdom” (p. xii) from which he and his mother drank.  His father 

then offered this insight, “Your mother and I feel rescued by these books.  We read them 
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gratefully” (xii).  Coles, who went on to a career in psychiatry, “comes to narrative 

through life and through teaching and learning” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 12).  For 

him, narrative represented a change in his practice of psychiatry, and “for him it was not 

the outcome of change but the origin of it for his field” (p. 12).  Coles (1989) recalls one 

of his mentors, William Carlos Williams, telling him, “We have to pay closest attention 

to what we say.  What patients say tells us what to think about what hurts them; what we 

say tells us what is happening to us--what we are thinking and what may be wrong with 

us . . . Their story, yours, mine--it’s what we all carry with us on this trip we take, and we 

owe it to each other to respect our stories and learn from them” ( p. 30).  Our stories, our 

narratives, have the potential to inform and transform our practice, whether we are 

practicing psychiatry or teaching.  In teaching, our stories are “reservoirs of wisdom” (p. 

xii) from which we should drink to find encouragement, renewal, hope, and strength. 

Female educators in teacher preparation programs are uniquely situated to prepare 

future teachers, who are also largely female (Hollins & Guzman, 2005).  The use of life 

narratives is one venue for exploring this possibility.  Women’s self-representational texts 

are a genre that traditionally has been left unexplored (Gilmore, 1994), particularly in 

education (Grumet, 1988).  Female educators and researchers must begin to explore 

narrative as both a representational text and a research method (Reed-Danahay, 2007) 

more fully.  The reading, writing, telling, and listening of life stories, both one’s own and 

others, can allow teachers to “penetrate cultural barriers, discover the power of self and 

the integrity of other, and deepen their understanding of their respective histories and 

responsibilities” (Witherell & Noddings, 1991, p. 4).  Communicating narratively also 

allows for the feminine voice of human experience to be illuminated (Witherell & 
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Noddings, 1991).  Grumet (1988) suggests that as a gender, women cannot separate their 

self or their life from their theoretical foundation and formation.  Actions inform 

knowledge.  Knowledge informs actions.  When viewed this way, “all inquiry reaches 

into life, life advances theory, and theory shapes life” (Conle, 1999, p. 13).  Or as Bakhtin 

says, “For as much as I have experienced and understood in art, I must answer with my 

life, so that what I have experienced and understood in art does not remain without effect 

in life” (Bakhtin, 1990, p. 56).   

Introduction to the Study 

Darling-Hammond (2006) has identified several characteristics of teachers that 

have a correlational relationship with student achievement:  high academic ability; solid 

content area knowledge; knowledge about the processes of teaching and learning gained 

through teacher education coursework; and teaching experience. Teachers who are 

knowledgeable and well prepared serve students better. 

 However, Ladson-Billings’ (1995, 2001, 2009) ethnographic work suggests that 

“although a teacher’s aptitude, credentials, and experience are important factors in 

determining his or her potential to be successful with diverse students, all of these factors 

will be meaningless if the teacher lacks cultural competence” (as cited in Ukpokodu, 

2011, p. 436).  This is problematic because schools look differently today than they have 

traditionally.  While the students in our schools are increasingly diverse, “the majority of 

teacher candidates are white, female, middle class, from suburbs or small towns, and 

have limited experience with those from cultures different from their own” (Hollins & 

Guzman, 2005, p. 485).  While approximately 76 percent of teachers report that teaching 
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diverse students was covered in their preparation, only percent agreed that this training 

was helpful to their teaching (MetLife Teacher Survey, 2009).   

Background of the Problem 

There is a demographic mismatch between largely White, middle-class teachers 

and diverse, lower socioeconomic school children (Grouix & Silva, 2010).   A lack of 

cultural understanding on the part of teachers can lead to lower expectations, frequent 

miscommunications, and the assumption that deficits in ability render minority children 

less able to achieve than their White, middle-class peers (Gay & Howard, as cited in 

Grouix & Silva, 2010.)  In order to successfully prepare teachers for the diverse 

classrooms in their futures, we must begin to help them examine both their own cultures 

and the cultures of others.  Teacher education programs must now be able to prepare their 

students to “teach and learn in a way that respects and honors these divergent 

perspectives” (Price-Dennis & Souto-Manning, 2011, p. 225).  

Problem Statement 

Brown-Jeffy and Cooper (2011) posit that in order for teachers to become aware 

of the cultural identities of their students, they must first be aware of their own identities 

and how those identities are different from the identities of their students.  Understanding 

themselves is a crucial skill.  It is from an understanding of personal identity that teachers 

can begin to learn to “understand their students’ experiences and engage students in the 

process of constructing, deconstructing, and reconstructing concepts in the learning 

process” (Sleeter & Owuor, 2011, p. 527).  In order to become culturally sensitive 

teachers, students in teacher preparation programs need to develop an awareness of their 

own culture and an awareness of how this culture has shaped their identity, beliefs, and 



Texas Tech University, Stephanie Talley, December 2014 

 

17 

values (Banks, 2006).  Before any move towards culturally relevant pedagogy can occur, 

teachers must recognize how their own backgrounds affect their perspectives concerning 

teaching and learning (Grouix & Silva, 2010).  Teachers, and therefore teacher education 

programs, must first turn the mirror inward.  Before teachers can seek to understand 

others, they must first understand themselves.  While many, if not all, teacher preparation 

programs include training in how to teach diverse students (MetLife Teacher Survey, 

2009), if this preparation does not include a critical examination of the identity of the 

teacher and its impact on classroom practices, we will continue to send out teachers who 

are ill equipped to handle the educational needs of the diverse students in our schools 

today (MetLife Teacher Survey, 2009).   

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to explore how a novice teacher’s life experiences, 

both past and present, inform her teaching practices in a culturally and linguistically 

diverse classroom and how this information can be used to inform teacher education 

practices.  Additionally, as a female teacher educator who teaches mostly female students 

(Hollins & Guzman, 2005), I want to explore how my narrative intersects and interacts 

with the narratives of my students and vice versa.   

The Research Questions 

The guiding question for this study will be, “How do women write the story of 

their professional identities?”  The following three sub-questions will also frame my 

study: 

1. How does a novice female teacher's life experiences inform her teaching 

practices, philosophy, and professional relationships? 
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2. In what ways can a novice female teacher's experiences as a first-year 

teacher in a culturally and linguistically diverse school improve/inform 

teacher education practices? 

3. In what ways will my interactions with and observations of a novice 

female teacher provide insight into how I have written the story of my 

personal and professional life?  

Significance of the Study 

 The findings of the research will be most beneficial for novice teachers and the 

teacher educators who prepare them.  Specifically, the research will be beneficial to 

female university faculty who work with female students in an initial certification 

program.  My teacher preparation program continues to struggle with how to prepare a 

largely White, female, upper-middle-class student population to teach in a manner that is 

culturally responsive.  Through this study, I intend to provide insight into how in this 

very specific context my program can find ways to prepare students to navigate the 

cultural interactions that occur in classrooms and to see how their life narrative and 

identity impacts these interactions.  The findings of this research could also benefit any 

person who mentors new teachers including administrators, instructional coordinators, 

university faculty, and mentor teachers.   

Definitions 

1. Culture:  the explicit and implicit patterns for living, the dynamic system of 

commonly agreed upon symbols and meanings, the deep structure of knowledge, 

belief, art, morals, law, custom, behaviors, traditions, and/or habits that are shared 

and make up the total way of life of a people, as negotiated by individuals in the 



Texas Tech University, Stephanie Talley, December 2014 

 

19 

process of constructing a personal identity.  To understand culture, one must look 

beyond the obvious to understand how values, codes, beliefs, and social relations 

are continually reshaped by shifting parameters of place, identity, history, and 

power (Diaz-Rico, 2008, p. 271-272). 

2. Culturally responsive teaching:  based on teacher-student relationships, Gay 

(2010) defines culturally responsive teaching “as using the cultural knowledge, 

prior experiences, frames of reference, and performance styles of ethnically 

diverse students to make learning encounters more relevant to and effective for 

them.  It teaches to and through the strengths of these students” (p. 31).   

3. Identity:  the idea of identity is connected with “how collective discourses shape 

personal worlds and how individual voices combine into the voice of a 

community” (Sfard & Prusak, 2005, p. 15).  Identity is not acquired once.  It is 

continually constructed and reconstructed through experiences and social 

interactions (Vygotsky, 1978).  Identity is a dynamic, constantly evolving 

phenomenon.  It involves an ongoing shaping and reshaping through experience.  

Identity is related to our notion of self, to our emotion, and to our narrative 

(Beachamp & Thomas, 2009).  

4. Life narrative:  a genre of the self that is communicated orally or in writing and is 

a crucial means for understanding one’s self (Galindo, 2007).  “Narratives are 

seen as intimate expression, a form of revelation, and a way of constructing a 

bridge of understanding between the narrator and the audience” (Johnson-Bailey, 

2010, p. 77).  



Texas Tech University, Stephanie Talley, December 2014 

 

20 

5. Novice teacher:  a teacher with less than three years of teaching experience whose 

primary classroom focus is survival and establishing routines (Huberman, 1993). 

6. Veteran teacher:  for the purposes of this study, a veteran teacher is a teacher who 

has been teaching more than ten years. 

7. Rookie Club: an informal mentoring program implemented collaboratively by 

three professors at Western Christian University.  Members meet monthly in the 

home of two faculty members and share a meal while discussing issues pertaining 

to the challenges facing new teachers, public school service, and others. 

8. Spirituality:  “the eternal human yearning to be connected with something larger 

than our own egos” (Palmer, 2003, p. 377). 

Personal Assumptions 

I begin my research with several assumptions.  First, I assume that as a novice 

teacher, my participant will be overwhelmed at times with the daily tasks of teaching.  

Second, as a White female from the upper middle class, who is teaching on a diverse 

campus, I predict that my participant will have a background that is different from many 

of the students in her classroom.  I further hypothesize that this may cause 

miscommunications in the classroom.  As an instructor who was a part of the 

participant’s teacher preparation, I predict that while her content knowledge is strong, her 

cultural competence may be lacking.  As my participant is currently the English as a 

Second Language (ESL) teacher on her grade level, I assume that she will have children 

in her classroom who do not speak English as their first language.   
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Theoretical Framework 

Stories as “reservoirs of wisdom . . .” 

--Robert Coles (1989) 

Any society or culture has a narrative surrounding education.  In our country, 

schools have a particular story.  From the nostalgic image of a one-room school house on 

the frontier run by a single teacher to the painful images of students filing out of 

Columbine with their arms raised, as a society, when we think of schools, we recall 

stories.  Stories of being a student.  Stories of success and failure.  Stories of hope and 

heartache.  Stories of teachers who inspired.  Stories of teachers who hurt.  Our stories 

are a result of our experiences, good and bad.  The storied nature of schools and 

schooling makes narrative inquiry the best fit for this research.  Connelly and Clandinin 

(2006) state, “Stories are the avenue in which people enter the world and by which they 

interpret their experiences in the world and make them personally meaningful and 

relevant” (p. 13).  In narrative inquiry, stories are the lens through which all is 

understood.  Knowing that experiences grow out of further experiences and continuously 

shape our ways of thinking, narrative inquiry continually examines all experiences in 

order to observe how they contribute to the greater narrative (Clandinin, 2013).  Framed 

within experiences, 

the focus of narrative inquiry is not only on individual’s experience but also on 

the social, cultural, and institutional narratives within which individual 

experiences are constituted, shaped, expressed and enacted.  Narrative inquires 

study the individual’s experience in the world, an experience that is storied 

both in the living and the telling and that can be studied by listening, observing, 
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living alongside another, and writing, and interpreting texts. (Clandinin and 

Rosiek, 2007, p. 42-43)   

Knowing that all stories are a bricolage of social influences, both personal and 

environmental, as well as our unique personal histories, narrative researchers realize that 

stories reflect important social realities (Clandinin, 2013).  We set out with the purpose of 

seeking ways “of enriching, and transforming” (p.24) the phenomenon under study for 

both ourselves and for others.  In narrative inquiry, the researcher is a part of the 

phenomenon being explored.  Acknowledging that we are a part of the story in which we 

find ourselves, we seek to study it (Clandinin, 2013).  We ground our understanding in 

the continual narrative of our lives.  Starting with the story of our life and realizing that 

this story will shape our research, we then turn our gaze to the stories of others and 

toward an “exploration of the social, cultural, familial, linguistic and institutional 

narratives within in which individuals’ experiences were, and are, constituted, shaped, 

expressed and enacted” (p. 18).  Simultaneously, we gaze backward and forward, inward 

and outward, paying careful attention to place.  Knowing that all stories are grounded in 

temporality, sociality and place, narrative inquirers challenge the notion that the 

“dominant story” (p. 38) of the phenomenon is fixed and unchanging.  In fact, we 

actively seek to change the dominant narrative through our inquiry.  Drawing attention to 

the dominant narrative allows the participants in the story to consider the “possibility of 

shifting, or changing practice” (p. 36).   

  Our hope is that through this inquiry, we can enrich and transform experiences for 

both others and ourselves.  The ultimate goal would be to create a research text that 

allows its readers to engage in “resonant remembering” (p. 51).  We want readers to see 
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in our research story a part of their own story and to experience the inquiry alongside our 

participants so that they may then have the opportunity to reflect and rewrite their own 

story.   

 Narrative inquiry is the umbrella covering my research.  This umbrella protects 

the story of my research and provides both the research and the researcher shelter from 

the surrounding storms.  Black clouds of scientifically based research, statistics, and hard 

numbers.  While quantitative research is useful in many situations, in my mind, it is not 

well suited for the questions I seek to investigate.  I suggest that “if we change the stories 

we live by, quite possibly we change our lives” (Okri, 1997, p. 46, as cited by Clandinin, 

2013).  Wanting to change the dominant story of education for others and for myself, I 

seek to understand teaching through a narrative lens.  However, much as the ribs of an 

umbrella support the rain resistant canvas, I too have “ribs” of theory that support my 

narrative research umbrella.  

 First, my understanding of narrative inquiry is grounded in Vygotsky’s theory of 

learning, which suggests that all knowledge is socially constructed through shared 

experiences and understandings (1978).  Additionally, my research will be grounded in 

feminism.  Women’s voices sound different and distinctive (Gilligan, 1982).  In her 

experiences over a decade, Gilligan began to notice that two different voices emerged in 

her psychological work.  She notes, “I began to hear a distinction in these voices, two 

ways of speaking about moral problems, two modes of describing the relationship 

between other and self” (p. 1).  She also noted that much of the literature in the field of 

psychology has signified a problem in women’s development.  Gilligan views this 

discrepancy or deficit not as a problem but rather as a “failure of women to fit existing 
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models of human growth” (p. 2), and, in fact, she suggests that it points to “a problem in 

the representation, a limitation in the conception of human condition, an omission of 

certain truths about life” (p. 2).  Noting that the way that people talk about their life is 

significant, Gilligan strives to use the group left out in the construction of psychological 

theory, women, to “call attention to what is missing in its account” (p. 4).  She posits this 

serves two purposes.  First, new theory can be generated.  Second, through understanding 

one group more fully, there is the possibility of generating a more inclusive view of the 

lives of both men and women.  I suggest this is true not only in psychological theory, but 

also in educational theory.  Women’s voices are distinct.  This implies that the voices of 

female participants and female researchers will offer different perspectives than those of 

their male counterparts.  In elementary education, a field dominated by females (Zumwalt 

& Craig, 2005), the significance of this cannot be overestimated.  

 Feminist research also puts the social construction of gender at the center of the 

inquiry.  Being female shapes our experiences and our views of these experiences.  Quite 

simply, it is the lens through which females see their lives.  In a field dominated by 

women, it is important to examine teaching through a feminist lens in order “to correct 

both the invisibility and distortion of female experience” (Lather, 1991, p. 71) so that we 

can better the lives of the women in teaching.  We must “see the world from women’s 

place in it” (Callaway, 1981, p. 460 as cited in Lather, 1991).  Belenky, Clinchy, 

Goldberger, and Tarule (1986) posit that modern conceptions of knowledge and truth 

accepted in academia “have been shaped throughout history by the male-dominated 

majority culture” (p. 5).  Additionally, all women grow up aware of historical and 

cultural definitions of femininity and womanhood.  There is already an established 
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cultural narrative for women in our society.  One common theme in our Western 

narrative of womanhood is that women should be seen and not heard (Belenky, Clinchy, 

Goldberger, and Tarule, 1986).  The silence of women’s voices is problematic when 

studying a profession that is largely female.  Applying a feminist lens to research allows 

researchers to “reshape the discipline to include the woman’s voice, while continuing to 

press for the right of women to participate as equals in the male world” (p. 6).   

 A feminist framework also allows women to acknowledge all their ways of 

knowing.  Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, and Tarule (1986) suggest that for a great many 

women, the most valued lessons they have learned “did not necessarily grow out of their 

academic work but in relationships with friends and teachers, life crises, and community 

involvement” (p. 4).  Women’s lives inform their knowledge.  In this way, feminist 

research can acknowledge the power of lived experiences and thus the power of narrative 

inquiry.    

 My research is supported by Bahktin’s theories of dialogic discourse.  Bahktin 

believes that all utterances, written, or spoken expressions expressed in a living context 

from a specific point of view, are always embedded in specific historical, cultural, and 

political contexts (Clark and Holquist, 1984).  Bahktin (1981) reminds us that all 

utterances come in context and that no context is neutral.  In Bahktin’s view, all 

utterances are contingent on a response.  Utterance, response, and meaning are 

intertwined in a “recursive, continual, and transactional process” (Fecho, 2011, p. 13).  

Meaning merges with response.  Bahktin (1981) argues that “the word in living 

conversation is directly, blatantly oriented toward a future answer-word:  it provokes an 

answer, anticipates it and structures itself in the answer’s direction” (p. 280).  Simply put, 
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our utterances are constructed with others in mind.  And, we are “linked eternally” 

(Fecho, 2001, p. 13) by our past, present and future responses to anyone with whom we 

have engaged in active dialogue.  My utterances do not exist in isolation.  They are a part 

of every dialogue I have entered into, past, present, or future.   

 Finally, my research is grounded in spirituality.  Borrowing from Parker Palmer’s 

(1998) use of the word spiritual, “I mean the diverse ways we answer the heart’s longing 

to be connected with the largeness of life--a longing that animates love and work” (p. 5).  

In his seminal work, The Courage to Teach, Parker Palmer (1998) suggests that “good 

teaching cannot be reduced to technique; good teaching comes from the identity and 

integrity of the teacher” (p. 10).  If this is true, good teaching relies not solely on the 

techniques a teacher utilizes but, rather, crucially on the heart of the teacher, the heart as 

the center of the human self, the place where intellect, emotion and spirit converge.  As 

Palmer states,  

 in every class I teach, my ability to connect with my students, and to connect 

 them with the subject, depends less on the methods I use than on the degree to 

 which I know and trust my selfhood—and am willing to make it available and 

 vulnerable in the service of learning. (p. 10-11) 

Teaching is about connecting ourselves to our students, our subject, and our lives.  By 

this definition, teaching is indeed a spiritual endeavor.  Through teaching, I connect 

myself and my students and the subject matter to the largeness of life.   

Implications 

The results of this study will consider how issues of identity impact teachers’ 

professional practices.  Parker Palmer (2007) in his book The Courage to Teach suggests 
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that teaching is a daily exercise in making oneself vulnerable, and this exercise is 

inextricably linked to our personhood:  “Teaching, like any truly human activity, emerges 

from one’s inwardness, for better or worse.  As I teach, I project the condition of my soul 

onto my students, my subject, and our way of being together” (Palmer, 2007, p. 2).  

When viewed in this manner, issues of self and identity become critical issues to examine 

in teacher education.  Palmer (2007) continues by stating that in his experience, truly 

great teachers share one trait:  they teach with a strong sense of personal identity.  Great 

teachers weave a tapestry in their classrooms that joins, self, students, and, subject in 

what Palmer (2007) refers to as the “fabric of life” (p. 11).  The premise of Palmer’s 

(2007) writing is that good teaching cannot be reduced to technique.  Good teaching 

emerges from the identity of the teacher.  If Palmer (2007) is correct, teacher preparation 

programs have a responsibility to engage pre-service teachers in formative experiences 

that afford them the opportunity to wrestle with issues of identity and begin to actively 

confront how this construction of identity will impact their classroom practices.   

Palmer (2007) is not the only one emphasizing the exploration of self-knowledge 

as an important part of teacher development.  Hamachek (1999) also suggests that the 

idea of an inner self has a link to teacher identity and therefore must be explored as a key 

to successful teaching (as cited in Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009).  Feminist writer, bell 

hooks (1994) echoes the same sentiment when she states, “Teachers must be actively 

committed to a process of self-actualization that promotes their own well-being if they 

are to teach in a manner that empowers students” (p. 15).  If, as a teacher educator, you 

believe like Palmer (2007) and Hamachek (1999), that good teachers must have a strong 

sense of identity and self, and, like Beauchamp and Thomas (2009), you also believe that 
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this identity is dynamic and fluid and will change with new experiences, you recognize 

the crucial issues that arise for teacher education.  Teacher education programs must 

initiate “an inward turn, which will ultimately enable self-critique and a hard look at our 

own existing prejudices, and how we perceive the ‘other’ before becoming mentors, 

teachers and student teachers” (van Wyk, 2011, p. 156).  How do teacher education 

programs initiate this turn towards an examination of identity?  And, how do we support 

students while they do the difficult work of negotiating their ever-changing identities?   

Field experiences are largely recognized as the most important part of teacher 

education programs.  It is broadly assumed that through field placements, pre-service 

teachers can learn to integrate theory and practice and meet the needs of diverse students.  

For this reason, many teacher preparation programs place students in diverse settings 

(Hollins & Guzman, 2005).  However, Pennington (2007) suggests that this is not 

enough.  She states that bringing pre-service teachers “into schools of color and leaving 

them there to ‘silently’ understand is not preparing them to be skillful teachers” (p.110).  

Teacher educators must be prepared to engage in a dialogue alongside pre-service 

teachers about issues of race and class and power.  Narratives provide one vehicle for 

these dialogues (Pennington, 2007).  Teacher preparation programs need to explore this 

vehicle more fully.  Teacher educators need to be prepared to engage in meaningful 

dialogue with their students about the difficulties involved in teaching.  We must make 

our own inner landscape visible and vulnerable (Palmer, 2007) so that we can model for 

students how to link “knowledge, context and identity” (Connelly & Clandinin, 1999, p. 

4) in order to better our craft, teaching.  We must undertake the most frightening task of 

all: “We must talk to each other about our inner lives—risky stuff in a profession that 
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fears the personal and seeks safety in the technical, the distant, the abstract” (Palmer, 

2007, p. 12).   

Summary 

Teaching is an increasingly challenging task.  Teachers are increasingly 

scrutinized and regulated by those outside of education (Barrett, 2009).  For this reason, 

teacher education programs must continually examine their practices and pedagogy to 

ensure their candidates the best possible preparation for the challenging task of entering 

today’s classrooms.  In order to do this, teacher educators must simultaneously keep their 

fingers on the pulse of public education all the while engaging in a continuous 

examination of teacher education programs.  Being too far removed from current trends 

in education renders a teacher educator’s instruction ineffective and disconnected from 

the “real” world.  Being too far removed from your own identity clouds your vision, 

leaving your teaching disengaged and inauthentic.  Not able to accurately see yourself or 

your students, your teaching lacks the necessary connectedness that true learning 

requires.  Additionally, to be a successful teacher at any level, it is only in learning more 

about yourself that you are able to learn the techniques that best reveal your personhood, 

thus allowing true teaching to occur (Palmer, 1997).  Teacher educators must both engage 

in identity work, all the while modeling and inviting their pre-service teachers to begin 

doing the same.  Truly knowing one’s self is as crucial to good teaching as knowing the 

students and the subject matter (Palmer, 1997).  The purpose of this study is to examine 

the intersection of the personal and professional aspects of teaching for both a novice 

teacher and a teacher educator.  In examining our stories, both past and present, I am 

seeking to learn how to better prepare novice teachers to enter, remain, and thrive in 
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today’s classrooms.  Believing that growth in the practice of teaching requires an 

examination of two significant sources, “the inner ground from which good teaching 

comes” and “the community of fellow teachers from whom we can learn more about 

ourselves and our craft” (Palmer, 1997, p. 146), I am examining both.  As an 

autoethnographic study, it is essential that this research use the stories of teaching to 

“create a space for a turn, a change, a reconsideration of how we think, how we do 

research and relationships and how we live” (Holman-Jones, Adams, & Ellis, 2013, p. 

21).  
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Chapter II: 

The Story in the Literature  

…tell the story of how you teach Bob to walk. 

“Well, Bob, you leaned on my shoulders and then I said, ‘Now one foot, now the 

other.’ And before you knew it… 

 

Tomie dePaola Now One Foot, Now the Other 

 

Novice Teachers 

Recently, research studies have found that in North American schools, 40-50 

percent of teachers leave the profession within the first five years (Ingersoll & Smith, 

2003; Maciejewski, 2007).  Teacher effectiveness increases dramatically once novice 

teachers have a few years of experience; however, many teachers leave the profession 

prior to attaining professional effectiveness and expertise (Worthy, 2005).  Additionally, 

unlike other professions such as medicine or law, beginning teachers are immediately 

expected to assume the same responsibilities as those of a veteran teacher.  There is no 

opportunity to work alongside experienced professionals and gradually take on 

responsibilities (Fantill & McDougall, 2009; Worthy, 2005).  New teachers are left to 

sink or swim (Maciejewski, 2007).  It is no wonder that Halford (1998) refers to teaching 

as “the profession that eats its young.” 

 In her seminal work, Feiman-Nemser (1983), examines how teachers learn to 

teach.  Her argument has three premises.  First, too often, formal teacher training does not 

align its practices with what we know about teachers’ learning and our understanding that 

teaching is a craft learned over time.  Second, she posits that teacher educators fail to 

adequately recognize that informal influences impact teachers in training and often stand 
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in direct opposition to best practices in education.  Lastly, she argues that creating 

environments that will best serve pre-service and novice teachers necessitates a paradigm 

shift requiring teacher educators to not only consider “what we do, but also how we think 

about learning to teach throughout a teacher’s career” (p. 150).   

 Feiman-Nemser (1983) first focuses on what she terms the “pretraining phase” (p. 

151) of teacher education.  Long before students enter a formal teacher preparation 

program, they have many informal teaching and learning experiences.  They have also 

been exposed to cultural ideas about teaching and schooling, both directly and indirectly.  

Influences such as individual and family experiences with schooling; various forms of 

media such as movies, songs, and television programs; and stories, both oral and written, 

all converge to form the background knowledge pre-service teachers bring with them into 

their training programs. One of the strongest influences on pre-service teachers is what 

Lortie (1975) deems the “apprenticeship of observation” (p. 65).  Due to the many years 

spent as a student, anyone entering the teaching profession has “stored up countless 

impressions of life in classrooms” (Feiman-Nemser, 1983, p. 153).  In this way, being a 

student is a powerful influence on future teachers.  Feiman-Nemser (1983) suggests that 

teacher education programs rarely help students deconstruct or alter their impressions of 

good teaching.  A student’s favorite teacher remains the student’s favorite teacher, 

without any examination or assessment of the teacher’s pedagogical skills; “Formal 

training does not mark a separation between the perceptions of naïve laypersons and 

informed judgments of professionals” (p. 153).  Teacher education programs need to help 

pre-service teachers reflect backwards and critically examine the practices of the teachers 

in their past.  Lortie’s (1975) work also implies that a pre-service teacher’s biography or 
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life history will significantly impact his or her beliefs about schools and schooling.  As 

Feiman-Nemser (1983) states, “Unless future teachers get some cognitive control over 

prior school experience, it may influence their teaching unconsciously and contribute to 

the perpetuation of conservative school practices” (p. 153).   Pre-service programs must 

actively challenge early influences on pre-service teachers. 

 Next, Feiman-Nemser (1983) examines the “preservice phase” (p. 154) of 

learning to teach.  When entering college with the intention of becoming a teacher, most 

students believe that they will learn how to teach in their formal education courses.  Most 

education courses follow a model that believes “good teaching can be derived from social 

science theory and research and applied in the classroom” (p. 154).  Teacher education 

curriculum demonstrates this with its separation of courses in educational foundations, 

such as psychology and philosophy, to be followed by methods courses and later practice 

teaching.  Following this type of prescribed curriculum could “nourish the belief that 

theory and research can give teachers rules to follow” and at the same time “undermine 

the teacher’s own problem-solving capacity and convey a false security about the 

authority of science” (p. 154).  While theory is necessary, ultimately, there is no “recipe” 

(p. 154) for teaching.  Teachers must make decisions using their knowledge of theory and 

the specifics of different situations.  Surviving and thriving in teaching today requires 

flexibility of thought.  Feiman-Nemser (1983) suggests that rather than viewing teacher 

education as the training for teaching, perhaps teacher educators should view themselves 

as “preparing people to begin a new phase of learning to teach” (p. 157).  In this way, 

formal preparation would be more laying a foundation for gaining continuous knowledge 

about the teaching and learning process.  The focus of teacher education programs would 
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be on providing the necessary traction for new teachers to enter the field and continue to 

learn and improve their craft instead of focusing on training teachers as a one-time only 

endeavor.   

 No matter what experiences pre-service teachers bring into their first year of 

teaching, their first teaching situation will shape their teaching careers in powerful ways.  

Often referred to as the “induction phase” (Feiman-Nemser, 1983, p. 157), these first 

years are very different from previous educational experiences.  Many argue that what 

happens during this first year will not only determine whether someone remains in the 

teaching profession, but it will also define the type of teacher they will become.  One of 

the first things that often happens during the induction phase is a type of culture shock. 

Feiman-Nemser (1983) notes, “After watching teachers for many years and participating 

in the routines and rituals of school life, beginning teachers may think they know what 

they are getting into” (p. 185).  The fallacy in this thinking is exposed quickly as novice 

teachers realize that there are many parts of teaching that can only be learned on the job.  

Needing to act quickly, novice teachers embark on a period of “trial and error learning” 

(p. 159).  As a profession, teaching largely leaves beginning teachers to figure things out 

on their own.  This is problematic in more than one way.  First, beginning teachers may 

come to believe that good teaching is something best figured out on your own.  When 

viewed in this manner, differences in teaching appear to be a matter of personal style and 

not related to a commitment to high standards and effective pedagogy.  The “trial and 

error” (p. 159) method also leaves room for novice teachers to misinterpret their 

successes and failures.  Novice teachers may simply continue practices that seem to work 

and discontinue practices that seem less successful with little or no examination of why.  
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Sustainability in teaching relies on a teacher’s capacity to reflect on his or her practice.  

Additionally, novice teachers may become attached to poor practices simply because they 

are helpful to survival in those first years.  “Moreover,” according to Feiman-Nemser 

(1983), studies of teacher development suggest that teachers only begin to concentrate on 

the relation between what they do as teachers and what student learn after they master the 

basic skills of teaching somewhere around their fifth year” (p. 167).  

 Fantilli and McDougall (2009) conducted research to investigate novice teachers’ 

experiences as they moved from the university classroom into their first years of 

teaching.  Significantly, one of their aims was to incorporate the voices of novice teachers 

into the research in the field.  They suggest that in order to fully understand the plight of 

the novice teacher, their voices must be included in any research or exploration of 

possible solutions to new teacher support and retention.  Using a mixed-methods 

approach, Fantilli and McDougal (2009) sought to identify the challenges faced by 

novice teachers.  Their study, utilizing surveys and interviews, identified six major 

challenges for novice teachers.  First, district-hiring practices impacted novice teachers’ 

performance in their first years.  Specifically, late placements and difficult assignments 

created challenges for novice teachers.  Novice teachers also felt underprepared to 

differentiate instruction for all of the students in the classrooms.  This resulted in feelings 

of failure and stress on the part of novice teachers.  The new teachers felt both 

underprepared and inadequately supported in their attempts to differentiate instruction.  

Parent communication was also a significant challenge for the novice teachers.  New 

teachers expressed anxiety about communicating with parents.  Inexperienced at this task, 

they also did not feel adequately prepared by their teacher preparation programs for this 
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task.  New teachers also reported struggling with issues of time management.  

Organization of daily schedules, overwhelming assessment-related activities, classroom 

management, and long-term planning placed a strain on all of the teachers in the study.   

When novice teachers were in a position without a grade-level partner or team, 

these difficulties increased.  Interestingly, the novice teachers in this study also felt an 

absence of effective and supportive leadership.  The new teachers felt unsupported by 

campus administrators particularly in issues of classroom management and parent 

communication.  Lastly, the novice teachers reported that in the absence of an appointed 

quality mentor, they often sought other resources for support and assistance.  Most often, 

they sought the guidance of teacher colleagues.  However, having to find these resources 

on their own contributed to their stress.  In addition to all of the challenges included in a 

first year of teaching, having to find their own support systems or mentors increased 

anxiety.   

Smith and Ingersoll (2004) studied the impact of intentional induction and 

mentoring on novice teachers.  Their findings strongly suggest a strong correlation 

between mentoring and the success and retention of novice teachers.  Realizing the need 

for empirical data in the area of novice teacher support and retention, Smith and Ingersoll 

(2004) used data drawn from a cohort of first-year teachers from across the nation.  Using 

data collected in the Schools and Staffing Survey (SASS), they sought to examine 

whether first-year teachers who participated in mentoring and collaboration activities 

with veteran teachers were more or less likely to stay in the teaching profession.  Their 

sample included 3, 235 novice elementary and secondary school teachers.  All of those 

who participated in the sample were in their first year of teaching.  They found that in the 
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1999-2000 school year, 29 percent of first-year teachers in their study either changed 

schools or left teaching altogether.  The authors found that novice teachers who 

participated in mentoring and induction activities had substantially lower rates of 

turnover.  The mentoring activities that proved most successful in their study included 

having a mentor from the same grade level or content field, common planning time for 

the novice teacher and mentor, and being part of a larger external network of teachers.  

Mentoring matters.   

 Worthy (2005), in her case study of a novice teacher in an urban setting, found 

similar challenges.  The male subject of her study was a graduate of the program in which 

Worthy (2005) taught both while the novice teacher was in training and throughout the 

course of her research.  The study reflected both the changes in practice and perspective 

as the novice teacher moved from his first year of teaching to his fifth year of teaching.  

Common patterns emerging from her observations in the novice teacher’s classroom 

included wasted instructional time; disruptive and disrespectful behavior from the 

students towards each other and the teacher; an atmosphere of boredom; and instruction 

that was not effectively reaching all students.  As one of the faculty members who helped 

to prepare the novice teacher, Worthy (2005) shared her observations with the teacher 

and helped him formulate possible solutions and ideas to the problems observed in the 

classroom.   

 As the novice teacher entered his subsequent years of teaching, Worthy (2005) 

continued to be a presence in both his classroom and the school as part of her research 

and as a professional partner.  As the novice teacher began to successfully hone his craft, 

Worthy (2005) shifted the focus of her research to examine his perceptions of his first 
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years of teaching, his reasons for staying in the profession when others abandoned it, and, 

his suggestions for improving teacher preparation practices.  Most notably, the novice 

teacher in Worthy’s (2005) study became quickly overwhelmed with issues of classroom 

management.  Additionally, he felt inadequately prepared for the complexities of daily 

classroom life.  While he believed his university preparation program taught him how to 

plan and implement good lessons, he felt that neither the university nor his student 

teaching experience provided the “essential knowledge about setting up the classroom 

and the ‘glue’ that held the day together” (Worthy, 2005, p. 389).  In short, he had a 

difficult time navigating the journey from his role as a student in teacher education to his 

role as a teacher.  While he felt fully prepared to plan a lesson, he had little idea how to 

manage the daily “nuts and bolts” of life in a classroom.  

 He also had a difficult time finding support in his new profession.  When hired, he 

was told he would have a mentor and various other support systems in place during his 

first years of teaching.  However, he quickly found himself “flying solo” (Worthy, 2005, 

p. 390).  He felt unsupported on multiple levels.  First, there was a lack of campus 

administrative support.  The principal who had hired him was replaced by a principal, 

who was described by the participant as “negative and insensitive” (p. 390). Additionally, 

the mentor assigned to the novice teacher, while being helpful in areas of paperwork and 

organization, was not helpful in areas of discipline and lesson planning.  Her teaching 

style was vastly different from the teaching style of the novice teacher.  A lack of 

intentionality when pairing novice teacher and mentor led to an unsuccessful partnership.  

For this reason, the novice teacher was forced to find his own network of supportive 

teachers.  In essence, he created his own “team” (p. 391).  The novice teacher was also 
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highly critical of his teacher preparation program and the “disjunction between 

universities and schools” (p. 392).  He also criticized university faculty members who 

had minimal experience or were not experienced in the certification areas in which they 

taught at the university level. In his words, university faculty must “be able to play the 

game as well as coach from the sideline” (p. 392).  University faculty, distanced from 

their own teaching experiences and the current realities of teaching in public schools, did 

not adequately prepare him.  

 Worthy (2005) ended with several implications for all educational stakeholders.  

From her unique perspective, as on observer for an extended period of time during which 

the novice teacher went from personal survival to effective teacher, she recommends a 

multi-faceted approach to pre-service training, new teacher induction, and in-service 

teacher development.  She suggests more realistic field experiences in pre-service teacher 

training; intentional recruitment; training and assignment of mentor teachers; 

administrative support; and an increased presence of universities faculty in public 

schools.   

He and Cooper (2011) also conducted research examining the struggles and 

strategies of novice teachers.  The five teachers in their study taught at the secondary 

level.  The following questions guided their research: “What, if any, are the participants’ 

concerns and struggles as they develop from student teachers to first year teachers?” (p. 

99) and “What strategies did participants utilize to face their concerns or struggles and 

sustain their passion for teaching?” (p. 99).  Qualitative data were gathered over a two- 

year period, student teaching and the first year of teaching, and included written 

autobiographies, interviews, and focus-group discussions.  During the student teaching 
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phase of their professional journey, three major themes emerged as areas of concern for 

all five participants. The three major themes revolved around issues of classroom 

management, student motivation, and parent involvement.  As the participants 

successfully completed their first year of teaching, with four of them being recognized as 

outstanding novice teachers, classroom management had begun to wane as a concern.  

However, all reported still constantly working on making content relevant in order to 

enhance student motivation.  Concern in the group had shifted to restrictions placed on 

teaching due to standardized testing.  All felt that the emphasis on standardized testing 

severely limited their ability to teach in an appropriate and relevant manner.  Summing 

up the group’s thoughts in a focus-group discussion, one participant said, “If there was 

one thing I could change it would be to focus on a more realistic and a real-world 

approach to education instead of focusing on padding numbers for somebody in an office 

somewhere” (p. 106).  It is interesting to note that this participant was the only participant 

who did not teach a tested subject, and yet, he still felt the negative impacts of 

standardized testing.  Also of note is that while all participants mentioned testing as a 

detractor to good teaching, all of participants had “positive impacts on their students in 

terms of test scores” (p. 106).  They did not fear the test because they felt ill prepared to 

equip students for assessments; rather, they realized the limitations standardized testing 

places on teaching and learning in public schools today.  

 Because all of the five participants were in different schools, contextual factors 

also impacted their challenges during their first year (He & Cooper, 2001).  Three of the 

five novice teachers mentioned a lack of administrative support in issues of discipline.  

Four of the five novice teachers hoped for more parent involvement in school-related 
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endeavors.  While all of the novice teachers successfully completed their first year of 

teaching and enjoyed it, four of the five commented that it was “exhausting” (p. 107).  

Commenting that they stayed at school after hours, always carried work home, and 

returned to work early, all participants agreed that balancing their professional and 

personal life during the first year of teaching was a challenge.  All participants also noted 

that working in diverse schools and trying to connect with diverse student populations 

was a challenging task.   

 He and Cooper (2011) also examined the strategies the novice teachers used to 

handle the challenges of their first year of teaching.  The participants developed various 

strategies that included connecting with their students and using these connections to 

motivate learning; utilizing various methods of assignments, observations, and class 

discussions in order to get the know students and their families better; concentrating on 

positive experiences with students and parents in order to sustain their passion for 

teaching; and actively seeking ways to manage stress and frustration.    

 He and Cooper (2011) concluded with implications for teacher educators and 

teacher education programs.  They state that the first step is for teacher educators “to 

experience diverse school settings ourselves and face some of the challenges mentioned 

by our teachers.  Perhaps teacher educators should spend prolonged time in school and 

community settings”(p. 111).  Reminiscent of Worthy’s (2005) findings, teacher 

educators must be able to successfully navigate the current issues facing public school 

teachers. He and Cooper (2011) continue by stating that simply empathizing with our 

students is not enough.  Teacher educators must also explore strategies alongside our 

teacher candidates and novice teachers.  Noting that standardized testing has changed the 
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landscape of public schools, they also state that as teacher educators, “we need to more 

fully understand their fears of standardized testing as a chief mechanism for system-wide, 

state, and national accountability and develop with them strategies to sustain their passion 

for teaching even while facing assessment pressures” (p. 112).  Rather than solely orating 

about the evils of standardized testing, which is necessary, we must also prepare our pre-

service teachers to deal with the realities of teaching in an era of high-stakes 

accountability.  Teacher educators cannot simply familiarize themselves with the needs of 

college students; they must also familiarize themselves with the changing needs and 

characteristics of the “21st century K-12 students they will teach” (p. 113).  In addition to 

staying informed through current activity in public school settings, He and Cooper (2011) 

also suggest that teacher educators continue engaging teacher candidates in open and 

honest reflection on their personal and professional identities; provide multiple 

opportunities for teacher candidates to work in diverse settings and build meaningful 

relationships with the students and the families in these settings; engage teacher 

candidates in professional learning communities as both a means for combatting teacher 

retention and also in order to equip them to establish such communities when they leave 

teacher-programs; and continue to include novice teachers in longitudinal studies in order 

to “gain insights from our teacher candidates to improve and refine our teacher education 

programs” (p. 113).   

 Johnson and Kardos (2004) in one chapter of the book, Finders and Keeper:  

Helping New Teachers Survive and Thrive in Our Schools, discuss the impacts of 

professional cultures on the success of novice teachers.  Based on a longitudinal study 

involving 50 novice teachers, the book features the stories of ten of the teachers.  Of the 
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ten, only two found themselves in a setting that adequately supported them in their first 

years.  The other eight were left to “sink or swim” (p. 139).  Johnson and Kardos (2004) 

suggest that a supportive, encouraging professional climate is a substantial factor in 

determining the success of novice teachers in classrooms.  A supportive professional 

climate in their view also serves to increase new teacher retention.   

 Johnson and Kardos (2004) observed and defined three types of professional 

school cultures.  The first is a veteran-oriented professional culture.  In this culture, “the 

workplace norms were set by veteran teachers who protected individual autonomy at the 

expense of professional interaction” (p. 141).  A veteran-oriented culture does not allow 

novice teachers to benefit from the experiences and wisdom of veteran teachers because 

there is little or no exchange between novice and veteran teachers.  Novice teachers in the 

veteran-oriented culture struggle to “decipher the unexplained code” (p. 141) of schools 

and are often overwhelmed with the unpredictable nature of classrooms.  Because this 

culture is oriented to the “needs and norms” (p. 142) of veteran teachers, it provides little 

recognition of the various and different needs of novice teachers.  Additionally, most 

schools assign full teaching loads to novice teachers.  Many even assign extra tasks 

unwanted by veteran teachers to their novice teachers.  There is no differentiation 

between the workload of a novice teacher and a veteran teacher.  “Equal assignments and 

equal treatment” (p. 147) of novice and veteran teachers means that school administrators 

do not recognize that the needs of novice teachers exist and that these needs are very 

different than the needs of veteran teachers.  Even when the veteran school faculty and 

staff are deemed friendly, without a systematic structure for supporting new teachers in 

place, new teachers feel isolated and alone.  Any support provided to new teachers in a 
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veteran-orientated culture is limited at best.  Mentors are assigned randomly with little 

attention to compatibility, and these mentors rarely receive the time, the training, or the 

resources to adequately assist the novice teachers.  Classroom observations, which when 

provided with constructive feedback are an invaluable resource to novice teachers, are 

usually evaluative in nature, and if they occur at all, only occur to meet state 

accountability standards.  While veteran teachers may see “autonomy and 

noninterference” (p. 143) as a signal of “power of administrative trust” (p. 143), new 

teachers simply see it as isolating and confusing.  In addition, due to the absence of 

interactions between the veteran teachers and the novice teachers, novice teachers miss 

the opportunity to learn from the voices of wisdom and experience.  By the same token, 

veteran teachers miss the opportunity to learn the latest teaching techniques and recent 

research that novice teachers bring with them from their teacher education programs.  Of 

the 50 students in the longitudinal study, 21 of the 50 taught in a veteran-oriented school 

in their first year.  Of those 21, 43 percent left their schools at the end of the year, and 24 

percent left public school teaching altogether.  The lack of a supportive professional 

culture in the first years of teaching is costly at every level of public schools.   

 The second type of professional culture described by Johnson and Kardos (2004) 

is a novice-oriented professional culture.  In this culture, “the values and work modes 

were determined by a predominantly novice faculty” (p. 141).  The novice-oriented 

professional culture, much like the veteran-oriented culture, is characterized by a lack of 

interactions between novice teachers and veteran teachers.  Johnson and Kardos (2004) 

explain that a novice-oriented culture happens most frequently in “charter schools, re-

designed or reconstituted schools, or low-performing schools with ongoing teacher 
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turnover” (p. 152).  In this culture, novice teachers “determine the values and work mode.  

Youth and idealism prevail, and long hours, innovation, reinvention and frenzy rule the 

day” (p. 152).  Although the climate is quite different from that of a veteran-oriented 

culture, the result is the same.  Novice teachers fail to benefit from the wisdom and 

experiences of veteran teachers.  Even though the novice teachers may interact with each 

other a great deal, in the absence of veteran teachers, the unassisted novices are left 

“spinning their wheels and retracing old paths” (p. 152).  A lack of experienced teachers 

in a novice-oriented culture leaves novices with few options for observations and 

feedback.  Despite the fact that many of these cultures are collegial in nature, novice 

teachers are often left to observe other novice teachers.  Personal support and collegiality 

often inadequately substitute for professional support and mentoring.  Additionally, 

because of the lack of experienced faculty, novice-oriented cultures are often 

characterized by high individual workloads for teachers.  Johnson and Kardos (2004) 

explain that these cultures often include a lack of established policies and procedures and 

have high organizational uncertainty. When coupled with inexperienced teachers and an 

organizational value on hard work, creativity, and innovation, new teachers in this culture 

quickly become exhausted.  As one participant commented, “We must remember that it’s 

not a sprint.  It’s a marathon.  But some us go to work like it’s a sprint” (p. 152).  Of the 

original 50 novice teachers in Johnson and Kardos’s (2004) study, twelve teachers started 

their careers in novice-oriented professional cultures.  Of those twelve, 33 percent left 

those schools after the first year of teaching, and 17 percent left public school teaching 

altogether.  Again, the cost to schools is high.   
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 The last professional culture described by Johnson and Kardos (2004) is the 

integrated professional culture.  This culture is characterized by an “ongoing professional 

exchange among all teachers across experience levels” (p. 141).  The biggest difference 

between an integrated professional culture and the previously mentioned veteran-oriented 

culture or novice-oriented culture is that it offers “new teachers an environment of 

inclusion and support” (p. 159).  Rather than having separate factions of new teachers or 

veteran teachers, or teachers in independent, isolated classrooms, an integrated 

professional culture is “grounded in the belief that teachers hold knowledge and power in 

the school, and that students are best served when teachers assist each other and share 

responsibility for their student’s learning as well as their own” (p. 159).   

 This type of culture is a true community.  An integrated professional culture 

values professional growth, renewal, and development.  Systems in place support 

professional development and collaboration.  Mentoring is organized and intentional, 

serving to benefit both the novice and veteran teachers.  Both new teachers and veteran 

teachers are valued.  New teachers are recognized for the skills and information they 

bring to the table.  Novice teachers leaving a teacher preparation program will have 

current knowledge in research-based practices and in-depth knowledge of technology and 

its integration into the classroom.  New teachers “have much to offer their colleagues, 

their students, and the institutions that hire them” (Johnson & Kardos, 2004, p. 162).  

Acknowledging the unique strengths novice teachers bring to the school setting allows 

veteran teachers the opportunity to live in a cycle of constant renewal.  Veteran teachers 

also have skills that are necessary and valuable for the school community to thrive.  

Veteran teachers have knowledge of the campus culture; they know how to manage the 
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day-to-day routines of schools; they are adept at handling challenging behaviors.  In 

addition, they have years of pedagogical knowledge.  Creating an “interdependent” 

culture (p. 163) allows the campus community to benefit from the knowledge and 

expertise of all teachers.  Of the 50 students in Johnson’s (2004) study, 17 began their 

career in an integrated professional culture.  Of the 17, 82 percent remained in their 

schools after the first year of study.  This retention was “compared to 57 percent in 

veteran-oriented and 67 percent in novice-oriented professional cultures” (Johnson and 

Kardos, 2004, p. 160).  None of the seventeen teachers left public school teaching.  

 The culture in which a novice teacher finds him or herself matters.  When novice 

teachers are afforded the opportunity to work with their more experienced colleagues in a 

manner that is systematic and supportive, “they are more likely to know what is expected 

of them, how to meet those expectations in the context of their schools, how to solve 

problems in their classrooms, and where to go for assistance” (Johnson & Kardos, 2004, 

p. 165).  Integrated professional cultures are most likely to have novice teachers who not 

only survive their crucial first years of teaching, but also thrive in doing so.   

Culturally Responsive Pedagogy 

 “But’s it so hard to pronounce,” Unhei complained.  “I don’t want to be different 

 from all the American kids.  “But you are different, Unhei,” her mother said.  

 “That’s a good thing!” 

Yangsook Choi, The Name Jar 

Brown-Jeffy and Cooper (2011) posit that in order for teachers to become aware 

of the cultural identities of their students, they must first be aware of their own identities 

and how those identities are different from those of their students.  Understanding 

themselves is a crucial skill.  From this foundation that teachers can begin to learn to 

“understand their students’ experiences and engage students in the process of 
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constructing, deconstruction, and reconstructing concepts in the learning process” 

(Sleeter & Owuor, 2011, p. 527).  In order to become culturally sensitive teachers, 

students in teacher preparation programs need to develop an awareness of their own 

culture and an awareness of how this culture has shaped their identity, beliefs, and values 

(Banks, 2006).  Before any move towards culturally relevant pedagogy can occur, 

teachers must recognize how their own backgrounds affect their perspectives concerning 

teaching and learning. (Grouix & Silva, 2010).  Teachers, and therefore teacher education 

programs, must first turn the mirror inward.   

Ladson-Billings (1995) defines culturally relevant teaching as “a pedagogy of 

opposition not unlike critical pedagogy but specifically committed to collective, not 

merely individual, empowerment” (p. 160).  In her three-year study of teachers who were 

highly successful with African American students, she found that the teachers’ specific 

strategies were not as central to their success with culturally diverse students as were 

their “philosophical and ideological underpinnings” (p. 162).  The teachers’ view of 

themselves, their students, their students’ families, and other community members was 

crucial to how they structured social interactions both within and outside of the 

classroom.  These social interactions factored into how knowledge was constructed in 

their classrooms.   

In their study of 200 pre-service teachers, Solomon, Portelli, Daniel, and 

Campbell (2005) found several important areas that “should be addressed in the 

education of white teachers in preparing them to work with diverse student groups”(p. 

162). The important concerns included providing spaces within the program where 

teacher candidates can safely express their questions and concerns about issues of race, 
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culture, and diversity; preparing candidates for the wide range of emotions experienced in 

relation to these topics; recognizing the importance of the candidates’ prior knowledge; 

and realizing the importance of providing specific strategies for including anti-

discriminatory practices in the classroom.  Their study highlights “the role that 

knowledge regarding one’s racial identity development can play in learning to work with 

racially ascribed differences in society” (p. 162).   

In an eighteen-year self-study of his practices teaching diversity courses in 

teacher education, Ukpokodu (2011) found that a majority of both pre-service and in-

service teachers feel unprepared to teach diverse students.  His research highlights a 

disconnect between teacher educators’ proclamations of the importance of multicultural 

education and the preparedness of the graduates of these programs to implement 

culturally responsive pedagogy.  He states that teacher education programs that provide 

overly shallow or brief experiences with culture and diversity are “unacceptable” and 

“irresponsible” and are doing “a disservice to teacher education graduates and their future 

students” (p. 449).  Ukpokodu’s (2011) experiences have led him to use pedagogical 

practices such as cultural simulations, online discussion boards, collaborative cross-

cultural learning projects, readings, and critical reflections in order to promote a 

beginning development of cultural competence.   

 Realizing the need for teacher education programs to prepare multicultural 

educators, Vescio, Bondy, and Poekert (2009) examined the experiences of future teacher 

educators in a doctoral seminar in critical pedagogy.  Specifically, they examined which 

course practices had a meaningful impact on participants’ personal and professional 

practices.  Drawing the data from interviews with participants and essays written in class 
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by the participants, they found that explicit and intentional instruction in critical 

perspectives and multicultural education did cause participants to experience “some type 

of shift in the way they thought about their lives and their work” (p. 11).  Participants’ 

responses to the course did vary according to their individual experiences and 

backgrounds.  The researchers in this study suggest that in order to prepare multicultural 

teacher educators, the doctoral programs that prepare students for this work must develop 

a social-consciousness strand in their teacher education programs, use the pedagogical 

framework with in-service teacher educators, and be explicit with doctoral students about 

the conditions necessary for transformative learning so that they might later recreate these 

same conditions with their teacher education students in the future.  

Grouix and Silva (2010) evaluated their teacher preparation program in order to 

determine if faculty collaboration, faculty awareness of individual course activities, 

programmatic alignment, intentional field placements, and a cohort structure impacted 

the efficacy and ability of pre-service teachers in regards to culturally responsive 

pedagogy.  As a program, the university in the study addresses “diversity through field 

assignments, readings, and projects throughout the program rather than through any 

stand-alone course” (p. 4).  Junior-level courses focus on the concepts of “racial identity 

and cultural difference vs. cultural deficit” (p. 4) as well as theories of second-language 

acquisition and multicultural education.  Senior-level students, who begin spending time 

in diverse urban classrooms, study issues such as family diversity, differentiation, anti-

bias education, culturally responsive classroom management, and cooperative learning 

strategies.   
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In the study, Grouix and Silva (2010) examined the first cohort of students to 

move through the newly reorganized teacher education sequence.  The first cohort 

consisted of 63 students, all of whom were White females with the exception of two 

Latinas and one African American.  All of the students with the exception of one were 

between the ages of 20 and 21.  Using a scale to assess multicultural efficacy, they 

assessed their students in the fall of the junior year and the spring of the senior year 

allowing for pre- and post-program comparisons.  The scale examines three broad areas:  

experiences with diverse others, beliefs, and efficacy.  Grouix and Silva (2010) found that 

minimal experiences with diversity did lead to lower efficacy in culturally relevant 

teaching.  They suggest this indicates that “it will be important to identify early those 

students lacking experience with diversity, and then carefully place them with exemplary 

urban teachers” (p. 7) 

Grouix and Silva (2010) also determined that as a group, the cohort of students 

“beliefs became significantly more positive toward CRT” (p. 6).  Beliefs about the need 

to adapt lessons and materials for diverse children and for including diverse groups’ 

perspectives and contributions to society rose significantly.  The pre-service teachers’ 

ability to avoid negative beliefs about ethnically diverse groups changed minimally.  The 

researchers, while pleased with the progress of their program, determined that there was 

still more room for improvement.  However, the students in the program being 

researched, which was in Texas, compared “favorably in contrast to a recent survey of 

Texas novice teachers who felt particularly under-prepared for obtaining materials or 

using community resources to create a multicultural curriculum” (p. 6).  The researchers 

concluded by stating that while this was good news, they, like many other teacher 
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education programs, were finding that a program can emphasize the tenets of 

multicultural education, and that “pre-service teachers may successfully assimilate these 

ideas into abstractions but without necessarily knowing how to carry them out” (p.8).  

Grouix and Silva (2010) suggest that as teacher education programs, “we must not only 

teach student to understand CRT, but to bring their beliefs to life in classrooms by 

directly scaffolding CRT practices during field experiences and student teaching and also 

finding ways to support professional development after they begin to teach” (p. 8). 

Novice teachers, overwhelmed by the routines and procedures of teaching, will not pay 

the necessary attention to meeting diverse students’ needs.  For this reason, we cannot 

simply abandon our students as soon as they leave our teacher preparation programs.  

This implies professional development for novice teachers must be a continuing emphasis 

for teacher preparation programs.   

 In her 2009 ethnographic case study, Liz Bersh helped pre-service teachers 

explore and deconstruct their whiteness through writing.  This cultural deconstruction 

“became a starting point to reflect on issues about race and cross-cultural experiences” (p. 

107) for both the students and the professor, a Latina.  Bersh (2009) noticed that on an 

assignment in which they were to construct a “self-cultural portrait” (p. 108), none of her 

students included any reference to their racial or ethnic backgrounds.  Rather, their focus 

centered around “their family relationships, their friends and roommates, their town of 

origin, their hobbies, and their music preferences’ (p. 108).  Bersh (2009), finding this 

puzzling, wondered, “Why were race and ethnicity not considered important factors in 

their descriptions of their cultural identities?” (p. 108).  The question, along with the 

question, “What are my students’ understanding of what it means to be White?” (p. 108), 
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were the guiding questions for the study.  The research was conducted at a small college 

in New England.  At the time of the study, 93 percent of the student body of the college 

was White.   

 Bersh (2009) posits that an awareness of the dominant discourse in society must 

be the starting point for evaluating power structures and inviting diverse views so that a 

more equitable society can be established.  For this reason, an examination and 

deconstruction of Whiteness is necessary for pre-service teachers to fully grasp the 

necessity and impact of multicultural education.  The importance of this issue cannot be 

overlooked because the overwhelming majority of pre-service teachers are White 

(Zumwalt & Craig, 2005).  Realizing the task would be difficult for undergraduate 

students, Bersh (2009) used the documentary, The Color of Fear (Wah, 1994).  The 

documentary is a narrative account of a group of eight men who are discussing issues of 

race and ethnicity.  The group of men in the documentary consisted of two African 

Americans, two Asian Americans, two Latino Americans, and two White Americans 

(Bersh, 2009).  Although limited in that it only provides a male narrative, Bersh argues 

that the documentary is a powerful tool for beginning conversations with students 

surrounding issues of Whiteness, racism, and oppression.  Following a viewing of the 

video, students were required to write their thoughts and reactions to the documentary.  

Later, these first writings became the foundation for a reflective essay.  The notes and the 

essays provided the data for Bersh’s (2009) case study.   

Bersh (2009) found that for many of her students, White equals power and is the 

standard by which all is measured.  Students communicated this in both explicit and 

implicit ways.  Additionally, students tended to subscribe to the belief that “White is not 
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a color” (p. 110).  Most White students will claim no ethnicity, believing that Whiteness 

is not a cultural definition.  Comments such as “I am . . . not part of an ethnicity” (p. 110) 

were common.  Moreover, students did equate White with being American.  Student 

viewed Whiteness as the norm for being American.  The above findings were consistent 

with literature on the topic of Whiteness, most notably, the work of Nakayama and 

Krizek (1995, as cited in Bersh, 2009).  However, Bersh’s (2009) most interesting 

findings offered a new perspective not in the literature.  She found that her students, 

believed White was not about race, but was about socio-economic power, and that 

“Whiteness is not about being; Whiteness is about feeling” (p. 11).  Whiteness for many 

students ceased to be about skin color and, instead, was about privilege and power.  One 

student, Kristy, who was White, stated, “I never saw myself as a member of a race, nor 

did I see myself as privileged.  I feel being White is to be rich . . . I never felt like I was 

White” (p. 111).  Kristy’s response and others like it reveal the complexities of 

deconstructing Whiteness.  Bersh concludes that the data gathered in her research 

indicates an emerging awareness on the part of her students of “Whiteness as the 

dominant discourse and the need to deconstruct, reconstruct, and recreate it as a way to 

open education to multicultural education” (p. 112).  
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Narratives:  The Story of a Teacher’s Life 

 “What’s a memory?” asked Wilfrid Gordan.  He was always asking questions. 

 “It is something you remember, “said his father. 

 “Something warm, my child, something warm.” 

 “Something from long ago, me lad, something from long ago.” 

 “Something that makes you cry my boy, something that makes you cry.” 

 “Something that makes you laugh, my darling, something that makes you laugh.” 

 “Something as precious as gold, young man, something as precious as gold.” 

Mem Fox, Wilfrid Gordan McDonald Partridge 

Gay (2010) notes that “culture is dynamic, complex, interactive, and changing, 

yet a stabilizing force in human life” (p. 10).  Culture determines how we “think, believe, 

and behave, and these in turn, affect how we teach and learn” (p. 9).  Teacher education 

programs must include rigorous instruction in content areas, varied and diverse field 

placements, and solid pedagogical knowledge (Darling-Hammond, 2006); however, we 

cannot stop here.  If teachers are to truly connect with all of the learners in their future 

classrooms, they must first reflect on their culture and how it shapes their identity.  An 

overwhelming majority of students in teacher preparation programs are White and female 

(Zumwalt & Craig, 2004).  For this reason, it is critical that teacher educators help future 

teachers critically examine their identity and how their view of culture impacts this 

evolving identity and thus, their teaching practices. Narratives can serves as both a text 

and a method for this dialogue (Reed-Danahay, 1997).  Developing an awareness of the 

dominant discourse, and one’s part in it as a White teacher, is a crucial starting point for 

reevaluating the power dynamics in our schools and inviting alternative paradigms that 

will serve to equitably meet the needs of our diverse student population (Bersh, 2009).  It 

is imperative that teacher educators join their beginning teachers in this endeavor.  We 

cannot ask our students to do the difficult work of self-actualization and self-



Texas Tech University, Stephanie Talley, December 2014 

 

56 

transformation alone.  We must do as Ladson-Billings (1995) suggests and reconsider 

what good teaching looks like and seriously challenge those “who suggest it cannot be 

made available to all children” (p. 163).  Narratives are powerful tools for transformation. 

 Historically, the process of creating life narratives, whether oral or written, has 

been used widely by marginalized population such as women and people of color 

(Johnson-Bailey, 2010).  Galindo (2007) defines this type of narrative as a genre of the 

self that is communicated orally or in writing and that is a crucial means for 

understanding one’s self.  This understanding is accomplished through communication of 

the narrative with self and others.  He relies on Ricoeur (1991) who states, “there is no 

self-understanding that is not mediated by signs, symbols, and texts” (as cited in Galindo, 

2007, p. 253).  Ricoeur (1981) believes that “self understanding passes through the detour 

of understanding the cultural signs in which the self documents and forms itself” (as cited 

in Galindo, 2007, p. 253).  In Bakhtin’s view, narrative plays a pivotal role in thinking 

about identity (Stewart, 1983). Stewart states that “Bakhtin would say that it is precisely 

within narrative, and within ideological structures, that the concept of the individual 

subject . . . is born” (1983, p. 267).  Because women “have an order to language, cultural 

cues, and the reasoning encompassed in the telling that is driven by the consciousness of 

being female in a patriarchal world” (Gluck & Patai, 1991, as cited in Johnson-Bailey, 

2010, p. 79), the constructing, sharing, and telling of life stories is different for women 

when compared to men.   

 Johnson-Bailey (2010) describes narrative as an “intimate expression, a form of 

revelation, and a way of constructing a bridge of understanding between the narrator and 

the audience” (p. 77).  She continues to say that through narratives, we develop our 
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understanding of the world around us.  Her work explores how narratives can be used for 

personal exploration and learning and how they can also be shared among cultural groups 

as a source of collective learning and empowerment.  Using narrative as a teaching tool is 

logical, given that we make sense of our existence by “recalling, reflecting, and 

reviewing the stories that make up our individual life narratives” (p. 77).   

Johnson-Bailey (2010) also notes that for the past two decades the process of 

creating narratives has been used widely by women and people of color.  This makes it 

applicable to teacher educators. Most educators are women (Zumwalt & Craig, 2005).  

Due to their highly individualistic nature, stories can also serve to raise consciousness, 

ideal for bridging “the personal barriers of the mind and the political alliances of the 

conscience” (Johnson-Bailey, 2010, p. 79).  Narratives are a powerful method for 

exploring the lives of the “other.”  When we hear the story of another, we search for ways 

in which his or her story relates to our own.  We look for connectedness.  Additionally, 

narratives can be used as a tool for critical self-reflection.  We come to know ourselves 

through the sharing of our life scripts, both oral and written.  The narrative process can in 

fact be influential in helping individuals transform their perspectives (Johnson-Bailey, 

2010).     

Conle (1999) states, “Narrative work seems to invite us to consider new 

conceptions of self and others, new ways of thinking about schools and settings for 

research” (p. 27).  Using self-study, she describes her journey towards narrative inquiry.  

Conle (1999) suggests that utilizing narrative inquiry thwarts the “traditional distance and 

distinctions between inquirer and objects of inquiry” (p. 11).  In this way, it creates a new 

space for students and faculty in teacher education to examine both their personal 
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histories and how these histories shape our thinking, connecting personal life with 

professional theory.  No longer is the self separated or neatly compartmentalized.  The 

researcher is free to function as a whole being.  Conle (1999) suggest this is crucial, 

particularly for women.  She agrees with Grumet (1988) who insists, “women can 

separate neither self nor life from theory formation” (p. xv).  From her view, “all inquiry 

reaches into life, life advances theory, and theory shapes life” (Conle, 1999, p. 15).  

 Using narratives with her teacher candidates, Conle (1999) observed that sharing 

narratives in class allowed her students to connect with one another in a deep and 

powerful manner.  Through storytelling, she noticed the space between “tellers and 

listener” (p. 12) shrank.  As one student engaged in narrative inquiry noted, “It’s how 

others hear what I say, and then I become a part of their story too.  It’s not just part of my 

story anymore” (p. 12).  When embedded in teacher education, narrative inquiry can 

serve to “narrow the gap that often exists between teacher education and life” (Conle, 

1999, p. 11).  Narrative inquiry can create a setting where pre-service teachers and 

teacher educators can not only be influenced by each other’s personal histories, but can 

also openly discuss and address this history as an authentic starting point for meaningful 

dialogue.  This dialogue also provides the medium for connecting ethereal educational 

theory and everyday educational practices (Conle, 1999).  

Narratives also present the opportunity for teachers to share their life stories and 

benefit from hearing the stories of other teachers.  When sharing a story of teaching, a 

teacher is sharing an event that happened in a very specific context. In this context, she is 

both the author of the story and an interpreter of the story.  In this way, narratives can 

serves as both a text to tell about teaching and a method for examining teaching (Reed-
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Danahay, 1997).  Pennington (2007), in her use of autoethnography with pre-service 

teachers, found that “Autobiographical sharing in concert with autoethnography’s tenant 

of narrative inquiry provided room for me to find our common experiences as teachers 

while we raised the topic of Whiteness as I had never done before” (p. 99).  In her 

experience as a university faculty member, participating in autoethnography alongside 

her students allowed her to help them unpack many cultural assumptions about teaching 

the “other” children.  As White, female faculty member working with White, pre-service 

teachers in a diverse school, only through the sharing of narratives did she find an 

opportunity to explore the themes of White privilege and the role that this privilege plays 

in the institution of schools and in society.  The context and her position as a faculty 

member in it afforded her an opportunity to share in active knowledge construction with 

her students.  This type of knowledge construction could not have happened in a 

decontextualized classroom discussion in multicultural education course (Pennington, 

2007).  The real-life context and experiences, when combined with the teacher’s 

willingness to make herself vulnerable in the service of her teaching (Palmer, 2007), 

created an authentic learning for the teacher and the students.   

 The context of Pennington’s (2007) study is particularly interesting.  As a 

graduate of the program in which she was currently an adjunct faculty member and a 

classroom teacher at the school, her context placed her in the unique situation to be able 

use her own narrative as a lens to gaze both backwards and forwards to inform her 

practice and the practices of the program.  Critical to this examination was her discovery, 

through her narrative and the narratives of her students, that they all had certain cultural 

expectations of the children at the school.  In particular, “Their role was to have 
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heartbreaking lives and our role was to save them from those lives” (p. 99).  It was only 

when she came to this realization that she was more able to help her students move 

towards meaningful culturally responsive practices.  This realization was necessary 

before any pedagogical action could be taken, much less sustained.  Bridging this 

distance is necessary for teachers to be culturally responsive educators (Ladson-Billings, 

1995).  Teachers and teacher candidates must move beyond the inclination, when faced 

with students unlike themselves, to focus on differences and view the students as 

deficient others (Delpit, 1995).  

Narratives can empower females.  Enke, Winters, and Ropers-Huilman (2013) in 

their narrative study, sought to empower women at their university, a women’s college, 

for their future lives and to equip the students to “consider how one facet of identity, 

gender, is positioned within larger social narratives” (p. 481).  Women receive gendered 

messages about their lives, both personal and professional.  Seeking to understand this 

phenomenon, Enke, Winters, and Ropers-Huilman (2013), interviewed 26 seniors at two 

women’s universities.  The interviews focused on understanding how students 

“constructed their identities and articulated their plans for the future” (p. 484).  Students 

were asked about future plans, professional aspirations, and definitions of success.  

Viewing each interview as a unique story told by the participant, Enke, Winters and 

Huilman (2013) utilized narrative analysis to look for common themes.  

 Often pre-service teachers who are largely White, middle class and from 

suburban areas (Hollins & Guzman, 2005) are accustomed to the power and privilege 

embedded in the mainstream White discourse (Bersh, 2009).  However, as Enke, Winters 

and Ropers-Huilman (2013) point out, women graduating from college are about to enter 
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a world full of complex and contradictory messages about women’s roles in society.  

Many college students and recent graduates have an inflated sense of individualized 

agency.  This may be particularly true for female graduates.  They believe they are solely 

responsible for their own life paths.  This may or may not be correct.   

 While students’ understandings of their own life choices could be viewed as 

 empowerment or agency, it is important to recognize—and help students  

 recognize—the ways in which those choices are embedded in institutionalized 

 social structures that inform understandings of what is appropriate, possible, or 

 available to envision for the future. (p. 493) 

Female students are entering a gendered society.  While it is important for woman 

to learn that they can do or be anything, we must also help them understand that they may 

not be able to do everything all at one time (Enke, Winter, & Ropers-Huilman, 2013).  In 

their study, the authors found that while the students imagined their futures in many 

ways, frequently the narrative they constructed for their futures “reflected the institutional 

culture in which they were educated” (p. 492).  For this reason, the university cultures in 

which teacher preparation programs find themselves situated must be carefully examined.  

All of the women in the study pointed to female role models who had inspired them to 

“do it all” (p.  492); however, very few realized the compromises their role models had 

made in their lives, and even fewer were aware of the multiple personal and professional 

challenges these women faced.  Additionally, Enke, Winters, and Huilman (2013) state 

that most of the participants “left unquestioned that their envisioned life paths have been 

constructed and informed by institutionalized social structures” (p. 493).  The underlying 

perception of the female college students was that they had two contradictory paths from 
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which to choose for their future narrative.  Females could either choose to conform to the 

socially acceptable and externally constructed narrative of what it means to be female, or 

they could choose to create an alternative existence for themselves.  Students either 

accepted the traditional life society envisions for a woman, or they accepted that they 

would live an “alternative” life.  While the researchers expected the women, who were 

seniors about to graduate, to point to college experiences as having contributed to their 

thinking about future plans and aspirations, most often the students did not refer to 

college experiences as being the most formative.  There was little mention of 

assignments, class readings, discussions, campus life activities, or study abroad 

experiences.  Instead, when creating their future narrative, students referenced “their 

perceptions of their parents’ lives or the lives of their role models and professors” (p. 

494).  More important than a professor’s lectures was the way she modeled the day-to-

day living of her life.   

Enke, Winters, and Huilman (2013) suggest institutions of higher education 

discover ways to “foster campus climates in which multiple stories, voices, and 

understandings of gendered realities can flourish” (p. 494).  Colleges and universities 

must help students navigate the discovery of examples of possible narratives for women 

and men that exist as alternatives to the traditional narratives.  They suggest this moves 

well beyond simply helping women create alternative narratives.  We must also 

thoughtfully examine how our practices and programming reinforce messages of either 

traditional or non-traditional roles for men and women.  As educators, we must be 

conscious of the multiple narratives students bring with them to college and consider how 

they “intersect or interrupt the institutions’ missions and society’s grand narratives about 
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gendered roles” (p. 494).  Students must leave universities knowing that larger social 

structures impact their future life choices and be prepared for this tension.  This is 

especially true for females.   

Freese (2006) conducted a collaborative self-study with a pre-service teacher.  

Her study examined the complexities of learning to teach from both the perspective of a 

pre-service teacher and of a teacher educator.  Reflecting on the journey towards teaching 

from the perspective of one pre-service teacher allowed her to “reframe my thinking 

about my role as a teacher educator and better understand the barriers to learning that 

some pre-service teachers encounter” (p. 101).  Freese (2006) states that her study of a 

pre-service teacher’s journey served as a mirror through which she was able to reflect on 

her work in teacher education.  The stories of the two educators, one a pre-service teacher 

and one a seasoned teacher, became intertwined.  Two stories became one.   

Using data collected through observation notes, journals from the researcher and 

the participant, conversations, videotaped teaching, class assignments, and the pre-service 

teacher’s action research study and paper, Freese (2006) was able to examine the pre-

service teacher’s growth and development over time.  Several themes emerged from the 

data.  First, fear was a continuous theme.  The pre-service teacher struggled with a fear of 

failure.  It became so extreme at one point that rather than listen to the advice of a mentor 

teacher or the researcher in order to solve a problem, the participant stated that he ignored 

the advice rather than try it and fail to solve the problem.  Second, the pre-service teacher 

demonstrated a lack of ability to take personal responsibility for his problems in the 

classroom.  Furthermore, a contradiction between the pre-service teacher’s professed 

beliefs and his actual teaching practices surfaced.  The pre-service teachers stated he 
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believed in active, engaging, student-centered activities.  However, an examination of 

these teaching practices demonstrated that he relied heavily on lecturing and a teacher-

centered approach.  Lastly, the pre-service teacher proved to be reluctant to take risks.  

Freese (2006) deemed this “closed-mindedness” (p. 111).  At the beginning of his 

teaching, rather than reflecting critically on best practices, he relied heavily on his 

“personal biography and educational experiences” (p. 111).  Again, Lortie’s (1975) 

“apprenticeship of observation” (p. 65) was present and active.  Further, when an activity 

or lesson did not go as planned, rather than critically reflecting on his role, he quickly 

blamed and abandoned the method.  Fortunately, reflecting on his practice over a 

sustained period of time, with strong support from a teacher educator, allowed the pre-

service teacher in the study to examine his teaching habits in order to spur change.  Most 

significantly, during the fourth semester of the study, the pre-service teacher, now more 

accustomed to the demands of teaching, moved towards a disposition of open-

mindedness, which allowed him to see the viewpoints of others, receive suggestions from 

others, and take responsibility for his work in the classroom.  Participating actively in the 

research study allowed the pre-service teacher to reflect honestly on his practices, 

recognize challenges in his classroom practices, and move towards reflective practices.  

Freese (2006) noted that as a teacher educator, the opportunity to get “inside my 

student’s head” (p. 115) was invaluable.  She states that this allowed her to “see with new 

eyes” (p. 115) the struggles, frustrations, contradictions, and fears that pre-service 

teachers may encounter.  Realizing that her initial interpretations of the pre-service 

teacher were incorrect, Freese (2006) was challenged to rethink her role as teacher 

supervisor.  Freese (2006) states that at the onset of the study, she interpreted the 
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participant’s actions, or lack of action, as a lack of motivation or a stance of 

stubbornness.  Through her inquiry, she discovered that he was not stubborn or 

unmotivated.  He was paralyzed by fear.  The realization spurred her to help the pre-

service teacher identify his fears, remember his beliefs, and achieve his full potential in 

the classroom.  She states that teacher educators must help students to become more self-

aware in their teaching in order to increase their effectiveness in the classroom.  

However, she notes, “the challenge is to do this in a way that does not result in resistance, 

defensiveness, or shutting down” (p. 115).  Freese (2206) posits that teacher educators in 

a supervisory role must find a way to balance the pre-service teachers’ needs for 

assessment and assistance.  We must “maintain program standards and the student 

accountability, while at the same time assuming the role of coach or “critical friend” (p. 

115).  Adding to the tension, Freese (2006) did not want to enable her pre-service teacher, 

and yet, she found herself exhibiting enabling behaviors out of a fear of not wanting to 

fail him.  Apparently, teachers of all ages fear failure. 

Freese (2006) also states that it is important for teacher educators to see things 

from different perspectives.  The pre-service teacher was not the only participant in the 

study who struggled to embrace the viewpoints of another.  Stating that she thought she 

could “explain and understand his behavior because of my prior experiences” (p. 116), 

Freese (2006) realized that interpretations based on previous work with pre-service 

teachers or theoretical beliefs “did not necessarily apply to Ryan’s situation and did not 

have the benefit of his unique perspective on his experiences” (p. 116).  Capturing and 

listening to the uniqueness in each pre-service teacher’s voice is a daunting task, but it is 

a task that must be attempted.  Discovering that the pre-service teacher and the teacher 
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educator’s experiences have more similarities than differences helps both participants 

more fully understand what it means to teach.  While it is true that both teachers were at 

different stages in their teaching careers, both were able to learn from the experiences of 

the other.  The teacher educator, while working to support and mentor a pre-service 

teacher, found her own teacher practices challenged and expanded. 

Van Wyk (2011) studied four students’ life narratives in order to examine their 

perceptions of identity and social class.  Utilizing the writing of life narratives, his goal 

was to use narrative to explore his participants’ burgeoning professional identities.  

Applying a Bakhtinian framework, van Wyk (2011) posits that the building of identity is 

a dialogical process (Bakhtin, 1990).  Identity is co-constructed in a specific 

“sociocultural and political context” (van Wyck, 2011, p. 142) and is constantly being 

negotiated.  In his mind, “Teacher identity is a useful research frame because it treats 

teachers as whole persons in and across social contexts, who continually reconstruct their 

views of themselves in relation to others, their workplace characteristics, professional 

purposes, and the cultures of teaching” (p. 146).  Believing that the ways in which pre-

service teachers express themselves provides insight into who they are and who they 

believe the ‘other’ (p. 148) to be, van Wyk (2001) conducted life history semi-structured 

interviews to elicit stories of the pre-service teachers and their experiences in teacher 

training.  The research questions for the study were:  “How do the ways student teachers 

think about the ‘other’ shape a sense of ‘oneself’?  How do student teachers come to 

think this way?  Why do student teachers believe they share a common student teachers’ 

identity?” (p. 148).  Although the four students in the case study ware vastly diverse, 

common themes did emerge.  Most importantly, van Wyk concluded “that only ‘dialogic 
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spaces’ of interaction can resolve the conflicting beliefs that the four participants held 

about those they consider ‘others’” (p. 153).  The participants had to live in relationship 

with the ‘other’ in order to make sense of the ‘self.’  As van Wyk (2011) states, “My 

observation of the participant’s views is that, after turning their gaze toward the other to 

understand an alternative to their point of view, they learned to return their inward gaze 

to one which is outward” (p. 154).  He suggests that teacher educators need to pay 

particular attention to creating dialogic spaces in their classrooms so that multiple voices 

can interact and transformation, rather than transmission, can occur.  He concludes that it 

is only in this space that individual perceptions and prejudices can be challenged and 

ultimately changed.  If teacher education programs desire transformation for their 

students, safe spaces for dialogic communication are crucial.  

Watson (2006) suggests that “people construct narratives and narratives construct 

people, and our identities emerge through these processes” (p. 510).  One’s identity is 

constructed in conjunction with one’s narrative.  The process is reciprocal.  The concept 

of professional identity lies in the assumption that “who we think we are influences what 

we do” (p. 510).  There is a clear link between one’s identity and one’s actions.  This 

relationship is dynamic, fluid, complex, and reciprocal.  As Watson (2006) suggests, the 

relationship between professional identity and professional action “is not a simple 

unidirectional one in which some essential core of self, a stable entity comprising who we 

think we are, determines how we act in a given situation” (p. 525).  In reality, changing 

contexts shift our perspectives and give rise to different possible actions.  Again, people 

construct narratives and narratives construct people.  Personal narratives provide a means 

by which teachers can “integrate knowledge, practice, and context within prevailing 
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educational discourse” (p. 525).  It is through narrative that teachers have the potential to 

use their knowledge of identity, both of self and other, to inform their educational 

practices.   

Utilizing an extensive interview conducted with an experienced teacher, Watson 

(2006) examined, for her ongoing research, a teacher’s professional identities and the 

relationship of these identities to his behavior management.  Seeking to understand the 

participant through his narratives of practice, the researcher analyzed his story in order to 

examine “how he constructs himself and his pupils within the framework of the 

institutional practices within which they both operate” (Watson, 2006, p. 514).  In this 

study, the teacher’s narrative highlighted a “tension between educational values and the 

structure of the educational system” (p. 514).  The teacher’s beliefs about what schools 

should do did not consistently align with what his school did do in reality.  In all of his 

stories, the participant took great care to emphasize the fact that he is not like other 

teachers.  His personal history, informed by a background of poverty and educational 

failure, shapes his teaching narrative.  In fact, the participant wears his failures in school 

as a pupil as a medal of honor.  His background informs his narrative of practice and 

defines him as a “subversive” (p. 514) teacher.  He does not behave as a traditional 

teacher.  Students in his class do not have assigned seats.  Discipline is unorthodox.  The 

teacher’s practices are embedded in his narratives and are actively constructed as he tells 

and re-tells the story.  In this way, he is practicing active identity construction as well as 

reflexivity.  The teacher’s stories also highlight the important role institutional structures 

and cultures play in impacting personal teaching narratives.  As a teacher, the participant 

in the study can only exercise resistance.  Positioning himself as resistant allows him to 
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be unorthodox in discipline, but it also “prevents him from taking up a position of 

authority within the system and exercising power legitimately” (p. 524).  Larger 

institutional narratives play a substantial role in the individual narratives of teachers.  

Watson (2006) suggests the telling and sharing of teachers’ narratives within the larger 

school culture could contribute to the “establishment and maintenance” (p. 525) of a 

healthy school culture.  As suggested by Johnson and Kardos (2004), school cultures play 

a crucial role in the narrative of teaching.   

The Role of Identity in Teaching 

No matter where I go, or what I do, I’ll always be me, and I like that!!! 

      Nancy Carlson, I Like Me! 

Beauchamp and Thomas (2009) state that students moving through teacher 

preparation programs will undergo a shift in identity as they graduate and move into 

today’s complex school contexts.  Of particular importance is the shift in identity that 

will occur during a teacher’s first year of practice.  In addition, they need to be prepared 

for the continual shifting and shaping of their identity throughout their career.  Females 

form their identities differently than men.  Female identity formation is embedded in 

social interactions and personal relationships, in contrast to males who tend to focus 

identity formation around individuation and separation (Gilligan, 1982).  The distinction 

is important since the majority of teachers are female (Hollins & Guzman, 2005).  

Teacher education programs can play a key role in helping pre-service teachers uncover 

knowledge of themselves (Schussler, Stooksberry, & Bercaw, 2010).  While this is 

necessary for all pre-service teaches, both male and female, it is necessary to remember 

that males and females approach identity formation differently (Gilligan, 1982).  The 
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investigation of the concept of teacher identity and its impact on teacher development is a 

necessity for teacher education programs.   

 Any investigation of identity requires a beginning definition.  The idea of identity 

is a complex one.  The idea of identity can be viewed through a sociocultural perspective.   

Sfard and Prusak (2005) suggest that identity is connected with “how collective 

discourses shape personal worlds and how individual voices combine into the voice of a 

community” (p. 15).  A teacher’s identity is not acquired once; it is continually 

constructed through their experiences and social interactions (Vygotsky, 1978).  When 

viewed in this manner, identity is both a process and a product.  Identity is a dynamic, 

constantly evolving phenomenon.  It also involves an ongoing shaping and reshaping 

through experience.  Identity is related to our notion of self, to our emotion, and to our 

narrative (Beachamp & Thomas, 2009).  

In his book The Courage to Teach, Parker Palmer (2007) suggests that teaching is 

a daily exercise in making one’s self vulnerable and that this exercise is inextricably 

linked to our personhood:  “Teaching, like any truly human activity, emerges from one’s 

inwardness, for better or worse.  As I teach, I project the condition of my soul onto my 

students, my subject, and our way of being together” (Palmer, 2007, p. 2).  When viewed 

in this manner, issues of self and identity become critical issues to examine in teacher 

education.  Palmer (2007) continues by stating that in his experience, truly great teachers 

share one trait: they teach with a strong sense of personal identity.  Great teachers weave 

a tapestry in their classrooms that joins, self, students, and subject in what Palmer (2007) 

refers to as the “fabric of life” (p. 11).  The premise of Palmer’s (2007) writing is that 

good teaching cannot be reduced to technique.  Good teaching emerges from the identity 
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of the teacher.  If Palmer (2007) is correct, teacher preparation programs have a 

responsibility to engage pre-service teachers in formative experiences that afford them 

the opportunity to wrestle with issues of identity and begin to actively confront how this 

construction of identity will impact their classroom practices.   

  Palmer (2007) is not the only one emphasizing the exploration of self-knowledge 

as an important part of teacher development.  Hamachek (1999) also suggests that the 

idea of an inner self has a link to teacher identity and therefore must be explored as a key 

to successful teaching (as cited in Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009).  bell hooks (1994) 

echoes this same sentiment when she states, “Teachers must be actively committed to a 

process of self-actualization that promotes their own well-being if they are to teach in a 

manner that empowers students” (p. 15).  If, as a teacher educator, you believe like 

Palmer (2007) and Hamachek (1999), that good teachers must have a strong sense of 

identity and self, and like Beauchamp and Thomas (2009) you also believe that this 

identity is dynamic and fluid and will change with new experiences, several key 

questions arise.  First, how do teacher education programs begin to help students explore 

issues of identity?  Second, how do these programs support students while they do the 

very hard work of negotiating their ever-changing identities?  Finally, how do we initiate 

an “an inward turn, which will ultimately enable self-critique and a hard look at our own 

existing prejudices, and how we perceive the ‘other’ before becoming mentors, teachers, 

and student teachers?” (van Wyk, 2011, p. 156). 

Beauchamp and Thomas (2009), in their literature review, present an overview of 

the issues and discussions surrounding the concept of teacher identity.  Their work 

focuses specifically on identity formation of pre-service and novice teachers and 
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implications for teacher preparation programs.  They state that understanding and 

defining identity is challenging.  In order to do so, one must grapple with the connection 

between identity and self, the role of emotions in identity, the role of reflection on 

identity, contextual factors that impact identity formation, the connection between 

identity and agency, and the power of dialogue and stories in the construction of identity.  

Additionally, determining how to best help pre-service teachers explore and develop their 

burgeoning identities is a surmountable task.  Several themes are consistent throughout 

the literature.  First, identity development is a dynamic and ongoing process.  The process 

is always bound to a context.  In order for a teacher to fully develop his or her identity, 

there must be an understanding of the notion “of the self and a notion of that self within 

an outside context” (p. 178) such as a school.  In order to move towards a professional 

identity, there must be a pursuit of professional development and a shift to agency.  

Beauchamp and Thomas (2009) posit that while it is clear that identity development will 

take place throughout the course of one’s teaching career, “a teacher education 

programme seems to be the ideal starting point for instilling not only an awareness of the 

need to develop an identity, but also a strong sense of the ongoing shifts that will occur in 

that identity” (p. 186).  Knowing that the “early years of practice” (p. 186) will be crucial 

to identity development, teacher education programs are remiss if they do not prepare 

pre-service teachers for the processes and contexts that will impact identity formation.   

 Sachs (2001) examined issues of the professional identities of teachers in an era 

of significant change in government policy.  Due to recent reforms in school 

accountability and the privatization of public schools, she argues that an examination of 

the professional identity of teachers as well as professional development for teachers is 
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timely.  Sachs (2001) noted three major trends in her examination of Australian schools 

and school systems.  First, teachers are being “deskilled and their work is intensified” (p. 

150).  Second, while the workload has increased and more is being demanded of schools 

and teachers, “fewer resources are being allocated to teacher learning” (p. 150).  Lastly, 

“the teaching profession is being exhorted to be autonomous while at the same time it is 

under increasing pressure from politicians and the community to be more accountable 

and maintain standards” (p. 150).  While her work is in Australia, the trends noted by 

Sachs (2001) are relevant in the United States as well.  Because of the paradoxes noted 

above, Sachs (2001) argues that it is time to reconsider ideas of teacher professionalism 

and teacher identity.   

  Her work identified two competing discourses active in the shaping of a 

teacher’s identity.  The first discourse is one of “managerial professionalism” (Sachs, 

2001, p. 151).  Sachs (2001) deems this the more dominant discourse in a time of 

“organizational change, imperatives for teachers in schools to be more accountable and 

for systems to be more efficient and economic in their activities” (p. 151).  A managerial 

discourse values efficient management and believes that practices appropriate for the 

business sector can be successfully applied to the educational sector.  The second 

discourse is that of “democratic professionalism” (p. 152).  Democratic professionalism 

“seeks to demystify professional work and build alliances between teachers and excluded 

constituencies of students, parents and members of the community on whose behalf 

decisions have traditionally been made either by professions or the state” (Apple, 1996, 

as cited in Sachs, 2001, p. 152).  Sachs (2001) suggests that these two distinctly different 

discourses produce different and distinct forms of teacher identity.  Teachers typically 
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respond to the managerial discourse by creating an “entrepreneurial identity in which 

market and issues of accountability, economy, efficiency, and effectiveness shape how 

teachers individually and collectively construct their professional identities” (p. 159).  In 

contrast, teachers respond to democratic discourses by forming an “activist identity” (p. 

157) “in which collaborative cultures are an integral part of teachers’ work practices” (p. 

159).  Sachs (2001) posits there is now evidence to suggest that “the market is no longer 

the appropriate structure in which education policies and practices develop” (p. 159).  

Environments that foster an activist identity empower teachers to learn collaboratively 

and promote new pedagogical practices and reflexive ways of thinking about classroom 

practices.  The irony of today’s educational climate is that while managerial discourses 

abound, democratic discourses that promote agency and advocacy will ultimately give 

teachers the tools necessary to sustain a career in teaching.  Teachers’ identities are 

continually being constructed and re-constructed, and the dominant discourses in 

education contribute to this construction.  Managerial discourses allow for an 

understanding of teacher identity that is fixed and static.  In this way, it can serve the 

needs of the bureaucracy and allow for “externally initiated controls” (p. 155).   

Sachs (2001) suggests that a democratic discourse, with its emphasis on reducing 

“exploitation, inequality, and oppression” (p. 157) is more beneficial for the teaching 

profession.  Redefining teacher identity from this discourse involves two crucial 

components:  “the effort to shed the shackles of the past, thereby permitting a 

transformative attitude towards the future; and second, the aim of overcoming the 

illegitimate domination of some individuals or groups over others” (p. 157).  First, the 

teaching profession, at every level, must recognize the importance of teachers’ narratives.  
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Educators must acknowledge the importance of stories.  Teacher’s stories, “developed 

during their own schooling and then embedded and reinforced in the course of their 

professional lives” (p. 158) are a source of continual professional development.  When 

shared, stories provide opportunities for teachers to communicate openly about pedagogy, 

content knowledge, biases, learning theories, classroom practices, professional 

challenges, educational policies, and classroom triumphs.  Second, democratic discourses 

allow the “development of communities of practice” (p. 158).  Within these communities 

of practice, teachers are able to interact with one another in meaningful ways.  Rather 

than being isolated, communities of practice allow teachers to work in an environment 

that nourishes and supports the difficult work of teaching.  Such communities also 

provide the “context and conditions for teachers to develop an activist identity” (p. 158).  

Communities of practice have the potential to change the greater narrative of education in 

today’s society.  In order for this to happen, teachers must be empowered.  

In his narrative inquiry, Galindo (2007) examined the link between the personal 

and professional identity in a Chicana teacher.  Using six narratives gathered through 

interviews, he examined her “transitions from college student, to novice bilingual teacher, 

to experienced bilingual teacher” (p. 251).  Galindo (2007) defines narrative as a genre of 

the self that is communicated orally or in writing and is a crucial means for understanding 

one’s self.  This understanding is accomplished through communication of the narrative 

with self and others.  He relies on Ricoeur (1991) who states, “there is no self-

understanding that is not mediated by signs, symbols, and texts” (as cited in Galindo, 

2007, p. 253).  Ricoeur (1981) believes that “self understanding passes through the detour 

of understanding the cultural signs in which the self documents and forms itself” (as cited 
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in Galindo, 2007, p. 253).  Believing that the life experiences of teachers are relevant to 

their professional identity, Galindo (2007) examined how a Chicana teacher constructed 

her professional identity through told narratives of her personal experiences.  He states 

that while great attention has been paid to using narrative genres as a means to examine 

professional identity, “insufficient attention has been given in this area of research to how 

these genres, as forms of discourse, mediate identity” (p. 252).  Utilizing the framework 

of “reported speech” (p. 252), Galindo (2007) sought to examine how the teacher 

evaluated and examined her actions as a teacher and how this examination impacted her 

identity.  Using the term “occupational narrative” (p. 255), Galindo states that a narrative 

examining occupational identity recounts the experiences prior to and after entry into the 

profession.  These narratives “provide information regarding physical as well as social 

challenges and problems that arise on the job including the problems of responsibility, 

status, and authority” (Santino (1978), as cited in Galindo (2007), p. 255).  Drawing on 

Santino’s (1978) definition of occupational narratives, he notes that while not identified 

in the area of teachers’ narratives, many researchers in other fields have noted the impact 

of “occupational folklore” (p. 255).  The idea of occupational folklore emphasizes the 

power of occupations in shaping identity.  As an example, long after retiring, many 

people are still personally defined by their previous occupations.  Cultural ideas and 

folklore surrounding a profession often impact the identities of people in that profession.  

From Miss Beatle in the one-room schoolhouse on Little House on the Prairie, to mean 

Viola Swamp in Miss Nelson is Missing, to outrageous Sue Sylvester on Glee, a cultural 

narrative surrounds teachers.  The collective narrative contributes to the occupational 

identity of teachers.   
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Galindo (2007) observed that the teacher in his inquiry used her narratives as 

“oral texts that both formed and documented her occupational self” (p. 274).  As the 

narrator of her own story, the teacher created images of herself at critical junctures of her 

career.  These incidents played an influential role in her formation of identity.  The telling 

of the stories surrounding each incident also served as fertile ground for identity 

construction.  In this way, the “time of the incident” (p. 274) and the “storytelling 

occasion” (p. 274) are equally significant.  The teacher, when making connections across 

each time, the time of the occurrence and the time of the telling, is allowed “to document 

her professional growth by identifying the roots of her occupational career and 

contrasting them with her present position as an experienced bilingual teacher” (Galindo, 

2007, p. 275).  In this way, the teacher is able to navigate the many different roles she 

played in her narrative and reflect on how each role impacted her identity formation.  In 

each role in which she participated, whether daughter, college student, novice teacher, or 

experienced teacher, “her own words interacted with the words of others” (p. 275).  

Identity was constructed within these interactions:  “Her personal narratives, as verbal art, 

crafted and presented an interpretation of others’ words” (p. 275).  

Historically, teaching has been viewed as “women’s work” (James, 2010, p. 522).  

A focus on the well being of others is deeply embedded in cultural narrative of teaching.  

Additionally, teaching is a highly feminized profession (James, 2010, p. 522).  Often 

known as a caring profession, it is associated with “responsibilities traditionally ascribed 

to women, and particularly to mothers” (p. 522).  Teaching, from this viewpoint, is not 

merely about instructing students in content, it also about “nurturing the spirit and 

character of families and communities as well” (p. 522).  Female teachers face not only 
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the pressure of thoroughly teaching content, but of also instilling a moral compass into 

the hearts and minds of future generations.  The literature on teaching is rife with mention 

of the reciprocal relationship between caring and teaching.  Noddings (1992) suggests 

that “in order to care, one must replace her own needs and desires with the needs and 

desires of another” (as cited in James, 2010, p. 522).  The student-teacher relationship 

becomes much like the mother-child relationship in that as teachers care for students, 

they “are rewarded by evidence that their caring has made a difference in students’ 

growth and development” (p. 522).  Psychologist Carol Gilligan (1982) challenges this 

definition of caring.  She suggests that females define themselves through the 

connections and relationships they have with others.  In this way, caring for others is a 

way to develop and sustain the relationships essential for female identity development.  

Gilligan (1982) challenges the notion of self-sacrifice as the model of caring for others.  

She suggests females need to strive to find the place where caring for self and for others 

are balanced.  In reality, the ways in which individual women make sense of the world is 

varied and complex. According to James (2010), “Setting women in an oppositional 

stance against that of men (as nurturing or prone to attachment, for example) denies them 

the right to bring their own meanings and understandings to words such as ‘caring’, 

‘mothering’, and ‘womanhood’”(p. 523).  Grumet (1988) argues that feminization of 

teaching has both “promoted and sabotaged the interests of women in our culture” (p. 

32).  Accepting “the construction of teaching as mother’s work as it is typically 

conceived in a patriarchal world” is dangerous and contributes to “the devaluing of 

teaching as a profession” (James, 2010, p. 523). 
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Using the above framework, James (2010) focused on exploring women’s 

experiences of caring as it related to their work as teachers.  Utilizing narrative inquiry, 

she examined the stories of six teachers.  Research questions focused on how, as women, 

the teachers had shaped their ideas about teaching as a caring profession, what influences 

impacted this view of teaching, and how the image of teaching as an act of caring 

impacted the personal and professional lives of the women.  The role of mothering 

emerged as a significant finding for all of the participants as they sought to define their 

practices of teaching. However, “each participant conceived of mothering in particular 

ways and perceived her efforts to enact those understandings as being perceived by others 

by particular ways as well” (p. 524).  All of the participants defined caring for students as 

serving as a “mother figure” (p. 526) for students.  Overwhelmingly, the teachers defined 

their role as including a “responsibility to nurture children’s social, emotional, and moral 

development” (p. 526).  While they varied in how they met students’ specific needs in 

each of these areas, all of the teachers felt this was an important part of their job.  The 

lives of the students outside of school impacted this behavior.  All six teachers taught at a 

school that was home to a large, Latino, migrant population.  Repeatedly, the teachers in 

the study referred to the “difficult lives” (p. 526) of the children.  Viewing the home lives 

of the children as lacking or deficient seemed to increase the teachers’ desire to “mother” 

their students.  While deficit thinking is well documented in the literature (Ladson-

Billings, 1994; Delpit, 1995), James (2010) posits, “it served to bolster these women’s 

sense of obligation to mother the students in their classrooms” (p. 528).  While this has 

implications for the students and their families, James (2010) questions the consequences 

of this thinking on the teachers themselves.  While attending to the whole child is 
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necessary for children to thrive in schools, what happens when teachers assume a large 

degree of responsibility for the “social, emotional, moral, and physical well-being of their 

students?” (p. 528).  What implications does this action have on the personal and 

professional lives of female educators?   

James (2010) notes that the stories of care told by each of the women in the study 

“reflect dominant patriarchal discourses about care as central to the lives of women” (p. 

529).  The care exhibited by the women in the study called for them to be both nurturing 

and self-sacrificing.  Any move to care for self was viewed as selfish, either by the 

woman herself or by her colleagues.  James (2010) emphasizes the power of the cultural 

norm of caring in teaching.  Regardless of the consequences, teachers are to be selfless 

and put the needs of others before their own needs.  She suggests this is dangerous for 

two reasons.  First, in making their “needs dependent on fulfilling the needs of others” (p. 

530) a necessary requirement for success in teaching, teachers are inadvertently placing 

their happiness and sense of fulfillment in the hands of their students.  Second, there is 

the potential that any needs of the teacher, whether personal or professional, will be 

ignored at the expense of their teaching.  James states that “internalizing and enacting this 

dominant construct of care” (p. 530) leaves teachers less able to care for themselves.  

Consequently, in the long run, this may leave them less able to care for their students.  

The one participant in the study who defined the constructs of care differently, 

consistently felt called up on to justify her choices both to herself and to others.  The 

teacher, who was not a mother and expressed no desire to become one, claimed to not be 

bothered by her different “conception of caring than her colleagues” (p. 531) but did 

admit to spending a great deal of time alone in her classroom.   
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Another emerging theme had to do with the parents of the students.  While the 

teachers all emphasized the importance of the student-teacher connection, none of the 

participants mentioned any connection with parents, families, or the community.  Their 

acts of caring seemed to be isolated to the student-teacher interactions within the school 

context, and their view of “rescuing” (James, 2010, p. 531) was negated by their deficit 

thinking.  The idea that families and communities could be valuable partners in the 

endeavor of caring for students was absent in the data.  All of the women in the study 

“have come to understand care as central to their identity as gendered-beings” (p.531).  

The women, alone all day in a classroom teaching children, came to define isolation as a 

defining factor in their constructs of care.  The consequences of this line of thought are 

steep.  With surmounting pressures in education, teachers are responsible for more and 

more in the classroom.  Is it possible for teachers to proficiently cover the curriculum, 

navigate the increasing amounts of paperwork, prepare children for high-stakes testing, 

and raise 22 children in a mere eight hours a day?   

James (2010) concludes by stating that the teachers in her study were expected, by 

themselves and the dominant discourse of our society, to give of themselves even to the 

point of neglecting their own emotional, social, or physical needs.  Even if a teacher 

resisted the “dominant notions of caring” (p. 532) prevalent in schools today, she did so 

at a price. James (2010) suggests that as educators we need to examine the consequences 

of our notions of caring in the classroom.  She suggests that further exploration into the 

“notion of caring as a collective act” (p. 532) may offer a possible solution.  Noting that 

caring is a “deeply personal act” (p. 533), she emphasizes that further study must be 

contextualized.  However, she pushes for the “critical questions about societal and 
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cultural norms” (p. 533) to be continually asked so that a paradigm of caring relationships 

“in which both students and teachers are the recipients” (p. 533) may be explored.   

Spirituality in Teacher Education 

 “This is what kindness does,” Ms. Albert said. “ Each little thing we do goes out, 

 like a ripple, into the world.” 

 

Jaqueline Woodson, Each Kindness 

 Realizing that teaching is a stressful job and that many teachers leave the 

profession after five years, Hartwick and Kang (2013) sought to examine the spiritual 

practices teachers use as a means of alleviating stress.  In their article entitled, Spiritual 

Practices as a Means of Coping with and Ameliorating Stress to Reduce Teacher 

Attrition, they drew on two empirical studies to examine public school teachers in two 

regions of the United States and how “the spiritual beliefs and practices of teachers are 

utilized as means of coping with the many stresses that teachers face” (p. 166).  Hartwick 

and Kang (2013) engaged in their research for several reasons.  First, they note that the 

teaching profession is increasingly stressful, and this stress results in many teachers 

leaving the profession.  Second, many teachers indicate spiritual reasons for entering the 

profession.  Simply put, they feel “called” (Hartwick, 2007, as cited in Hartwick, 2013, p. 

168) to teach.  Third, for many, including teachers, spirituality is a means of coping with 

stress in both personal and professional situations.  Lastly, there is “empirical evidence 

that spirituality can be beneficial to teachers and other populations” (p. 169).  Building on 

this foundation, Hartwick and Kang (2013) examined the question, “How do experienced 

teachers draw on their faith lives in order to ameliorate stress?” (p. 169).  Data to answer 

this question was gathered both quantitatively and qualitatively.   
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 Hartwick’s (2007) quantitative study involved a random sample of Wisconsin 

public school teachers who were surveyed in order to gain a broad understanding of how 

teachers utilize spirituality to manage stress.  Kang’s (2008) qualitative study used 

interviews and observations of four teachers in Tennessee to provide a fuller picture of 

the role of spiritual practices in alleviating stress.  Combining the data from both studies 

allowed for a “greater insight into the use of spiritual coping as a means of ameliorating 

professional stress (Hartwick and Kang, 2013, p. 170).  Hartwick’s (2007) data suggests 

that a large number of teachers feel that prayer makes them better teachers.  Kang’s 

(2008) data supported the findings.  Teachers’ prayers “reflected their wishes to become 

better teachers and a sense of limitations in solving problems by themselves” (Hartwick 

and Kang, 2013, p. 173).  The quantitative data also suggests that many teachers draw 

upon prayer to deal with stress in professional settings.  While teachers in Hartwick’s 

study (2007) listed both secular and spiritual strategies for coping with stress, prayer was 

listed as the most used spiritual strategy.  Additionally, six out of ten teachers reported 

turning to prayer “sometimes” (Hartwick and Kang, 2013, p. 176) during times of school-

related stress, and nearly one quarter of these stated that they did so “frequently” (p. 176).   

 Kang’s (2008) interviews illustrated how spiritual practices may help teachers 

alleviate stress.  In terms of coping with stress, “letting things go and letting God work” 

(Hartwick and Kang, 2013, p. 176) emerged as a strong theme.  When facing challenges 

in schools that seemed insurmountable, many teachers relied on praying to God for help 

“handling” (p. 176) difficult situations.  As one teacher noted, “There is a lot of stuff I 

can’t control.  You’ve got to pray about it and try to live with God” (p. 177).  

Significantly, a recognition of a teacher’s “limited agency and God’s absolute 
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sovereignty” (p. 177) seemed to help teachers cope with the stress of difficult 

professional conditions.  Giving up on the notion of being able to solve all of the 

problems relieved the teachers of having to be all knowing and all seeing.  Additionally, 

praying with and for other teachers seemed to be a common practice among many 

teachers.   

 Teachers draw on a variety of strategies, both secular and spiritual, to deal with 

stress (Hartwick and Kang, 2013).  Teachers who profess a faith and practice living a life 

of faith tend to utilize their faith in order to reduce stress.  As a result of their 

comparative study, Hartwick and Kang (2013) state, “It seems that for these spiritually 

informed teachers, potential stressors are filtered through their spiritual beliefs and 

conceived differently” (p. 179).  “Holding a larger perspective” (p. 179) may allow 

teachers of faith to see a “potential stressor as an opportunity or a challenge to address” 

(p. 179) rather than viewing it as an impossible obstacle to overcome.  Disrupting their 

perception of potential stressors is a valuable spiritual stress-reduction strategy for 

teacher of faith.  Consequently, these teachers may be better educators in the long run, 

not because of their faith but because of their ability to use their faith to manage the stress 

of teaching: “Spiritually inclined teachers may use spiritual disciplines to cultivate deep 

and perhaps calming reflection, where they can more calmly and intuitively problem-

solve and manage stress” (p. 180).  These teachers, in releasing stress and worry, “may 

hold a larger, more hopeful perspective, and may be less likely to become overwhelmed 

by professional stress” (p. 180).  Spiritual teachers, due to living a life informed by 

faithful practices, may also be “more persistent in seeking opportunities to reach 

particularly difficult students” (p. 181).  Hartwick and Kang (2013) note that praying for 
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a student may allow the teacher to reflect on the needs of the student more fully.  Noting 

that teachers unconsciously communicate beliefs and attitudes to their students 

(Rosenthal and Jacobson, 1968), Hartwick and Kang (2013) speculate that prayer may 

serve to improve relationships between teachers and students.  Relying on spiritual 

beliefs, in the minds of Hartwick and Kang (2013), has the potential to help teachers 

reframe negative or stressful situations; improve relationships with students and other 

teachers and thereby reduce further stress; and connect more fully with others.   

Hartwick and Kang (2013) suggest that further research needs to be done “to 

investigate spiritual coping, problem solving, and stress management” (p. 181).  As 

prayer is utilized more than other spiritual disciplines such as reading devotionals, 

listening to spiritual music, or meditation, it merits investigation first.  They also suggest 

that “teacher education programs could play a bigger role in helping teachers develop 

coping strategies, including spiritual coping strategies, to manage and ameliorate stress” 

(p. 182).  Based on their findings, the authors suggest that teacher preparation programs, 

both public and private, “address spiritual coping as a way to remain resilient in the face 

of professional stress” (p. 182).  At Christian institutions of higher education, this should 

be viewed as an essential mission of the institution.  Religious beliefs and practices at 

Christian universities should be an integral part of the curriculum.  In this way, Christian 

universities demonstrate for their students the integration of faith and vocation. Faculty 

members at these institutions should help pre-service teachers consider how their faith, 

and the spiritual practices of their faith, might serve as a way to effectively manage the 

stresses of teaching.  Hartwick and Kang (2013) end by emphasizing that education is a 
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spiritual process: “In a profound sense, education is a spiritual endeavor; through the 

grand journey of learning, we actualize our potential and are created anew” (p. 184).   

 Cozart (2010) used autoethnography to explore the reconciliation of her academic 

life and her spiritual life.  After leaving classroom teaching, pursuing a doctorate, and 

moving to teaching in the university setting, Cozart (2010) found herself amidst a 

spiritual crisis.  As classroom teacher, Cozart (2010) found the connection between her 

vocation, teaching, and her faith, easily connected.  As an African American educator 

who taught predominantly African American students, she taught as hooks (1994) 

suggests, practicing freedom.  Teaching in manner that practices freedom is to teach in a 

way that grants everyone access to learning.  Teachers who educate as a “practice of 

freedom” (hooks, 1994, p. 13) move beyond simply covering the curriculum.  These 

educators share in the “intellectual and spiritual growth” (p. 13) of their students and 

believe this to be necessary in order for deep, transformative learning to occur.  Teachers 

who teach in this manner subscribe to the idea of vocation.  Teaching is not simply a job 

to do; it is a sacred vocation.  Vocation is “the place where your deep gladness and the 

world’s deep hunger meet” (Buechner, 1993, as cited in Palmer, 1998, p. 31).  However, 

for Cozart (2010), moving from the school setting to a university setting where she taught 

White, female, middle-class students to become quality teachers on “behalf of African 

American children” (p. 251) led to a crisis of faith.  Removed from teaching African 

American children directly, she realized she had no idea “how to be a spiritually salient 

African American woman in front of a conference room/classroom of mostly White 

people with different cultural experiences from my own” (p. 252).  Desperate to enact her 

spirituality through her quest to thoroughly prepare pre-service teachers, Cozart (2010) 
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sought, through autoethnography, to explore how to embrace spirituality in her teaching 

context with students who might be cynical in their personal views of spirituality and 

who probably did not expect an investigation of spiritual matters to fall within the job 

description of a university faculty member.  Cozart (2010) needed to find a place for her 

spirituality in the academy.  Believing that her wholeness as a person would include her 

faith and would complement rather than hinder her work in a university setting, she 

sought to consider the connection between faith and academia.  

 Examining the literature for definitions of spirituality, Cozart (2010) ultimately 

offered her own definition.  She defines her spirituality as “Inner submission to my God 

consciousness” (p. 257).  Spirituality, in her view, “is all about how we relate to the 

largeness of life, that is, our relationship to our God consciousness, the universe, and to 

others” (p. 265).  In her life, this is manifested through a Christian faith.  Cozart (2010) 

emphasizes the fundamental differences between spirituality and religion.  While many 

may argue the “definitional distinctions between spirituality and religion” (p. 257), 

Cozart (2010) focuses on embodied action.  She offers the “possibility that for a person 

devout in his/her religious beliefs, there may not be a lived distinction between the two” 

(p. 257).  Cozart (2010) reconciled her faith to her work in the academy by using her faith 

“as a lens through which I readily identify” (p. 262) the inherent spirituality in the work 

of other scholars.  The lens of faith allowed her to see both explicit and implicit ways that 

scholars can be informed by spirituality.   

 Explicitly, many scholars refer to the Biblical text or other spiritual writings in 

their work.  There are many times when scholarly writers expect the audience to have 

prior knowledge of religious texts.  Readers are expected to make personal connections 
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based on their prior knowledge of the Bible or other sacred texts.  Cozart offered many 

examples.  Most pertinent to this study is the work of Gloria Ladson-Billings.  In her 

2001 book Crossing over To Canaan:  the Journey of New Teachers in Diverse 

Classrooms, Ladson-Billings (2001) expects the reader to realize the metaphor of 

crossing over to Canaan.  Anyone familiar with the biblical story of the Israelites entering 

Canaan, the Promised Land, knows that the journey was long and difficult.  Knowing this 

helps the reader to understand instantly that Ladson-Billings, (2001) is suggesting that the 

process of the new teachers attempting to successfully navigate diverse classrooms is a 

long and arduous journey.   

 Implicitly, Cozart (2010) states that she is drawn to scholars “who write about 

how faith and hope sustain us in our struggles against oppression” (p. 263).  The words 

faith and hope are highly spiritual in nature for Cozart (2010) who cites Hebrews 11:1, 

“Now faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen.”  

Believing that the words faith and hope “express a belief in power beyond oneself” (p. 

263).  Cozart (2010) recognizes that faith and hope “sustain us in our struggles against 

oppression” (p. 263).  Teachers and students struggle against many oppressive forces in 

schools today.  Sustaining faith and hope in stressful situations is a spiritual act for Cozart 

(2010).  Embracing this spiritual concept in the pursuit of scholarship allows her to view 

her academic work as an extension of her faith.  Similarly, seeking the work of scholars 

that promote social justice allows Cozart (2010) to integrate her faith in her academic 

work.  If teaching is an endeavor meant to transform and inspire (hooks, 1994), then 

teachers must be involved in the struggles of humanity.  Scholars who seek to pursue 

social justice advocate for justice and equity for all and view education as the tool 
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necessary for this to occur.  Transformation is inherently spiritual.  A commitment to 

social justice can be viewed as a spiritual endeavor.  Cozart (2010) suggests that in her 

life, her faith is necessary in order to do the “difficult work of advocating for social 

justice” (p. 266).   

 Cozart (2010) ends by suggesting that “scholars with/from various cultural 

backgrounds must be attentive to when and where their spirituality shows up in the 

academy” (p. 266).  She posits this will serve both academia and the greater educational 

community.  She believes this is significant for the following reasons.  First, scholars 

who “acknowledge their spirituality privately” (p. 266) may find themselves in the midst 

of a spiritual crisis similar to Cozart’s (2010).  This “self-marginalization” (p. 266) is 

damaging both personally and professionally.  Hesitancy in recognizing the inherent 

spirituality both in one’s own work and in the work of others “can work against a fuller 

understanding of the communities in which we teach and conduct our research” (p. 266).  

Additionally, for many, faith promotes resiliency.  Resiliency is a necessary characteristic 

for all educators but particularly for those who are educating future teachers.  Second, 

educators need to recognize the cultural backgrounds of their colleagues.  Ironically, as 

educators, we realize the necessity of valuing the culture of our students, but we can often 

fail to value the cultural background and knowledge of our colleagues.  We must 

recognize that “those with whom we are engaged may have a spiritual foundation that 

guides their cultural knowledge” (p. 266).  Understanding this provides an opportunity to 

make space for spiritual conversations in academia.  If higher education is to sustain itself 

in our changing times, this is a critical and necessary space.  Lastly, Cozart (2010) 

suggests that others may want to investigate the “relationship between spirituality and the 
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process of schooling in the United States” (p. 266).  Cozart (2010) concluded with the 

realization that her “journey in enacting my spirituality has not been about whether I fit 

within the larger research community but where I fit within the research community” (p. 

266).   

 Marshall (2009) in her research focused on the intersection of two lines of 

research.  Exploring why individuals chose to become teachers and the relationship 

between spirituality and teaching, she sought to examine “how teachers at the beginning 

of their careers thought about their teaching choice and how spirituality might relate to it” 

(p. 25).  Marshall first reviewed the literature on why teachers chose to enter the 

profession.  While many reasons exist for entering the teaching profession, one most 

related to Marshall’s (2009) work has to with the psychological factor that Serow (1994) 

referred to as “calling” (as cited in Marshall, 2009, p. 27).  Serow’s (1994) research 

indicates that many pre-service teachers enter the profession feeling that teaching is a 

calling in their life.  Teachers who subscribed to this belief were more likely to stay 

committed to teaching.  Marshall (2009) draws on Palmer’s (1998) definition of 

spirituality.  Palmer (1998) defines spirituality as “the diverse ways we answer the heart’s 

longing to be connected with the largeness of life—a longing that animates love and 

work, especially the calling of teaching” (p. 3).  She, like Cozart (2010), notes that 

spirituality is a more inclusive and useful term than religion, “though religious people 

may define their spirituality within their particular religious framework” (p. 28).   

 Marshall (2009) ended her review of literature by stating, “teachers want to make 

a difference via teaching and thus find a sense of purpose” (p. 28).  These two themes are 

consistent throughout the literature.  Interestingly, Palmer (1998) views making a 
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difference and finding purpose in one’s vocation as inherently spiritual endeavors.  If 

these constructs indeed shape our teaching, teaching in its truest sense is a spiritual 

undertaking.  Focusing on this, Marshall’s (2009) guiding question was, “What 

connection, if any, is there between why people enter teaching and the spirituality of 

teaching” (p. 28).  Her review of the literature guided her in the development of interview 

questions.  She interviewed eighteen students in an elementary teacher education cohort 

at a Catholic institution of higher education.  

 When asked if their spirituality impacted their teaching, a question deliberately 

designed for a yes or no answer, participants struggled with the inherent differences 

between spirituality and religion.  Students would often answer the question negatively, 

but their explanatory comments would include spiritual overtones.  As an example, one 

student instantly answered that spirituality did not impact her teaching.  Her response was 

“No, we’re not Catholic” (p. 31).  However, as she continued to talk, she stated that 

spirituality was important to her, but she defined it as “more like personal development 

and talking time for myself” (p. 31).  When later asked why she chose to enter the 

teaching profession, she stated she had a desire to “make this world a better place” (p. 

31).  Marshall (2009) reminds the reader that the student’s rationale for entering teaching 

contains “concepts that the theorists have recognized as spiritual ones: a sense of calling 

and a goal of making the world a better place” (p. 31).  However, for the majority of the 

students in the study, there was a conflict between organized religion and spirituality.   

 When asked how they became interested in teaching, participants overwhelmingly 

listed altruistic reasons for entering the profession.  Participants spoke of  “touching 

lives/making an impact/helping others” (Marshall, 2009, p. 33).  Again, the sense of 
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“making the world better” (p.33) was a strong theme.  The participants also spoke of 

teachers who had been this type of influence on their own lives.  The decision to teach 

was heavily impacted by the desire to make an impact in the lives of young people and by 

teachers who had filled this role in the participant’s lives.  Additionally, participants who 

had experience teaching cited their previous experiences as having drawn them into the 

profession.  As one student commented, “Once you know that you’ve taught somebody 

something, I think the feeling is amazing—it’s amazing, and it makes you feel so 

accomplished” (p. 33).  Lastly, many of the participants felt “called” (p. 34) to teach.  It is 

important to note that participants did not use the term “as an explicit call-from-God in a 

traditional religious sense, but as a call in the sense of what felt right to them” (p. 34-35).  

Again, there seemed to be a tension between religion and spirituality.   

 Marshall (2009) concludes that there is “indeed a relationship between their 

decision to teach and the sense of purpose and connectedness that others have referred to 

as the spirituality of teaching” (p. 37).  However, this seems to be largely unnoticed by 

the participants.  They seem to lack the language to identify the ways in which their 

actions are spiritual.  Marshall (2009) suggests that this is because they appear to lack a 

shared language that allows them to express their spirituality in a manner that is 

comfortable for them.  Rather than explicitly discussing spiritual concepts and their 

relation to teaching, students talked around these concepts.  Nevertheless, they were clear 

that “their teaching will have and has had a purpose and meaning, and that they were 

“called” to do it” (p. 38).  While no one used the words of Palmer (1998) to describe 

spirituality and teaching, it is clear they do “seem to have internalized a spiritual 

framework for thinking about their teaching” (p. 38).   



Texas Tech University, Stephanie Talley, December 2014 

 

93 

 Marshall (2009) suggests that one implication of her study is for teacher education 

programs to provide students with the necessary language and a framework for discussing 

spirituality in teaching.  She emphasizes this would focus on spirituality, not religion. 

Perhaps such activities could also help students untangle their conflated ideas of religion 

and spirituality.  She proposes, “it might be useful for programs to introduce some of the 

theoretical base of spirituality and teaching, which deemphasizes particular religious 

practices and instead emphasizes the connectedness or caring of teaching” (p. 38).  She 

speculates that teacher education programs who encourage teacher candidates to “reflect 

specifically upon their spirituality”(p. 39) might produce teachers who are more sensitive 

to the needs of their students and who might find their job more satisfying and thus stay 

in the profession longer.  Palmer (2003) argues that our current era of high-stakes testing 

creates a spiritual crisis for teachers that can only be addressed through a pedagogy that 

allows teachers to recognize the “reality of being human and that keeps us from regarding 

ourselves, our colleagues, or our students as raw material to be molded into whatever 

form serves the reigning economic or political regime” (p. 378).  Marshall (2009) ends by 

stating,  

 Spirituality is not a touchy-feely ephemeral construct without relation to what 

 happens every day in schools and without relevance to today’s tense climate of  

 accountability.  It is instead at the very core of who teachers are and of what 

 sustains their work with students.  It is up to teacher educators and educational 

 leaders to understand it and foster it. (p. 40) 
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Conclusion 

 Novice teachers face many challenges.  Entering schools, they face the challenges 

of both teaching for the first time and learning how to teach (Feiman-Nemser, 1983).  

Additionally, they often do this without any extra support or consideration of their novice 

status (Worthy, 2005; Scherff, 2008).  Frequently, novice teachers are unprepared for the 

diversity present in today’s schools.  The mismatch between predominantly White, 

middle-class teachers and a diverse student population can contribute to 

miscommunications that could hinder teaching and learning in the classroom (Grouix & 

Silva, 2010).  Often, teachers have one cultural narrative, and their expectation in 

classrooms is that every student will have a similar narrative.  Understanding one’s 

narrative and its impact on how we view the narratives of others is a crucial starting point 

for teachers who want to embrace culturally relevant pedagogy (Ladson-Billings, 1995; 

Brown-Jeffy & Cooper, 2011).  Narratives are a powerful method for exploring the ideas 

of self and the other (Johnson-Bailey, 2010).  In this way, narratives can play a crucial 

role in teacher education as pre-service teachers move through programs and begin their 

teaching careers.  Great teachers teach from a strong sense of identity (Palmer, 1997), and 

this identity will shift as novice teachers move through preparation programs and enter 

teaching (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009).  A deep sense of self-knowledge will allow pre-

service and novice teachers to fully see the identities of their students and create the 

conditions necessary for learning to occur (Palmer, 1997).  Teaching from a deep place of 

identity requires teachers and the institutions that train them to discuss the spiritual 

practices necessary for sustaining a career in education.  
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Chapter 3 

Building the Story 

 

 There’s such a lot of different Annes in me.  I sometimes think that is why I am 

 such a troublesome person.  If I was just the one Anne it would be ever so much 

 more comfortable, but then it wouldn’t be half so interesting.     

 

 L.M. Montgomery. Anne of Green Gables 

I am a woman.  I am a person of faith.  I am a daughter.  I am a sister.  I am a 

minister’s kid.  I am a friend.  I am a reader.  I am a colleague.  I am an aunt.  I am a 

teacher.  I am a Teacher.  I am a TEACHER.  I don’t remember ever consciously making 

the decision to become a teacher.  It was just always so (Interactive Interview Journal 

Response, Elinor). To this day, when people ask me what I do for a living, I answer, “I 

am a teacher.”  If they inquire further, we do eventually get to the fact that I now teach at 

a university.  But as Julia Roberts says in Pretty Woman (1990), “that’s just geography” 

(Milchan & Reuther, 1990).  My kindergarten teaching experience is just as significant to 

me as my teaching at the university level.  There is no hierarchy.  It is all important to me 

(Interactive Interview Journal Response, Mother).  Today I teach in a department of 

teacher education.  And while a large part of my job is to emphasize pedagogy and impart 

content information, my job would not be complete if I didn’t address, particularly for the 

females in my department, how to construct one’s identity as a woman, both personally 

and professionally.  As an educator who seeks to emphasize culturally relevant teaching, 

(Ladson-Billings, 1995), I believe that before you can embrace the identity of another, 

you must first be knowledgeable about your own identity and how it impacts your view 

of life, particularly if you are a part of the dominant discourse (Bersh, 2009).    
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In order to be a teacher, I must know every part of my identity as fully as 

possible.  The part of myself that I do not know, I must be conscious of and continue to 

explore.  When I have new experiences, both personal and professional, that contribute to 

my identity formation, I must be able to reflectively integrate them into my being.  In 

reality, “I cannot know in another what I do not know in myself” (Palmer, 1998, p. 113).  

Teachers must know their students in order to be successful.  Therefore, we must know 

ourselves.  Palmer (1998) states that we read students not in the light of their condition, 

but in the shadow of our own (p. 46).  I project my humanness onto the students I teach.  

Teaching then becomes a mirror not to the soul of my students but to my own soul.  I 

must be comfortable with the images I see daily in the mirror.   

Now, more than ever, educators struggle with their identity in teaching (Barrett, 

2009).  Conditions in public school teaching are harsh.  Schools are increasingly asked to 

do more with less resources; outside forces drive educational reform; the cultural 

narrative surrounding teaching implies it is merely the transmission of knowledge and 

that this can be easily done by almost anyone; and a teacher’s success or failure is 

measured almost exclusively through standardized testing (Valli & Buese, 2007).  For 

novice teachers, the problem is even greater.  In addition to the issues listed above, new 

teachers face difficult transitions from collaborative programs of teacher education to 

isolated school campuses, a lack of understanding of the bureaucracy and paperwork 

involved in teaching, workloads heavier than many of their co-workers, and the new 

challenges of parent communication and discipline (Worthy, 2005; Fantilli & McDougall, 

2009).   
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 In my research, I will examine the interconnectedness of identity, culture, 

spirituality, and life narratives and will seek to understand how these factors weave 

together to inform the practices of novice teachers and the teacher educators who prepare 

them.  Using my experiences in teaching, both past and present, I want to help novice 

teachers begin to understand and process their teaching experiences.  When I reflect on 

my twenty years in classrooms, I realize the most significant factor in the shaping of my 

practice is the women whose narratives I share in this endeavor called teaching: women 

who have surrounded me since childhood as teachers, mentors, and friends.  While I 

learned a great deal during my time in a teacher preparation program, I would not be the 

teacher I am today if women in my life had not shown me by their example, how to 

answer the call to teach with the wholeness of my life: my intellectual, emotional, and 

spiritual self (Palmer, 1998).  In my mind, a teacher is never the sole author of her story.   

I will be exploring how my students and I, together, write the stories of our life’s work, 

teaching.   

The Problem as I See It 

Unless someone like you cares a whole awful lot, nothing is going to get better.  

 It’s not.      

Dr. Seuss, The Lorax 

Schools look different today than they traditionally have in the past.  There is a 

demographic mismatch between largely White, middle-class teachers and diverse, lower-

socioeconomic school children (Grouix & Silva, 2010).   A lack of cultural understanding 

on the part of teachers can lead to lower expectations, frequent miscommunications, and 

the assumption that deficits in ability render minority children less able to achieve than 

their White, middle-class peers (Gay & Howard, as cited in Grouix & Silva, 2010).  In 
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order to successfully prepare teachers for the diverse classrooms in their future, we must 

begin to help them examine both their own culture and the culture of others. Teacher 

education programs must now be able to prepare their students to “teach and learn in a 

way that respects and honors these divergent perspectives” (Price-Dennis & Souto-

Manning, 2011, p. 225).   

Finding a Good Fit:  Choosing a Paradigm 

 It’s the choosing that’s important, isn’t it?      

Lois Lowry, The Giver 

Naturalistic inquiry will be used in my research.  Qualitative research and its 

recognition of the importance of “context-unique complex questions” (Erlandson, Harris, 

Skipper & Allen, 1993, p.13) make it the only research option for this study.  While it 

will be important to examine the research of others in the area of culturally responsive 

pedagogy, identity, spirituality, and female mentoring, I will be seeking to examine how 

to equip the novice teachers in my program to become increasingly self-aware so that 

they may teach more effectively and responsibly in diverse settings.  My context is 

specific.  Possible solutions will be bound to this context (Erlandson, Harris, Skipper & 

Allen, 1993). Research conducted in this context will be personal.  Douglas and Carless 

(2013) characterize this as one of the unique aspects of autoethnography, the naturalistic 

method I will utilize.  They describe autoethnography as an opportunity “to learn about 

the general--the social, cultural, and political--through the exploration of the personal” (p. 

85).  Autoethnography, as narrative inquiry, falls in the qualitative paradigm (Ellis, 

2004).   
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 Ellis states, “auto-ethnography refers to writing about the personal and its 

relationship to culture.  It is an autobiographical genre of writing and research that 

displays multiple levels of consciousness” (2004, p. 37).  Autoethnography is the only 

research paradigm that allows researchers to use personal experiences to examine and 

critique cultural experiences.  While the genre of autoethnography is varied and growing, 

this characteristic binds all autoethnographies together (Holman Jones, Adams, and Ellis, 

2013, p. 22).  Because I would like to examine both my narrative and the narrative of a 

novice teacher from my teacher education program, the research will fall under the 

category of reflexive or narrative ethnography.  This type of autoethnography focuses on 

a culture.  Authors use their membership in this culture and their life story to look more 

deeply at the culture. Personal experiences become important for the texture and depth 

they add to the story of the research (Ellis, 2004).  These types of ethnographies “exist 

along a continuum ranging from starting research from one’s own biography, to 

ethnographies where the researcher’s life is actually studied along with other participants’ 

lives, to confessional tales where the researcher’s endeavors in doing the study become 

the focus of the investigation” (p. 47).   

Due to the highly personal nature of my research, my position in the research, and 

the nature of my questions, a quantitative paradigm is not an appropriate fit for my 

research.  A quantitative paradigm suggests that there is one objective reality and that this 

reality can be measured.  I am seeking to understand the multiple realities a novice 

teacher faces in the classroom daily and my role in preparing her to navigate these 

realities. I will be asking questions that focus on the intersections of culture, female 

identity, spirituality, life narratives, teaching, and mentoring.  Questions such as these 
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cannot be measured or quantified.  My research asks questions that are seeking to 

understand and illuminate, not to measure and quantify.  A qualitative paradigm suggests 

that there are multiple realities and that extended research and examination can lead to a 

greater awareness of these multiple realities (Erlandson, Harris, Skipper & Allen, 1993).    

The writing of my research findings will also not follow a traditional, positivist 

paradigm.  Richardson (1994) calls the new narrative genres emerging in qualitative 

research “evocative representations” (p. 521).  She describes the new experimental genres 

as utilizing literary devices to create and re-create lived experiences and evoke emotional 

responses from readers. A quantitative paradigm would not allow for this type of writing 

of the research findings.  In fact, traditional academic writing is often criticized as 

inaccessible and elitist.  In contrast, due to its evocative nature, autoethnography appeals 

to broader audiences.  Additionally, writing narratively will allow the researcher to 

explore multiple genres. Writing in this manner is consistent with crystallization and it’s 

embracing of multiple ways of representing data (Ellingson, 2009).  For this reason, I am 

not bound to manipulating the data to adhere to one rigid format that seeks to eradicate 

either the voice of the researcher or the voice of the participant.  Rather, I am free to 

explore the fusion of “the formerly segregated roles of self, artist, researcher, and 

teacher” (Leavy, 2009, p. 253) and to dismantle “the dichotomies that guide positivist 

research” (p. 263).  According to Leavy (2009), “Qualitative researchers do not simply 

gather and write: they compose, orchestrate and weave” (p. 10).  Writing narratively in 

multiple genres will allow me to tell the story the data is begging to tell, rather than the 

story I have manipulated it to tell.  And that makes all the difference.  My prayer in this 
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endeavor is borrowed from Anne Lamott (1994), “please help me get out of the way so I 

can write what wants to be written” (p. 117). 

My Purpose 

I don’t pretend to be wise, but I am observing, and I see a great deal more than 

 you’d imagine.  I’m interested in other people’s experiences and inconsistencies, 

 and, though I can’t explain, I remember and use them for my own benefit. 

 

Louisa May Alcott, Little Women 

The purpose of this autoethnographic study is to explore how a novice teacher’s 

life experiences, both past and present, inform her teaching practices in a culturally and 

linguistically diverse classroom and how this information can be used to inform teacher 

education practices.  Furthermore, I will explore my own narrative of teaching and its 

impact on my mentoring and teaching of students in a teacher education program.  As a 

female teacher educator who teaches mostly female students (Hollins & Guzman, 2005), 

I also want to explore how my narrative intersects and interacts with the narratives of my 

students and vice versa.  A study of the teacher education program in which I work and 

the students in the program will be highly personal and therefore autobiographical.  My 

life is a story.  I teach by sharing my story, and the stories of all the women who have 

helped me write my story, with my students and by inviting them into the co-creation of 

their own life story.   
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The Research Questions 

 “My dear young fellow,” the Old-Green-Grasshopper said gently, “there are a 

 whole lot of things in this world of ours you haven’t started wondering about 

 yet.”  

          Roald Dahl, James and the Giant Peach 

 

The guiding question for this study will be, “How do women write the story of 

their professional identities?”  The three following sub-questions will also frame my 

study: 

1. How does a novice female teacher's life experiences inform her teaching 

practices, philosophy, and professional relationships? 

2. In what ways can a novice female teacher's experiences as a first-year 

teacher in a culturally and linguistically diverse school improve/inform 

teacher education practices? 

3. In what ways will my interactions with and observations of a novice 

female teacher provide insight into how I have written the story of my 

personal and professional life?  

Context of the Study 

 She thought to herself, “This is now.”  She was glad that the cozy house, and Pa 

and Ma and the firelight and the music were now.  They could not be forgotten, 

she thought, because now is now.  It can never be a long time ago. 

      

Laura Ingalls Wilder, Little House in the Big Woods 

The University 

I am a faculty member at Western Christian University (a pseudonym).  I teach in 

the Department of Teacher Education.  The novice teacher in this study is an alumnus 

of the Teacher Education program at Western Christian University.  She was my 

student in three courses during her time in the program.  Western Christian University 



Texas Tech University, Stephanie Talley, December 2014 

 

103 

is a private, faith-based university located in the southwestern United States.  

Currently, Western Christian University has an enrollment of approximately 3500 

undergraduate students.  Of the 3500 undergraduate students, almost 70 percent are 

White.  Hispanics make up slightly more than 11 percent of the undergraduate 

population, and African Americans comprise approximately 8 percent of the student 

body.  The remaining student body is divided among American Indians, Asians, 

Pacific Islanders and/or students who identify as multiracial (Office of Institutional 

Effectiveness Report, 2014).  Western Christian University operates using a block 

tuition program.  Block tuition at Western Christian includes 36 credit hours in the 

course of one calendar year and includes all fees and books.  The price for the 2014-

2015 school year will be $29,450.  The price does not include housing.  An 

undergraduate student living in a dormitory and purchasing a meal plan can expect to 

pay $38,450 (K. Campbell, personal communication, July 7, 2014).   

The Teacher Education Program 

The Department of Teacher Education at Western Christian University is an 

initial certification program.  The program predominantly serves undergraduate 

students seeking to certify in a traditional teacher education program.  Recently, 

Western Christian has added a Fifth Year to Master’s program.  In the new program, 

students can receive their initial certification and a master’s degree in five years.  

Annually, our program certifies between 75 and 100 teachers.  At this point, we 

certify teachers in elementary education, secondary education, and offer a special 

education supplement and an English as a Second Language (ESL) certification 

(CAEP Annual Report, 2014).   
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Currently, the faculty at Western Christian University consists of ten full-time 

faculty members, three male and seven female.  The collective experiences of the 

faculty are broad.  Faculty members’ classroom teaching experience ranges from a 

minimum of three years to a maximum of 30 years.  The average number of years 

spent in the classroom by faculty at Western Christian University is approximately 

nine to ten years.  Additionally, four of the faculty members also have administrative 

experience, including experiences being a school counselor, school psychologist, vice 

principal, principal, and assistant superintendent.  The average number of years the 

Western Christian University education faculty has taught at the university level is six 

years.  Eight of the ten faculty members recently came to university teaching directly 

from public schools. 

The Elementary School 

 The study was conducted at Smith Elementary School (a pseudonym) in Tradition  

Independent School District (a pseudonym).  Tradition ISD is located in the southwestern 

region of the United States.  The district’s approximate student population is 16,993 

(Academic Excellence Indicator System, 2011).  The district includes two traditional high 

schools, one Science, Technology, Engineering and Math (STEM) high school, one 

alternative high school for at-risk students, four middle schools, and 15 elementary 

schools.   

 Smith Elementary School is made up of approximately 600 students from 

kindergarten to grade five (Academic Excellence Indicator System, 2011).  The Smith 

campus is located directly across the street from the campus of Western Christian 

University.  Smith Elementary has partnered with the university for many years and is 
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considered to be a professional development partner by both the university and the 

district.  As an instructor at Western Christian University, I am frequently on the campus 

of Smith Elementary observing interns and student teachers.  In addition, one of my 

courses has a field placement in the Library Resource Center (LRC) every semester.  I 

also work with the kindergarten teachers on the campus, frequently offering support, staff 

development, and other assistance.   

 Of the approximately 600 students at Smith Elementary, 12.8 percent are African 

American, 31.4 percent are Hispanic, 48.8 percent are White, 0.7 percent are American 

Indian, 2.3 percent are Asian, and 4.1 percent are bi-racial.  Fifty-seven percent are 

considered economically disadvantaged (Academic Excellence Indicator System, 2011).  

The faculty does not mirror the diversity of the student population.  Slightly over 80 

percent of the teachers are White, almost ten percent of the flty is Hispanic, and 

approximately six percent are African American (Academic Excellence Indicator System, 

2011).   

 Overall, the teachers at Smith Elementary are a group of veteran teachers.  Almost 

40 percent of the teachers at Smith have over 20 years of experience.  Twenty-six percent 

of the teachers have taught between 11 and 20 years.  Nineteen percent of the teachers on 

the campus have taught between six and ten years.  The novice teaching population, 

teachers who have between one and five years’ experience, is slightly more than 16 

percent.  The average years of experience at Smith Elementary is 15.3 years.  This 

number is significant because research suggests that a teacher’s “quality of instruction 

tends to increase substantially during the first few years of teaching but not in the 

subsequent years” (Hanushek & Rivkin, 2007, p. 78).   
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The Classroom 

 Trixie Johnson (a pseudonym), my research participant, teaches first grade. She is 

the designated English as a Second Language (ESL) teacher for the grade level.  For the 

majority of the spring semester, Mrs. Johnson’s class contained 23 students, 12 boys and 

11 girls.  Racially, the class was diverse.  Eleven of the students were White; six were 

Hispanic; three were African American; two were Asian; and one was Indian.  Two 

students were identified as Limited English Proficient (LEP).  Five students were 

considered at-risk, and two students were receiving special education services (Class Roll 

Sheet, 2014).  Mrs. Johnson was one of five teachers on the first-grade team at Smith 

Elementary.  She was the only novice teacher on the grade level.  

The Participants 

 How far I’ve come!  I’m the same girl and yet not the same.  I wonder if it’s 

always like that?  Folks keep growing from one person into another all their lives, 

and life is just a lot of everyday adventures.  Well, whatever life is, I like it.  

 

Carol Ryrie Brink, Caddie Woodlawn 

There were two primary participants in my research.  I was one participant.  The other 

participant was a novice teacher.  For the purposes of interactive interviewing related to 

my autoethnographic exploration (Ellis, 2004), other participants included my relatives 

and colleagues.  All interviewees were chosen intentionally.  Patton (1990) refers to this 

as purposive sampling.  Purposive sampling allows the researcher to select participants 

that will best shed light on the phenomenon under scrutiny.  I established inclusive 

criteria for the novice teacher.  The novice teacher was:  a member of the dominant class; 

a graduate of the program in which I teach; a teacher in the local school district; female; 

raised in the church of Christ faith tradition; and teaching in a culturally and linguistically 
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diverse setting.  Due to the highly personal nature of autoethnography, the participant 

also needed to be someone with whom I have a personal relationship.  My relationship 

with the participant needed to allow for an almost instantaneous level of rapport and trust, 

a necessity for this type of research (Erlandson, Harris, Skipper & Allen, 1993).  Access 

to a novice teacher in the local school district was easily gained as I conducted my 

research at one of the campuses assigned to my university as a professional development 

school.  Administrators at our professional development schools are already familiar with 

the research process and have a long-standing relationship with Western Christian 

University.  My presence at one of these campuses was viewed as typical and did not 

disrupt the daily routines of the children or the faculty.   

 As part of my teaching at the university level, I mentor novice teachers in the 

surrounding areas who are graduates of our program.  At one such mentoring dinner, I 

thoroughly explained the purpose of my study with several possible participants.  The 

conversation was followed by an email to the possible participants.  Once a novice 

teacher demonstrated interest, I visited the novice teacher in her classroom with an 

information sheet and consent form.  Formal data collection began in February, after 

receiving permission from the Internal Review Board (IRB) at Texas Tech University.  

Data collection then began with classroom observations, interviews, and journaling by 

the participant and the researcher.   

 In order to allow for anonymity, the novice teacher received a pseudonym.  The 

pseudonym assigned to the novice teacher is Trixie Johnson.  Trixie is a White teacher in 

her first year of teaching.  She was raised in a metropolitan area of the Southwest, the 

oldest of three female siblings in a nuclear, upper-class family (Interview 1, Lines 20-22).  
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Trixie is a graduate of the teacher education program in which I teach.  In addition, Trixie 

is a newlywed who was married in June of 2013, before starting her first year of teaching.  

As she was beginning her teaching career, her husband was finishing his last year at the 

university.  Trixie turned 23 years old during the course of the study.   

 As I sought to understand my own journey in teaching, and the writing of my life 

narrative, I also interviewed several significant women in my life.  Each of these women 

have played, and will continue to play, a substantial role in my life.  All of the women 

have known me for an extended period of time.  They are all educators.  The women all 

serve as mentors for female teachers, particularly novice teachers, in various settings.  In 

order to allow for anonymity, all of the women, with the exception of my mother, 

received pseudonyms.  Three of the women teach with me at the university level.  Elinor, 

taught me as an undergraduate student and as a graduate student at the university where I 

now teach.  She recruited me from the public school classroom to come and teach at the 

university level.  She currently serves as the chair for the Department of Teacher 

Education at my university and is 53 years old. The other two women, Addie and Lily, 

left public school teaching at approximately the same time as I did to enter into teacher 

education.  Addie and I have been colleagues for eight years, and she serves as the 

director of student teaching in our program.  Additionally, she teaches a math methods 

course and an integrated art course.  Addie is 55 years old.  Lily and I were colleagues for 

seven years. Lily taught in the language and literacy sequence at the university level.  

Additionally, she was the impetus for my entering the doctoral program at Texas Tech 

University.  While she recently relocated to another city, she still serves as an adjunct in 

our program.  Lily is 35 years old.   I also interviewed my mother.  My mother is an 
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educator who teaches high school English.  She also serves as a mentor teacher for 

student teachers and novice teachers at her school.  She has been teaching for 27 years.  

Currently, she teachers sophomore English on a team with two novice teachers, both of 

whom served as student interns in her classes prior to entering teaching (L. Thomas, 

personal communication, July 5, 2014). The final interviewee, Mary, was my campus 

principal.  She was my instructional leader for three years at two different campuses.  At 

the campuses, I served as a kindergarten and first grade teacher, respectively.  Although 

she is now retired, Mary and I have remained close friends.  She is the woman who 

encouraged me to pursue my master’s in educational leadership (M. Hideout, personal 

communication, May, 2003).  All of the woman I interviewed are leaders, both in their 

classrooms and in the larger educational community.  As I sought to examine women and 

teaching, their input was invaluable.   

Listening for the Story:  Data Collection 

You never really understand a person until you consider things from his point of 

 view . . . . Until you climb inside of his skin and walk around in it.      

Harper Lee, To Kill a Mockingbird 

Data sources for this research included observations of the novice teacher in her 

classroom; interactive interviews with the novice teacher; interactive interviews with key 

relatives and colleagues of the researcher; and documents and artifacts collected for both 

the novice teacher and the researcher. Utilizing varied data sources will allow for 

crystallization (Ellingson, 2009).  Crystallization, as outlined by Ellingson (2009), relies 

on four principles.  First, crystallization is characterized by thick description through 

multiple interpretations of meanings about a particular phenomenon or group.  Second, 

crystallization represents multiple ways of knowing across the qualitative continuum.  
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Crystallized texts often “reflect several contrasting ways of knowing” (p. 10).  

Crystallized texts include more than one genre of writing.  Additionally, crystallized texts 

rely heavily on significant reflexivity on the part of the researcher.  At every juncture in 

the research, from research design to data collection and representation, the researcher 

critically and carefully evaluates his or her role in the process.  Lastly, crystallization 

eschews “positivist claims to objectivity and a singular, discoverable Truth in favor of 

embracing knowledge as situated, partial, constructed, multiple, embodied, and enmeshed 

in power relations” (p. 10).  Crystallization differs from triangulation in that at its core, it 

has different goals.  Ellingson (2009) writes,  “Whereas triangulation seeks a more 

definitive truth, crystallization problematizes the multiple truths it presents” (p. 22).  

Informed by postmodernism, crystallization “presupposes that no truth exists ‘out there’ 

to discover or get close to, but only multiple and partial truths that researchers (and 

others) co-construct” (p. 22).  Rather relying on a triangle as a model, a fixed, two-

dimensional object, crystallization embraces multidimensionality.  According to 

Richardson (1994), “Crystals are prisms that reflect externalities and refract within 

themselves, creating different colors, patterns and arrays casing off in different 

directions” (p. 478).  What you see depends on your angle of vision.  My participants and 

I all view teaching through our own “professional eyes, gender, sensibilities, biographies, 

spiritual, and emotional longings” (p. 478-479).  For this reason, crystallization is a better 

fit for this research than triangulation.  While other qualitative researchers are beginning 

to embrace crystallization, autoethnographers frequently embrace the methods of 

crystallization (Ellingson, 2009).   
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Observations were conducted in the classroom of the novice teacher.  During the 

observations, the researcher observed the behaviors of the teacher.  Throughout 11 of the 

observations, detailed field notes were kept as a record of both “objective observations 

and subjective feelings” (Spradley, 1980, p. 58).  After each observation, field notes were 

transcribed.  During the second interview with Trixie, I heard an expressed nervousness 

about the taking of field notes during my observations (Interview 2, Lines 78-81).  For 

the following five observations, I did not take field notes.  I observed the teacher, helped 

with classroom routines and procedures, and wrote in my researcher’s journal 

immediately following my time in the classroom.  Throughout the months of February, 

March, and April, I conducted a total of 16 classroom observations.  In addition, in the 

months of January and May, I was in the classroom frequently as a part of my role as an 

instructor at the university.    

Three interviews were conducted with the novice teacher. Borrowing from 

Seidman’s (2006) three-interview cycle, the first interview focused on life history; the 

second interview focused on the details of the experience, the first year of teaching; and, 

the third interview focused on reflection about the meaning of the experience.  The first 

interview was conducted in February; the second was conducted in March; the third was 

conducted in June.  All interviews were recorded and transcribed by the researcher.   

Departing from Seidman’s (2006) protocol, interviews were reflexive and dyadic in 

nature.  Anderson and Glass-Coffin (2013) describe this type of interview as resembling a 

traditional interview with a question and answer protocol; however, the interviewer also 

shares personal experiences about the topic.  The interview is conducted more as an 

intimate, reciprocal conversation between two equals as opposed to a traditional 
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hierarchical question and answer interview.  The researcher’s personal experiences 

enhance the shared understanding of the topic and add context and layers to the story of 

the interviewee (Ellis, 2004).  In this way, the researcher seeks to “collaboratively access 

participants’ life experiences and engage in a process of storying and restorying in order 

to reveal multidimensional means and present an authentic and compelling rendering of 

the data” (Leavy, 2009, p. 27).  Additionally, I visited with Trixie via text and email 

throughout the course of the semester.  I also attended Rookie Club meetings during the 

spring semester.  Rookie Club is an informal mentoring program implemented 

collaboratively by three professors at Western Christian University.  Once a month, all 

novice teachers in the area are invited to dinner at the home of Jim and Margaret 

Anderson (pseudonyms).  Jim and Margaret are both retired teachers and administrators 

who now teach at Western Christian University.  Their area of research, while they were 

in public schools and now at the university level, is mentoring novice teachers.  They 

have implemented mentoring programs for novice teachers in every educational setting in 

which they have worked.  I join them in this endeavor at Western Christian University.  

The monthly dinners consist of a home-cooked meal; a discussion of one timely 

education topic related to the support of novice teachers; silly games and activities; free 

gifts; a great deal of conversation; and, often times, shared tears.  Trixie attended Rookie 

Club meetings all semester.  Following each Rookie Club meeting, I wrote in my 

researcher’s journal.   

Interactive interviews were conducted with relatives and colleagues with whom I 

share a longstanding personal and professional history.  The purpose of these interviews 

was to access a deeper, more intimate level of information.  In interactive interviews, all 
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participants act as both researchers and research participants.  This type of interview 

emphasizes self-consciousness and collaboration.  For this type of interview to be most 

effective, all interview participants need to have personal experience with the topic being 

discussed (Ellis, 2004).  Ellis (2004) states that in this type of interview, “The focus is on 

the story that evolves as researcher/participants interact and develop a relationship, as 

well as the story each brings to the interaction” (p. 64).  In my research, interactive 

interviews were conducted with women.  These were women with whom I already have 

deep relationships.  All of these women are educators.  They all have had a prolonged 

relationship with me and have observed me at various stages in my teaching career.  They 

have all served as mentors for me.  In reality, their stories are already a part of my story, 

and our stories play off of each other (Ellis, 2004).  Access to these participants was 

easily gained as they are all personal friends, and all but one live and/or work in the area.  

I conducted one interview with each woman.  All interviews were recorded.  After each 

interview, I listened to the recording and wrote an analytical memo (Glaser, 1978).  

While some words were transcribed word-for-word, much of the memo consisted of 

thoughts and phrases pertinent to the conversation.  After each analytical memo, I wrote a 

response to the memo in my researcher’s journal.   

Documents and artifacts were also gathered in the process of this research.  The 

term document refers to the broad range of written and symbolic materials that can be 

gathered during the research process.  These are written materials that were in existence 

prior to or during the investigation (Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, & Allen, 1993).  

Documents that were gathered included a copy of the novice teacher’s schedule, a copy 

of her roll sheet, her summative teaching evaluation, and the campus Academic 
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Excellence Indicator System (AEIS) report.  For the school district in which I conducted 

my research, all communication regarding research was done via the campus principal.  

Official documents were provided at the discretion of the campus administrator and the 

novice teacher.  As the researcher, it was my responsibility to decide which documents 

were relevant to the narrative inquiry at hand (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000).   

Both the novice teacher and the researcher kept journals.  The researcher’s journal 

was kept as a reflexive journal.  Lincoln and Guba (1985) describe a reflexive journal as 

a type of diary or journal in which the researcher regularly records information, makes 

methodological decisions, records insights, and begins the analysis process.  The novice 

teacher’s journal was examined by the researcher for themes pertaining to the first year of 

teaching, diversity and cultural awareness, identity issues, spirituality, and female 

mentoring.  I asked the novice teacher to commit to writing in a journal three times a 

week for a period of at least six weeks.  The researcher’s journal was also used as a 

method of inquiry (Richardson, 1994).  Richardson (1994) states that when used as a 

method of inquiry, writing is a way of knowing.  Writing can move beyond a reporting 

activity done only at the end of the data collection and analysis.  Like Richardson (1994), 

I find myself leaving the writing process knowing something that I didn’t know before I 

sat down and started writing.  Writing teaches me about myself and about the world 

around me.  I also often find myself writing what Anderson and Glass-Coffin (2013) refer 

to as “autoethnographic vignettes” (p. 66).  These vignettes help me revisit specific 

events in my life that pertain to the topic being researched.  Through the vignettes, I can 

reflect on the ways my lived experiences contribute to my understanding of teaching. I 

wrote in my reflexive journal throughout the entire research process.   
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As people move through their lives, they collect a variety of materials.  Many of 

the things we collect, such as photos and postcards, serve as valuable reminders of a 

special time, event, or person in our lives.  These are the memory markers around which 

we construct our stories.  Clandinin and Connelly (2000) suggest that these items find 

their way into something called “memory boxes” (p. 114).  The items in our memory 

boxes serve as valuable tools to help researchers utilize the evocative potential of 

autoethnography (Anderson & Glass-Coffin, 2013).  Artifacts were gathered in this 

research in order to allow “deeper reflection on relevant experiences and relationships or 

to evoke compelling images, emotions, or understandings in other readers” (Anderson & 

Glass-Coffin, 2013, p. 68).  Primarily, artifacts serve the purpose of allowing the research 

to explore emotional recall as a method of writing (Ellis, 2004).  Artifacts I gathered and 

used to spur my writing included photographs of my first year of teaching, letters from 

mentors in my life, a thank you note from my fourth grade teacher, and memorabilia from 

my first campus, Crockett Elementary.  Memorabilia included a school t-shirt, a 

yearbook, and various photographs and written notes.  

Finding the Right Story:  Data Analysis 

 You never know ahead of time what something’s really going to be like. 

Katherine Patterson, Bridge to Terabithia 

Rossman and Rallis (2003) describe qualitative data analysis as a process in 

which a researcher immerses himself in the data, systematically organizes and 

reorganizes the data around salient themes, constructs a coherent and meaningful story 

with the themes, and then writes all of this in a manner so that others can read and learn 

from the experience.  The analysis is continual and emerging.  As a process, it is designed 
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to bring order and structure to the mass of data collected.  I gathered information from a 

variety of sources and in a variety of manners, so I was able to elicit varied and divergent 

constructions of reality.  This multitude of data from various sources allowed for 

alternative explanations to continuously be sought (Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, & Allen, 

1993).  As data was gathered, it was continuously studied, sorted, and synthesized in 

order to discover emerging themes.  Emerging themes were constantly compared with 

one another (Charmaz, 2006).   

As I began examining the data in its entirety, I used a system of colored folders 

and post-it notes.  First, I read through all of the data.  This was done in the course of one 

day.  For the first reading, I did not make any notes or highlight any words or passages.  

After reading through all of the data, I took three colored folders and matching post-it 

notes.  Seeking to view the data through the lens of my research questions, I wrote one 

research question on each folder.  Each question utilized a different color folder.  The 

post notes corresponded with the color of the folders.  I then sat down with my peer 

debriefer (Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, & Allen, 1993).  Reading each question aloud, she 

asked me to articulate preliminary themes in a think-aloud protocol (Serafini, 2010).  As I 

identified a theme, I wrote it down and placed in the corresponding folder.  I recorded the 

entire process.  At the end of the time, preliminary themes as well as areas for further 

investigation had been identified.   

Next, I read through all of the data two more times, making notes in the margins, 

starring key stories and events, and underlining important words and phrases. I then 

planned to analyze my data through a coding process that involved thinking through what 

pieces of data served as evidence and color coding them according to themes and 



Texas Tech University, Stephanie Talley, December 2014 

 

117 

categories (Rossman and Rallis, 2003).  In fact, I did start the process in this manner.  

However, this process proved ineffective for me in this research.  After consulting with 

my dissertation chair, rereading information on writing as inquiry (Richardson, 1994), 

and reviewing the principles of crystallization (Ellingson, 2009), I began to look for 

stories in the data that resonated with me rather than focusing on isolated words or 

phrases.  The question that guided me during this phase of data analysis was, “What 

cases, events, stories or details come to mind immediately when I think about my data?”  

(Ellingson, 2009, p. 75).  Shifting my process, I began to focus on the stories.  Using 

three large pieces of poster board, I wrote one question on each piece of poster board.  I 

hung the posters in the hallway of my home.  I wrote the themes identified in the think- 

aloud process on post-it notes, one theme on each post-it.  I then placed each post-it note 

under the question I felt it best addressed.  For the next several days, I reflected on which 

stories from the data best illustrated each theme.  As I recalled a story from the data, I 

wrote it on a different colored post-it note and tagged it to the theme it described.  

Eventually, long vertical streams of post-it notes filled my hallway.  Kim (2006) 

describes this process as narrative analysis.  In this process “the researcher extracts an 

emerging theme from the fullness of lived experiences presented in the data themselves 

and configures stories making a range of disconnected research elements coherent, so that 

the story can appeal to the reader’s understanding and imagination” (as cited in Leavy, 

2009, p. 28).   
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Telling the Right Story the Right Way 

I wanted to tell the book thief many things, about beauty and brutality.  But what 

 could I tell her about those things that she didn’t already know?  I wanted to 

 explain that I am constantly overestimating and underestimating the human race--

 that rarely do I ever simply estimate it.  I wanted to ask her how the same things 

 could be so ugly and so glorious, and its words and stories so damning and so   

 brilliant. 

 

Markus Zusak, The Book Thief 

 Anne Lamott in her book, Bird by Bird:  Some Instructions on Writing and Life 

(1994), describes a process many writers face as they stare into a blank space wanting the 

words to come.  She says that as a story “begins to materialize” (p. 9) something else is 

also happening.  As you write, “you are learning what you aren’t writing, and this is 

helping you to find out what you are writing” (p. 9).  You finally get to a point in your 

writing where you are beginning to say what you had in mind when you started, “only 

you didn’t know that, couldn’t know that, until you got to it” (p. 9).  Laurel Richardson 

(1994) refers to this as writing as inquiry.  Moving beyond simply utilizing writing as 

inquiry for the purposes of a reflective journal, authors who utilize crystallization often 

engage in writing as inquiry to learn something they didn’t know before they started 

writing.   

 As I began to write chapter four, writing as inquiry was crucial to my process.  

After immersing myself in the data, I began to write in order to discover what I had 

learned.  My goal, through narrative writing, was to “show rather than tell” (Ellingson, 

2009, p. 65) what I had learned through my research.  The narrative was “constructed out 

of the data through a reflexive, participatory, and aesthetic process” (Leavy, 2009, p. 28).  

Through focusing on the “storying” and “restorying” of lived experiences (Leavy, 2009), 

the narratives began to take shape.  As I grappled with how to best present my findings, I 
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found a mixed genre approach was best.  While my participant and I share many common 

experiences, we were at different stages of our teaching careers.  Trying to represent two 

different women in the same manner seemed ridiculous at best, ineffective at worst.  

Trixie’s story was written as a personal narrative utilizing a journal text structure.  Her 

journal starts at the beginning of the second semester and ends after she has finished her 

first year and is anticipating her second.  My story is written as a memoir.  The memoir 

serves as the opportunity for me to reveal truths to my students that I have been reluctant 

to share until this point.  In my mind, I am writing to them as they have completed their 

student teaching, have graduated, and are preparing to enter their first year of teaching.   

Ensuring Trustworthiness 

 “Ginny!” said Mrs. Weasley, flabbergasted.  “Haven’t I taught you anything?  

 What have I always told you?  Never trust anything that can think for itself if you 

 can’t see where it keeps its brain!”      

 

J. K. Rowlings, Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets 

 

Perhaps the greatest challenge facing qualitative researchers today is establishing 

trustworthiness (Guba & Lincoln, 1985).  In a world dominated by accountability systems 

and measurable outcomes, researchers in the qualitative paradigm must insure that their 

research “demonstrate its truth value, provide the basis for applying it, and allow for 

external judgments to be made about the consistency of its procedures” (Erlandson, 

Harris, Skipper & Allen, 1993, p. 29).  This is best done through the use of the 

trustworthiness criteria:  credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability 

(Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, & Allen, 1993).   

Credibility was established through prolonged engagement, persistent 

observation, and member checking (Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, & Allen, 1993).  
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Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, and Allen (1993) define prolonged engagement as enough 

time spent in the culture or context being studied that the researcher can understand the 

daily events of the context in the same manner as a person who is a part of that culture.  I 

chose a participant who is a graduate of the program in which I am currently a faculty 

member.  My participant taught in the same school district I taught in for fifteen years 

and in which I continue to work professionally.  Having once been a first-year teacher 

and having mentored many first-year teachers throughout my career, I understand the 

culture in which I conducted this research.  I am deeply invested in it.  As a researcher, I 

narrowed my focus to one novice teacher and my relationship with her as I engaged in 

persistent observation (Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, & Allen, 1993).  I also utilized 

member checking.  Member checking was continuous and both formal and informal.  

During interviews, I summarized and restated data frequently to check for clarity 

(Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, & Allen, 1993).  I also utilized email and text 

communication for member checking.  Throughout the research process, if I had a 

question, I emailed or texted my participant.  As I began writing, I frequently emailed 

written passages to my participant to check for accuracy in tone and voice.  While I 

utilized narrative methods for writing, member checking allowed me to ensure that I was 

capturing the essence of my participant’s experiences.   

 Erlandson, Harris, Skipper & Allen (1993) define transferability as a process that 

“enables observers of other contexts to make tentative judgments about applicability of 

certain observations for their contexts” (p.33).  Transferability is best fostered through the 

collection of thick descriptive data.  Throughout my study, I made every attempt to 

“describe in great detail the interrelationships and intricacies of the context being 
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studied” (Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, & Allen, 1993, 32).  Writing my findings 

narratively added to transferability.  Stories are a commonality of the human experience 

and are the way we understand and make sense of our world (Ellis, 2004).  My 

purposeful selection of a participant also contributed to transferability (Patton, 1990).   

In order to ensure dependability and confirmability, I left an audit trail. This was 

done by keeping thorough records during each stage of the study, including data 

collection, analysis, reporting, and synthesis.  Records included raw data, transcriptions, 

field notes, reflexive journal entries, analytical memos, and performance evaluations. The 

audit trail was maintained throughout the research process by continuously noting all 

sources and making no assertions without the proper supporting data (Erlandson, Harris, 

Skipper, & Allen, 1993).  So that the narrative is not interrupted frequently, I will utilize 

endnotes for my audit trail in chapter four.  It is also important to note that since I utilized 

writing as inquiry (Richardson, 1994), I did not add the audit trail until after I had fully 

written both sections of chapter four.   

Summary 

As a researcher engaged in autoethnographic inquiry, I am seeking to use my 

research to understand the “subjective dimensions of personal experience that are missing 

from many academic texts--subjective dimensions that are best expressed through the 

personal voice” (Douglas & Carless, 2013, p. 88).  In a specific context and in the midst 

of a deep relationship, the story of teaching, as told through the experiences of both the 

novice teacher and myself, emerged. Autoethnography by its nature connects scholarship 

to lived experiences (Anderson & Glass-Coffin, 2013).  The goal of this autoethnographic 

study is to seek to understand how women write the story of their professional identities.  
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Specifically, how did the past and present life experiences of a female novice teacher 

impact and inform her teaching practices, philosophy, and professional relationships; how 

did a novice teacher’s experiences in public schools provide insights that can improve 

and inform teacher education practices; and, finally, how did my interactions with and 

observations of this novice teacher provide insight into my own identity as a teacher and 

how does this identity impact my teaching?  Through visibility in the research process, 

reflexivity on the part of the participants, relational engagement, personal vulnerability, 

and a rejection of one objective truth, answers to these questions were unearthed.  The 

findings in this dissertation are presented in an unconventional format that is narrative in 

nature.  My goal in doing this is to make my scholarship “more human, useful, emotional, 

and evocative” (Holman-Jones, Adams, & Ellis, 2013, p. 18). 
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Chapter Four: Part I 

Trixie’s Story 

Author’s Note 

 Hello reader!  By this point, you have come to realize that this dissertation is not 

a typical dissertation.  Therefore, it should not surprise you that chapter four will not 

follow a traditional format either.  Chapter four is written in the voices of the two 

participants in this research.  The first section, written as a journal, features the voice of 

the novice teacher in this study, Trixie.  The journal begins at the start of the second 

semester of her first year of teaching and ends in June as she is beginning to envision her 

second year of teaching.  The second section is written in my voice, the voice of a teacher 

educator.  It is written as a memoir.  In this memoir, I am telling my students, who are 

largely female, everything I feel they need to know before they enter their first year of 

teaching.  They have mastered the content, passed the certification exams, and are 

headed into the classroom.  The words I am offering them at this point have little to do 

with content knowledge.  My words address matters of the heart.  They are my attempt to 

address an eternal truth: the source of good teaching is the heart of the teacher (Palmer, 

1997).   

Entry 1 

I can’t believe I am starting my second semester of teaching.  It is so weird.  And 

of course, two weeks into the second semester and I am already sick.  I wish I could stay 

at home a day or two, but it’s just too much trouble.  I would rather go to school sick than 

deal with writing sub plans and re-teaching the entire next day.  And don’t even get me 

started on how the children will act after having a sub for one day.  Too much trouble.  I 

have just been going all week, sick.3 
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Tonight I went to dinner with Ms. Thomas.  We went to Szechuan.  It was so 

yummy, and it was so nice to have someone else pay for dinner!  I miss eating out! (This 

being a grown-up isn’t all it is cracked up to be.)  She is going to start coming in my 

room and observing for her dissertation.  She is planning on coming all semester.  I am a 

little nervous and a little relieved.  Nervous because I am not exactly sure of what she is 

looking for….  She explained it, but I am fuzzy on the details.  Relieved because I feel so 

alone.  It will be nice to have a friendly face in my classroom.  I did ask tonight if she 

was simply going to observe, or if I could ask her questions, or if she could work with 

students, etc.  She said she is doing the kind of research where she will be a participant 

observer.  Basically, she told me it would be too hard to be in the classroom and not be an 

active participant in it.4  That makes me feel better.  If she just sat at the back of the room 

and took notes, I would feel like an animal at the zoo.  It would totally creep me out.   

She asked me to start journaling a couple of times a week.  She said I could write 

about anything I wanted, just to write.  I thought it might be fun to keep a blog.  I am 

going to limit the people who can see it, of course.  Just the rookies and the Drs. 

Anderson and Ms. Thomas.  I thought it might be fun if all of the rookies had a place 

where we could visit and share and VENT.  We meet once a month, but that doesn’t ever 

seem like enough time to talk.  Maybe a blog can help us stay in contact!  I miss them all 

so much.  That has been one of the hardest things about this year.  I never expected to 

feel so alone.5  I miss everyone I was in program with…everyone, the professors and my 

classmates.  I was so used to the environment in the department of Teacher Education.  

You could always go in the CML6 and visit with a friend or wander the halls and find a 

professor to chat with.7  At my school, I go to work every day and shut the door.  I teach 
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by myself; I plan by myself; I eat lunch by myself.  This certainly isn’t what I expected.8  

I guess I thought my future school would be more like the education department. I 

thought I would always be able to walk down the hall and find someone to chat with or 

make a Sonic run.  That may happen at other schools, but it certainly doesn’t happen at 

mine.   

Entry 2 

I have been trying to think of a possible title for a blog.  We have Rookie Club9 

tomorrow night, and I thought I would ask everyone about the blog then and see if there 

is any interest.  (I know the Drs. Anderson will give us a talk about professional language 

and FERPA and not using student’s names, etc.  They are so professional!  Thank 

goodness, actually.  I learned very quickly that many teachers at my school aren’t.  The 

Drs. Anderson would die if they heard the way some teachers talk!  (Although they are 

probably used to it.  They have been around teachers for a long time.)  Today was a 

difficult day, so the name that comes to mind right now for a blog is “First Year 

Disasters.”  More about that later.  Anyway, that name is no good.  Maybe, “The Ups and 

Downs of a First Year Teacher?”  That seems a bit long and is not the least bit catchy.  

Perhaps, “Teaching:  The Only Job You’ll Love and Hate All on the Same Day?”  Or, “I 

Will Survive:  The Life and Times of a First Year Teacher?”  Maybe I should let the 

group help me think of a title tomorrow night.  Although, I am liking, “I Will Survive.”  I 

could put an audio link to the song by Aretha Franklin.  I should play that song on the 

way to work every morning!    

Now… about my bad day.  No one in the education department ever warned me 

about music programs.  My students are scheduled to do the PTO10 program in February.  
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No problem, right?  First graders on stage in cute costumes singing cute songs.  No big 

deal.  Turns out, BIG DEAL.  We have music practice every day for an hour during our 

music and P.E. time.  This means they stand on a stage for an hour practicing and have no 

physical activity.  Basically, when I get them back to the classroom, they are brain dead 

and exhausted.  AND, my class has a part in the performance (which can only be called 

over-the-top for a first grade PTO program) where they play instruments, so they have an 

ADDITIONAL 20-30 minutes of practice daily.  When in the world am I supposed to 

teach?  I do think the fine arts are very important; my husband is a music education major 

for goodness sakes, but this is ridiculous.  We are practicing for over a month.  A 

MONTH!11  My schedule is already so difficult with all of the pull-out programs.  When 

you add music practice, I feel like I am losing all of my instructional time.  SO, I feel like 

I have to cram everything into the little time we are in the classroom.  This of course 

doesn’t work.  The kids are overwhelmed, and I am frustrated.  And so what do I do?  I 

show a video.  It’s easier just to watch a video or a Brain Pop Jr. clip.12  It seems to be the 

only way we are surviving.  Who knew that so much of being a teacher is outside of my 

control?  Can I please just be in the room with my kids and teach?  No music program.  

No READ 180.  No i-Station.  No retired volunteers.  No WCU baseball team reading 

buddies.13   Just me and my kids please.  PLEASE!  I am sure all of those things are great 

but when can I just be in the room with my kids and teach?  I want to do all of the great 

things learned in my program, but there doesn’t seem like there is time to get them in my 

schedule.   Is it just like this at my school?  Or are other new teachers struggling with this 

too?  I need to be sure and ask tomorrow night at Rookie Club.  Today was definitely an 

Alexander day.  Maybe I should move to Australia….14 
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Entry 3 

Well, today is Sunday.  That means I am supposed to be doing my chores.  I hate 

doing my chores.  I have a confession to make.  I was spoiled growing up.  I didn’t think 

so at the time, but now that I am a grown up, I can definitely see that I was spoiled.  I did 

my laundry, and I had to keep my room clean, but we had a maid who scrubbed the 

toilets, cleaned the kitchen, changed the sheets, dusted, vacuumed, etc.  And here is 

another big confession: I had a maid in college too. (It’s not as bad as it sounds, I swear!)  

During college, I lived in a house that was owned by one of my roommate’s parents.  It 

was in a really nice subdivision where many of the WCU professors live.  My roommate, 

who was even more spoiled than me, had her parents hire a maid for our house.  Yes, 

that’s right, a maid.  We never had to clean house.  Just do our laundry and keep our 

rooms straight.  Well, let me tell you, that has all ended.  I am now a newlywed, living in 

an apartment, who is supposed to spend one day a week, either Saturday or Sunday, 

cleaning and doing chores.  And it sucks.  In reality, I might get to it once or twice a 

month.15  Mike is at church practicing with the praise team this afternoon, and I am at 

home, needing to clean.  So I am writing in my journal instead.  (I will do almost 

anything to avoid cleaning!) 

Rookie Club was great on Tuesday night.  It is so nice to be in a real home with 

people who love you.   (And, you can always count on Dr. Anderson to have chocolate 

cake!)   I posed my question about the difficulty of “finding time to teach” to everyone.  

Scheduling seems to be an issue for everyone.  Dr. Anderson made some suggestions.  I 

asked Ms. Thomas about it too the last time she was in my room.  Something funny 

happened when I asked Ms. Thomas the question.  Before she answered, she got a weird 
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look on her face, like she was about to say something she really didn’t want to say.  And 

then she even said, “If I had told you this in program, you wouldn’t have understood, and 

you would have been mortified that I was even saying it.”  She said that I was going to 

have to “stop sacrificing the few for the many.”  Basically, she said if I waited until 

everyone was in the room at the same time, I might wait all day.  So I needed to teach the 

20 who were in the room.  As for the students who float in and out for all those glorious 

“interventions,” she suggested making them their own small group and meeting with 

them during my small group time to re-teach the concepts they missed.16  She also talked 

about curriculum spiraling.  I must admit that when we talked about curriculum 

alignment or the spiraling of curriculum in program, I had no idea what the professors 

were talking about.  Now that I am in the classroom, I get it.  Basically, you need to 

revisit and reteach subjects often in a layered approach so that children have multiple 

opportunities to “get it.”  There shouldn’t be just one shot to learn any concept.  Now it 

makes perfect sense.17   

As we talked after school, she also said that this was one of those difficult lessons 

in teaching.  Realizing that it’s not going to be perfect, so you just do the best you can.18  

When I was in program, it never once occurred to me that I would have problems with 

my schedule or that my schedule would prohibit me from doing the things I wanted to do 

in the classroom.19  I thought as long as I was prepared and knew what to do, everything 

else would fall into place.  I never really gave much thought to the principal or the other 

teachers or the school programs.  I only thought about me and the kids.  I guess that was 

kind of naïve.  I wonder what other lessons I will learn this year in the real world.  It 

makes me a little nervous…. What else do they know that they forgot to mention? 
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Entry 4 

I had my evaluation today.  Things did not go well.  Let me explain….I thought 

the lesson went really well.  The kids did great during the mini-lesson.  They needed 

some redirection during their Daily Five rotations, but that is to be expected.  I used all of 

my management strategies.  I used a signal to get their attention, the CHAMPS chart to 

set expectations, and the blurt chart to monitor individual behaviors.  I was pleased!20  

And then I went to meet with Mr. Taylor.  Evidently, he did not agree.  (Let me mention 

here that this is the only time he has been in my classroom all year.21)  While the 

comments on the piece of paper he gave me were not bad,22 the tone of the meeting was 

not good.  It was all I could do not to cry in front of him.  He didn’t mention a single 

thing I did well.  (This was a far cry from our observations at WCU where they start with 

the positive things and then move to a discussion of what you could do better.)  He told 

me I was using too many management strategies.  He very clearly told me to “pick one” 

and stick with it.  I was so flustered that I didn’t even stop to think that each strategy I 

used had a different purpose, not that I would have mentioned that to him.23 To add insult 

to injury, he told me I needed to be more like Mrs. So and So because in her classroom, 

“You could hear a pin drop.”24  Is that the goal?  Total silence?  I am teaching first grade, 

and my classroom has English Language Learners, and he observed a language arts 

lesson.  Silence?  Really?  (I have noticed that seems to be the standard here at Smith 

Elementary.)  I am sure he noticed I was upset.  At the end, he tried to comfort me and 

say I would “grow” to be a good teacher.25  I guess he didn’t see anything good today.  If 

he did, he didn’t mention it.  Once I got home, I cried.  Then I ate a pint of Ben and 

Jerry’s.  Chunky Monkey.  It helped a little.   
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Entry 5 

I talked to Sally today.  She is new to Smith this year, too, but she has taught first 

grade for 14 years.  She is not the mentor Mr. Taylor assigned to me, but she is the 

mentor I chose.26  My assigned mentor teaches totally different from me, and she doesn’t 

do balanced literacy.27  (She also spends weeks at a time not talking to me or Sally.  Can 

you believe it?  She actually ignores us.  I feel like I am in junior high all over again. And 

they were friends before Sally came to Smith! Long story. :/ )28  I met Sally last summer 

in another setting (I was a nanny for kids who were good friends with her kids, and we 

spent a lot of time together at the pool.), and she and I teach a lot alike.  Also, she does 

balanced literacy!  She teaches like I was taught to teach in the education department at 

WCU.29   I am so happy she is here with me at Smith.  I would not be surviving this year 

without her!  She told me she wasn’t happy with her evaluation either.  I know this 

shouldn’t make me feel better, but it did.  She offered a little perspective.  (She can do 

this because she has many good evaluations under her belt.  I wonder if that makes her 

recent one from Mr. Taylor sting less.)  She said that perhaps our evaluations were not as 

good as we expected because we didn’t do things the traditional “Smith” way.30  Maybe 

she’s right.  When I interviewed for the first grade job here, Mr. Taylor assured me that 

all of his K-2 teachers were doing the Daily Five and balanced literacy.  In reality, on my 

grade level, only Sally and I are doing it, and we get looked at funny for doing it.  That’s 

why our classrooms aren’t quiet.  The students are engaged in Reading to Self, Reading 

to Someone, Listening to Reading, Working on Writing, and Word Work.  And, we are 

pulling small groups!  All of those literacy activities produce a little noise!  Especially in 

first grade!  They don’t have the “read in your head” thing down yet.  This is what I have 
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been trained to do; this is what my principal told me everyone was doing; and yet, he 

doesn’t seem to like that I am doing it.  If he understood balanced literacy, or reading 

workshop or the Daily Five or any of those things, he wouldn’t expect a quiet classroom.  

I know I have a lot to learn, but I also feel that my literacy instruction is solid.31  My kids 

are making progress.  Every time I DRA test them, they are doing well.32  My professors 

at WCU would be proud.  Why isn’t my principal proud of me? 

Entry 6 

Tonight I went to dinner with Angela and Tiffany.  We try to get together at least 

once a month.   If we go to dinner and to Rookies once a month, we are getting lots of 

support from each other.  They were having a conversation tonight that made me feel 

funny.  They were both talking about how long they stay at school.  They both stay at 

school until 6:30 or 7:00 every single night.  I stayed quiet.  I don’t stay at school that 

long every day.  I try to leave by 5:00 at the latest.  (I do go early because I like quiet 

time in my classroom before the kids come.)  I thought about what they said for a couple 

of days.  And, if I am honest, I felt guilty….like maybe I wasn’t putting in enough time at 

school. Am I supposed to be spending every waking hour at school?  I want to see my 

husband!  And even then, it is hard.  Thankfully, after worrying about it for a couple of 

days, I remembered something Sally told me at the beginning of the school year.  She 

said, “Trixie, there will always be things to do at school.  The list of things to do is 

always full.  But you will only have a first year of marriage once.”  I was so relieved to 

remember she shared those words with me at the beginning of the year.  I AM SO 

THANKFUL FOR SALLY!33   This is something else that I was a little unprepared for 

about my first year.  I knew marriage would be hard.  I felt prepared for that.  And I knew 
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teaching would be hard.  But I didn’t know the ways that it would be hard.  I didn’t know 

how much your personal life impacts your professional life.  I didn’t realize I would 

always be feeling like I am not giving enough time to something…whether it’s my 

classroom or my students or my husband.  (I can’t imagine if we had children!)34  I didn’t 

realize how lonely I would feel or how hard it is to do the right thing in the classroom.  I 

mean, seriously, I don’t even teach a tested subject, and the pressures and the paperwork 

and the bureaucracy is nuts!  I really thought that if I knew best practices and I could 

manage children, everything else would fall into place.  Turns out, “the everything else” 

is what keeps you from doing good teaching!  Who knew? 

Entry 7 

OK.  I am totally going to vent today.  I hope this doesn’t make me a horrible 

person.  Especially when you hear what I am going to vent about…the Leader in Me 

program at my school.  Smith Elementary was the first elementary school in the city to do 

the Franklin Covey Leader in Me program.  It is basically the “7 Habits of Highly 

Effective People” for kids.35  Before I came to Smith, I heard all these great things about 

Smith and the program.  When I got hired here, the faculty and staff all told me how 

“different” things were at Smith.  Everyone said how “different” the kids are here at 

Smith.36  I wondered what they meant…. I student taught at a Title 1 campus across 

town, and the kids at the two schools seemed to me to be very similar.  If you only 

listened to the teachers at Smith talk, and you never looked in the classrooms, you would 

think all of the children at Smith were professors’ kids from WCU.37  I don’t know what 

their classrooms look like, but I only have one professor’s kid.  And I have plenty of kids 

whose families struggle financially.  Most of the kids in my classroom have diverse 
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families and diverse backgrounds.  This is not Leave it to Beaver.  This is not The Cosby 

Show.  Do the veteran teachers see that?  How can they not?  (I need to ask Ms. Thomas 

about this one.  She has been in the area forever and even taught in this district.  Perhaps 

she can give me some insight?)  Anyway, I am getting off track…. 

So, we do this Leader in Me program.  And while I think the program has some 

merit, I have some questions.  I do think it’s good that we are focusing on leadership, 

initiative, self-control, etc.  I think it’s good we have a common vocabulary across 

campus and with the families.  I think it’s good that teachers who have never emphasized 

community in their classrooms are now focusing on community.  (Although I do wonder 

who wasn’t already doing that…seriously?)  But I have a few problems.  (At first, I 

thought I was the only one, but the other day at an ESL training, I talked to Madison who 

is also an WCU grad and has taught two years.  This is her first year at Smith.  She 

transferred from another school in the district.  Turns out she has some of the same 

questions/concerns that I do.38)  First, every time a teacher at Smith talks about the 

Leader in Me, they talk about a program that will fix “those” children.  First of all, 

programs don’t fix children.  Second, do the children need to be fixed?  Are they broken?  

Something about them saying “those” kids just rubs me the wrong way!  Like they think 

there is something wrong with the students.  No program, no matter how good, will work 

if you think kids are broken, right?  The kids aren’t broken.  Do we need to teach them 

stuff?  Yea.  But isn’t that our job?  Besides that, programs will never do the work of 

teachers.  The teachers at Smith seem to be so focused on the fact that “kids aren’t like 

they used to be” that they don’t seem to notice how wonderful they are…39  (Seriously, 

one of my students, Lacey, who can be a real discipline issue, I mean, she runs and 
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throws big tantrums and everything, cracks me up on a daily basis.  The other day, as 

Lacey was throwing her sweatshirt around her neck like a scarf, she proclaimed, “I 

belong in the spotlight!  Too bad I can’t dance.”  I rolled!  Sure, she has her issues.  But I 

love her.  And can a six-year-old really create her own issues?  It’s not her fault.  We 

work through it.40)  It’s like the teachers at Smith are living so much in the past that they 

can’t function in the present.  As far as I can tell, the kids aren’t broken.  Some of the 

teachers are.  How else can you explain doing things that worked 25 years ago, don’t 

work anymore, and then complaining that they don’t work?  Who is the slow learner 

here?  Really.   

 And here is the other thing about this program that drives me insane…it’s like 

they want the program to “fix” the kids with as little effort from them as possible.  And, 

because they focus on this new, great “program,” nobody seems to be noticing that the 

big thing that needs to be addressed on our campus is developmentally appropriate 

instruction.  The teachers kind of hide behind this new program and ignore the fact that 

their instruction stinks.41  I heard two teachers on my campus the other day talking about 

how they might need to begin to integrate their subjects so that they could find more 

teaching time.  I agree.  That’s a great idea.  WHO DOESN”T DO THAT ANYWAY???  

You do that because it saves time AND because when kids see how things are connected, 

they learn better.42  Duh.  

 I don’t know…. It’s just been really frustrating to me.  And it does make me 

wonder, if I am thinking about these things, why aren’t they? 
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Entry 8 

 OMG!  I am so embarrassed!  Today on the playground, Ms. Thomas got to see 

first-hand what I have been struggling with all year at Smith.  I would be even more 

embarrassed, but she seemed to be as shocked by the whole thing as I was....  Actually, 

she was more shocked than I was....  It didn’t surprise me that Joni did it....  It just 

surprised me she did it in front of Ms. Thomas.  Here is what happened.... 

 Ms. Thomas was in my room today.  She came to observe and to watch my kids 

give their bug reports.  (Side note—I like it so much better now that she comes in without 

a notebook.  I always wondered what in the world she was writing down.  It made me so 

nervous!)  We have been studying insects in science, and so my kids did a mini-research 

report that integrated science, writing, and art.  Each child picked an insect to investigate.   

Today they shared their findings.43  (They were SO cute!  Although, I need to remember 

next year that they can’t all present them at one time. Too long on the carpet!)  Anyway, 

after we finished sharing, we all headed out to the playground.  Friday afternoon recess.  

(I do give my kids a few minutes of recess daily.  They need it and so do I!  I must admit 

here that Friday afternoon recess is sometimes a bit longer than it is on other days.)  Ms. 

Thomas went with us.  The kids were thrilled.  They think it is so cool that she was my 

teacher and I am their teacher.  When we got out there, we were the only kids on the 

playground.  Ms. Thomas and I sat down on the bench and turned our bodies so we could 

see the whole playground.  Of course, Lacey was struggling to find a group to join.  No 

one wanted to play with her because she was being so bossy.  Ms. Thomas and I 

redirected her often.  Mostly the kids were so happy to be outside.  It was a gorgeous 

spring day.  After a few minutes, a few of the other first grade classes came outside too.  
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My mentor’s class was the first to join us.  She didn’t greet Ms. Thomas, which I thought 

was a little weird but not totally unexpected.  After her class had been out a few minutes, 

I saw her go over to one of my students.  She took him by the arm and led him to the 

fence where kids who are in trouble sit in time out.  She sat him down and then walked 

away.  After a few minutes, she came over and told me that he had been breaking the 

rules on the playground and that she told him to sit there for five minutes.  I was 

surprised!  I am all for stopping misbehavior when you see it, but shouldn’t she have 

brought him to me and said something like, “Mrs. Johnson, so and so was breaking the 

rules, so I told him we needed to come visit with you?”  I would never discipline a child 

in her class without at least getting her input.  She did it all and then “told” me what she 

had done, after the fact.44  It made me feel like I was the child!  And she did all of this in 

front of Ms. Thomas!  And my kids!!  Thankfully, I could tell by the look on Ms. 

Thomas’s face that she was just as surprised as I was....  She is not very good about 

hiding her facial expressions!  Later, she told me she couldn’t believe it either.  She said 

she would have stopped the behavior but would have taken the child straight to his 

teacher for discipline.  Here is my question--how can I expect my kids to see me as a 

teacher if my mentor treats me like a child???? 

Entry 9 

I got called down to the office today.  I felt like I was seven years old all over 

again.  Or like I do when my dad calls.  I swear, every time he calls, the first thing that 

goes through my head is, “What have I done wrong?”  Going to the office is always 

terrifying to me, and I never seem to be going for a good reason.45  I can’t ever seem to 

win.  I swear I think Mr. Taylor wonders why in the world he hired me.  What is it with 
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the men at school this year?  I got completely freaked out at the beginning of the year too.  

Not only did I not have any idea how Mr. Taylor felt about me, so I was always worried 

he was looking over my shoulder, but I also had several dads question me about my 

discipline at the beginning of the year.  It totally freaked me out!  I felt like I was the one 

in trouble.46  (It doesn’t help any that they all tower over me!  One of the curses of being 

4 feet 11 inches tall I guess.  That and the fact that I can’t reach the latch on top of the 

designated teacher’s stall in the bathroom without jumping.  Sigh.47)  It also made me not 

want to discipline the kids as much so none of the dads would come and question me 

more.  (I know, I know.  That’s bad.  Ms. Thomas and I have talked about this A LOT, 

and she had me practice what to say in different scenarios out loud to her.  It sounds 

cheesy, but it worked.  She would tell me what she would say, and then I would practice 

saying something similar.  VERY HELPFUL.48)  Anyway, the reason I got called down 

to the office today has to do with library books.  Half of my class has not been returning 

their library books.  In an effort to be more consistent with discipline, the consequence 

for not returning books has been to move a clip down and owe some recess time.  For 

your clip to stay on green, you are supposed to come to school prepared to learn.  If you 

don’t have your library books, you are not prepared, right?   At least that was my 

thinking….  So, one student hasn’t had her book since November.  Today her grandma 

called the office about her missing recess.  The ironic thing is, I was about to start letting 

her have recess, and I was just going to call home.  I am not totally ignorant.  I was trying 

to teach responsibility, but I know that there are some students whose home situations are 

way too crazy to worry about library books.  I have one student who spends the night in a 

different place every night.  This was not that student.  This student’s parents email me 
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weekly and are very on top of things.  I thought they would respond like my family 

would have responded when I was growing up--by sending the book and/or paying for 

it.49  I guess, looking back on it, I should have called the family first.  Or just let the 

librarian deal with it.  Lesson learned.  The hard way.   

Entry 10 

I am so thankful for my faith community today.  Mike and I have been a part of 

the most awesome small group.  Everyone in the group is between the ages of 22 and 26, 

has been married less than three years, and has no children.  They are just like us!  It has 

been such a blessing to have this group to walk with us through such a tough year of 

firsts.  This year has been a lot lonelier than I expected.  School has been a lonely place.  

Added to that, Mike is a total introvert.  He could go weeks without ever seeing people 

and be totally happy.  That is so NOT ME.  I went from always have tons of family 

around to always have tons of roommates around to just being with him.  And he is happy 

just being with me. :/  I need a bit more activity than that…. 

For the past few weeks, we have been praying over each couple.  When it was 

time for the group to pray over Mike and me, we asked that they pray for guidance about 

where to be and what to do next year.  I would like to have another year at Smith because 

now I know what to do…and what not to do!  But Mike hasn’t found anything he’s 

remotely interested in job wise here.  We both seem to want different things.  And that is 

hard.  It was such a relief to have someone else (or a bunch of someone elses) wrestle 

with this alongside us.  I cannot imagine making it through this year without this 

community.  I’m fairly certain I would have quit life if it wasn’t for them.  (It’s just an 

expression, no worries!)50   
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You know, that makes me wonder about something.  During my time at WCU, 

every professor in the education department stressed how our chosen career, teaching, 

should be impacted and influenced by our faith.  I totally agree. We discussed it, wrote 

reflections, kept prayer journals for students, etc.  And that is all good.  But here is what I 

find very interesting; no one in my program talked about, in any real way, how to use 

your faith to sustain you in the stressful, daily task of teaching.  Spirituality as sustaining 

practice.  As the only reason you can get out of bed and go to work kind of thing.51  I 

wonder why not?  This year, my faith hasn’t been so much about what doing my job 

looks like in the classroom as much as it has been about simply having the ability to get 

out of bed every day and do it.  Does that make sense?  Maybe I should mention this to 

someone… 

Entry 11 

Yesterday was the last day of school.  I can’t believe it’s over. We have grown so 

much, the children and me.  It was much harder to say good-bye to my kids than I 

expected.  This was made even harder because so many of them cried.  I totally did not 

expect that to happen.  I mean I loved school as a child, but I don’t ever remember crying 

when the year was over!  We all left with tears in our eyes!  Here is what I posted on 

Facebook today.  It pretty much sums up how I feel: 

Yesterday, I said good-bye to 23 little pieces of my heart.  Even though they 

would’ve grown without my help, it was a pleasure and a privilege to be their 

teacher and watch them grow daily.  We laughed, danced, studied, learned, and 

enriched our lives together this year.  They touched my life daily and taught me so 

much.  I could not have been blessed by a better group of firsties this year.  I will 
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miss telling them daily how much I love them and that they are special.  What a 

special group this class has been!52  

I must admit, there were times this year that I didn’t know if I would make it until 

the end.  There were times when I didn’t feel as if I was doing a good job.  There were 

lots of tears!  There were times when Mike asked me if I thought I made the right 

decision going into teaching.53 I felt many, many emotions, and some of them were 

unexpected:  fear, loneliness, frustration, tentativeness…but the year is over, and I did it.  

And I know I can do it again.  And I bet it will be easier next time.  Although there are 

many things I want to do differently, I did a couple of things really well this year.  First, 

all of my kids know that I genuinely care about them.  They love me, they love each 

other, and for the most part, they love school.54  Second, all of my kids, except for two 

(who are in the middle of the never ending RTI process), left reading above the end-of-

year target for first grade.55  Third (Ms. Thomas helped me identify this one), Lacey’s 

behavior issues are much improved, and she is being very successful in school.  She even 

qualified for GT!  After having a horrible kindergarten year, transferring schools, 

adjusting medications, and starting the year off with major discipline issues, this is quite 

an accomplishment.  As Ms. Thomas says, I helped Lacey change the story of her life.56  

I am really proud of that.  I may be more proud of that than anything else I have ever 

done.  And to tell you the truth, Lacey changed my life story as well.  Our stories are now 

connected forever.  Not a bad first year. 

Entry 12 

 Today I interviewed for a job in the metroplex.  After being “back and forth” on 

the should-we-move, should-we-stay issue, Mike and I decided to look for jobs in the 
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metroplex.  He hasn’t found anything in town.  He really wants to work in music 

ministry, and there will be many more opportunities in the metroplex.  As for me, well, as 

much as I wanted to try it again next year at Smith because now I know the ropes, Sally is 

moving to teach at the Christian school.  Without her on my grade level, I can’t really see 

a reason to stay.  I don’t think I want to be there without her.57   So Mike and I decided to 

try looking for jobs in the metroplex and see what happens.  We decided that if we 

haven’t found any jobs before the middle of July, we will stay in town.   

 So yesterday, I went in and did my screening interview at Metroplex ISD.  Within 

in 2 hours, I had a phone call from a principal wanting to set up an interview.  So this 

morning at 10:15, I went in for the interview.  At first I was REALLY nervous because 

there was an interview team that included someone from the administration building.  

The girl before me walked out carrying a big tri-fold board.  (I thought, “Great, all I have 

is copies of my resume.”) When I got in there, though, I felt very confident.58  I was able 

to answer all of their questions.  And, it felt so good to be using professional, scholarly 

language.  I didn’t realize how much I missed talking like that to other educators.  (We 

did this at ton at WCU.  We didn’t do this at all at Smith.)59  At the end of the interview, I 

asked several questions.  The one I think that impressed them the most was about what 

mentoring programs they have in place for new teachers.  I told them that I had come to 

realize through my school setting and my work with Ms. Thomas this year that I worked 

very well when I had a meaningful mentor.  I left the interview at 11:29 and called my 

mom.  They called me back 25 minutes later!  They had already called my references, 

and they offered me the job!  YIPPEE SKIPPEE!   
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 It looks like it will be a second grade position.  They might have a first grade open 

up before school starts, but I honestly don’t care.  I am so excited to work with a team!  

You could tell in the interview that these women work together.  They are a community.   

They also told me that while they work hard together, they like to play hard together too.  

The team also talked about how important a professional learning community was and 

that they never wanted to become stagnant in their teaching.  They want to be constantly 

improving.  I believe that they are doing these things, and they are not just “programs.”60 

(It helps that I know many people who have kids in this school district, and they don’t 

just say they do innovative things, they do them.  Plus, Ashley and Katie, also WCU 

grads, both teach in this district, and they say it aligns so well with what we were taught 

in our program. )61 It is going to be a crazy couple of weeks.  Mike and I will go home 

next weekend and pack up our apartment and my classroom and head back this way.  

Very overwhelming.  But the bottom line is, next year I am going to be somewhere where 

I’m excited to go to work every day! 

Epilogue 

I LOVE MY NEW JOB!!  First of all, everyone here is friends!  I mean, they like 

each other and socialize outside of school too.  It feels so much like the Teacher Ed 

department.  My principal is so personable and helpful.  In the past month, I have 

received more personal texts and hugs and had more conversations with the 

administration and faculty than I did the ENTIRE year at Smith.  I went to orientation 

this week for new hires, and the curriculum and instruction here aligns with everything I 

was taught in my program.  Mini lessons and engaging lessons!  Learner-centered and 

inquiry-based instruction!  And the best part is—I won’t be the only one doing these 



Texas Tech University, Stephanie Talley, December 2014 

 

143 

things.  Looking back on it, I did learn what not to do last year, but it sure is a relief to be 

able to do what I know is best this year and not be looked at funny for doing it.  I am not 

sure how long I would have lasted in the environment at Smith.  Luckily, I don’t have to 

find out!  I am SO excited for this year to start!62  
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Chapter 4, Part II 

My Story 

 I have a secret.  A secret that I and many of my colleagues have been reluctant to 

share with you.  Here it is:  teaching is hard.  I know that doesn’t sound like a big secret, 

but it is.  I know you think you know that teaching is hard, but it is much harder than you 

ever imagined.63  And the truth is, we in teacher education are a little bit afraid that if we 

tell you how hard it really is, you would run screaming in the night and avoid the 

classroom at all costs.  We don’t want that to happen because if our best and brightest 

(that would be you) don’t enter the classroom and soon, the future of education is 

doomed.  So…we gloss over the difficulties of teaching just a teeny bit.  Here is another 

secret, teaching is getting harder and harder.  I have only been out of the classroom seven 

years, and it has gotten exponentially harder since I left.  (As long as I am spilling my 

guts, I must also tell you that we in teacher education have been observing the increasing 

pressures of teaching for quite some time.  But, again, we don’t want to scare you off.  

See above.  Reread if needed.)    

 So, why am I telling you this now?  Well, I am not sure exactly.  But the other 

day, when I murmured to a colleague for about the one-hundredth time that sending you 

girls64 into schools was like “sending lambs to slaughter,” I felt a tinge of guilt.  I don’t 

like guilt.  (Even though it is a major component of my Southern, female, Church of 

Christ identity… I am trying to turn over a new leaf…or at least share the misery?)  And, 

as I have been doing this teacher education thing for a while now, I am starting to think 

that it might be best if I was more honest about the realities of teaching.  So, here we go.  

Here is a list of things that I know about teaching (and life for that matter) that I have 
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been reluctant to share.  Consider this a warning:  DO NOT READ UNLESS YOU ARE 

REALLY SERIOUS ABOUT BECOMING A TEACHER. 

1.  Teaching is getting increasingly harder and harder.  The pressure is enormous.  (I 

know I mentioned this before, but it bears repeating.) 

2. People outside of education control much of what you can and can’t do in the 

classroom.  It doesn’t make any sense, and it isn’t right, but it is the reality of 

schools today. 

3. No matter how hard you work, you will never get it all done.  It’s impossible.  

4. The amount of paperwork involved in teaching these days is ridiculous. 

5. You will not connect with every child.   

6. You will have favorite students.  (Anyone who tells you that you won’t is lying.  

Find a new mentor.) 

7. Find a mentor.  We females are social creatures, and we do better with a 

friend/mentor.  Seek out someone you want to be when you get older and STICK 

TO HER LIKE GLUE.65   

8. There are some students whose lives are so full of brokenness that you will begin 

to question whether or not you are making a difference.  Two things to remember:  

first, your job IS NOT to save them from the brokenness.  Life is full of 

brokenness.  Second, your job IS to empower them to live full and productive 

lives in spite of this brokenness.   

9. Your life is full of brokenness too. (And this brokenness influences your teaching 

whether you like it or not.)66 
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10. You may never see the fruits of your labor.  You will spend years planting seeds 

that you may never see grow.  I hope you do, but know that you may not.67 

11. Standardized testing is not going away anytime soon.   

12. You are going to be measured increasingly by your ability to deliver standardized 

test scores.   

13. It is easier to go to school sick than it is to write substitute plans.  (Don’t believe 

me?  Try it once.  You’ll learn.) 

14. Being an adult sucks a good deal of the time.  (Sorry, it’s the truth.  Remember 

the pilot episode of Friends? As the gang makes Rachel cut up her father’s credit 

cards, Monica hugs her and says, “Welcome to the real world!  It sucks.  You’re 

gonna love it!”68  True.  Story.)  

15. You cannot have it all.  Every woman I know makes tough choices DAILY (and 

often feels quite guilty about some of the choices she makes).69 

16. Make sure that your line of students is QUIET in the hallway.  This is the single 

most important way a principal determines whether or not you are a good 

teacher.70  (I know it sounds silly but it’s true.   First impressions matter!  Just 

think about your last blind date.  Didn’t you know almost immediately if the date 

would go well or not?  Told you so.) 

17. The greatest moments in teaching aren’t big; they are very small.  In fact, 

sometimes they pass, and you don’t even realize it until much later.  (You should 

write them down when you realize it.  You think you’ll never forget it, but you 

will.) 



Texas Tech University, Stephanie Talley, December 2014 

 

147 

18. Teachers never pee (and they eat lunch in 11 minutes or less). Start practicing 

now.   

19. The best teachers are a little bit (or a lot) subversive in the most wonderful and 

appropriate ways.  They follow the rules just enough to do the real work of 

teaching.71  (They are the ones who find a way to teach for success on 

standardized tests but never teach to the test.  They also often completely fool 

students into learning.  In spite of themselves!)   

20. The most important tool in your teacher toolkit is your sense of self.  Your 

identity.  Your soul.  If that is not healthy, all the pedagogy or technique in the 

world won’t save your teaching.72 

It’s quite a list, isn’t it?  If you are still interested in this great journey we call 

teaching, keep reading.  There is something that happens when you are with a group 

of learners, which is unlike anything I have experienced in any other setting.  

Discovering knowledge, helping a student do more than they ever thought they could, 

helping a child unlock the wonders of the world…I simply cannot describe for you 

the joy of those moments.  It is holy.  I promise, if you enter teaching, and avoid the 

pitfalls of cynicism and despair, you will find a joy unlike any other.  It may be one of 

the hardest jobs you will ever do.  It is also one of the most rewarding.  Promise. 

Unpacking 

I just read an article by Parker Palmer (2003).  I love him so much.  (I would say 

that he is my professional crush, but he is in his eighties.  It’s more like I want him to be 

my grandpa.  You know, we could sit on the porch swing and drink coffee, and he could 

share all his wisdom.  I am going to one of his retreats in November.  The more likely 
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scenario is that I will totally terrify and overwhelm him, and he will spend the whole 

weekend avoiding me much like Hollywood stars avoid stalkers.  Sigh.)  Anyway, I love 

everything he writes.  When I started teaching at the university level and read The 

Courage to Teach (1997), I wanted to weep and/or holler “Amen!”  He put into words 

everything my experiences in education and life had taught me.  In a nutshell, Parker 

Palmer (1997) says, “You teach who you are.”  Good teaching comes from the teacher’s 

true sense of self.  That’s why so many teachers we have connected with in our pasts 

have such vastly different teaching techniques.  Some are lecturers, some tell stories, 

some do project-based learning, others stress cooperative learning…but at their core, they 

all teach in a manner that is consistent and true to their sense of self.  Teaching emerges 

from a teacher’s sense of identity.  Teachers who realize this, who are in touch with their 

selfhood, and who build their teaching on its foundation are master teachers.  They are 

the teachers we remember long after we leave their classrooms (Palmer, 1997).  Even in 

my childhood, I realized that when people were interacting with you, they were 

projecting the condition of their own selfhood (or soul) onto you.  This is especially true 

of the people we are closest too, which in our childhood, is our parents and our teachers.  

Let me explain. 

When I was a young child, my dad was a yeller.  Mostly, he yelled about totally 

unimportant and insignificant stuff.  But when he was frustrated, tired, or, stressed, 

yelling was his default.  (To be fair, a good deal of all the communication my family does 

could be considered yelling by other people.  My family is LOUD.)  My dad was and is a 

wonderful father.  But when I was younger, he yelled quite a bit.  Although it was rarely, 

if ever directed at my brother or me, it was frequently in the background.  (Again, to be 
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fair, it was sometimes directed at my brother, and he totally deserved it.  During my 

childhood, my brother had NO sense.  Seriously.  I once had to stop him from riding his 

bike off the roof of our house.)  I can vividly remember hearing the ranting and raving 

and wondering, in my own little head, “What in the heck is his problem?”  I knew, 

inherently, that his yelling had nothing to do with me.  It had to do with his issues.  His 

identity.  His baggage.   

I remember feeling the same way about certain teachers I had during my school 

years.  Whenever a teacher was being irrational or harsh, I somehow always knew this 

was linked to their identity, not mine or my fellow students.  I have observed it 

throughout my teaching career as well.  When I see teachers who are threatened by young 

and energetic novice teachers, I believe it has far more to do with their own insecurities 

than anything the novice teacher has done.  When I see teachers strive to manage their 

classrooms through fear and intimidation, I wonder about what situations in their lives 

make them feel so out of control that they have to excessively control children in order to 

feel important.  When I hear college professors complain about the “inability of 

undergraduates to engage in scholarly conversations,” I wonder who in their field has 

made them feel ignorant in the past.  Turns out, we all bring baggage into the classroom.  

And that baggage does impact your teaching.  The good news is that if you are aware of 

the baggage you carry and you reflect on how it impacts both your professional and 

personal life, you can learn to carry it effectively.  You can take the wonderful items from 

the trunk of your past and use them to inform your teaching in a way that makes it truly 

and authentically yours.  You can learn to either discard or ignore the things in your trunk 

that are less than helpful.  It would be best if you could discard them all together, but that 
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often takes several years and loads of therapy and/or happy hours.  However, if you can 

do it, your load is much lighter.   

Here are examples from my own trunk.  One item in my trunk is the ability to 

make my thinking public.  You know from all your reading courses about a think-aloud 

protocol.  Well, basically, my parents raised my brother and me with a think-aloud 

protocol.  In my family, we discussed everything.  My parents were always appropriately 

honest and transparent.  There were no secrets.  There were no questions that couldn’t be 

asked.  (Keep in mind my dad was a minister, so there was always TONS to discuss and 

LOTS of questions.  Church folks are crazy.  Everyone is crazy, I guess.  Being a 

minister’s kid just gives you a great view.)  My parents shared their thinking processes 

for making decisions; they shared the circumstances surrounding major 

church/life/family events; they shared their political views; they shared everything.  They 

also always allowed my brother and me to talk.  And they listened. More often than not, 

this sharing came at dinnertime.  My mother cooked every night, and we ate as a family 

until I left for college.73 

  I remember as a child of 10 or 11 when one of the girls in my father’s youth 

group went “down the aisle” at the end of the service with her parents.  They asked for 

the prayers of the congregation during a “difficult time.”  (For those of you not familiar 

with the traditional “invitation” offered at the end of church of Christ services, think of a 

very public confessional.  It’s not just you and the priest; it’s you and the whole 

congregation.  Basically, you are invited to bare your soul while everyone listens and 

then the minister prays.  Lovely tradition….)  When we got home, I asked my parents 

why this family was down front, with their daughter, my favorite babysitter, crying and 
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asking for prayers.  My parents responded by saying she was pregnant.  They told me, in 

a very appropriate way and out of earshot of my younger brother, why this was 

problematic.  They talked to me about her age.  They discussed premarital sex and their 

beliefs that it was best to be older and in a committed relationship before having sex.  

They explained that according to their beliefs, a man and a woman should be in a 

committed relationship before starting a family.  They explained how this young woman 

might have to make different choices in her future because of her actions.  There was no 

moral judgment or condemnation.  Just lots of honest conversation.  Later, when this very 

young couple decided to get married, it was a family affair.  My father officiated a lovely 

backyard ceremony, my mother cooked part of the reception meal and helped serve cake, 

and I had the very important job of passing out sachets of birdseed at the end of the 

evening.  (My brother was there too.  If I remember correctly, he ran around the house 

screaming like a monkey most of the time.)74 

I bring this item--my experience in talking through all situations in life both big 

and small--from my trunk into teaching, and it serves me very well.  This “family 

practice” helped me become a good problem solver.  It also served as a model for me.  I 

do the very same thing with my children (my students) that my parents did with me.  As a 

kindergarten teacher, following a think-aloud protocol helps young children recognize the 

connections between thought and action.  It helps make my invisible thinking processes 

visible.  It takes very abstract thinking processes and makes them concrete.  When I 

moved to teach fifth grade science, again, this process served me well.  Most notably, 

using a think-aloud protocol allowed me to help the students connect their real world 

experiences and the experiments done in the classroom with the abstract questions asked 
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on the standardized test.  I could stay true to my teaching and doing hands-on activities 

and model the metacognition necessary to do well on the standardized test utilizing a 

think-aloud protocol.  I use it in my university teaching as well.  Any time a student 

teacher is anticipating a difficult situation or conversation, I model a think-aloud.  I 

model what I would say, all the while explaining the reasoning behind each comment or 

phrase, and then have her practice what she would say.  I can also have them do this in 

reverse and practice how they would like to do something differently the next time.  

Making my thinking public benefits the learners in my classrooms, and I learned it from 

my family.  It is a valuable tool in my trunk.   

There are less valuable tools in my trunk as well.  I mentioned earlier that my dad 

was a bit of a yeller when I younger.  He didn’t really yell in anger but rather spoke 

passionately about things in a rather loud voice.  Does that sound like anyone you know?  

I have to work consciously not to do this.  In my first years of teaching, whenever the 

kindergarteners were scurrying about and being noisy, my default was to raise my voice 

to try to get their attention.  I would like to say I was not a yeller, but what do you call a 

grown woman who raises her voice to get control in the classroom?  The only way for me 

to stop this practice was for me to recognize it, reflect on its origin, and respond by 

changing my actions.  In order to do that, I had to be self-aware and reflective. Teachers 

who are not self-aware or reflective never move towards transformation.  And, in order to 

stay in teaching for the long haul, you must be able to grow and transform yourself, or 

you will never be able to help children grow and transform their lives.  It just won’t 

happen.   
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I know you’ve heard me say this a hundred times, but it bears repeating.  The 

grouchy teacher down the hall who doesn’t like children didn’t get that way overnight.  

No one walked across the stage at their commencement and said, “Yes!  Now that I have 

my teaching certificate I am going to go into schools and be mean to children, their 

parents, and my co-workers.  I can hardly wait!”  At some point, I have to believe they 

entered the profession because they wanted to make a difference in the lives of children.  

Let’s face it; they didn’t enter the profession for the fame or fortune.  But at some point, 

they lost the ability to be aware of the condition of their soul.  They stopped being able to 

reflect.  Perhaps they never learned how to reflect.  Reflecting can be a painful process 

after all.  (Remember the first time in program you had to reflect on a lesson that didn’t 

go well?  How did that feel? Uncomfortable to say the least, correct?)  And that makes all 

the difference.  You don’t learn from experience.  Otherwise, why does your roommate 

keep dating losers?  You learn from reflecting on experience.  That is the only path to 

transformation.  Here is how Parker Palmer puts it, “If you choose to live an unexamined 

life, for God’s sake do not take a job that allows you to impose it on other people” (2003, 

p. 378).  For better or worse, you will project the condition of your soul onto your 

students.75  Start sorting through that trunk now….  

Why Culture Counts 

 I have spent a good deal of time thinking about my first years of teaching lately.  I 

started my teaching in 1993 (if any of you say out loud this was the year you were born, I 

will slap you) at Crockett Elementary.  I taught kindergarten there for nine years.  

Crockett was a small, neighborhood school.  We were a Title 1 campus, which means we 

had a high population of economically disadvantaged students.  There were three teachers 
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on every grade level, K-5, three special education teachers, a librarian, a music teacher, 

two physical education teachers, a counselor, a secretary, an office aide, a computer aide, 

two custodians, and the principal.  Every now and then another position would 

mysteriously get funded, but most of the time, the faculty and staff was between 30 and 

35 people.  We served about 350 kids.  The majority of our kids were Hispanic.  In 2001, 

Crockett Elementary closed.  Amid massive budget concerns that impacted most West 

Texas towns and a decline in students across the district, the Crockett campus was 

repurposed to fill another role, and the faculty and staff were dispersed to other campuses 

in the district.  It was a very sad day.   

 Crockett is where I learned how to teach.  The men and women of the faculty and 

staff, the children, and their families helped me become the teacher I am today.  One of 

the last years I was at Crockett, the faculty chose me as their “Teacher of the Year.”  No 

matter where I go, or what I do, it will always be my greatest honor.  I’ve thought long 

and hard about whether or not I have idealized Crockett.  Put it on a pedestal so to speak.  

It was my first school.  It was small, and we were all close—faculty, staff, students, and 

families.  It closed suddenly and under questionable (in our minds) circumstances.  Have 

I idolized it in my mind?  No way.  It was special.  IT WAS SPECIAL.  

 First, Crockett was small enough to be a community.  And that is exactly what my 

principal at Crockett built, a community.  He was a great principal.  He always wore a 

suit and tie to school, except on Field Day when he wore Sansabelt jeans cut like slacks. 

(If you don’t know what Sansabelts are stop and Google it right now because you will die 

laughing.) He was a classic old-school principal/manager.  He sat in his office, behind his 

desk, a good deal of the time.  Even though he was not the instructional leader that 
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principals today are required to be, he knew how to build a community.  He hired very 

well.  He was very skilled at hiring diverse people who had the same priorities in the 

classroom.  He greeted teachers and students and families at the door every day.  Hugs 

abounded.  We always had notes in our boxes or on our desks.  They often included 

chocolate treats.  (I long ago decided teachers will do almost anything for a kind word 

and piece of chocolate.)  Any and every chance to celebrate was seized.  We had monthly 

potlucks in the teacher’s lounge to celebrate birthdays, parties for every holiday, and even 

had barbeques in the summer months. (I must add here, Crockett closed 13 years ago, and 

we still get together from time to time.)  He might not have known the latest instructional 

techniques, but he knew how to build community.76  He played to his strengths.  (Is 

anyone else hearing the echoes of Parker Palmer here?)   

 He established a community where relational trust abounded.  In this environment 

of trust, teaching and learning abounded.  The culture of the school allowed us to be the 

very best version of ourselves and empower our students to be the very best versions of 

themselves.  Before we closed, we had the “Exemplary” stamp from the Texas Education 

Agency, even though we taught “those” kids.  Turns out Bryk and Schneider (2002) were 

correct.  Schools with a high degree of “relational trust” (p. 384) are far more likely to 

make the kinds of changes that help raise student achievement than schools where 

relational trust among the faculty and staff is poor.  “Improvements in such areas as 

classroom instruction, curriculum, teacher preparation, and professional development 

have little chance of succeeding without improvements in a school’s social climate” 

(Gordon, 2002, as cited in Palmer, 2003, p. 384).  At Crockett, we had a great culture 

under the leadership of our principal.   
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 The events of the past few semesters have demonstrated to me that one of the 

single most important factors in your success as a novice teacher will be the culture of 

your first school.  I always knew culture was important.  However, prior to this semester, 

I thought your biggest challenge would be negotiating the culture of the students and 

families in your classroom.  Many of the students in schools are very different from you.  

(Hint:  They are not all White, female, and have the means to pay over $35,000 a year for 

private university tuition.  Of course, many of you can’t either, and really shouldn’t, but 

that’s another story.)  My experiences lately lead me to believe that the culture you will 

struggle with the most is the culture of your school.77  When I entered teacher education, 

I thought if we prepared you to utilize best practices and engage in continual reflection, 

you would be good to go.  Outstanding in fact.  We in the department have spent the last 

seven years focused on that goal.  Turns out, we also need to prepare you to enter school 

cultures that may be less than hospitable to novice teachers.  The question is, how do we 

do this? What should we tell you to do? 

  I have pondered this question a great deal lately.  I have decided you are going to 

have to enter the interview as both an interviewee and an investigator. By that I mean that 

you are going to have to do a little digging.  Don’t tell the interview committee this, but 

you need to interview them every bit as much as they are interviewing you.  Not all jobs 

are created equal!  Here are a few suggestions to get your mind thinking in this direction.  

Remember, the key is not to interrogate possible employers, but, rather to uncover or 

discover possibilities--both good and bad.  When choosing to accept a teaching position, 

you want to make sure that you can make the most informed decision possible.  As the 

saying goes, it is always better to be prepared.  First, ask questions!  We have always told 
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you to enter interviews with a question or two to ask at the end.  I strongly feel one of 

these questions needs to be about the school culture.  Some of my suggestions would be 

questions such as: 

1. Tell me about the role of collaboration on your campus. 

2. Do your faculty and staff enjoy one another’s company? 

3. How do the teachers on the campus interact with one another?  The students?  

Their families? 

4. Does your campus have any special traditions?  

5. Do you feel that building a community is important in the classroom? 

6. Does your campus participate in professional learning communities? 

7. How does your campus celebrate success?  How does it handle failure? 

8. Does your campus have a mentoring program for novice teachers?   

You will learn a great deal by what the administrator or interview team says, or does not 

say.  If possible, find a teacher on that campus and politely inquire about what it is like to 

work on the campus.  Even better, find a parent of a student or a student.  Ask them their 

favorite thing about the school and see what they say.  Do some digging.   

I also realize that as a novice teacher, you are desperate for that first job.  Here are 

some things you can do on any campus.  Once you the get the job, do anything and 

everything you can to foster community with your colleagues.  If they invite you to 

lunch, GO.  If they don’t invite you, you invite them.  (I know it’s hard, but being an 

adult is hard. Just do it.)  Make a Sonic run and bring your whole grade level a drink.  

Find out the secretary’s favorite soft drink or coffee and bring her one the week before 

school starts.  (I cannot stress how much better this will make your life.)  Ask questions 
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of your new colleagues.  (This shows them that you don’t know it all and that you value 

their opinion.)  Write thank you notes when someone goes out of their way to help you 

those first weeks of school.  (I know you are busy but this is REALLY important.)  Don’t 

ever be the first one to leave a faculty meeting or school function.  Force yourself to stay 

and chitchat.  Do all of those things we taught you to do to build a community in your 

classroom.  If you know it matters for students and their learning (and you do), then you 

have to know it matters for teachers and their continued learning and functioning as well.  

Duh.  Hopefully, after doing all of these things for a time, you will have a community of 

colleagues surrounding you.  I am not naïve enough to believe that everyone on the 

campus will be your BFF.  Even at Crockett, we had our stinkers.  Every campus does.  

But you will have a support group, and this is important.  And, if at the end of your first 

year, you have done all of these things, and you find yourself in a culture that is still less 

than hospitable, GET OUT.  I mean it.  Run as fast as you can to the district 

administration building and respectfully and professionally request a transfer.  (Feel free 

to call me if you need coaching on what to say.)  There are some school cultures that are 

so broken they cannot be fixed.  Even if they can be fixed, that is not your job.  You DO 

NOT need to drive there every day and be miserable.78  It is true that you can learn 

something in every situation, even a negative one.  But if you stay there, you run the risk 

of becoming one of them.  How scary is that?  Leaving is not always a bad thing.  

Sometimes it is the best thing.   

Appropriately Subversive 

 Recently, I read a speech by Elliot Eisner (2002) where he encouraged teachers to 

“sail against the wind.”79  I have coined a different term for the same thing.  I have 
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decided that in teacher education, we need to train our students to be appropriately 

subversive.80  I have mentioned repeatedly that the pressures in teaching today are great.  

As a teacher, you are going to face pressures from many: parents, administrators, 

lawmakers, community members, business leaders, and others.  The list is endless.  

Added to this pressure is the fact that all of these people consider themselves experts 

because they attended school.  From the vantage point of student, the job looks much 

easier!  On top of that (as if you needed more pressure) teachers and students today are 

being measured and assessed almost solely on the basis of standardized test scores.  For 

most educators, this practice goes against our best instincts and training.  In my opinion, 

in order to succeed in this highly pressurized climate, you must learn to both navigate and 

subvert the system.  Allow me to illustrate this point.  (I am going to use a metaphor 

given to me by my mother.  Another lesson you will learn as you get older is that the 

woman who was as dumb as a box of rocks when you were sixteen is all of the sudden 

the wisest woman in the world when you are thirty.  I don’t really know what happened.) 

 My mother says that teachers today need to approach going into public schools as 

if they are missionaries headed into a foreign mission field.  (It is important to note here 

that my mother is not speaking of the old missionary model whereby well-meaning but 

misguided missionaries enter another culture to “fix” it.  Keep reading.)  She feels this is 

crucial for several reasons.  First, your job is not to teach them your ways; it is to show 

them ways to do things.  American missionaries do not go into foreign countries to 

“Americanize” their citizens.  (Although for many this was the model in the past.  

Thankfully, this is no longer the norm most of the time.)  They go to share information 

and show people new ways to do things.  They may share medical information, sanitation 
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practices, vocational knowledge, or faith-based teachings.  Much like a missionary, you 

need to realize as you enter teaching that the culture of the students will be different from 

yours and that this is not a bad thing.  Their culture is not deficient; it is different.  

Successful missionaries do not go to Africa and then denounce its customs, traditions, 

culture.  If they did, the people of that country would not listen to them.  Teachers should 

learn from this example.  Missionaries also know that they must enter into a foreign 

country and negotiate and navigate the laws of that government.  They obey the laws 

because that is what you have to do to be able to stay in the country and do the job.  

Again, teachers should learn from this example.  In order to do these things, you need to 

learn to subvert the system, all the while working in it successfully.  In other words, nod 

your head politely at meetings, work within the system, follow all of the rules, and then 

CLOSE YOUR DOOR AND GET DOWN TO THE REAL BUSINESS OF 

TEACHING.81 

 During my educational career, I have observed many teachers who are 

appropriately subversive.  Here are some of the best examples I have used, seen, and/or 

read about.  First of all, I love Serafini’s (2010) views on teaching standardized testing as 

a non-fiction genre.  Genius!  Rather than bemoan the test, which isn’t going away 

anytime soon, he prepares his students for it by helping them deconstruct the genre, 

examine its purposes, etc.  I haven’t observed Serafini in the classroom, but I have a 

feeling he is a subversive teacher.  (I have met him at conferences, and he is WAY cool.  

You have to love an academic who still chooses to spend his day with sixth graders, 

wears an earring, and considers his guitar to be a valuable teaching tool.)  
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 In my own classroom, rather than tutor my fifth graders after school in a 

traditional manner, I tutored them at lunch time.  I issued invitations to a special “lunch 

club.”  I never mentioned the word “tutoring.”  I brought dessert. Instead of kill and drill, 

we worked on activities in small groups with lots of conversation.  The simple time 

change, the invitations, the hospitality extended, and the group learning made all of the 

difference.  Here’s another example from my own teaching.  In order to revisit all of the 

skills we needed to review before taking the state standardized science test, I hosted a 

Science Field Day.  Using the data from our six weeks benchmarks, I determined which 

concepts the students needed to practice more.  For each concept, I designed a grand 

experiment and discussion questions to be done with parent volunteers outside in the 

field.  We started the day by making pancakes and writing a menu for “The Chemical 

Change Café.”  (This was a review of physical and chemical changes.)  We practiced 

standardized questions with a game of “Are You Smarter than a Fifth Grader” in the gym 

where the students took on their parents.  In order to review mixtures and solutions, we 

tie dyed t-shirts to wear on the day of the test.  I worked within the system.  I prepared 

my kids for the test.  But I did it in a subversive manner.  I did have to follow the rules of 

the state.  That means the standardized test was not an option.  But I played the game 

according to my rules.   

    My mom does the same thing in her high school English classroom.  Her 

school district mandates daily grammar.  While my mother is an English teacher, and 

they do love grammar, she does not agree with teaching it as a series of isolated skills.  

But the school district says she must.  So what does she do?  She has learning centers at 

the beginning of class.  She presents the grammar in a format that the majority would 
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resist using in a high school classroom, and it works.  Simply put, get creative, and you 

can think of ways to subvert the system.  Follow the rules of the system so that you can 

stay in the classroom and do what needs to be done.   

 Once you start to look for teachers who are appropriately subversive, you will 

find them.  Watch them.  Imitate them.  Collaborate with them.  It is important to note 

here: I am not speaking of the teachers who are inappropriately subversive.  Those 

teachers do children a huge disservice.  For example, you can feel however you want 

about standardized testing, but to not prepare students for it is irresponsible.  They have 

to suffer the consequences.  They are the ones who don’t get to go to the next grade level.  

The teachers I am talking about subvert the system so that they can go about the business 

of empowering students through education.   

Voices 

 I hear voices in my head.  All the time as a matter of fact.  Before you decide to 

call the local mental health facility and have me committed against my will, allow me to 

explain.  Whenever I see a child spending hours practicing their balance on a curb, 

working at it as if their life depends upon it, I hear Elinor’s voice in my head: “Children 

inherently know what they need.”  Often, when I am faced with a situation beyond my 

control, I hear the voice of my mother.  “Bitter or better?  You can’t control what 

happens to you in life, but you can control whether it makes you a bitter person or a 

better person.  Your choice.”  When I taught kindergarten, and a child went to the Home 

Living Center every day, I remembered the words of Mrs. Rankin, my cooperating 

teacher and the best kindergarten teacher ever, “If a child chooses to go to the Home 

Living Center every day, let them.  They are the students who need to work on their 
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socialization and oral language the most.”  (This one sounds remarkably like Elinor too!)  

Whenever I place a puppet on my hand and use it to quiet children and get their attention 

for story time, I hear darling Liz Zeigler, my second-grade bible school teacher, and I can 

see Waldo, the blue puppy puppet on her hand just like it was yesterday: “Guess what 

time it is boys and girls?”  In reality, my teaching is a product of many, many women in 

my life, both past and present.  Teachers, either by job description or disposition, who 

have been a part of my life. Their words swirl in my head like a dialogue that guides me 

in every situation I enter.  I did not get to the place I am today alone.  I am standing on 

the shoulders of a great many women.82  If you carefully examine the fabric of my 

teaching and my life, it is made from the threads of life I inherited from a great many 

women.  I am who I am today because of them.  Although many like Mrs. Rankin and 

Liz are gone from this world, their words and their teaching live on through me.  And 

they always will.  Because, even after I am gone, their words and their teaching, 

combined with some of my own, will live on through my students.  They will live on 

through you.83 

 When I was in first grade, I had the most delightful teacher, Mrs. Brown.  She was 

quite old at the time, or at least she was from my first-grade vantage point.  (Funny story.  

When I was in elementary school, the teachers ate lunch with the students at the head of 

the table.  So, when I went to second grade, I still saw Mrs. Brown every day at lunch.  

She must have retired at the end of my second grade year because I didn’t see her any 

more after second grade.  In my little head, I must have gotten death and retirement 

confused because somehow I thought she had died.  Imagine my surprise, when at an 

elementary school reunion my senior year in high school, she reappeared!  It was like my 
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own mini version of The Walking Dead!84)  One day in class, a student asked Mrs. Brown 

if Santa Claus was real.  Mrs. Brown replied, “Oh of course!  Santa is the spirit of true 

love.  He will always exist.”  (I realize this is a paraphrase from the famous letter eight-

year-old Virginia wrote to the editor of the New York Sun in 1897.  That’s not the point, 

and I didn’t know that when I was six!)  I heard Mrs. Brown say that there was indeed a 

Santa.  She was my teacher.  I believed every word that came out of her mouth. If she 

said there was a Santa, there was no sense in questioning it, so I didn’t.  EVER.   

 Fast forward five or six years later.  I STILL believed in Santa.  No one could 

deter me in my thinking.  My friends all told me that Santa is really your parents, and I 

refused to believe them.  In addition, when cornered, I repeated Mrs. Brown’s words 

although in a slightly different version.  Indignantly, I would tell my peers, “Mrs. Brown 

says if you don’t believe in Santa, you don’t believe in love.  Mrs. Brown and I believe in 

both.”  My parents, at this point, were beginning to question my intelligence.  I had 

always been a smart child, but they were beginning to wonder if I had suffered a blow to 

the head.  They couldn’t believe they had a daughter who would soon be a teenager who 

still believed in Santa.  Finally, around age 12 or 13, I realized the truth.  The evidence 

was just too overwhelming.  Santa was indeed your parents.  (In the spirit of full 

discretion, I must admit I think my parents sat me down and told me to “Snap out of it.”) 

 My point in telling you this?  As you start your career in teaching, please 

remember that there is always a student who is listening earnestly to your every word.  It 

is both a humbling and an awe-inspiring concept.  And it makes every word you say in 

the classroom extremely important.  Choose your words carefully.  They matter.  Each 

and every one of them.  We treasure the words of our teachers.   



Texas Tech University, Stephanie Talley, December 2014 

 

165 

  A few years ago, I experienced this truth in my professional life.  My colleagues 

and I in the WCU teacher education department traveled to Brazil to work with an 

international school.  The school was about to open its doors for the first time, and we 

went to work with the administrator and the teachers for a week.  I was traveling with my 

fellow female faculty members as well as the dean of my college and the chair of my 

department.  These two women are very significant in my life.  I work with them now, 

but I had them both as professors when I was an undergraduate student.  (In fact, these 

two women were the first scholars I had ever encountered.  They were teachers with 

doctoral degrees.  As I reflect backwards on my life, I realize the importance of seeing 

women in my life who were walking the path I wanted to walk in my future.)   

We had a wonderful time in Brazil.  We all worked with the teachers according to 

our area of expertise.  We provided a week of professional development to help the 

school faculty begin their year.  When we returned to the States and started our semester, 

we all decided to journal and write about our experiences.  My dean wrote these words 

and later shared them with me: 

Stephanie, now my colleague, but formerly my student, has been generous toward 

me when she recalls the days of my teaching. She reminds me of the things I said 

that, of course, I've long forgotten. She tells me about the things she learned and 

how those things sustained her as she went through the developmental process of 

becoming a teacher. Now, thousands of miles from home, I sit with fourteen 

Brazilian teachers as I listen to Stephanie's words translated into Portuguese. Her 

words move quickly and confidently, and the translator speaks in rhythm with her. 

It would have been blessing enough to see this unfold, but a sweet surprise 
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awaited me. As Stephanie spoke, I saw the wonderful way in which she had 

refined and expanded on some of the ideas from my classes. I was amazed at the 

depths to which she had taken those concepts we'd discussed years ago. As she 

continued I heard something more than simply familiar. I heard myself as she 

spoke, "Children need an order. Without order, language is meaningless." It's not 

that those words are so profound. It's that they were my words, words that 20 

years later were being translated into another language on the other side of the 

world. I watched fourteen teachers absorb the ideas and words as Stephanie spoke 

them into being once again. The good ideas from my class had become 

extraordinary ideas. The words I'd forgotten were spoken by someone who'd 

remembered. I wondered about all the things I'd spoken and done as a teacher. 

How much good did I do that might be remembered?85 

 

 One day, a student will use your words.  Words long forgotten by the teacher are 

remembered by the student, who then becomes the teacher.  It is a beautiful pattern that 

marches through time.  I realize that not all of your students will become teachers.  But 

they will remember your words.  Your words will be the voice they hear in their head.  

They may use your words in their role as a parent, friend, or family member.  They may 

use them to start a career, to break a bad habit, or to share a story.  Your words will live 

forever in them because you are a teacher.  Make sure your words are worthy.   

October 

 Around October every year, something interesting happens.  (I am not talking 

about Halloween, although it can be very interesting.  Especially if you teach in an 
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elementary school.  Sleep deprived and sugar high is an interesting combination for 

children.  Pray that Halloween falls on the weekend.)  At the university where I teach, 

homecoming always falls in October.  Although I rarely (read never) participate in the 

Saturday activities, I do enjoy the Friday activities.  On the Friday of homecoming, my 

department invites successful alumni back to speak to our current students.  It is always a 

wonderful afternoon.  As I sit and listen to the alumni of our teacher education program 

share their craft knowledge with our students, I am reminded of why I LOVE my job.  

Over the course of the weekend, I often meet with former students for a bite to eat or 

coffee.  I am always excited to see them and catch up.   

 Our coffee conversations are always remarkably similar.  The first one I 

remember was with a former student named Jenny.  She was an elementary education 

major who also certified in special education.  When we met for drinks at a downtown 

coffee house, she had been teaching for about eight weeks.  As we talked, I could tell she 

was a little despondent.  After talking for a few minutes, I gently asked her how her year 

was going.  With a shaky voice, she started to tell me that teaching was more difficult 

than she imagined.  As we sat and processed and talked, I began to realize that Jenny was 

in an okay place.  Things were going well, she was just in that tough part of the year 

when the excitement has worn off and the enormity of the task has dawned on you.  Here 

is the part of the conversation I remember most, once I had assessed the situation.  I 

turned to her and said, “Jenny, these feelings you are having are perfectly normal.  Every 

beginning teacher starts the year on an enormous high.  You have just graduated from 

college; you have just gotten your first job; you are excited to finally be the teacher in 

your own classroom.  You ride this high for a few weeks and then reality hits.  This is 
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normal.”  Her response surprised me at the time.  In hindsight, it shouldn’t have surprised 

me at all.  Tears began to stream down her face, and she said, in a voice filled with relief, 

“This is normal?  That makes me feel so much better.  I thought I was the only one who 

ever felt this way.”  She was completely unprepared for the fall that all new teachers 

experience during their first year.  How had we forgotten to warn her about the fall?86 

 Have you ever been on a great trip, and when you return home, rather than be 

rejuvenated from your vacation, you are restless and lonely?  After a trip filled with 

exciting new people and places and things to do, home seems boring, and the last thing 

you want to do is go back to work (or school)?  Have you ever experienced what I 

affectionately call the “Sunday Night Blues?”  After an amazing weekend, when Sunday 

evening rolls around, you find yourself watching reruns of reality television and eating 

ice cream straight out of the carton because you can’t believe the weekend is over and the 

work/school week is about to begin again?  Multiply that times 100.  Now you may have 

some idea of what Jenny was feeling that afternoon in the coffee shop.  Brace yourself.  

You will be there one day too.   

 As you approach your first semester of teaching, you are on an incredible personal 

high.  You have just graduated; you have gotten a job; you are anticipating all of the 

wonderful things you will be able to do in your own classroom; you are finally an adult!  

While this is scary at some points, it is the good kind of scary.  The kind you anticipate 

with excitement.  Sort of like the butterflies that flutter in your stomach on a good first 

date.  You will ride this adrenalin high for the first several weeks of school.  But at some 

point, it may be October or it may be January, the adrenalin will run out and reality will 

come knocking at your door.  You realize that teaching is far harder than you ever 
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imagined.  You discover that engaging lessons don’t always take care of discipline 

problems.  You begin to recognize that you can’t rescue every child.  You start to 

understand that being an adult is not all it is cracked up to be.  The realities of life and 

teaching make you crumple to the ground like cheap lawn furniture.   

 The longer I teach, the more I realize that it will happen to you more than once in 

your teaching career.  In reality, you and I are remarkably similar.  We move through the 

same cycles in our teaching . . . and our lives.  I have just moved through them many 

more times than you have so (theoretically) I am better prepared.87  When I began 

teaching at the university level, I went through the exact same new teacher cycle all over 

again!  And I had been teaching 15 years at that point.  I didn’t stay crumpled on the 

ground as long; I did have better tools and resources to pick myself up and dust myself 

off, but I experienced the fall.  (If you would like to hear the story, stop by my office.  It 

involves me being ill-prepared to teach a math concept.  Class that evening lasting about 

20 minutes.  Then, me calling a teacher friend and crying and begging and forcing her to 

come to class and teach with me the next week.)  Parker Palmer (or as I like to call him, 

Gramps) talks about the seasons of a teacher’s life.88  It is a useful metaphor.  Some times 

in your teaching career, it feels like spring.  The sun is out, the birds are singing, and new 

life is bursting forth all around you.  But, other times, it feels like winter.  Things are gray 

and cold and dreary, and it seems as if the sun will never come out again.  Expect this, 

and then it won’t stun you when it happens.   

 So the question then becomes, how do you survive the winter?  You bundle up of 

course!  Surround yourself with things that will keep you warm and sustain you until 

spring comes.  Here are some things that have worked for my friends and me in the past.  
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You will have to find your own sources of sustenance and warmth.  The important thing 

is to find them and make the most of them. Trusted friends and colleagues always help.  I 

think it is particularly important to find a veteran teacher with whom you connect.  They 

too have been through the seasons of teaching, and they will be able to offer wonderful 

advice and walk alongside you when you are feeling lost and alone.  Sign up for a 

workshop or join a professional learning community or book club.  Learning more about 

your craft is often rejuvenating.  Look for joy in those tiny moments in the classroom and 

when you see them, write them down.  Re-reading the list later will remind you of the 

simple joys of teaching.  Take a break.  Take a day off.  Sometimes it IS worth it to write 

substitute plans.  (And I give you permission to use a sick day.  Think of it as a mental 

health day.  Write good sub plans and take the day off.)  Do something completely and 

totally unrelated to school and teaching.  Do something that makes your soul happy.  Go 

to a museum.  Stay in your pjs all day and watch talk shows.  Plant flowers.  Go to a 

movie and have popcorn for lunch.  Do something for you. Find a spiritual community.  

For some of you, you may find this in a traditional faith setting.  For others, it may be a 

yoga class or a dinner club.  Teaching is hard, ladies.  And the truth of the matter is if you 

don’t do things that feed your soul on a regular basis, you won’t be in it for the long haul.  

You may not always be able to take a day off, but you need to schedule small moments 

every week for yourself.  I am VERY serious here.  If you do not take care of yourself 

and meet your own needs, you will not be able to take care of children and meet their 

needs.  It’s like withdrawing money from a savings account and never making any 

deposits back into the account.  Pretty soon the account is empty, and you have nothing 

left.  Make deposits in your own personal account.  Unfortunately, some teachers get to 
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the season of winter and either leave teaching, or live in this season for the rest of their 

careers.  Either way, I don’t feel like they stay in that season because they want to, I feel 

like they stay there because they are empty.  You can’t give what you don’t have.   

Redemption 

 So, by this point, you may be asking yourself, if teaching is this hard, why do you 

stay in it?  And why in the world are you encouraging us to enter into it?  There is a line 

at the end of the movie City Slickers that I absolutely love.  For those of you reading this 

who are too young to remember this classic from 1991, let me tell you about it.  (I just 

realized that the student teachers I will be supervising in the fall were born after this 

movie was released.  When did I get old?  Sigh.)  In the movie, Mitch, played by the 

hilarious Billy Crystal, and his two friends are experiencing a mid-life crisis.  (If you are 

old and reading this, you know Billy Crystal from his days on Saturday Night Live.  If 

you are younger and reading this, maybe you saw him host the Oscars?  Or the classic 

When Harry Met Sally?  Google it.)  In an attempt to recapture their youth, the guys sign 

up for a vacation in the west where they are going to drive cattle, cowboy style, from 

New Mexico to Colorado.  Hilarity ensues.  And so do several very important life 

lessons.  Here is my favorite…one of the other characters, Bruno, is frustrated with his 

life.  He has royally screwed up things.  At the end of the trip, during an extraordinary 

experience, Mitch looks at Bruno and says, “Your life is a do-over.  You’ve got a clean 

slate.”   

 I have decided that is one of my favorite things about teaching.  Through my 

students, I get the great do-over.  Anytime I prepare a student to do something really 

well, some teaching technique that took me years in the classroom to figure out, I am 



Texas Tech University, Stephanie Talley, December 2014 

 

172 

relieved.  Every time they learn from the mistakes of my past, my dignity as a teacher is 

restored.  My students allow me to redeem the mistakes of my past. This has been true in 

every classroom I have entered as a teacher.  It is significantly truer as I teach in a teacher 

education program.89  Allow me to explain…. 

 I think every teacher’s life has some defining moments.  Moments that mold and 

shape you into the teacher you are striving to become.  One of my most defining 

moments came very early in my life.  I have been a teacher my whole life.  Just ask 

anyone in my family.  Evidently, I carried a briefcase to first grade.  When I arrived at 

Crockett to start my new job, I was hauling a trailer full of teaching materials.  (My 

principal looked at me in surprise and said, “I thought this was your first year?”  Little 

did he know that I had been collecting teaching stuff my whole life!)  I grew up teaching 

Sunday school and Vacation Bible School.  It seems as if my whole life has been 

preparing me to teach.  Anyway, one year, when I was about 16, I was a camp counselor 

at summer camp for a week.  I grew up going to camp every year, and of course, when I 

was old enough, I became a counselor.  (Summer camp is a tradition in my family.  My 

father just went to his 40th consecutive year of summer camp.  Can you imagine?)  

Anyway, it was a hot day in July in Central Texas.  At this time, the cabins were not air-

conditioned.  (Evidently suffering was a rite of passage for church of Christ youth in 

those years.)  I had a cabin full of middle-school girls.  Most of the girls in my cabin were 

from my home church.  However, there were three or four girls in my cabin from Laredo, 

Texas.  Their church in Laredo was one of my church’s “mission efforts.” (A very 

appropriate model where my White middle-class church tried to make this Spanish- 

speaking church in a border town look exactly like ours.  Insert sarcasm here.)   It was 
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after lunch, and we were all lying on our bunks trying to cool off.  A couple of the girls 

mentioned that they needed to raise funds for some school activity.  I mentioned that a 

garage sale might be a good option.  As we were discussing the ins and outs of garage 

sales, the girls started inquiring about what types of items you could sell at a garage sale.  

I told them you could sell any and every thing.  I had just had a very successful garage 

sale and was quite enthusiastic about the idea.  Anyway, one of the girls said, “Can you 

even sell your old underwear?”  As the others girls groaned and moaned, I replied, “Yea.  

You can.  The Mexicans will buy anything.  Even old underwear.”  The girls from my 

home church started to giggle uncontrollably.  Several seconds passed before I realized 

my mistake.  The girls from Laredo, Mexican Americans, were on their bunks, listening 

to every word.  Every word.   

 As a rule, I don’t regret much in my life.  Good or bad, it has shaped me into the 

person I am today.  Take out any one experience, and the fabric of my life begins to 

unravel, shifting my identity in the process.  However, I would give anything, 

ANYTHING, to have those words back.  Twenty-seven years later that scene still haunts 

me.  There is no other incident in my life that I come back to as often as this one.90   

 I know what you girls are thinking.  OK, Thomas.  Why are you telling us this and 

what in the world does it have to do with redemption?  Think ladies, think.  What is my 

biggest passion in teacher education?  What is my area of expertise in the department?  If 

anyone asked you about my passion, how would you respond?  Culturally responsive 

pedagogy.  Multicultural literature.  Ironic, isn’t it?  I am the professor with all of the 

multicultural books.  I teach the modules on diversity.  I am the “expert” in the 

department.  In reality, I am an expert on nothing.  I am just trying to make up for the 
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mistakes of my past.  And using you to do it.  Webster’s Dictionary describes the word 

redemption as “the act of making something better or more acceptable.”  My past is only 

acceptable because your future redeems me.  Thank heavens.  Literally.   

Parting Words 

 So there you have it.  Teaching is incredibly hard work.  Skilled teachers must be 

well versed in pedagogy, child development, educational psychology, classroom 

management strategies, and instructional techniques.  To make things even more 

interesting, you can be knowledgeable in all of the above areas and still not be an 

effective teacher.  Real teachers, the ones who truly educate and nurture children, do so 

because they are deeply connected with their craft, their students, and themselves.  Their 

teaching emerges from their soul.  In this way, teaching is a sacred endeavor.   

 My advice to you as you start this sacred endeavor.  Reflect.  Reflect on the 

experiences that have led you to this place.  Reflect on important mentors in your life.  

Reflect on your mistakes.  Reflect on your accomplishments.  Examine every aspect of 

your life, past, present, and future.  Sort through your baggage.  It comes with you into 

the classroom.  The students in your classroom come in with their own baggage.  Don’t 

make them carry yours as well.  Look for a school culture that will sustain you in the 

difficult job of teaching.  It is far more important than you realize now.  As you enter 

schools in this time of high-stakes testing, look for ways to be appropriately subversive.  

Learn to both navigate and subvert the system.  Look for others who do the same thing.  

Listen to the voices in your head and seek new voices.  Trust the voice in your head.  Be 

prepared for the seasons and cycles of teaching.  Find ways to sustain yourself in each 

season.  And finally, give thanks daily that you walk into the classroom every day and 
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have the opportunity to redeem both the sins of the world and the missteps of your past.  

You get to teach children.  And that makes everything better.   

 There is a scene I love in Pretty Woman (1990).  (As I write this I am realizing 

that the movie Pretty Woman came out when I was a freshman in college, living in the 

dorm.  Every day as I enter work at the university, I park in the shadow of that same 

dorm.)  Richard Gere’s character (Edward) surprises Julia Roberts’ character (Viviane) 

by whisking her away, by plane, to the opera in San Francisco.  As they get in the 

elevator to leave the penthouse suite, Edward is wearing a tuxedo, and Viviane is wearing 

a stunning red gown and jewels.  She is bubbling with excitement.  As the elevator doors 

close, and it begins to move, Viviane turns to Edward and says, “If I forget to tell you 

later tonight, I had a really good time.”  The evening hasn’t started yet, and still, she 

knows exactly how it will go.  She KNOWS she will have a good time.  Ladies--if I 

forget to tell you at the end of your first year, I am already proud of you.  The year hasn’t 

even started yet, and still, I know exactly how it will go.  I KNOW you are going to do a 

great job.  It’s the hardest work you will ever do.  It is also the best. 
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Chapter 5 

Reflections  

So here I am, facing the final chapter of my dissertation.  I survived the qualifying 

exams.  I defended a proposal.  I submitted the necessary paperwork to the Internal 

Review Board and received permission to conduct my research.  I conducted interviews, 

journaled extensively, observed in the classroom, and collected documents and records.  I 

have lived with the data for many months.  I have written chapters one through four and 

received feedback.  It is time to write the final chapter.  As I sit at my desk to write, I am 

wrestling with the final question, “What did I learn, and how can I use it to the benefit of 

teaching?”   

I must admit, when I entered into this research, I was pretty certain what I would 

find.  Looking back at chapter one, my problem statement, and even my questions, it is 

clear that I thought the big story would be the cultural mismatch and possible conflict 

between the novice teacher and the students in her classroom.  I picked her for this very 

reason!  My participant was a White, novice teacher, all of four feet 11 inches tall, with 

blond hair, who was born and raised in a nuclear family in the Dallas/Fort Worth 

metroplex area.  She was teaching at an elementary school where slightly more than half 

of the students were not White, and where 57 percent of them were classified as 

economically disadvantaged (Academic Excellence Indicator System Report, 2011).  

Additionally, she was teaching in the classroom identified for English Language Learners 

(ESL).  I was practically giddy when she got the assignment.  I just knew cultural clashes 

would abound in her classroom, and I would get to further explore one of my passions, 

culturally responsive pedagogy (Ladson-Billings, 1995).  I was expecting the White, 
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upper-middle-class novice teacher from the suburbs, due to her limited experiences with 

cultures different from her own, to encounter cultural clashes in her classroom of diverse 

students.  There was indeed a cultural clash.  A very big cultural clash.  But as the 

semester unfolded, I realized it was not the clash I expected.  Trixie’s clash was not with 

the cultures of her students, it was with the culture of the school (Reflexive Journal, Lines 

2279-2280.) 

Oh course, Trixie’s background and the backgrounds of her students collided at 

some points.  It’s inevitable.  However, Trixie’s ability to reflect allowed her to navigate 

these issues successfully.  In addition, she found the necessary support, through her 

relationship with me and her participation in the Rookie Club, to process and navigate 

these cultural issues when they arose.  The big story, much to my surprise, was that the 

culture that interfered with Trixie effectively doing her job was the culture of the school 

at which she worked.  Looking back over my career in teaching, I am not sure why this 

surprised me as much as it did.  I am fortunate in my career to have started at a school 

with an excellent school climate.  I am the teacher I am today because of the community 

at Crockett Elementary (Reflexive Journal, Lines 2225-2265).  I have also been at a 

school where the culture was awful.  In fact, I left that school because I could not 

stomach the way the faculty treated novice teachers or anyone who was “new” to the 

school.  While I was not a novice teacher at the time, I was new to their culture, and it 

made things difficult.  Even as an experienced teacher, I found the culture of the campus 

difficult to navigate.  Once the administrator I followed to that campus to teach under was 

reassigned, I quickly requested a transfer to another campus within the district 

(Analytical Memo for Interactive Interview with Mary).  Through the research process, I 



Texas Tech University, Stephanie Talley, December 2014 

 

178 

was able, for the first time, to connect all of these experiences, both Trixie’s and mine, 

and make meaning out of them.  When I started my career in teacher education, I naively 

believed that if we prepared teachers who were lifelong learners, who were 

knowledgeable in content and pedagogy and possessed the ability to reflect, we would 

have done our job well.  That is still true.  However, through my research, I have come to 

realize that this is only part of the job; we must also prepare them to navigate the cultures 

of schools.  

Recently, I had an experience that poignantly illustrated this point.  Each year 

during the second weekend in June, my department at WCU invites the graduates of our 

program back to campus for our New Teacher Institute.  If you have graduated from our 

teacher education program, and you are in your first five years of teaching, you are 

invited to participate.  If you can make your way to our city, my department will pay for 

your hotel, your food, and 15 hours of high-quality professional development.  This 

professional development will be done in the midst of relationship.  You will participate 

in professional development alongside your peers from the program and your professors.  

Faculty members are expected to participate in the entire weekend.  Often, the most 

transformational moments come at shared meals when faculty members and their former 

students who are now colleagues.  This year, Rick Lavoie was one of our featured 

presenters.  At the end of our weekend together, we end with lunch on Saturday.  The 

department invites classroom teachers and administrators from the area to join us at 

lunch.  Novice teachers are purposefully grouped at lunch to be at a table with a professor 

and a local teacher in order to facilitate conversation and mentoring.  After lunch, we 

have a time of questions and answers.  All of the mentors in the room, university faculty, 
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classroom teachers, and local administrators, sit on a panel and answer any questions 

from the group.  This year we had 65 participants from around the state of Texas.  Forty 

were elementary teachers, and 25 were secondary teachers.  We asked that they submit 

their questions in writing prior to lunch.  The chair of our department served as the 

facilitator for the question and answer session.  This year, in a period of about an hour 

and fifteen minutes, we discussed eight questions posed by the group.  As an 

afterthought, as I was leaving the session at the end of the day, I asked my department 

chair if I could have the pieces of paper with the questions scribbled on them.  When I 

returned home that evening, I began to examine them one by one.  As I read through the 

questions, I noticed something.  Of the eight questions posed by our novice teachers, two 

had to do with parental issues.  This was not surprising to me.  Novice teachers don’t 

have much experience working with parents and families prior to their first job.  

However, the remaining six questions pertained to issues of navigating school cultures.  

There was not a single question about content or pedagogy.  Students from my program 

are leaving fully equipped to teach the content.  Noticeably absent were any questions of 

discipline or management issues that are often expected from novice teachers (Reflexive 

Journal, Lines 2171-2197).  They were not struggling with the students in their 

classrooms.  They were struggling with the culture of the schools.  It sounds like such a 

simple discovery.  And yet, it wasn’t.  It was unexpected.  

 One of the greatest lessons I have learned during this time of inquiry and research 

is to expect the unexpected. Expecting the unexpected requires the researcher to be 

vulnerable.  As a researcher engaging in autoethnographic inquiry, vulnerability was 

crucial.  While the forms of autoethnography may differ in “how much emphasis is 
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placed on the study of others, the researcher’s self and interactions with others, traditional 

analysis and the interview context” (Ellis, Adams, & Bochner, 2001, p. 278), one 

commonality binds together all autoethnographies.  All autoethnographies use personal 

experiences to examine and explore and critique cultural experiences (Holman-Jones, 

Adams, & Ellis, 2013).  Any exploration of the personal includes an element of risk.  The 

risk of examining the personal is crucial “not only for our research but also for living full 

lives and changing our world in important and essential ways” (Holman-Jones, Adams, & 

Ellis, 2013, p. 19).  In order to change the world, or my corner of it, I must tell my story 

and the story of my participant.  I must tell the story honestly.  Doing so is an act of 

vulnerability.  It sounds odd, doesn’t it?  I was vulnerable in service to my research.  I 

have long suspected that good teachers made themselves vulnerable in the classroom 

(Palmer, 1997).  Although I didn’t have the language to express it until I read Parker 

Palmer (1997), I always instinctively knew it to be true.  As I started the research for my 

dissertation, however, I didn’t expect vulnerability to permeate my research process.  

And yet, at every turn, it did.  I had to open myself up to seeing the unexpected; to 

examining the past, present and future; to writing as inquiry; to gazing in the mirror and 

honestly appraising the reflections staring back at me.  In this way, autoethnography 

became more than a research methodology.  It became a way of living (Bochner, 2013).  

It became both “personal and academic” (Anderson, Glass-Coffin, 2013, p. 58) and 

“scientific and spiritual” (p. 58).  Parker Palmer (1997) states, “teaching is a daily 

exercise in vulnerability” (p. 17).  As it turns out, so is autoethnography (Anderson, 

Glass-Coffin, 2013).   
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Living the Questions 

In Letters to a Young Poet (2013), poet Rainer Rilke offers these words to a 

young poet: 

have patience with everything unresolved in your heart and try to love the 

questions themselves as if they were locked rooms or books written in a very 

foreign language.  Don’t search for the answers, which could not be given to you 

now, because you would not be able to live them.  And the point is, live 

everything.  Live the questions know.  Perhaps then, someday far in the future, 

you will gradually, without even noticing it, live your way into the answer. (p. 30-

31)   

Throughout my autoethnographic inquiry this year, I have lived into the answers.  Before 

an examination of findings and implications, it is helpful to remember who I am.  It is 

also helpful to remember the identities of the people who walked with me into my 

questions.  I am a teacher.  I work in a department of teacher education.  The identities 

examined in my study were those of female educators.  While the findings of my research 

have implications for all females, it is important to note the context in which my research 

was grounded was education.  Every participant in this study, from the novice teacher to 

the interactive interviewees, was a female educator.  We have all spent our professional 

careers in educational settings at every level:  elementary school, middle school, high 

school, and higher education.  What follows are the answers we lived. 

 

How does a novice female teacher's life experiences inform her teaching 

practices, philosophy, and professional relationships? 
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Findings  

People are a product of their experiences.  Novice teachers bring all of their past 

experiences with them into the classroom (Lortie, 1975; Clandinin & Connelly, 1996; 

Darling-Hammond, 2006).  In addition, they are continually adding to their experiences.  

As a novice teacher enters the classroom for the first time, her life experiences, both past 

and present, inform her teaching practices, philosophy, and professional relationships.  

Trixie and I have different life stories.  The experiences contained in our stories impacted 

the narrative of our teaching in different ways.  Trixie had a difficult time interacting with 

and communicating with males during her first year of teaching.  This was problematic as 

her administrator was male, as were at least half of the parents with whom she interacted.  

I believe the tension experienced in her interactions with a male administrator and male 

parents is grounded in her past experiences.  Trixie, in the first interview, shared a story 

of her father in which he played the role of strict disciplinarian.  She also made the 

comment that whenever her father calls her on the phone, her first instinct is to wonder 

what she has done wrong (Interview 1, Lines 205-226).  Bringing this experience with 

her into the classroom, Trixie felt intimidated by male parents.  At the beginning of the 

year when several fathers questioned the misbehavior of their children, she interpreted 

this action as them calling into question her classroom management (Interview 1, Lines 

393-399 and 414-418; Interview 2, Lines 757-770).  In this way, her past experiences 

were informing her teaching.   

I also bring my past into my teaching.  When reflecting on and examining my 

teaching practices, I found that I consistently utilize a think-aloud protocol when 

teaching.  I consistently make my thinking processes public through conversation.  Not 
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surprisingly, this practice is grounded in my family history (Analytical Memo for 

Interactive Interview with Mother).  Modeling the process of wrestling with questions, 

seeking answers, and solving problems is a part of my narrative.  For this reason, it is part 

of my teaching practices.  All teachers, young and old, build their craft knowledge (Barth, 

2004) on the foundation of their past.  While Trixie avoided the “apprenticeship of 

observation” trap (Lortie, 1975, p. 65) that many new teachers fall into, her past did 

inform her actions in the classroom.  However, unlike many, residue of her past was not 

evident in her classroom pedagogy and practices (Lortie, 1975; Darling-Hammond, 2006) 

but rather in the personal interactions with her male administrator and the fathers of her 

students.  

Trixie’s past also informed her expectations of the school culture.  Trixie 

describes her experiences in school in a relational manner.  She fondly remembers events 

such as the hatching of chicks and a teacher getting married.  Currently, she continues to 

have a relationship with several of her former elementary teachers (Interview 1, Lines 82-

86, 104-107, and 162-165).  Additionally, Trixie found at WCU, a relational environment 

in the Department of Teacher Education.  In the environment of collegiality at WCU, she 

thrived.  The narrative she mentally created for her future at Smith Elementary was 

informed by the culture of the institutions in which she was educated (Enke, Winters, & 

Ropers-Huilman, 2013).  Entering into her first year of teaching, her experiences with 

community, both in her elementary school and at the university level, shaped her 

expectations of what she should expect of the school culture in which she found herself 

immersed.  She anticipated the culture of Smith Elementary to be like the school 

communities of her childhood.  When the reality of the culture at Smith Elementary 
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clashed with her expectations, Trixie was left feeling overwhelmed and isolated.  The 

narrative was different than expected.  Feeling of isolation are common for all novice 

teachers (Scherff, 2008).  In Trixie’s case, the situation was compounded.  Rather than 

being welcomed into an integrated professional learning community, she was eyed warily 

by the veteran-oriented culture at Smith Elementary (Johnson & Kardos, 2004).  

Compounding matters, Trixie entered the campus believing that all of her grade level 

approached the reading instruction in a balanced literacy approach.  At the time of her 

hiring, her principal assured her that all of the first grade team practiced balanced literacy 

(Reflexive Journal, Lines 591-600 and 665-669).  In actuality, only she and one other 

teacher on her grade level, who was also new to the campus, practiced balanced literacy.  

The other teachers on the grade level, as well as a majority of the teachers on the campus, 

were extremely traditional in their methods of instruction (Interview 3, Lines 15-18 and 

354-359).  Well versed in current practices, she felt isolated and alone in her stance 

against traditional desks in rows, basal readers, worksheets, and silent classrooms.  Trixie 

often exclaimed that she felt her only option was to shut her door and do what she 

thought was best (Interview 3, Lines 277-278). However, she felt she paid a price for this 

with both her colleagues and her administrator.  After her evaluation and the conversation 

that followed, Trixie felt pressured by her administrator to rely on traditional methods of 

instruction and classroom management (Reflexive Journal 665-678).  Her grade level did 

not plan together or offer support to one another and largely left her to fend for herself.  

Rather than being supported in her research-based teaching methods, Trixie felt shunned.   

Trixie, seeking the familiar, sought out a mentor whose teaching philosophy 

aligned with hers.  Coincidentally, the mentor Trixie choose was also new to the campus.  
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While she was not a novice teacher, she and Trixie bonded over their feelings of isolation 

at Smith.  The mentor Trixie choose, Sally, was a former acquaintance.  She quickly 

became a cherished mentor and friend.  So cherished in fact that when Sally decided the 

leave the campus at the end of the year, Trixie, for the first time, also decided to 

investigate new teaching assignments for the next year.  Prior to her mentor announcing 

her intention to leave Smith, Trixie had adamantly stated she wanted to remain at Smith 

because now she knew the culture and would be able to navigate it better in her second 

year (Novice Teacher Journal, Entry 20 and 24). 

Trixie’s personal experiences throughout the year impacted her teaching as well.  

In teaching, the personal impacts the professional.  As a newlywed, living as an adult for 

the first time and assuming the position of teacher for the first time, Trixie experienced a 

shift in her identity (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009).  For the first time, Trixie found 

herself responsible for paying bills and taking care of household chores.  In addition, she 

was adjusting to life with a partner.  At times, Trixie wondered, out loud and in writing, 

why she had been in such a rush to be an adult (Novice Teacher Journal, Entry 12; 

Interview 2, Lines 54-57).  Face to face with adulthood, she suddenly longed for the ease 

of childhood.  Trixie found the narrative of her imagined adult life and the narrative of 

her actual adult life colliding.  Evidence of this was seen in both her personal and 

professional life.  When one student, who was struggling academically, moved out of her 

classroom, Trixie expressed disappointment that she would no longer see the student.  

She also expressed relief that the ultimate decision about whether or not the student 

would need to be retained would no longer rest on her (Novice Teacher Journal Entry 1).  

I also saw evidence of her struggle with becoming an adult during my observations in the 
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classroom, most notably in the area of classroom management (Field Note Transcription 

1, Lines 36-39, 70-71; Field Note Transcription 2 Lines, 18-24; Field Note Transcription 

3, Lines 44-48).  

 During the time I observed Trixie in the classroom, classroom management was 

an issue.  Classroom management is typically a struggle for novice teachers.  However, in 

the case of Trixie, I found that she was knowledgeable in a variety of management 

techniques and strategies.  When I questioned Trixie during interviews, she knew exactly 

what strategies to use and when to use them.  In addition, she handled extreme behaviors 

very well.  However, many time while observing, I noticed the noise level getting higher 

than necessary.  When questioned about this, Trixie replied, “It just doesn’t bother me.”   

She repeated this sentiment often during our first interview and throughout the first half 

of the semester.  After weeks of being in the classroom, I came to the conclusion that 

Trixie knew what to do in order to manage her classroom effectively.  She just didn’t 

want to be the adult in the room who had to do it.  She was hesitant to assume the role of 

the adult in the classroom (Reflexive Journal, Lines 729-740 and 888-890).  When 

comparing my observation time with her journal entries, it is interesting to note that 

during the times she expressed a struggle with “being an adult” in her personal life, I 

observed a wariness to “be the adult” in her classroom.  Towards the end of the semester, 

Trixie was much more comfortable assuming the role of adult in the classroom.  I 

attribute this to the consistent mentoring relationship with me and to a “settling” of issues 

in her personal life.  Trixie’s comfort in assuming the role of “adult” in the classroom 

transpired towards the end of the spring semester.  She was beginning, in both her 

personal and professional life, to wear the cloak of adulthood comfortably.   
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 In teaching, there are certain rhythms and cycles.  All human experiences, 

including teaching, have cycles that echo the cycles of the natural world (Palmer, 2003).  

Trixie was unprepared for seasons of teaching.  She was not prepared for the long month 

of February with no holidays or breaks in the schedule.  February seemed to be a long 

month for her emotionally and mentally.  Winter was long and arduous.  On the other 

hand, after spring break, she experienced a renewed energy, and this energy sustained her 

for the rest of the semester.  In her journal, she described her first spring break as a 

teacher as “wonderful, relaxing, and the absolute best spring break ever” (Novice Teacher 

Journal Entry 8).  She seemed surprised that she enjoyed spring break as a teacher far 

more than she ever did as a student.  In the same journal entry, she expressed her 

thankfulness for a break from school and the children.  In her words, “I don’t think I 

could love them as much if I never had a break from them” (Novice Teacher Journal 

Entry 8).  Spring was a time of renewal and life.  Again, Trixie was unprepared for the 

real, adult world of teaching.  During our time together, Trixie expressed relief when she 

and I discussed the cycles and seasons of her first year of teaching (Interview 2, Lines 

1344-1350 and 1371-1372).  She was comforted both to learn about the natural cycles in 

teaching and to learn that she was not the only person to ever experience the changing 

seasons.  Unprepared for the seasonal changes in her first year of teaching, she was left to 

interpret her feelings on her own.  A discussion of the normal cycles of teaching, both in 

a calendar year, in the novice teacher period, and over a career, gave her the tools to 

begin to process and understand her feelings.  Experienced teachers understand the cycles 

and rhythms in schools and teaching.  Sharing this knowledge prior to her entry into the 
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field would have helped Trixie prepare for the emotions of her first year.  

 

In what ways can a novice female teacher's experiences as a first year teacher in a 

culturally and linguistically diverse school improve/inform teacher education practices? 

Findings 

Trixie’s experiences in a linguistically and culturally diverse classroom can 

inform and improve the practices of those working in teacher education.  Most notably, 

teacher education programs must prepare their teacher candidates to successfully enter 

and navigate school cultures.  This includes coaching teacher candidates on how to 

choose jobs wisely.  We must train them to proactively seek a nurturing school culture.  

Similarly, we must also give them guidance in how to both find and foster a nurturing 

community for themselves in the schools where they find themselves teaching.  A 

school’s culture can set a novice teacher on a trajectory of success or failure (Johnson and 

Kardos, 2004).  In Trixie’s story, the veteran-oriented culture (Johnson and Kardos, 

2004) of the school left her feeling isolated, insecure, neglected, and underappreciated.  

Fortunately, Trixie found support in other places.  Her relationship with me and her 

participation in the Rookie Club helped her sustain herself professionally.  Even so, at the 

end of her time at Smith, Trixie reported that she felt her professional practices, including 

her professional language, had declined due to working in an atmosphere where best 

practices were not encouraged or expected (Interview 3, Lines 818-835).  If knowledge is 

socially constructed (Vygotsky, 1978) and, as women, valuable learning occurs in the 

midst of relationships (Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger & Tarule, 1986), a school’s culture 

will impact female novice teachers and their current and future success in teaching.   
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 Teacher educators must also prepare teacher candidates for the reality of the 

schools they entering.  Preparation must be multi-faceted.  Teacher educators cannot just 

simply prepare the students in research-based practices and curriculum theory.  We must 

also prepare them for the bureaucracy in schools today.  We must prepare them for the 

pressures of standardized testing, no matter our personal beliefs.  We must prepare them 

for the challenges of scheduling and differentiation.  In short, we must prepare them to 

navigate the increasingly complex public education system.  We must also prepare them 

to, whenever possible, appropriately subvert the system.  Pre-service teachers must leave 

preparation programs beginning to understand and exhibit the flexibility of thought 

necessary to be successful in public education today.  Novice teachers must enter the 

field with an understanding of how to prepare students to succeed on standardized tests 

without teaching to the standardized tests.  They must be able to examine challenging 

schedules, full of a plethora of intervention programs, and find pockets of time for quality 

instruction.  They must be able to work well on a grade level or in a community where 

their practices and beliefs do not align with the practices and beliefs of others.  Novice 

teachers must successfully live and function well in a system while at the same time 

being an agent of change within the system.  

 Teacher education programs must prepare them for this daunting task.  Trixie 

entered public schools expecting to see the practices and pedagogy she learned in her 

teacher education program.  While she was aware that she would still encounter 

traditional teaching, she was completely unprepared for its pervasiveness.  Faced with an 

administrator and a grade level steeped in traditional practices, she was unsure of how to 

proceed through her year.  Simple instructions from me provided guidance.  For example, 
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when faced with a challenging schedule and an overabundance of intervention programs 

pulling students throughout the day, Trixie found capturing quality instruction time 

difficult.  In order to meet this challenge, I offered Trixie suggestions about flexible 

grouping, curriculum spiraling, and curriculum integration.  When I gave her 

“permission” to do things in an unconventional manner, Trixie began to adapt and 

change.  As a first year teacher, she was naturally wary of not doing things in a traditional 

manner.  Her wariness, when combined with a lack of flexibility of thought, paralyzed 

her teaching temporarily.  I was left wondering if we could have prepared Trixie better 

for the challenges of scheduling.  Is there a time in our program when we discuss the 

challenges of scheduling?  Every teacher knows that your schedule has the potential to set 

the class up for success or failure instructionally.  Additionally, Trixie benefitted from 

having someone on site to help with these challenges in the midst of her first year.   

During her first year as a teacher, Trixie utilized her spirituality to sustain in the 

challenges of marriage, teaching, and life (Novice Teacher Journal Entry 11).  

Interestingly, this was not something she learned to do in her teacher preparation 

program, even though she attended a faith-based institution.  While Trixie’s time in 

program did focus on how your faith, or faith-based principles, can inform your chosen 

vocation, little to no time was spent on examining spirituality as a sustaining practice.  As 

a faculty member of the faith-based institution Trixie attended, this was stunning to me.  

Knowing that teaching is a stressful vocation, filled with a giving of yourself on a daily 

basis, and utilizing my faith for my own sustenance, I was shocked to realize that there 

had been no formal discussion of spirituality as sustenance in our program (Reflexive 

Journal, Lines 2297-2302).    
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In what ways will my interactions with and observations of a novice female teacher 

provide insight into how I have written the story of my personal and professional life? 

Findings 

I think one of the biggest lessons I have learned is that we are the same, Trixie 

and I.  In the past year, her first year of teaching and my 21st, we have both experienced 

joy, fear, isolation, desolation, exhaustion, gratitude, humor, grace, and every emotion in 

between.  The only difference between Trixie and me is that I am further along in this 

journey we call teaching.  I have more experience dealing with the stuff of life--the “ups 

and downs” and everything in between.  When I get knocked down, I recover faster 

(Reflexive Journal, Lines 1251-1255).  For this reason, it is my honor to walk with her in 

this journey.  I do this not because I have all the answers.  I do this because other women 

did it for me, and it is my turn to pay it forward.   I do this because she was and is and 

will always be my student.  I do this because we live in relationship, Trixie and I.  Once 

my student in the classroom, she will always be my student in life.  The relationship did 

not end once she left my classroom.  It never does.  We may leave the classrooms of our 

past, but we never leave the relationship.  Because teachers are a part of our story, a very 

large part as a matter of fact, we are always in relationship with them because their story, 

mixed with our story, lives within us.  You do not have to be present for me to have a 

relationship with you.  If that were true, how is it possible that I have a continued 

relationship with Mrs. Brown?  Or Liz?  Or Parker Palmer?  Or God?  Those 

relationships exist because I have interacted with the lives and stories of the people (and 
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in the case of the latter, Deity) involved.  The stories of Trixie and I will always be 

intertwined.  We know each other’s stories.  The stories will connect us forever.   

As women, Trixie and I have experienced what Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, 

and Tarule (1986) describe in Women’s Ways of Knowing.  In their seminal work, they 

describe that for many women, “the “real” and valued lessons did not necessarily grow 

out of their academic work but in relationships with friends and teachers, life crisis, and 

community involvement” (p. 4).  While Trixie and I have both engaged in scholarly 

activity at different levels, a great many of the most valuable lessons of our life were 

learned in the “real” world in the context of our relationships.  While I have always 

known this to be true in my own life, for the first time I am realizing how problematic 

this can be for novice teachers, particularly females.  Novice teachers consistently report 

feelings of loneliness and isolation in their first years in the classroom.  The feelings of 

isolation often contribute to novice teachers leaving the professions (Scherff, 2008).  

Reflecting back on my own experiences as a novice teacher, I realize that the 

relationships in my first school were what defined my teaching.   

I also learned that through my teaching, I seek redemption (Reflexive Journal, 

Lines 112-143; Analytical Memo for Interactive Interview with Lily).  While this was 

true in the elementary classroom, it is even truer at the university level.  Through teacher 

education, I seek to help my students learn from the mistakes of my past.  This is both a 

strength and a weakness.  Like a great many things in teaching, it is a paradox (Palmer, 

1997).  Palmer (1997) describes this tension, this paradox, as “a way of holding opposites 

together that creates an electric charge that keeps us awake” (p. 76).  I must balance the 

redemptive nature of my teaching in order to serve my students well.  An awareness of 
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the gifts I use in my teaching allows me to teach more consistently from my true sense of 

identity.  However, I must maintain the ability to look beyond my creative tension and 

teach in the best interests of my students (Palmer, 1997).  As with a great many things in 

teaching, it is a delicate balancing act.   

Additionally, I learned that when you closely examine the story of another person, 

truths in your own story are revealed.  My inquiry into Trixie’s experiences as a novice 

teacher allowed me to examine my experiences as a novice teacher and learn lessons that 

were hidden to me at the time.  I was too busy doing the work of becoming a teacher!  

However, these lessons of the past are valuable to my current work in teacher education.  

Left unexamined, they would have remained in the past and simply have played a part in 

shaping the story of my teaching.  Once the stories were reborn through my research, 

they were able to inform my teaching practices and will therefore shape the stories of 

many teachers.   

Implications for Teacher Educators 

The interconnectedness of the personal and the professional in teaching has 

implications for teacher education programs.  If our past narrative informs our current 

practices, teacher education programs need to require their students to reflect. While 

reflecting on field experiences is a common element in many teacher education programs, 

we must go further in our reflective practices.  In my program, we intentionally train our 

pre-service teachers to be reflective practitioners.  We model this for them consistently.  

However, the majority of the reflection in our program is centered on present experiences 

or future practices.  Pre-service teachers must reflect backwards on their past experiences 

and begin to develop an awareness of how these experiences will impact their identity 
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and therefore, their teaching.  Understanding your identity is a crucial step in becoming a 

teacher (Parker, 1997).  Additionally, those who mentor novice teachers must aid them in 

continuing to practice reflection throughout their teaching career.   

Teachers entering the field must be prepared for the realities of public schools 

today.  Teacher educators can no longer hide in the safety of their “ivory tower.”  In order 

to adequately prepare pre-service teachers for the climate of public education today, it is 

imperative that teacher educators are consistently present in public schools themselves.  I 

cannot prepare a pre-service teacher for an environment that is foreign to me.  Teacher 

educators must have their fingers on the pulse of public schools.  In order to do so, they 

must be currently involved in the public schools.  While this involvement can take many 

forms, it is imperative.  Gone are the days where effective teacher educators can be 

removed from the daily realities of teaching in public schools.  Additionally, if the 

realities of public schools are to change, teacher educators have a duty to share their 

knowledge of current research and best practices with public schools and the people who 

live and work in them.  We cannot expect our graduates, as new teachers, to be the sole 

act of advocacy we undertake.  We cannot send them into battle alone.  We must go into 

battle alongside them.   

In order for novice teachers to be successful and remain in teaching, they must be 

in a professional and nurturing school culture.  We must train our pre-service teachers to 

recognize healthy and unhealthy school cultures so that they can make informed 

decisions when choosing jobs.  In situations where pre-service teachers feel they have no 

alternative but to accept a job, no matter the school culture, we must give the tools 

necessary to either build or find the community that will nurture and sustain them.  My 
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program does this locally through our Rookie Club and broadly through our New Teacher 

Institute.  However, we must continually seek new ways to provide the community 

novice teachers need.  Social media, while never as valuable as face-to-face mentoring, 

may provide one tool for building community.  My research would suggest that the best 

mentoring occurs in the midst of relationship, therefore, I would recommend that social 

media, when used as a tool for building community, is used by people who have already 

lived in relationship together.  While the teacher education community has taken 

seriously the need to prepare future teachers for the cultures of their students (Grouix & 

Silva, 2010), we have failed to properly address the issue of preparing them for the 

cultures of schools.  Traditionally, when students have completed a teacher preparation 

program and have been certified, the university considers its job done.  Armed with 

knowledge and training, novice teachers leave the university and go to a school campus 

where they are often told to forget everything they learned in their preparation program.   

There they are left on their own to make sense of the transition from the theoretical world 

and the real world (Worthy, 2005).  Teacher education programs must begin to bridge 

this gap.  Joiner and Edwards (2008) found that novice teachers leave the field due to 

“inadequate socialization structures” (as cited in Fantilli & McDougall, 2009, p. 814).  

Novice teachers are leaving the field because of the cultures they are encountering in 

schools and their inability to navigate them.  School cultures are as varied and diverse as 

the student cultures, but we must find ways to address preparing pre-service teachers for 

school cultures in teacher education.  Moreover, the current educational climate in the 

United States, and therefore the culture of public schools, is not likely to change anytime 

soon (Barrett, 2009).  
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If teaching is a spiritual endeavor, in that it connects the heart of those who teach 

to the “largeness of life” (Palmer, 1997, p. 5), teacher education programs must begin to 

equip their students to ameliorate their stress through spiritual practices.  While spiritual 

practices will look different for each individual due to their personalities and faith 

practices, attention must be given to the issue.  Attending to the spiritual in teaching may 

include seeking solitude, meditating, or meditative readings, walking along the beach or 

in the woods, keeping a journal, participating in a faith community, or finding a friend 

who will listen (Palmer, 1997).  Whatever it looks like for an individual, it must be done.  

We must be attuned to our inner being.  The part inside of us all that longs to be 

connected to the largeness of life.  And, we must feed that hunger.  Simply put, you 

cannot give what you don’t have (Palmer, 1997).  Currently, few, if any, teacher 

education programs provide students with any instruction on how to cope with the daily 

stresses of teaching (Hartwick and Kang, 2013).  If matters of spirituality are discussed at 

all in a teacher education program, they are discussed in terms of being “called” 

(Hartwick, 2007, as cited in Hartwick & Kang, 2013, p. 168) to teach.  Spirituality is 

discussed as informing our teaching but is not discussed in terms of sustaining our 

teaching.  Teacher education programs must work towards ending this trend.  Humans 

can withstand and even overcome difficult circumstances if they believe they are tied to a 

larger sense of purpose and mission (Frankl, 1984).    

All of the above leads me to my final implication.  If we are going to help the 

students in our programs begin to reflect on identity and its impact on teaching; if we are 

going to prepare them for the realities of public schools today; if we are going to attempt 

to help them navigate school cultures; and, if we are going to help them connect their 
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teaching self and spiritual self, we must live in relationship with them.  The space 

between teacher educators and the pre-service teachers they educate must get smaller.  

Palmer suggests (1997),  

If identity and integrity are more fundamental to good teaching than technique--

 and if we want to grow as teachers—we must do something alien to academic 

 culture: we must talk to each other about our inner lives--risky stuff in a 

 profession that fears the personal and seeks safety in the technical, the distant, the 

 abstract.  (p. 12) 

I would suggest that if we want to grow teachers, the same holds true.  For many 

professors in teacher education programs, talking about our inner lives with students is 

even more frightening than the idea of talking with your colleagues about your inner life.  

However, I am convinced it must be done.  Teacher educators must simultaneously 

engage in discussions of their inner lives with their students and promote the same kinds 

of discussions between students.  Trixie and I learned lessons about ourselves, about each 

other, and about our craft during our inquiry because we discussed our teaching and our 

inner lives and how the two are eternally connected.  Our stories became intertwined, and 

in the sharing of our stories, “mutual illumination” (Palmer, 1997, p. 24) occurred 

because we explored our inner lives together.  My research suggests that in order to fully 

prepare students for success in teaching, teacher educators must move past simply 

dispensing content knowledge.  We must live in relationship with our students.  While 

this type of student-teacher relationship will look different from situation to situation due 

to different contexts, personalities, and programs, it must be present if we are to prepare 

high quality teachers.  The challenge of doing this in today’s climate in higher education 
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cannot be underestimated.  Today, universities, and therefore the teacher preparation 

programs housed within them, are facing challenges to decrease prices and increase 

distribution (Christenson, C.M. & Eyring, H.J., 2011).   

Implications for Novice Teachers 

 School cultures matter.  The culture in which a novice teacher finds herself will 

play a large part in her influencing her success or failure in the first years.  It also 

influences how likely a novice teacher is to persist in the field (Johnson & Kardos, 2004).  

The implication for novice teachers is clear: choose wisely.  While a novice teacher’s 

instinct is to accept the first job offered, in reality, to do so involves great risk.  When 

interviewing for a job, it would be better for novice teachers to approach it as an 

interview for both parties involved.  The school district, or their representative, is 

interviewing the novice teacher.  The novice teacher also needs keep in mind that she is 

interviewing the school as well.  Starting a teaching career in a nurturing school culture 

can lay the foundation for a successful career in teaching.   

 Novice teachers must also choose their mentors wisely.  My research suggests 

there are different kinds of mentors in women’s lives.  The first is the mentor we can see.  

Mentors we can see are the ones who are currently present in our lives.  If necessary, we 

can go and have a conversation with this mentor.  We also have the mentors of our past.  

These are men and women who may no longer be actually be present in our daily lives, 

but who have impacted our lives and continue to do so in our hearts.  Parker Palmer 

(1997) says that these mentors of our past are powerful because they “awaken a truth 

within us, a truth we can reclaim years later by recalling their impact on our lives” (p. 

22).  We also have what I like to call mentors of the mind.  These are people we may 
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have never met, but whose words and stories impact our lives and therefore our teaching.  

One of the great mentors of my teaching career was Vivian Paley.  When I read Wally’s 

Stories (1987), it impacted my classroom practices.  Long before I knew Vivian was an 

ethnographer and a researcher, I wanted to emulate her; her writing served as inspiration 

for my teaching.   

 The hope is that novice teachers would have an abundance of mentors.  My 

research suggests that mentors we can live in relationship with, those mentors we can see, 

are crucial to success in the first years.  However, there are whispers of mentors of the 

past and mentors of the mind in my research as well.  In reality, every type of mentor can 

serve as support for novice teachers.  Mentors need to be actively sought by novice 

teachers, particularly in cases where the school district does not provide one.  For 

women, who build their identity in the midst of relationships, this is crucial (Gilligan, 

1982).  Novice teachers must enter teaching keenly searching for mentors.  Additionally, 

in the absence of mentors who they can live in relationship with, mentors they can see, 

novice teachers must utilize mentors of the past and mentors of the mind to illuminate 

their path.    

Implications for Schools 

 Schools must take seriously the role of mentoring new teachers.  Random 

mentoring assignments and a lack of training on how to be a mentor will doom the 

mentoring relationship as evidenced in my study.  The mentoring and support of novice 

teachers cannot be an item to be checked off the list.  It cannot be an afterthought.  

Mentoring must be valued at the campus and district level and must be viewed as an 

investment in the future.  Support must be provided for the both the mentor and the 
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novice teacher.  Support could include training, reduced workloads, time, and financial 

compensation (Smith & Ingersoll, 2004).  When done well, mentoring novice teachers 

takes a great deal of time.  Teachers who mentor novice teachers are adding extra 

responsibilities to their already full agendas (Analytical Memo for Interactive Interview 

with Mother).  However, the rewards of successful mentoring, for both the individuals 

involved, the schools, and the students are enormous.  Veteran teachers learn new 

research-based practices.  Novice teachers learn from the voices of experience (Johnson 

& Kardos, 2004).  Additionally, mentoring novice teachers lowers costs.  A “revolving 

door” (Smith & Ingersoll, 2004, p. 682) of novice teachers leaving the field is costly.  

Fifty percent of new teachers leave the field within the first five years (Ingersoll & Smith, 

2003).  In 2000, the Texas Center for Educational Research estimated that teacher 

turnover cost the state a minimum of 300 million dollars per year.  Additionally, there are 

costs to high teacher turnover that cannot be measured numerically.  Campus stability and 

morale decline when there is high turnover in personal, thus impacting the ability of the 

organization to maintain a healthy learning community (Smith & Ingersoll, 2004).  The 

cost of teacher turnover is high for all of the stakeholders involved.   

Recommendations for Future Inquiry 

 More research is needed to address the annual exodus of new teachers (Scherff, 

2008).  Teacher educators need to examine ways to address the needs of novice teachers 

and be proactive in preparing students while they are in teacher education programs for 

the challenges of teaching.  Additional research is needed on how to prepare novice 

teachers to seek communities that will nurture them as they begin their careers in 

teaching.  By the same token, in the absence of a nurturing school community, we must 
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be creative in finding ways to provide this community for our graduates.  Further 

research in this area is also needed. 

 Additionally, female educators in teacher preparation programs are uniquely 

situated to conduct research that will prepare future teachers, who are also largely female 

(Hollins & Guzman).  I would suggest that autoethnography and its unique focus on 

personal experiences to critique culture (Holman-Jones, Adams, & Ellis, 2013)  is a 

methodology that needs to be explored more in educational settings.  Palmer suggest that 

true educational reform “will never be achieved by renewing appropriations, restructuring 

schools, rewriting curricula, and revisiting texts” (p. 4) because, in reality, “the human 

heart” (p. 5) is the source of all good teaching.  Teaching is a matter of the heart.  I would 

suggest that teaching, as an endeavor of the heart, doesn’t need more statistical reports.  

Teaching needs more stories.  The words of my brother are again echoing in my mind:  

“The academic world does not need more textbooks.  It needs more stories to remember 

why it is slaving away in the first place” (Paul Thomas, personal communication, July 22, 

2013).  We need to share, listen, and reflect on the stories of teachers.  Autoethnography 

provides this venue.  Holman-Jones (2011) explains that autoethnography demonstrates 

to researchers that “telling our stories is a way for us to be present to each other, [and] 

provides a space for us to create a relationship embodied in the performance of writing 

and reading that is reflective, critical, loving and chosen in solidarity” (p. 333).  Stories 

restore us.  Perhaps if we change the stories we tell in education, we can change the 

stories we live.  As poet Ben Okri (1997) states, “If we change the stories we live by, 

quite possibly we change our lives” (p. 46).   
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How do women write the story of their professional identities? 

Final Thoughts 

So what do I now know that I didn’t know when I started?  I find myself leaving 

this research with more questions than answers.  However, the truths I have discovered 

during this inquiry have led me further down the road in this journey we call teaching.  

And isn’t that the goal, really?  To know more than you previously did?  And, to know 

what you still don’t know?  When I reflect on the broad question of how women write the 

story of their personal identities, I can only tell you our story, Trixie’s and mine, and 

hope that our stories illuminate truths in your story.  We are teachers, Trixie and me.  We 

have chosen teaching as our vocation.  Buechnner’s (1993) definition of vocation as “the 

place where your deep gladness and the world’s deep hunger meet” (p. 119) echoes in our 

thoughts and actions.  We experience good times and bad times and everything in 

between in the classroom.  Sometimes teaching seems as easy and natural as breathing, 

and other times, teaching is so laborious it feels as if we are gasping for breath after 

climbing the highest mountain.  Teaching for us is a vulnerable endeavor (Palmer, 1997).  

It is a deeply personal endeavor.  In our lives, Trixie and I find the personal and the 

professional intricately interwoven.  We cannot separate the two, and to do so would be 

to the detriment of our teaching.   

 Trixie and I both teach during a time when educators at every level are being 

asked to do more and more with less and less.  We are both increasingly scrutinized 

against statistical standards and measures.  While we both believe in assessment and 

accountability, we are uncomfortable with reducing teaching and learning to a statistical 

subset.  Often times, we find ourselves uncomfortable in the paradoxes surrounding 
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education (Palmer, 1997).  When teaching is reduced to an either-or-mentality, it shatters 

the reality of our teaching and destroys its wholeness (Palmer, 1997).  A good deal of the 

time, Trixie and I are doing our best to balance two different realities: testing and 

assessment; teacher and learner; students’ needs and district or university requirements.  

This list of paradoxes in education is endless…and we have to live in the tension of them 

all.  

Trixie and I both work best in community.  We write the story of our identity in 

community with others.  We prefer relationship and collaboration rather than isolation 

and competition.  We write our stories in the midst of culturally defined ideas of 

femininity and womanhood and in a culture that has historically been shaped by the 

White, male majority (Belenky, Clinchy, Godlberger, & Tarule, 1986).  This often leaves 

us with feelings that are difficult for us to interpret as we struggle to write our own 

narrative that may be counter to the narrative others want to write for us.  Trixie and I 

both need to see the possibilities of our futures, and for us, this is best revealed by other 

women.  Strong women who serve as guideposts on our journey.  Without them, we are 

left to wander alone in the dark.  Mentors, both past and present, both seen and unseen, 

are necessary for us to survive and thrive in both our professional and personal lives.  

Often times, these mentors speak our future lives into being in ways that we didn’t even 

know possible.   

Trixie and I both find solace, comfort, and strength in our faith.  Beyond just 

informing our decision to become teachers, our faith sustains us in the hard work of 

teaching.  Trixie and I both surround ourselves with communities of faith.  Trixie and I 

both view teaching as a spiritual act.  Like Palmer (1997), we believe teaching connects 
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us to the largeness of life.  For these reasons, we must frequently find ways to restore the 

condition of our souls.  When we fail to do this, Trixie and I find our teaching suffering.  

We both do this in different ways.  We are both active in communities of faith.  

Additionally, we may spend time with family, have times of quiet and meditation, do 

yoga, read, play with our puppies, or spend time with a treasured partner or friend.  In 

whatever form it takes, these acts are necessary in order for the condition of our souls to 

be healthy and prepared to enter the classroom.   

Trixie and I both live through stories.  Stories are at the heart of our teaching and 

of our learning (Witherall, 2010).  We make sense of our lives by recalling, retelling, and 

reflecting on the narratives of our lives.  We consistently use them “to guide our 

interpretations and categorizations of our daily world” (Johnson-Bailey, 2010, p. 77).  For 

this reason, our stories must be shared in teacher education and in teaching.  Because our 

stories emerge from our humanness, our selfhood, they have the ability to transform 

teachers because good teaching emerges from the same inner space. Trixie and I must 

share our stories.  We must share the stories of our triumphs and our losses.  We must 

share the stories of our joy and of sorrow.  Our stories can serve as “bridges across the 

personal barriers of the mind and the political alliances of the conscience” (Johnson-

Bailey, 2010, p. 79).  And isn’t that what education needs today, more than ever?  A 

bridge between the political rhetoric and the personal act of teaching?  Trixie and I must 

continue to tell our stories for the benefit or ourselves and others.  Our stories will save us 

(Cole, 1989).  
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Notes 

 
1 This dissertation will be written in a narrative style.  For this reason, I will occasionally 

use intentional fragments as a narrative writing tool. 

 
2  Suzanne was my childhood best friend and college roommate.  She passed away from 

ovarian cancer in 2007. 
 
3 Reflexive Journal, Lines 544-547. 

 
4 Reflexive Journal, Lines 646-660. 

 
5 Interview 3, Lines 661-662 and 1364-1369. 
 
6 CML refers to the Curriculum Materials Lab, a space in the Education Building at 

Western Christian University where students often gather for work and social purposes.   

 
7Interview 1, Lines 297-305; Interview 2, Lines 1322-1323. 

 
8 Interview 3, Lines 215-216 and Lines 241-242. 

 
9 Rookie Club is an informal mentoring program sponsored by three faculty members at 

WCU.  See definitions in Chapter 1. 

 
10 PTO stands for Parent Teacher Organization.  It is similar to the Parent Teacher 

Organization (PTA). 

 
11 Novice Teacher Journal Entries 4, 5, and 6; Field Note Transcription 2, Lines 46-50 

and Lines 80-82. 

 
12 Novice Teacher Journal Entries 5 and 6; Field Note Transcription 2, Lines 106-110. 

 
13 Observation 6, Lines 22-24; Reflexive Journal, Lines 892-895; Interview 2, Lines 95-

102 and 122-128. 

 
14 Novice Teacher Journal Entry 7, referring to the book Alexander and the Terrible, 

Horrible, No Good Very Bad Day by Judith Viorst.   
 
15 Novice Teacher Journal Entry 12 

 
16 Interview 2, Lines 354-384. 

 
17 Interview 2, Lines 372-374. 

 
18 Interview 2, Lines 1183-1185; Reflexive Journal, Lines 2044-2051. 
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19 Interview 1, Lines 536-540; Interview 2, Lines 95-102; Interview 3, Lines 705-708 and 

730-731; Reflexive Journal Lines 838-841. 

 
20Interview 2, Lines 466-471; Reflexive Journal, Lines 666-673. 

 
21 Interview 2, Lines 576-580 and Lines 1414-1415. 

 
22 Document 3, Professional Development and Appraisal System (PDAS) Summative 

Annual Appraisal. 

 
23 Interview 2, Lines 210-213 and 451-452; Interview 3, Lines 166-168. 

 
24 Interview 2, Lines 482-487. 

 
25 Reflexive Journal, Lines 670-678. 

 
26 Reflexive Journal, Lines 591-600; Interview 3, Lines 186-190 and 282-284. 

 
27Interview 2, Lines 641-642; Interview 3, Lines 172-176 and 182-193. 

 
28 Interview 3, Lines 303-304 and 379-382. 

 
29 Interview 2, Lines 650-652; Interview 3, Lines 15-18, 202-204, 367-369 and 960-961. 

 
30 Interview 3, Lines 1396-1397 and 1401-1402. 

 
31 Reflexive Journal, Lines 665-669; Field Note Transcription 1, Lines 9-01; Interview 3, 

Lines 671-674 and 1261-1264; Novice Teacher Journal Entry 6. 

 
32 Observation 3, Lines 1340-1341. 

 
33 Observation 3, Lines 1104-1179.  

 
34 Observation 2, Lines 789-823, 879-883, 1202-1203; Novice Teacher’s Journal, Entries 

7, 11, 12, 13, 14. 

 
35 Reflexive Journal, Lines 860-864. 

 
36 Interview 3, Lines 213-221. 

 
37 Interview 3, Lines 260-264 and 401-410. 

 
38 Observation 3, Lines 474-480; Reflexive Journal, Lines 2106-2128. 
 
39 Interview 2, Lines 496-500 and 612-616. 
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40 Novice Teacher’s Journal, Entry 10. 
 
41 Reflexive Journal, Lines 2106-2128; Interview 3, Lines 863-866. 

 
42Interview 3, Lines 798-804.  

 
43 Reflexive Journal, Lines 1614-1623. 

 
44 Reflexive Journal, Lines 1635-1662; Interview 3, Lines 1003-1010. 

 
45 Novice Teacher Journal, Entry 16. 

 
46 Interview 1, Lines 208-216, 395-398 and 414-418; Interview 2, Lines 764-766. 

 
47 Novice Teacher Journal, Entry 15. 

 
48 Interview 2, Lines 551-559, 1107-1116 and 1128-1130. 

 
49 Novice Teacher Journal, Entry 16; Reflexive Journal, Lines 1387-1414. 

 
50 Novice Teacher Journal, Entry 11. 

 
51 Reflexive Journal, Lines 2292-2302. 

 
52 Novice Teacher Journal, Entry 30 and 31. 

 
53 Reflexive Journal, Lines 641-645. 

 
54 Interview 2, Lines 1157-1179. 

 
55 Observation 3, Lines 1340-1341. 

 
56 Interview 2, Lines 1495-1529. 

 
57 Novice Teacher Journal, Entry 24. 

 
58 Novice Teacher Journal, Entries 27 and 31. 

 
59 Interview 2, Lines 818-824, 833-835, and 843-850; Novice Teacher Journal, Entry 21. 

 
60 Novice Teacher Journal, Entries 27 and 31. 

 
61 Interview 3, Lines 1003-1005. 

 
62 T. Johnson, personal communication, August 7, 2014. 
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63 Reflexive Journal, Lines 437-441 and 449-450; Analytical Memo for Interactive 

Interview with Mother; Analytical Memo for Interactive Interview with Mary Hideout. 

 
64 I am referring to my students who are largely female. 

 
65 Psychologist Carol Gilligan (1982) suggests that women form identity in the midst of 

their relationships.  Relationships and their impact on identity are different for males and 

females.  Males tend to form identity through separation and individuation whereas 

women tend to form relationships in the midst of relationships. 

 
66 Palmer, P.  (1997). 

 
67 Analytical Memo for Interactive Interview with Mother 

 
68 Friends Pilot Episode, September 22, 1994. 

 
69 Enke, Winters, Ropers-Huilman (2013). 

 
70 Interview 2, Lines 933-936. 

 
71 Reflexive Journal, Lines 1910-1918. 

 
72 Palmer, P.  (1997). 

 
73 Analytical Memo for Interactive Interview with Mother. 

 
74 Reflexive Journal, Lines 224-263. 

 
75 Palmer, P.  (1997). 

 
76 Reflexive Journal Lines 1286-1289, 1307-1322, 1440-1455, and 2225-2280; Analytical 

Memo for Interactive Interview with Mother; Analytical Memo for Interactive Interview 

with Mary Hideout.  

  
77 Reflexive Journal, Lines 2278-2280. 

 
78 Analytical Memo for Interactive Interview with Mary Hideout.  

  
79 Elliott Eisner Speech, Originally given as The John Dewey Lecture for Stanford 

University, 2002, retrieved at 

http://www.infed.org/biblio/eisner_arts_and_the_practice_of_education.htm on July 25, 

2014. 

 
80 Reflexive Journal, Lines 1857-1859 and 1910-1918. 

 

http://www.infed.org/biblio/eisner_arts_and_the_practice_of_education.htm
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81 Analytical Memo for Interactive Interview with Mother. 

 
82 Lerner, G.  (1993). 

 
83 Reflexive Journal, Lines 317-322 and 1103-1107. 

 
84 The Walking Dead is a current post-apocalyptic horror television series based on a 

comic book series of the same name. 

 
85Michelle, personal communication, January 30, 2012.  

 
86Reflexive Journal, Lines 623-640. 

 
87 Reflexive Journal, Lines 1251-1255. 

 
88 Palmer, P. (2003).   

 
89 Reflexive Journal, Lines 141-143, 435-436, 1097-1100 and 1100-1102; Analytical 

Memo for Interactive Interview with Lily. 

 
90Reflexive Journal, Lines 112-143 and 1113-1118. 
 
 

 

 

Audit Trail Key: 

 

Reflexive Journal—Journal of the researcher.  For the purposes of this research, the 

reflexive journal served as a type of diary or journal in which the researcher on a regular 

basis recorded information, mades methodological decisions, recorded insights and began 

the analysis process (Licoln & Guba, 1985).   

Interviews 1-3—Interviews with novice teacher (Trixie) 

Novice Teacher Journal—Journal of the novice teacher (Trixie)  

Observations—Observations in novice teacher’s classroom (Trixie) 

Interactive Interviews—Interviews with significant female educator’s in researcher’s life 

Analytical Memos—Memos written in response to interactive interviews.  For the 

purposes of this research, analytical memos (Glaser, 1978)  served as method for me to 

separate my responses to interactive interviews from my reflexive journal.   
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