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Abstract

This project will attempt to make pedagogical connections between aspects of
contemporary autobiographical theory through teacher stories in the development of
individual identity presented in an aesthetic and artistic manner. The project is about
writing and sharing, making connections, building, and fostering our own identity as
individuals. Comments throughout the project are included as they happened as a part of
the overall process. It is not my intent to analyze or interpret each group member’s ideas,
but to share them as well as document how the process evolved. The goal was to allow all
the participants, including myself, a medium to show how this process affected each of us
and how we developed an identity.

Five teachers, including myself, reflected on their teaching practice by writing narratives

based on the five forms indicated by Preskill (1998) in Narratives of Teaching and the

Quest for the Second Seif). In this project, each teacher wrote one narrative based on one

of the different forms highlighted in Preskill’s article, which include narrative of social
criticism, narrative of apprenticeship, narrative of reflective practice, narrative of journey,
and narrative of hope.

This project utilized a type of action research where participants were involved in
reflecting, writing and sharing stories formed from teaching experiences. This sharing
process aided in the recognition of identity and identity formation. My main objective
was to allow each member to gain personal insights about her development as an
individual and teacher. All members of the group were instrumental in offering each
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other support, reflection, and an arena to discuss the successes and failures in each other’s
career. Each member was an important contributor to the project and to the narratives of
each person taking part in the project. The goal was to provide living action research
about identity formation. I hope this project aided these teachers in a journey of identity
exploration. This exploration allowed them to look at the influences in their lives as
experiences they must embrace, write about, reflect upon, grow with and learn from as
they continue to construct and reconstruct who they are as individuals, teachers,
professionals, and women.

Presentation of each member’s narratives was also something that T wanted to develop, to
allow for each member’s uniqueness to become directly incorporated with their narrative,
This was done through fingerprints. Each member of the group chose a print from their
left, or feminine, hand to transcribe their story into. This would allow each story to be
unique to the individual, an expression of the person, the teacher, the woman. I felt that
this was their own unique personal expression of their, and only their story. As the

fingerprints are individual, so are the stories of the women of the group.
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Introduction

A little kingdom I possess,
Where thoughts and feelings dwell;
And very hard the task I find

Of governing it well.

Louisa May Alcott



My main objective throughout this project was to provide a forum for the
participants to share, write, reflect, and grow as teachers and as women. I felt the best
approach for the organization of this was to keep detailed notes of our meetings and
discussions and characterize each under the identity they best reflected. I then placed all
of the relevant and related comments together under each associated identity heading.
This allowed all the participants a medium to show how the process affected each and
every one of them individually. It also allowed me to weave together their stories and
show how we all had experienced events in our careers that were both similar yet unique.
I included quotes and comments from my own narrative and reflections to show how I
was also involved in this process. 1 was not just an outsider who made comments after the
fact. My comments are included as they happened. It is not my intent to make comments
and interpretations after the fact, but to show how all of the participants, including
myself, were actively involved in dialogue throughout the development of this project.
This project is about our words, our narratives, our sharing. Analyzing and evaluating the
content of each member’s narratives and comments, and paraphrasing their quotes was
not my objective. Instead, I wanted to make connections between the narratives,
reflections and experiences of the group members. I wanted to build a kaleidoscope of all
their reflections and writings, connecting them together into a written mosaic.

It has become apparent to me that there has been an increased interest in identity
recognition. Coming to understand ourselves from the inside has become a more accepted
part of the mainstream. More and more people are researching and reading literature on
understanding themselves and their place in the world more fully, a process that has

become increasingly evident on the shelves of bookstores. As human beings we have



always had questions relating to the meaning of life and are looking from inside ourselves
in trying to come to an understanding (Aftel, 1996).

No one can be proclaimed the expert on the human condition, but hopefully we
can understand our condition better by sharing our stories of life. Human beings are
natural storytellers. According to Aftel, we communicate who we are and how we
understand the world through storytelling. A great amount of literature such as that of
Carson (1997), Noddings (1997), Preskill (1998), and Witherell (1991) stresses the
importance of keeping a journal in aiding our understanding of ourselves. The need for
reflection and autobiographical writing is continuing to find a place in our society. In the
past, autobiographical writing was not given merit and was considered a type of self-
mdulgence (Kerr, 1998). More recently, reflective writing has become important in
understanding oneself and the world in which we live.

We are driven to understand and bring order to our lives, which we can do
through writing, reflecting and sharing stories. These stories are indicators of our human
existence. Reflective writing allows us to understand the many ambiguities in life and in
all of our daily experiences.

Dewey always talked about the fact that it isn’t simply experience, it is reflection

on experience that enable individuals to understand that they must continue

choosing themselves as they live. Experience itself is just one thing after another,
and you try to pattern it by organizing and to make sense of it by reflecting, by
turning back on yourself and reflecting on your own stream of experience. You
ask yourself, ‘How does this world present itself to me? Against my own

background, my own biography?” (Emst, 1998, p. 2)



Narratives are finding importance in the teaching profession, as well as in many
other professions. When teachers write their stories they are not limited in definition to
stories about teaching, but their writing tends to be candid reflections on life. Who we
are, what we do and what we write cannot be separated into teaching stories and life
stories. These stories are truly one. Teaching stories include reflections on the past,
present and insights into the future. These stories are not just reflections of the teaching
condition but the human condition encompassing our history, culture, values and
ideology (Carson, 1993).

It 1s impossible to separate the story from the person. By writing and sharing,
stories are brought to the public domain, allowing individuals to make connections in
understanding others as well as themselves better. These life texts, as I would like to call
them, provide characterizations of the self and can be used as reference material of the
teaching/human condition providing great pedagogical insights.

Preskill (1998) in his article Narratives of Teaching and the Quest for the Second
Self highlighted five narratives of teaching. Julie Wilson chose the narrative of social
criticism because of her concerns with the politics of the French immersion program with
her district. Jen Matthews chose the narrative of apprenticeship as she is new to the
teaching profession, having just completed her first year. Jenine Chen chose the narrative
of reflective practice as she is a new student to the Master of Education program at the
University of Lethbridge and is struggling to define her teaching style. Trish Draper
chose the narrative of journey with the goal of critically looking back over her years of

teaching. I chose the narrative of hope, having always struggled with maintaining this

emotion in my life.



During the research process, it became obvious to me that the theme of this
project was that of identity formation and recognition. [ found that through the process of
reflecting, writing and sharing our narratives we were developing a stronger identity of
who we are. I think that we have a number of different identities that form the person as a
whole. The five identities that I came to identify were analyzed and developed through
this project. The identities I formulated are physical identity (how we see ourselves),
professional identity (who we are as teachers), personal identity (our culture, beliefs and
values), gender identity (who we are as women) and authoring identity (how we represent
ourselves through words).

With respect to gender identity recognition, the project consisted of five women
in varying stages of their careers and life experiences. The group consisted of only
women in recognition of the knowledge and experience women have in the area of
teaching. I wanted to honor them by giving them a comfortable and public space in which
to share their stories. Even though the narratives they wrote did not directly speak to the
issue of gender identity, I believe that it is the foundation of who we are and from where
we write (Greene, 1998).

With respect to physical identity recognition, we explore, analyze, and understand
the external world physically through our five senses: seeing, hearing, smelling, tasting
and feeling. We internalize this information in better understanding ourselves and our
place in the world. We can then reflect upon these five sensory experiences through
writing.

The physical arena is a magnificent learning environment. It is a school within

which, through experimentation, we come to understand what causes us to expand



and what causes us to contract, what causes us to grow and what causes us to

shrivel, what nourishes our souls and what depletes them, what works and what

does not (Zukav, 1990, p. 22).

How we experience the world through the use of our hands is important in the
presentation of the stories the teachers in this project told. Each teacher chose one of the
five fingers, on the left hand, to transpose her story into a fingerprint. The left hand was
chosen in honor of being identified as the feminine hand (Visser, 1994). I also wanted to
represent these stories in a meaningful and visually interesting way. I felt the best way to
achieve this was through each members fingerprint, which is a unique form of
identification just like the narratives they wrote.

This project stressed the importance of self-acceptance in maintaining a healthy
identity. We need to come to understand our body’s individual needs and rhythms, flow
with the rhythm of our body and life rather than struggling against it (Carter-Scott, 1998).
I believe that reflecting, writing and sharing our human experiences allows us to develop
more completely as individuals and as teaching professionals.

With respect to professional identity recognition, teachers become better teachers

by reflecting on their practice and sharing their experiences genuinely with others.

Beginning and veteran teachers alike need to explore the emergence of their

second selves, to reinvent themselves as moral artists in relation to their

experiences as teachers. A valuable way to do this is to read and study narratives
paralleling their journeys as teachers and incorporating many of the skills,

attitudes, dispositions, and perspectives they need to be effective and engaged

practitioners (Preskill, 1998, p. 345).



Regarding personal identity recognition, memories and sharing stories are
important in growing as a person and redefining oneself and understanding one’s place in
the world. Understanding our past gives us the opportunity to rewrite our future. As
indicated by Houtekamer, Chambers, Yamagishi and Good Striker (1997), making
meaning of our lives is what education and learning is all about. By looking a little bit
more closely at the stories that our lives tell, teachers can come to understand themselves
and others better (Noddings, 1991). They can reach a deeper understanding of their
development as individuals and educators. Teachers can have more intimate relationships
with each other because of the sacred stories they share.

Looking at authoring identity recognition, the other teachers and I developed our
writing ability through our collaboration. We shared similar experiences, asked questions
and commented freely on each other’s work. We became more comfortable with
ourselves as authors of our own life stories.

Different types of fonts were used for each of the five participants in the project.

I found this was the best way to include dialogue and comments on the narratives to each
other from these individuals as a visual cue to who is speaking. It also was important to
give each author her own identity throughout the discourse of the project, allowing for
instant recognition of the dialogue unique to each participant. All comments written by

myself will be found in Trots Light Comments by Trish Draper are in ZapfChan, Jen
Matthews’ are in Architect, Julie Wilson’s are in Geometr231, and Jenine Chen’s
comments are in Bernhard—ashion3 T .

This project is an intertext which allows the comments and dialogue of the writers

and researcher to become interwoven. The five identities: authoring, gender, professional,



physical, and personal; are explored by all writers in a process of writing, reflecting and
sharing. The project is organized in this way to allow me to comment throughout, as well
as include individual narratives, reflections and comments from the group interspersed
with the chapters on the five different identities. Each section contains elements of this
mtertext approach. This allows for more flow and accessibility. I found that while all
participants wrote their narratives with no overall identity in mind, it became apparent
that certain narratives and reflections, although they had elements of all the identities,
appeared to better fit into some identities more than others. While there was a great deal
of overlap, I did find that individual narratives and comments tended to lean towards or
focus on the formation of a particular identity. Jenine’s narrative of reflective practice
and comments best fit the authoring identity; Trish’s narrative of journey followed the
gender identity; Jen’s narrative of apprenticeship most identified with the professional
identity; Julie’s narrative of social criticism followed the physical identity; and finally,
my narrative of hope shadowed the personal identity.

Through this project, I wanted to give these teachers a voice and place to share
their stories publicly. I hope they and those that read these narratives learn more about

themselves and their life travels.



Methodology

Great teaching grows out of a clear and often reinvented sense of self, and the most
moving teaching narratives chronicle the appearance of a better self as well as a better

teacher.

Stephen Preskill



10

Action research solves problems to local problems in local settings. Global or
generalizable results are not the objective, solutions to given problems is the primary goal
of action research. The teacher is very much a part of this process, as research is often
conducted in one or more classrooms. It is important that the teacher has training in
action research so as to produce valid results (Gay, 1996).

Action research does provide a valid scientific approach to problem solving. It
provides a means by which individuals can attempt to improve upon educational practices
within their own environment. Action research can provide answers to problems that
generally can not wait for the theoretical, generalizable solutions. Because of this, the
value of action research is often confined to the individual or individuals using it.

Throughout the process of formulating my own form of action research for this
project, I noticed many parallels to the research outlined by Houtekamer et al. (1997).
The authors followed the types of action research outlined by Carson (1989): technical,
practical, critical, and post-structural. As indicated by Houtekamer et al., I also found that
the action research utilized here did not fit well into any of the categories outlined by
Carson. Our group did not focus specifically on the theory implied by the technical
approach. Nor did we focus on any particular teaching issues implied by Carson’s
practical approach. Critical action research makes visible the invisible in our teaching, it
brings a critical sensibility to our investigations regarding teaching practice. This was not
the focus of our research. Finally, post-structural action research investigates tension
between theory and practice, our own tensions and conflicts, and the language in which
these matters are cast and sentimented; this was not the overarching approach of this

research. Instead however, [ found that all four aspects came to play a part in how we
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conducted the project, how we came to question, understand and make conclusions about
ourselves and others; how we came to discover and create meaning for ourselves and
each other.

The organization of my research has also been influenced by Preskill (1998). He
stresses (in his article) “that narratives of teaching make an invaluable contribution to
understanding what it takes to teach well” (p. 344). Novice and veteran teachers alike
learn from the stories of colleagues, which allows for self-reflection in their own teaching
practice. Narratives act as guides for teachers in understanding themselves and their
profession.

Teacher development can occur through reading and sharing stories. Preskill
refers to it as the quest for a teacher’s second self- As teachers and individuals we can
come to understand ourselves professionally and personally by writing and sharing
stories of our life experiences in the world of teaching. We are constantly reshaping and
redefining ourselves in our attempts at constructing an identity. As teachers we are
constantly searching for ways to improve the art and craft of our teaching practice and in
growing as human beings. “A valuable way to do this is to read and study narratives
paralleling their journeys as teachers and incorporating many of the skills, attitudes,
dispositions, and perspectives they need to be effective practitioners” (Preskill, 1998, p.
345).

This group reflected on their teaching practice by writing narratives based on the
five forms indicated by Preskill. In this project, each teacher wrote one narrative based on

one of the different forms:

1. Narrative of Social Criticism: Focus on both historical and contemporary issues
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that prevent schools from fulfilling their democratic promise.

2. Narrative of Apprenticeship: Focus on the struggle and challenges beginners

face during student teaching and the first full year of teaching.

3. Narrative of Reflective Practice: Takes the reader inside the mind of the teacher

to show how the teacher’s standards influence self-evaluations of her practices

and how she acts on these evaluations to create a classroom that is just and
equitable and humane.

4. Narrative of Journey: An opportunity to reflect on one’s whole career, one’s

whole life. It is a chance to consider once again whom one is, how a career in

teaching has contributed to one’s identity, and whether the day to day work of a

teacher continues to bring fulfillment.

5. Narrative of Hope: Helps to rediscover the purpose and meaning of education

and take pleasure in the smallest improvements and the most modest

accomplishments of our students (p. 346).

The teachers were provided with a copy of Preskill’s article to read and gain
insights into the different types of narratives. This assisted them in writing their own
narratives as it provided a description and example of each. I spent time with each teacher
explaining the process and was available anytime if teachers had questions about their
contribution. After they had read the article, each chose the narrative that they wanted to
write on. Each teacher wrote one narrative. One narrative was written for each of
Preskill’s categories.

I selected five teachers whom I have known as colleagues to participate. Each was

selected for specific criteria I had in mind. I wanted female participants from varous
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backgrounds with varying degrees of experience. The five of us formed a writing group
to share our stories and reflect upon the writing process. After each teacher had selected a
type of narrative to write on, they were given time to write their narrative before the
group met with the rough drafts of their stories. There were five narratives to choose from
and each teacher selected a different narrative to write about. I collected the stories they
wrote and gathered their reflections and insights on the writing process and shared
experiences during our meetings. After the meeting, teachers worked independently at
completing the revised drafts of their narratives.

After approximately one month the teachers forwarded their revised narratives to
me. Each member in the group received revised copies of everyone’s narratives. Each
member read and wrote comments or insights about the other members’ narratives. 1
encouraged them to write about the things they really enjoyed and how their experiences
related to the themes of Preskill’s article and to one another’s experiences. I encouraged
them to ask questions of one anothet in hopes of causing the writers to reflect more
deeply on their emotions and the experiences they had shared with the group. I wanted
these comments to be specific to the individual and the narrative rather than general
comments of recognition. I hoped that some of the comments related back to our initial
meeting, and they indeed did. I wanted the writers to remember that these were very
personal stories with a great deal of care and effort made in writing and sharing them. I
wanted everyone to take the same amount of care and effort in providing feedback.

I also wanted to use this opportunity for proofreading, which was separate from
the comments made on the content. I collected all of the narratives and comments from

everyone, and forwarded them back to the writers as a form of feedback. From these
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personal reflections, the teachers wrote the final draft of their narrative. The presentation
of the final narrative was to be in the form of each individual’s fingerprint. Each member
of the group was given an eleven by seventeen photocopy of their print. Then, using each
of their own enlarged fingerprints, the teachers transposed their narrative into the lines of
their fingerprint. Their narrative was to be placed into the lines of their print to create a
visually interesting and creative representation of their words. 1 felt that this was very
important as it showed both the uniqueness of each individual and the narrative that they
created. I wanted a written expression that was personal to each member of the group,
something that they alone could identify and associate with. This was to become their
expression of their autobiographical work. I wanted them to transpose their words into a

medium that was their own, an imprint of themselves as an individual.



Authoring Identity

Man is eminently a storyteller. His research for a purpose, a cause, an ideal, a mission

and the life is largely a search for a plot and a pattern in the development of his life story.

Eric Hoffer

15
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The authoring identity I identified encompasses understanding our own plots,
writing style, language use, character choice, point of view, and theme in experiencing
and writing about teaching and life. Through this project, my objective was that the
writers more clearly identify with their authoring identity. I define an authoring identity
as becoming aware of our ability and enjoyment of the creative writing process and the
reflection on these experiences through writing. The individual should thus develop a
better understanding of themselves through this writing process.

It got me writing and tl’ﬁnking L)eqoncj classroom experiences and how it can impact what | am
a{oing vigl’x’c now . gome t‘wings that l am not sati;){:ieci with and ( )Courso{ i{: l went back and
‘r’e]qecteat on things in the past it fwelpeA my present Jceac|’1ing. (Jeninels pe'nsona' Veﬂec’cion)

Personally, I always saw language and written words as simply a form of
communication. Even though others see words as a form of creative expression,
struggled with this identity. I had made a clear distinction between those that were
“writers” and those that “were not”, I never saw myself as a writer. I struggled through
English classes in high school and at university. The correct usage and order in which
words are placed on a page, to me, has always been a work of art. Writers are like artists
understanding the elements in turning a two-dimensional plane into a realistic three

dimensional landscape of colors, shapes and textures. As I stated in response to Trish’s

narrative,
I spplaud you for selecting this narrative fo write on. It is most difficult fo summarize a
life in & few pages of text Evaluating everything as to ifs value in your life It 15 easter to
rernernber the facts and more difficult fo remember the feelings. I hope that looking
back has been enjoyable and not difficult. We can learn so much from each other's

journeys whether similar or different from our own. I learned a great deal not only
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about you, but also about myself in reading your story. Thanks for sharing very personal
stories. Would you have done anything differently if you could have? (Carcline's

comments o Trish)

The writing group consisted of a mixture of individuals who had well defined
authoring identities and others that did not. Certain individuals were confident in their
writing ability whereas others were very concerned about their writing skills.

1 found the writing to be quite difficult because 1 was unsure of what 7 was doing. 1t was

difficult to write about my self. The editing process we went through, everyone editing and

questioning everyone else’s stories, really fefped me. 1 was able to rework my story,
answering questions the editing process brought out. (Trisk’s personal reflection)

By sharing each other’s writing we not only learned from the content of each
other’s stories about teaching, but learned a great deal about writing and seeing ourselves
as authors of our own stories. Everyone learned a little bit more about the process of
writing effectively and creatively. “Regardless of our writing talent in our daily lives we
are all ad hoc novelists” (Aftel, 1996, p.16). It was interesting how everyone had a unique
style of writing. Not only did the content of the stories reveal something about the author,

so did the style in which they wrote, as illustrated by my comments to Jen.
I enjoyed the structure of your narrative. If was as though [ was walking through the
hallways of your school being introduced o the people who have had the greatest
influence on you in your development as a teacher so far. I was fascinated by how much
you shared about yourself by describing the qualities of others you admire. You never
really came out and talked a great deal about yourself directly, but it was very evident in
the organization of your narrafive. Your writing style is very comfortable and enjoyable

fo read. Thanks for sharing these stories. (Caroline's comments fo Jen)
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As suggested by Aftel (1996), experiences we simply talk about differ completely
from experiences we put into words on the printed page. Individuals are forced to look
more closely and analyze life experiences more critically when they are put into text. The
act of writing down life experiences places them into a structured context that may dictate
how we regard and understand these events. Memories may fade, but written words will
not. Writing down our stories allows us to make sense of our lives.

What | like most about this project is that it made me put some thoughts I'd been having for a

long time in order. It forced me to really explain how | felt about certain aspects of the teaching

environment in which | work. | realized | was a lot more critical of some aspects of the system
and less critical of others. No system is perfect and neither are the people, and by this | refer to
all the parties, who are involved in it. (Julie's personal reflection)

Experience is given meaning through language (Aftel, 1996). If we change the
words used to describe events, it may change the way we view the event or view who we
are. Using different vocabulary to write our stories gives us the opportunity of looking at
our stories from different angles or perspectives. It gives us insight into who we are and
how we portray ourselves. We can portray ourselves in new ways, not previously
considered. We can achieve different meanings to our stories and lives. We can come to
understand ourselves and others more deeply by working through the elements of our life
stories. By writing from the heart, we can incorporate more emotions and feelings into
our writing and be more in tune with the reoccurring themes in our stories and lives.
Stories can give us the gift of learning from past experiences and changing the direction

of our lives more positively.

1 enjoyed the sharing portion of the process. When we all got togetfier at Cari’s fiouse to
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read our stories, we each took tums sharing our stories and discussed eachi one individually.

7t was wonderful just to connect with otfier teackers at various points in their careers. 1t

was great to see and fear that although our stories are all very different, many of the feelings
about some basic issues and events were very similar. 1t was likg a vein running thirough the
whole process. (Trish's personal reflection)

In pursuit of an authoring identity, I believe the writers have learned more about
the nature of story and the value it has in understanding the practice of teaching, “7%e
process we all went through was very interesting. In many respects, it helped me to focus on varipus
events in my teaching career, as well as remember things long since forgotten” (Trish’s personal
reflection).

It 1s important that teachers develop their story writing ability in refining their
authoring identity and in effectively communicating knowledge about teaching that can
be defined as a legitimate form of research and resource in the education of teachers.

In doing this, teachers need to understand what constitutes a story and the place of story
in the study of teaching and teacher education (Carter, 1993).

There is tremendous richness in the knowledge found in stories told or written by
others about life and the human condition. A story has many different meanings and
levels not found in the simple recounting of events or listing of activities. The basic
knowledge that teachers have of teaching comes from their practice. Stories allow for this
information and knowledge to be shared with other practicing and learning teachers.

“It returns teachers to their roots, encouraging them to reflect on their original reasons for
pursuing a career in teaching, and it stimulates them to construct for the first time or to

reconstruct their personal philosophy of teaching and learning” (Preskill, 1998, p. 355).
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We build stories from stored memories, past experiences, cultural differences,
expectations and personality. By creating stories we can bring order and understanding to
our experiences and life. We revisit conflicts, solve problems and make interpretations.
The more we write about our experiences in the form of story the better we can
understand ourselves and our teaching. As humans we are always trying to bring order
and understanding to our lives; this can be aided through writing. Story writing can be
very useful to all teachers, but especially important to novice teachers who are struggling
to find a way of organizing recently acquired knowledge about teaching (Carter, 1993).
Jen commented on how she wished that she had written about her first year in teaching.

I wish | had kept a journal because | didn’t. But this year, | am definitely going to

keep a journal it is a goal. | dor’t think | can look back and remember certain

things. Well there are certain things | shouldn’t have done and others | did right

and i would like to do it again. It is the little detalls. (Jer's commente)

Throughout the process, this group of writers saw each other’s stories as
literature. We gave each other feedback in the areas of character, plot, setting, and
conflict resolution. As we worked together in this manner, each member saw her story as
a frame of her life that could be rewritten or taken in different directions due to the
questions and comments group members posed to the narrator. This was evident in Julie’s
comments and questions about Trish’s narrative.

Your narrative seems incomplete. Starting "sharing workshops is a wonderful accomplishment.

| would like to know what your "sharing workshops" are about. What lead you to start them?

Implementing programs/workshops is an important stop on your journey that should be

elaborated upon. (Julie's comments to Trish)
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We became familiar with each member’s unique writing style. The narrative
patterns varied for each of our life stories. These patterns were a key part of each
individual. All members wrote and rewrote their narratives in ways they never thought
possible because of the discourse and feedback given by group members. Mitchell and
Weber (1999) describe the importance of writing first and second drafts of shared
memories. The first draft organizes the memories into a story format and the second draft
allows for understanding and interpretation, a clearer picture of the truth. The one-
dimensional stories we initially wrote were written into rich narratives through the
Jjourney we all traveled together in the writing and sharing process.

If we look at the events in our lives as the elements of a story, we look at the
people as characters and experiences as potential plots. If we become more critical of our
stories from a literary perspective, we can escape the simple clichés we often tend to
write about. We can look deeper into the meaning of our stories, analyzing characters,
plots, and events more objectively, thus appreciating where the stories have come from
and where they are going in their meaning to our lives. We can reveal who we really are
through more meaningful and reflective writing.

'n writing my 'neqqective narrative, | have ]Eounal that my perception o]E the situation has cl’langeal
not on[q since the initial event, but even over the past Fe\v months as | have been ve-ve{:|ec‘cing on
my narrative. Keq elements have remained the same in my narrative; however, the
interpretations oyC my role and the roles o{: my students in the narrative have c"\angeal. (J enine s
pe’\ﬁsonal veFlectior\)

If we can learn to listen to our own stories, we become more aware of how

important certain events have been in our lives. As suggested by Aftel (1996), events that
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inspire us to write often have important meaning in our growth and development. If we
can look beyond simple patterns in how we often play the same old stories over and over
in our lives, we may be able to look at and rewrite characters and plots more effectively.
If we can read our life stories as we do a plot, we can then step back and look at the
events more openly. We can sec the themes more objectively and then take charge of how
the events will unfold and in which direction.

“Whether inventing, reading, or listening to stories, reading or writing journals

and autobiographies, conducting oral history interview, or engaging in therapeutic

dialogue, the teller or receiver of stories can discover connections between self
and other, penetrate barriers to understand, and come to know more deeply the

meanings of his or her own historical and cultural narrative” (Witherell, 1591,

p.94).

Powerful narratives can aid us in developing who we are, how we see ourselves,
and how we interpret our life experiences. As stated in Trish’s comments about my
narrative, “7 love the way you connected everything. The thread of fiope runs through it all
Excellent! This is great. You are a wonderful writer! What a gift! Don’t change a thing!” (Trish’s
comments to Caroline)

As a mystery unfolds in a good novel, so do mysteries unfold in our lives. That is
not to say that each plot has a neat beginning, middle and end. The plots that we write for
ourselves often do not have any ending that is concrete as we continue to live and grow.
They are often left open ended and often grow or change to reflect the image of
ourselves, the passage of time and gained wisdom.

Our identity is defined and forged through a process that must come over time.
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Life results in the formation of our own plot making process. We are entangled in many
plots throughout our lives, many of which occur simultaneously, Where we are in our life
at any given point determines which plot we put greatest emphasis upon. This is evident

in the stories written by teachers in different stages of their lives and careers.



Narrative of Reflective Practice
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ReHective Memohﬂ on C|as¢r’oom Dvac’cices: Eas’c Mee’c; Wes‘t

Moarie was from [=urope, whereas most of the other students in my =S| class at the university
extension program were Fvom Asia ' remembered [\/Imﬂie because she appemﬁea‘ to enjoy and appreciate
the class environment that ‘ prvovid‘eal. She drark in language, qoest}onea‘ ]Eor (ea’ming, put all her ep;o‘ﬂjc
into getting the most Prﬂom the course, and never complainea’ about the interactive activities we did *For the
purposes o][ improving all aspects o*j language‘ SLwe sponﬂLJeJ with anticipation Ee]tore each new activity. To
me, that sparkle meant, "(Great! \W/e get to do something fun!" [f we didn't do some fun activity, there
was still no lack o]E enthusiasm in her expression. Sl’\e threw LwewseHj comp'e‘ce|q into the ianguage-|earning
process as she did life, getting the most cut of evemything that happened inside the classroom as well as
outside of it.

(On the other hand, | knew that at times other students questioned the rationale behind the
various interactive activities which made up the meat of my lessons. | hey often told me that they didn't
want to speak to other nonnative speakers. | thought they wanted to be spoon-fed, that they didn't want
to interact, that they didn't want to think for themselves. IHowever, | persevered. | wae Frustrated, but |
continued going to class with a smile. Was | gaing to class with a sincere smile? Was l Eeing authentic?
Could the students pick up that even though | did care about them, | was frustrated with them? | knew
the students didn't alvays appreciate what | was doing with the class, but | didn't know how o give them
what they vanted. However, | did know that there was a discrepancy between our expectations of each
other.

Since | knew that the students were having difficulty with my \W/estern' approach, why didn't |

Fino’ a way at least to ease the transition between the two wac‘ica“q JiFFe'r»en{: methods o]E Iearning? How


file:///Vestern
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could | have made ’chings easier \Eov them? W)’lq couldn't | put mqge)]E in their shoes? WM didn't ‘ want
to? | had an agenc]a: to teach them how to become e{:Fective communicators and incjepeno!en‘c learners.
Was it a goal to be achieved at all costs? At the close oF the cfass, Mmﬂie told me how much she
appﬂe«:ia’ceol the class and how much she had learned. | had 'nice' comments Fr‘om other students as well,
stating that they had learned a lot, and that the course had been useful, but mostly that they had liked
me as a pemson. Nevert{we‘esc, { Fe‘t d'isappolntment Fr»om many oF them.

One reason was because ‘f:i”IEl.] had so many classmates Fr-om their same |anguage Eac{«gvouno‘ in
the class. T his frustration was compounded by my emphasis on communication and an interactive style of
leaming. As we“, theq ]Cel’c tj'\eq had not learned nemﬂlq enougk. »‘-—’ow could tlweq have learned anqtking?
They had to talk with each other and not to native English speakers, One student revealed that he/she
understood my dilemma in the classroom: "It's good, sometimes is boving the course, because in the course
you need separate the students that dor't have experience in American system of =ducation (sic)."

Teaching that class was a real struggle because | gave the best that was in me, and | did
everything that | knew was right to do, and they didn't value what | gave. W/ithin a few short weeks after
the class, however, | evidenced miraculous c“»anges in their attitudes and perceptions ds all but one or two
students of the 18 students contacted me and expressed regret for not having appreciated the class as
much as they felt they should have. Many of them went on to the next level and discovered that they
missed our interactive and |ive|q classes. As well, some even discovered that thei tanguage abili’cq was

much lf\igl'we'r' than themr classmates coming ]Cr'om other programs or classes. Ot)wev students had gone home

to Agia and were S(’\OCL@J at the comparison between themselves and others who had spent even |or1gem

pefr'ion o]c time overseas.
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T"leq Faol inJeed’ 'em’neJ, an:}! IeameJ muclw move than H’weq had imaginea|. —ﬂmt was when ’
became thankful that | had not caved in, not resovted to teacher-centered methods of teaching, and had
trusted mqgeH: as a x‘:eac"nev, Jespite the inner turmoil [ had FaceA as , ﬁaug%t that class. —Hﬂs caused me
to wonder how to engender trust in my students along the way. \Y/hy did it take them so long o
appreciate the process | was taking them through? |s it important that they do appreciate it? Devhaps
not, but | surely could have made a place for a transition between the two education styles. |s there such a
o{icL\o’comq between teacher.centered and student-centered classrooms so that there is no p‘ace in between?
\Why could | listen to the students, but not feel what they were going through and give them a place to be
while they were going through the stress of change? \Why couldn't | have given them a middle ground,
sa]Ee, Famihmﬂ grouno‘? w%q couldn't | Eﬂing them to a place where ’ckeq could see the rationale behind
what we were doing? Nel Noddings (1997) writes, "\We cannot force people to awaken, however.
Instead we have to invite them, share with them the miracles and joys we have experienced and listen to
theirs" (p. I80>.

Jenine Chen



Gender Identity

There is no objective reality.
We don’t see the world as it is,

we see the world as we are.

Anonymous
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It has been my experience that many women struggle with their gender identity.
With the changing and ever increasing roles that women play in society this is not
surprising. Women are constantly struggling with the demands of family and work. In the
past our gender identity was understood as that of mother and homemaker and now it is
not so clearly defined.

University brought bacK tfie determination. 1 fiad to do this! 1 fiad to graduate! During my

second year of University 1 became pregnant. My emotions were in an upheaval. 1 abnost

felt a sense of loss, that maybe the journey was going to be over, but the determination came
back, Now 1 had more of a reason to become a teacher, so 1 could provide a better fife for my
son. (Trish’s narrative)

Previously, women were not given the opportunity to further their education to
pursue careers, and as a result women took on the role of mother and homemaker.
Women’s identity has been generally defined in relationship to marital status and child
rearing. Having not yet defined myself in the role of mother, I have always been
surprised and somewhat insulted when some of the first questions women ask each other
are: Are you married? Do you have children? How many children do you have? How old
are your children? What are your children’s names? These inquiries are often made
before career related questions are asked. I now understand that our ability to have
children is what ultimately brings us together and makes us distinctly different from
being male. Our gender identity is inseparable from our ability to have children.

As indicated by Greene (1998), women’s identity has been defined by the male
gender and in relationship to what it means to be male. Is to be female the opposite of

being male? Obviously this is not the case. Women are now in a position of defining
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what it is to be female outside of the definition of being male. Gender identity is not
easily accomplished and has become a process of personal discovery for many women
(Kerr, 1998). Gender identity formation and redefinition for women could be addressed
through autobiographical writing.

Gender studies can help us pay attention to when and where women

autobiographers seem to have trouble with their narrative. But the answer to the

question of why we like to read it, and why individuals sit down at desk or table
and begin to tell their story, lies not in theory but in cultural history. It has to do

with where we look when we try to understand our own lives, how we read texts
and what largely unexamined cultural assumptions we bring to interpret them

(Kerr, 1998, p. 4).

Even though most of the narratives written by this group did not specially address
the issue of gender identity, gender influences perceptions and understanding of who we
are, what we share with others and write about. It is because of this that gender identity
formation is an important element to this research.

I found similar results to that of Houtekamer et al. (1997), who noticed that the
writers expressed in their stories a sense of homelessness and desire to belong. The
writers in this group were also looking for a place to feel comfortable in sharing beliefs,
fears and successes in their roles as teachers and women. This safe place to share
common experiences aids in a sometimes difficult and confusing gender identity

formation process.

I’ve expevier\ceol times when l had a real |c«cl«L o{: iwope in my *iFe and ]EounA it an utterlq miserable

p‘ace to be in. lt was a pe—r’sona} lack of: lwope, not a meessior\a‘ one. | don't like the person L am
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when | am lacking hope, but feel like it's impossible to go back o the place | was when | had it.

Then suddenly, without my willing it, waves of hope wash over me unbidden, and | am closer to

where | was before and waiting for more and move waves to come wash over me as time goes by.

Having gone through this divorce this past year, | found | went through such deep times
of hopelessness and could never imagine a time when | could feel the jog of living again. Sut now, |
do. Eovery day | feel stronger and better than the day before, happier and more filled with hope.

(Jenine's personal reflection)

The women in this group made comments about the importance of feeling secure
in sharing their stories. They found security in the comfort of a writing group that
consisted of only women. Even though none of the women had met previously, they felt
comfortable in the sisterhood of shared experiences.

All of the women contributing to this research project were in different stages of
their lives and careers. The date that we met to share our narratives was dictated by one
member who was just weeks away from giving birth to her first child. The eminent birth
helped bond the group on the gender level. During breaks from discussing our narratives
we shared wives’ tales and stories associated with being pregnant and childbirth. We
spent time swinging wedding rings over each other’s stomachs and wrists in determining
the number and gender of the children we were going to have. It was also noted that red
haired babies were born to women who experienced a great deal of heartburn during
pregnancy. Female babies were born to women who experienced terrible morning
sickness and male babies were guaranteed with a fetal heartbeat not exceeding 140 beats

per minute.

There were many issues that were gender related that helped bring cohesion to the
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group. All of us were experiencing change and redefinition in our gender identities. Julie
was only married for a year and weeks away from giving birth to her first child. Jen was
recently engaged and in the process of making wedding plans. Jenine had recently been
separated from her husband and in the process of getting a divorce. Trish had spent a lot
of time over the last few years dealing with relationships, having been married twice and
raising her pre-teen son. I wanted to start a family and was faced with the prospect that it
might not be possible. I was dealing with a lot of worry, guilt and frustration over my
failed attempts to get pregnant. Soon after our meeting, however, I found out that I was
five weeks pregnant.

I specifically chose women writers for my project because as indicated by Maxine
Greene (1998), “We realize now that it is not only the inclusion of women as a category
that is important. It is the stories of women, the accounts of their lived lives, their work
lives, their sexual lives” (p. 19). As indicated by Carter (1993), reflective writing and
teacher talk has not been sanctioned in the past as a legitimate form of research. Research
conducted by women in this area may have not received the recognition it deserves. It is
important that women’s words be heard. Kerr (1998) states that for the woman
autobiographer the major question becomes how to see one’s life whole when one has
been taught to see it as expressed through family and bonds with others. These words can
dramatically impact society, established institutions, and how women define themselves.
Women feel a struggle for faimess in the expression of ideas and opinions. This fairness
can be accomplished through recognizing research that has been conducted by women.
“We need to make audible and visible the diverse ways in which identity is negotiated in

our country and the manner in which it is affected by fairness, equity, opportunities for



34

free expression and by the existence or non existence of democracy” (Greene, 1998, p.

19). As I indicated in my personal reflection about the writing process,
The discourse was very rich among a group of individuals who did not know each other,
had never met and had such varying feaching backgrounds. T think it had = lot to do with
the fact that we were all women. We felt very comfortable in this situation. None of us
had previously been involved in such an experience and we enjoyed the sisterhood that
was established Whether or not women voice their concerns about the discrimination
they experience i society they do acknowledge it. This was a stand for what we
believed in and who we were. We reaffirmed and acknowledged our feelings and

experiences about being women in the teaching profession. (Caroline's personal

reflection)



Narrative Of Journey
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The Journey

1 leaned back and flipped anotfier page of the book, A smile spread across my face as 1 gazed
at the photos and papers...in my memory 600k, 1 am so glad 1 started this book! 1 quess 1 decided to
do it because 1 am such o visual person, and 1 need a place to put my ever growing collection of lirtle
things my students have given me over tfie last severalyears.

When 1 think back, 1 guess 1 have always wanted to be a teacfier. 1 fiave always liked
school, but have always had to wor at it. This journey fias had its share of difficulties, but
something always Kept me going. 1 guess it must figve been determination or maybe it was in spite
after a counselor told my parents to lower their expectations for me, as 1 would probably onfy be a
waitress. 1 do not like people telling me that 1 can not do somethinyg. Tt makes me want to do it even
more, just to prove them wrong!

1 can not remember a time when 1 did not want to be a teacher. 1t has always been in ny
mind even when 1 took a two year diversion to take Fine arts and design. This turned out to be a
time and place to grow up. Beinyg a starving artist for two years created a great desire for money, so 1
ignored my Reart and went to work for the phone company.

The corporate world lacKed everything 1 loved. Sometfiing Kept telling me this is not where
you belong! 1 decided to continue on my journey. 1 fiad big fears about a large University so 1 began
in a smaller, warmer community college. Eventually, 1 did makg the transition to the University of
Alberea. This is where early childfiood became my passion! 1 Knew 1 had found what 1d been looking
for. 3t was abnost a feeling of fulfilbtment.

University broughit bacK the determination. 1 had to do this! 1 had to graduate! During my
second year of University 1 became pregnant. My emotions were in an upheaval. 1 almost felt a sense

of loss, that maybe the journey was going to be over, but the determination came back, Now 1 had
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more of a reason to become a teachier, so 1 couli provide a better fife for my son.

Graduation wos o real triumph. 1 actually did it! Even with a baby and a bad marriage! 1
remember one special experience, on one particular day after an exfiausting time with my son. 1
opened the mailbox ond found a letter from the University. Ofi great, 1 thought, They want more
money. 1 opened it to find 1 had won the Pear{ Tumer Memorial award for excellence in early
childhood education. 1 cried. 1 Knew then teaching and early chillhiood was where 1 belmged.

Once 1 graduated, my son and 1 moved to Black Diamond and 1 started applying for
teaching positions everywhere! At that time jobs were scarce, but 1 was lucky enoughi to get on the
Foothills School Division substitute board. 1 subbed everywhere! It was an excellent opportunity and
an experience 1 believe every new teachier should fave. As a substitute you get to try out many
different grade levels with out the commitment. Through subbing 1 Learned what grade levels 1
Loved and which ones were a challenge. From substitute teaching 1 moved on to a learning support
position. 1 worked witfi chilifren who fiad a variety of learning difficulties in matfi and reading.
Abhough this position was fun and 1 loved the schiool and staff 1 was working with, 1 longed for my
own classroom. 1 fiad several interviews but was unsuccessful because 1 am not very good at talking
about myself. So when 1 applied for the Kindeigarten teaching position 1 decided to put on a show, so
to speak. So 1 wrote a sample wnit on bugs! Showing what 1 would teach and fiow. 1 got the job. The
principal told e fe fiad never fad such o fun wonderful interview before.

My first year of teaching was in a team teaching setting with anotfier first year teacher.
This was ik the blind leading the blind! 1 certainty learned the fine art of compromise, but did not
enjoy the experience. ‘The class was fuge! We fad 30 Kindergarten children in one roam. It was
crazy! Think of 30 children all 5 years olds and none of them can tie their sfioes! 1t took forever just

to go outside for recess! The year went well despite the fact that my team teacher and 1 did not
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really see eye to eye.

My second year in Kindergarten was wonderfull 1 feft fife 1 fiad come into my oun style. 1
had the freedom 1 needed to experiment and learn. My teaching partner find decided to move up to
grade 5 and teach French and science. Thie principal asked me if 1 wanted to stay in the Kindergarten.
The class was smaller by half, about {5 Kids, so 1 was very excited! 1 read tons of 6ooks over the
summer and wanted to try out everything! 1t turned out to be a fabulous year and it earned me my
continuing contract. 1 was thrilled! 1 somefiow Kpew 1 was on the right track,

1 learned each year is always full of new learning experiences and is always brimming with
magic and possibilities. 1 love Kindergarten in particufar so 1 decided to share what 1 lyve. 1 fioped
there were otfers who felt as passionate as 1 do about teaching. So 1 started sharing workshops with
other Kindergarten teactiers in Foothills school division. The worksfiops started quite by accident as
afl good ideas tend to do! 1 was given the job of booking a guest speaker for a Kindergarten teachers
meeting in the spring. Unfortunately, the person 1 booked ended up canceling a few days before we
were to meet. T was in a panic so to "save myself, 1 sent a letter to each Kindergarten teacher asking
fer to bring some of her favorite ideas, Books, themes etc., to share with everyone. 1 was pleasantly
surprised at fiow well it all turned out! Almost everyone told me how much they enjoyed the sharing
and the ideas. The chance to talk with colleagues who are in similar situations. 1t was a wonderful
experience. The response 1 got from these worksfiops was what led me to taKing a big step and
offering the workshop at the year 2000 teachers convention. Here's hoping it's a success! The
response 1 got from many of the ideas 1 shared, lead me to writing for a teacker's magazine, The

Mailbox, 3t was a great feeling Kpowing that my ideas were worthy of a national magazine!



1 love what 1 do! 1 truly believe God gives everyone a gift and everyone fas a calling. The
Journey 1 have always been on lead me to my calling and my passion... teaching little people!

Trish Draper
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Professional Identity

A good teacher is important, but sisters and brothers in practice are the main ingredient

for success. You cannot achieve enlightenment by locking yourself in a room.

Glenn Hudak
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Most of the teachers that I worked with during this project did not have a well
formed teacher identity when they entered the profession. Many simply fell into teaching,
having never previously seen teaching as part of their future. Even though the
circumstances of why each became a teacher varied significantly, they all proclaimed that
they loved teaching and that it was their destiny. Jen stated, “| loved school all my life. |
especially enjoyed junior high achool. | always identified well with kids that age.” She
entered the education faculty after obtaining a diploma in drama. She wanted to be more

than a starving actress and teaching drama has given her the opportunity of utilizing and

sharing her talent with others.

Julie entered the profession once she obtained her French degree and after not
really knowing what she wanted to do. “School was the best thing | knew. | had always been
going to school. My year starts in September and ends in June. [School] was a known entity and |
knew it well. | can see the difference | have made. It is very rewarding. | surprised myself because
never thought | would enjoy it.” Jenine stated, | fell into it because | vanted to travel overseas and
teaching was the best way. My father is a teacher and he had great influence over me and | love it now. |
really didn t know what | was doing and felt very cut off from other people in knowing what | should be

doing. | learned by doing and talking to other teachers.”

1 also entered the profession through the back door, first getting my business
degree and writing and presenting educational programs for Alberta Culture. The only
one of us with a clear teaching identity before entering the profession was Trish. “1 have
alwnys been a teacher 1 think, My mother tells me 1 use to organize the Kids in the neigfiborfood all
the time to play school. 1 love it to death.” Even though she had a clearer professional identity

at the beginning of her career, it did not seem to be set in stone. She had the same types
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of insecurities, questions and drive for continued professional growth and professional
identity formation as did the rest of us.

Even though we are all at different stages of our careers with varied backgrounds
and experiences, we had a very clear understanding of the difficulties endured by our first
year teacher, Jen. We identified well with and had many comments to make in regards to
being a practicum student and entering our first year of teaching, Those experiences still
impact our growth and development in the profession years after the fact.

| am emotionally scarred from my first year. Now | see myself more as who | am but not alf | am

because | don't put everything of who | am into the classroom. [Practicum teachers] should

focus on giving us ideas on how to improve because you do not have them; because you do not
have the experience. You just can't say your lesson plans are weak...well tell me how to make
them better. Show me. Show me yours. | never saw any of my practicum teachers resources.

(Julie's comments)

Our professional identities have been greatly influenced by the number of years
we have been teaching and the varied experiences we all have had. It was interesting that
Jen’s narrative (the first year teacher) spoke mostly about the teachers she has
encountered and the qualities she admires in them. Even though the reader was able to get
insight into Jen as a teacher, it was through her observations of other teachers that we
learned about her. She spoke very little about her own experiences and feelings. This may
be due to the fact that she has not yet begun to form a professional identity or is at least in
the infancy stage of development. She does not have enough experience or knowledge to

make comparisons or reflections on her practice or feelings.



| was very open with how insecure | was and how little experience | had. In my
practicum, [the practicum teacher] focused so much on my lesson plans | forgot |
wag suppose to be teaching the kide because | was so worried about what he was
thinking and what he wanted, so | never had any relationship with these kids, | was
Just trying to stay afloat. | was trying to learn the material so badly. It was an
awful experience and it was my last practicum. It was the taste in my mouth
when | started teaching. | can’t get through (my first year) without support, so |
was so lucky to be at the echool | was at. The staff is so helpful. (Jen's
comments)

Julie stated to the group,
| think you learn from your own mistakes. | am not going to do this, this year. My first year |
was too much my way or the highway. It was coming from my own insecurities and | was more
flexible the second year. Teaching all those different grades has been schizophrenic, but at the
same time it teaches you a number of different strategies. | think it is very common for first year
teachers to be teacher centered. You are surviving, you are trying to figure it out and students
are getting an education some times in spite of what you are doing because you are so focused
on yourself.

Now | know | am much more student focused. | will totally change what | planned because
| see what the class needs that day. | am much more aware of what they need and less what |
need to teach. If something did not work, | would try it again a different way. But it is very
frustrating being a first year teacher because | had many questions but | didn’t want to ask too

many questions because | did not want to look as though | did not know. But, | didn’t know. |
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was lucky that my husband taught at the same school, | asked him questions, | would not ask

others. | would go try things he suggested but it was his style and not mine. (Julie’s comments)

Our professional identity is constantly changing as we gain more experience in
the field of teaching. Education is in a constant state of change and as students grow and
learn, so should the teachers. What is the healthiest and most effective way of growing in
the profession? Experience alone is not sufficient as there are many very experienced
teachers that have grown very little. Professional growth is more than sitting back and
letting the years pass, it is about nourishing ourselves and others as we grow. It is about
being actively involved in our professional identity formation. We all agreed that one of
the best ways to do this was by reflecting on our own teaching practice, sharing our
stories and listening to the stories of others.

Often times teacher talk is not sanctioned as a legitimate form of professional
development. Discourse between teachers should be encouraged and more opportunities
given to teachers to share stories. “When school faculties develop the skill of dialogue
and discussion, they leam how to transform their talk into meaningful communication
that improves relationships and makes a real difference for student learning” (Gamston &
Wellman, 1998, p. 30). This project allows me the opportunity to legitimize this form of
professional development in the formation of my professional identity and that of others.

| really enjoyed meeting the other participants. We all have very diverse teaching experiences,

but | was very pleased to see how much we all had in common. | particularly enjoyed listening
to our first year teacher. We all try to seem so confident that first year. | felt like | was the only

one who had insecurities about my teaching. | appreciated her honesty, and it was nice to see

that we all had those feelings of doubt. It also helped me to see just how far | have come as a



46

teacher and that the process of becoming a good teacher is never-ending. (Julie's personal

reflection)

I have now been teaching for about seven years, and this is the first year that I
have not had a formal evaluation written on my teaching practice. I was evaluated the
first year because I was new to the profession, the second year for my continuing
contract; the third year for my permanent certification in Alberta, the fourth year for my
role as principal/administrator, the fifth year for my continuing contract with a British
Columbia school division, and the sixth year for my permanent BC certification. I would
often complain and joke that I was the most evaluated teacher in the profession.

There have been many debates on the value of evaluation. It is not a conducive
method in which to learn and become a better teacher. It is more about one person
imposing their beliefs of educating students onto another. It is not about creating an open
environment of mutual learning, respect and understanding that can be established
through reflective writing and discourse in the establishment of a professional identity.
Jen distanced herself from the process of self examination which did not aid her in the
formation of her professional identity.

My leseon plans were either too vague or way too complicated; my evaluations
were never In line with my objectives; he constantly questioned my knowledge base
on the subject | was teaching the kids. Our relationship guickly had become one of
intimidation which led to my self doubt. He intimidated me, not openly In front of
anyone but behind closed doors, to the point that | didn't trust anything that |

wrote, read, or said. | would stutter when | was asked simple questions by my
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students, and my dally reflections were general and without feellng or opinion,
(Jet's narrative)

In working for a new school division this year, I was surprised and somewhat
grateful that a formal written evaluation was not conducted on my teaching practice. I
understand that teacher’s professional growth plans have replaced the formal written
evaluation of teachers by administrators. At the end of the year, I was offered and
accepted a continuing contract without anyone making judgment or evaluating my
teaching style. The absence of a formal evaluation was great, no pressure, no one lurking
around or sitting at the back of the class frantically taking notes about my questioning
technique or behavior management protocol.

However, without a formal evaluation, I did not have that piece of paper to add to
my portfolio or the opportunity to shine for my administration. Look....see what I can do!
I can pull a rabbit from a hat, saw a woman in half and pull an endless string of colored
scarves from my nose. Look....see what I can do! Create detailed unit plans, design varied
and interesting lessons, motivate students, be able to reach students of all learning styles,
use questioning effectively, have an organized and ergonomic classroom, develop well
established classroom management techniques, and be involved in a multitude of
committees and extra curricular activities.

For me, there was no one there to say you did a great job! We ate giving you this
continuing contract because your administrator says, through his written evaluation, that
you are a great teacher. Was I worthy of receiving this continuing contract? I believe 1
was, but no one really knows what kind of a teacher I am. Does this not leave an opening

for problems in the future if a teacher is not competent in the profession? After thinking
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about it, I realized that it was not the formal written evaluation or the process that I

missed, it was the interaction, discussion, feedback and reaffirmation about my teaching

practice with a teaching professional that I needed and craved.
I know as teachers we always question ourselves and battle with self doubt We crave
feedback about the job we are doing If is not about needing praise for a job well don,
but about reassurances of our teaching abilittes. We need this feedback in our continued
growth as teaching professionals. 1 have found this writing group provides
reassurances that we have similar questions, fears, insecurities and strengths as
teachers and human beings. (Caroline's personal reflection)

There is a great deal more at risk professionally and personally when someone else
is in a position of power over you, in judging your teaching ability. All of us felt great
empathy towards Jen because of the story she wrote and shared. It stirred up many
uncomfortable feelings and memories for us. It made me realize that for many, the
practicum or first year teaching experience is not a positive one but very negative and
harmful for many teachers. There must be a better way of nurturing new teachers and
helping them form a professional identity. Jen considered leaving the teaching profession

because of the harsh words of one practicum teacher. In response to Jen’s narrative I

wrote,
The experience you shared at the beginning of your narrative made my heart break. 1t
made me think a great deal about evaluation of feachers. 1 know that with professional
growth plans we have moved from & systern of evaluation to that of supervision, which I
hope will eliminate sttuations like the one you experienced Your narrative emphasizes
the point that there is no such thing as "constructive’ crificism. Criticism is simply

crificism whether it is disguised as constructive. (Caroline’s cornments fo.J en)

In response to Jen’s narrative Julie wrote,
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I 'had very similar feelings during my practicum year. You cannot get an accurate idea of what
teaching is about at university and during your practicum you are very focused on simply
surviving/passing. It is also very difficult to remember that your practicum teacher's opinion is just
one person's opinion, and that your practicum advisor at university is there to support you if you
feel that your practicum teacher is not. | also like how you compare your practicum experience
to your first year of teaching. It goes to show the importance of receiving positive feedback,
something that as teachers, not just as teaching students, we must always keep in mind. (Julie’s
comments to Jen)

The absence of interactive evaluation made me think seriously about the weight
placed on teacher professional growth plans in holding teachers accountable and
providing the opportunity for professional identity formation. I don’t think teachers are
aware of the significance of these plans. If professional growth plans are the only means
in which a teacher will be held accountable, I am very concerned with what defines
professional development and who defines professional development for individuals
within schools, school divisions, teaching associations, and teacher education programs at
the undergraduate and graduate levels. My experience has shown me that there is a
significant difference between what is considered professional development at these
different levels of education.

What then is the definition of professional development? Who should define my
professional development? I should be able to define my own professional development
as a professional and in pursuit of my professional identity. I strongly believe in the
benefits of professional growth plans, but I am very concerned with what constitutes

professional development.
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Often in the teaching profession we have defined professional development in the
form of one or two day workshops. Quick fix tips or lectures on how to do this or
improve that. Often times these workshops become sales pitches for a particular kind of
educational product. “Most teachers and administrators tend to view outsider knowledge
about teaching as ‘real’ knowledge that embodies true expertise about instruction,
evaluation, and learning, and insider knowledge as somehow less important, perhaps
because it is 50 accessible” (Gallas, 1994, p. 11). Professional development does not need
to take this form or structure. We cannot package up our profession into a variety of one
or two hour seminars. Professional development presented in this way is often disjointed
and lacks continuity. Workshops do not ailow for individual needs and differences.
Thankfully, teachers are looking at professional development in a different light. As
stated by Ackerman, Maslin-Ostrowski and Christensen (1996),

Professional development programs are increasingly moving away from

presentations by experts and toward programs that involve administrators and

teachers as facilitators of their own renewal and growth. One method that we have
been using to encourage educators to take responsibility for their own professional
development (and that of their colleagues) is the case story. It is an approach of

the conventional case study method with the tradition, artistry, and imagination of

storytelling (p. 21).

Professional growth plans are a better approach to professional development and
identity formation for most. Through the narratives and reflections made by the group, it
became apparent that the old methods used for teacher evaluation were not effective in

developing a professional identity. The move from formal teacher evaluation to the
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development of professional growth plans has given teachers the opportunity to look at
their own professional growth in a meaningful manner for them. This, I feel, is a step in
the right direction. Allowing teachers to develop their own professional growth plans will
automatically foster self-reflection and discourse between teachers. However, the
implementation of these plans is not without difficulty or controversy. Even though
Alberta Education has provided guidelines for the design of teacher professional growth
plans, the format of these plans differ significantly. Differences occur between school
divisions and between schools, even within the same division. I have gone to many
workshops about the structure of professional growth plans and the focus has always
been on what they should not be and not on what they can be. The reflective writing
process could be an important part of teacher growth plans in pursuit of identity
formation, as indicated by the participants of this project.

The government sees professional growth plans as a means of holding teachers
accountable for their professional development, but many teachers were already doing
many professional growth activities without the mandate. The mandate insulted many
teachers by implying they were doing a poor job in the advancement of their profession
and needed to be told what to do to make it better. The true value of growth plans should
be based on the answers to the following questions:

e What is the value added by growth plans to the overall teaching and learning process?
¢ How has it improved education?

* How has it benefited students?

* How has it benefited teachers?

This project gave a small group of teachers an opportunity to define their own
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professional growth through reflective writing and discourse, as highlighted in my
personal reflections,

We had all been looking forward to the opportunity of sitting down and discussing

educational issues with collesgues. There sre not many opportunities for this during the

year when we are busy teaching. We are so busy dealing with students and parents
issues and concerns that we rarely have the chance fo voice our concerns, feelings and
needs about ourselves and the profession We all saw this as 5 grest professional
development opportunity. A chance to learn from one another's successes and Failures.

We all recognized that i gave an excuse for reflecting on our teaching practice critically

and learning from our analysis and the analysis of others (Caroline's personal

reflection)

The problem lies in the fact that teachers are not allowed ownership of these
plans. Many teachers simply do them to get them done, with no effort or concem. It is
about checking off their name in completion of the plan. Unfortunately, there was
probably very little professional development that occurred in the development of these
plans. Teachers do not feel empowered by the process. Professional growth plans are a
good idea, but they can only be as good as the structure that supports them. As indicated
by Noddings (1997),

....we make a sad and deep error when we try to convert all teachers to a

particular way of thinking or to a particular set of methods. Instead we should help

teachers to do the best they can with their own educational philosophies and their
own beliefs. We should help them to build on their own strengths, just as we hope

that they will build on the strengths of their students. A genuine pedagogical

pluralism ought to be encouraged in our schools. Engaged in dialogue, encouraged
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to reflect on their own practice but allowed to keep their own beliefs, teachers

might well begin to revise their methods and extend their pedagogical repertories

(p. 173).

Teachers are constantly asking questions about programs and their place in the
educational system. This questioning is important directly to our professional identity
formation. Even though teachers concerns are overshadowed by the expectations and
demands placed on them by outside influences, it is clear from the narratives that teachers
see the most important aspect of education as meeting the needs of the students. Even
though all of the narratives were on different topics and our stories and experiences so
diverse, we all questioned our place in the educational system and our professional
identity within different contexts.

Jenine mulled over the following concems in her narrative,

In the beginning, | felt like | knew the "vight" way to teach students how to be effective
communicators and independent learners. | o me, the students' lack of willingness to embrace this
independent style of learning revealed a deficiency within them. [However, at this point in the
process l Feel that | was mistaken. | he stqle Q\C Iearning that you have (wke’clwer because oF
persona! pre}cewence o cultural Bacl@rouna‘) is neither riglﬁt or wrong. However, iF the teacher
wants to help the students accept a wider range of styles, the onus is on the teacher to provide
means ttwouglw which the students can come +o the p‘ace oF such acceptance. Once a means is
orovided and students still choose not to walk along this path, then the onus is on them. {Jenine's

navmtive)

In response to Jenine’s narrative, I voiced these comments,

1 don't see this as an ESL issue and 1 know that all teachers have struggled in finding



54

their place along what I see as a spectrum with teacher centered and student centered
styles st etther end. I think that most teachers fall some where in between both
extremes depending on expertence and situation. My feaching style varies slightly from
year o year, school fo school, subject to subject and class fo class. T know that s &
beginning teacher I taught in a teacher centered style because I felt 1 little out of control
To gain a feeling of control I fook charge of the teaching/learning process. As I becarne
more confident and experienced, I realized the tmportance of students being

intrinsically motivated. (Caroline's comments fo Jenine)

Teachers need to feel empowered by their own professional development if it is to
be authentic and meaningful as evident in the narratives and discussions of this group of
teachers. Professional development needs to support or help reshape the professionat
identity of teachers. In doing so, it is important not to confuse what is empowerment with
what is not empowerment as indicated by Renihan & Renihan (1992).

Empowerment is not kidding teachers into thinking preplanned initiatives were

their ideas (that is entrapment). Empowerment is not holding out rewards

emanating from positive power (that is enticement). Empowerment is not insisting
that participation is mandated from above (that is enforcement). Empowerment is
not increasing the responsibility and scope of the job in trivial areas (that is

enlargement). (p. 11)

When teachers feel empowered, true professional identity formation can occur.
Teachers feel in control of their professional growth and confident in their knowledge
about teaching. This was evident in Julie’s comments to the group,

The other grade one teacher | would consider her a master teacher. | found | was leaming a lot

from her. On the other side of me was a first year teacher who was coming to me and asking me
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questions. | was answering her questions. By being able to answer her questions | knew | had

leared things and become a better teacher. It made me feel for the first time that | had

experience under my belt. | was leaming from one teacher and teaching another which was a

very interesting experience. (Julie’s comments)

As indicated by Zola (1988), when teachers come to a position of examining their
own understandings and practices they; learn more about child growth and development,
curriculum, learning and teaching. They are in a position of being able and wanting to
share with other teachers. This was evident in Trish’s comments to the group of writers,

They are all good teackiers, some are even what 1 would call great teachers, but 1 leamed

they were no different from me and 1 was no different from them. 1 leamed to trust myself

and ry ideas. 1 also learned through teacfiing that my colleagues are my greatest and most

valuable resource people, but 1 am a resource Jfor them as well. You will be and probably are a

resource person for people in your scfiool too! Trust yourself. You Kyow more than you think,

you do. (Trish's comments)

Teachers can become involved in a process of analysis and evaluation of their
teaching practice through reflective writing and teaching narratives. “A valuable way to
do this is to read and study narratives paralleling their journeys as teachers and
incorporating many of the skills, attitudes, dispositions, and perspectives they need to be
effective and engaged practitioners” (Preskill, 1998, p. 345). It is essential that teachers
be given the opportunity to share and listen to the stories of others. Through this
discourse we can better understand ourselves and our teaching practice. Dialogue allows
us to come face to face with other viewpoints. Our understandings can be challenged and

reformulated to improve our teaching. “We like to try on new identities because we crave
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the confirmation of like experiences, or the enlargement or transformation which can
come from viewing a similar experience from a different perspective” (Kerr, 1998, p. 6).

T'understand intuitively that I have grown in my profession by listening to the
stories of other teachers and students and in the telling of my stories to others. My own
and others’ stories and memories have shaped me as a person and teacher and influenced
my daily teaching practice and I think this has been the case for the other teachers
involved in this project as well.

As indicated by Jenine in her response to Trish’s narrative,

| think it's wonderful to hear how open you are about sharing ideas. | think this is one of the most

important things for me professionally - o be in an environment where sharing takes place,

continual learning, continual improvement. | wonder how to engender this kind of sharing
throughout the system? | guess it's a wisky thing to do - putting your ideas up for evaluation all
the time. [t has to be done in an accepting atmosphere, a trusting atmosphere. (Jenines
comments to | rish)

Stories we tell and hear from others can change the direction of our lives and can
help us understand the meaning of life. Stories are thought provoking and there is
legitimate accountability in this form of professional development and professional
identity formation. By listening to the stories of others we can get a good understanding
of what teachers know, how teachers organize the knowledge they do have and how
teachers knowledge changes over time and experiences. This source of knowledge will
never diminish as the bank of my stored memories and shared stories grows over time. As
Jenine commented to Jen,

i .
l was interested to see how you couu see the s‘cveng‘cks in each OF the teachers youve been in
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contact with. l've also come to Jci‘\e conc|usion Jc[waJc each teac'ﬁe'r’ Ims sometlwing specia| to O‘FFGT’

that is unigue and that there is no one 'wight' way in teacking. | am —pea‘izing what a constructive

process valuing is - valuing others, their contributions, their abilities. (Jenine's comments to

en).

Stories and discourse are a rich source of continuing professional development. It
is a safe, non evaluative, flexible, open-ended, individualized platform to think about,
reflect, analyze, write and articulate educational beliefs, understandings and practices.
We are careless in the teaching profession in not recognizing the wealth of knowledge
accumulated by the individuals within our own profession.

What 1 leamed each year is always full of new learning experiences and is aliwnys brimming

with magic and possibifities. . . . So 1 started sharing workshops with otfier Kindergarten

teachers in Foothills School Division. The workshiops started quite by accident as all good
ideas tend to do! 1 was given the job of booKing a guest speaker for a Kindergarten teachiers
meeting in the spring. . . . 1was pleasantly surprised at fiow well it all turned out! Almost
everyone told me fow much they enjoyed the sharing and the ideas. The chance to talk with
colleagues who are in similar situations. Tt was a wonderful experience. The response 1 got
from these workshops was what led me to taking a big step and offering the worksfiop at the
year 2000 teachers convention. (Trish's narrative)

Teaching is a complex reflective practice. There is a relationship between the
development of teaching skills, understanding oneself as a teacher, narration and
reflective practice. Narration and reflective practice form a holistic approach to
professional development and professional identity formation. Teaching stories become

life stories. It is difficult to separate the teacher from the individual. We are constantly
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reconstructing ourselves in our teaching practice through reflection and discourse. “We
all practice the craft of autobiography in our inner conversations with ourselves about the
meaning of our experience, and those conversations, no matter what language we use, are
fundamentally theological or philosophical” (Kerr, 1998, p. 178). Reflective practice is a
process of searching for a professional identity and there needs to be support of
professional identity formation.

The value of this project really became apparent when all of the people taking part

met in person. .. . | went into this thinking that | was the only one that would

have a difficult story to tell. Everyone has had their doubts and insecurities in
their career; even after years of experience.

This project was an inspiring one for me. . . . Meeting and discussing my
experiences with other, more experienced teachers was extremely rewarding.

(Jen's personal refiection)

[ want teachers to feel empowerment and take ownership of their professional
growth and identity. Through this project I am giving myself and others this control in
legitimizing the writing and sharing of teacher narratives as aiding in professional growth
of oneself and others. Rather than seeing these reflections and stories as self-absorption,
these stories are important in professional development. As indicated by Witherell
(1991), it is important that the educational system encourage dialogue and connectedness
between teachers in an effort to promote healthy development and learning.

In a quest for authentic professional development, it is essential that teachers be
given the opportunity to share and listen to the stories of others. Dialogue allows us to

come face to face with other viewpoints. Our understandings can be chatlenged and
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reformulated to improve our teaching.
Getting to know your colleagues is crucial, and can be difficult because teaching can be a very
isolated profession (everyone locked away in their own classrooms). You can grow as a teacher
by taking from those who provide good examples of teaching, but it is also valuable to pay

attention to those who don't do things as you would, and learn from that. (Julie’s comments)



Narrative of Apprenticeship
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My First Year: A Reflection

“You just might not be suited to Teaching. There are other occupations that
would generate lese stress than teaching.”

L couldn't believe it! | had been through three months of torment with this mat,
worked harder than | ever had to meet his expectations, and now, on my last day of
practicum he was advising me to throw it all away! Inevitably, | felt my face heat up, my
stomach lurch, and tears escape from my eyes. Do not let him see you cry, | told myself

"ls something wrong?" he asked tentatively.

That was all it took. | started to cry full-heartedly.

"Ah, I'm not really good at handling these kinds of things,” he said.

No kidding! | managed to muster up, "l just can't believe I'm finished." Well, it
wasn't exactly what | had wanted to say at that point; at least | hadn't insulted him. |
had already disappointed him profeselonally; | wasn't about to tarnish his image of me as
a person. After all, he had commented frequently on how well | took criticism. For
whatever reason, | could never get anything quite right. My lesson plans were either too
vague or way too complicated: my evaluations were never in line with my objectives; he
constantly questioned my knowledge my knowledge base on the subject | was teaching
the kide. Our relationship quickly had become one of intimidation which led To my eelf
doubt. He intimidated me, not openly in front of anyone but behind closed doors, to the
point that | didn't trust anything that | wrote, read, or sald. | would stutter when | was
asked simple questions by my studetts, and my dally reflections were general and

without feeling or opinion. My students were never the problem. They were very good to
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me, &nd we could have had a lov more fun if | had felt as though | actually deserved to be
there. | regret caving in like | did.

When [ left the school that day, | believed what he told me: | believed that | wasn't
capable of teaching. | was wrong.

| managed to get a job teaching drama and language arts at the Jjunior high
school level. In the midst of my flurry to learn and fix up my classroom throughout the
summer, | met most of the other teachers and administration with whom | would be
working In the fall. Immediately, | knew | was among great people. | found support and
guidance through many of these people and there are a few who definitely stand out.
Each one of them resembles an aspect of belng a teacher that | would like to assimilate.

Janice was the head of the language arts department. She was knowledgeable,
creative, and talented; | learned very quickly once school started how compaseionate she
wasg with her students, and they reciprocated that sentiment. | found myself always
seeking her advice and reassurance if | felt something wasn't right. There was never a
time when she turned me away because she was too busy. She treated all staff and
students this way. As | look forward to my second year of teaching and many years to
come, | will strive to be as kind, patient, and generous as Janice.

Paige was the band teacher. | was fortunate enough for four months out of my
year to co-direct a musical with Paige. She astonished me with her organization and
tenacity in this project. It was definitely a wake up call for me to work with someone who
was always one step ahead of everybody and everything. At times, | felt as though |

wasn't doing as much as | could and | wasn't as involved as | wanted to be. This was all
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brought on by my own insecurities and lack of experience. After the four months, | could
hardly put into words how much ! learned from her. She inspired me to be more prepared
and organized.

The last two people | must mention are my principal, Karen, and my assistant
principal, Clyde. | was so fortunate to be able to work with two people who are so talented
at what they do and work so well with each other, as well as everyone around them.
Karen's focus was everywhere, literally! She multi-tasked like no one | had ever seen. No
matter what time of the day you saw Karen she was always doing three or four things
and doing them effectively. She put tremendous energy in everything she did, always
putting her staff and students first. | am aiming for Karen's energy. Clyde worked a
great deal with the discipline issues in our echool. It was his first year there, and he was
determined to implement an effective discipline plan for the school; he did. From start to
finish Clyde dealt effectively with students who were either making bad decisions or in a
modified prep program. What stands out for me when | think of Clyde is his ability to
follow through with whatever he says. There was not one student that did not take him
seriously in this school. He proved to be a tremendous support to the teachers and
support staff Following through and being effective In classroom management lo where
Clyde is my role model.

This past year was both rewarding and overwhelming. | immersed myself into
many extra-curricular activities; probably too many. It wag almost as though | was still
trying to prove to myself and my practicum teacher that | couid handle the work load.

My colleagues were impreseed with my work ethic, but really encouraged me to cool it.
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They knew and | knew that | was spread too thin. In the future, | will need to narrow my
focus and produce a higher quality of work.

As | reflect on my first year of teaching, | would have to say it was successful. |
belleve that a lot of that success came from the strength passed onto me by others
and my own triumphant grappling with my practicum nightmares. Now | can't wait to get
up in the morning. With a little perseverance, | built rewarding relationships with both
students and veachers. One person's Judgment was not enough to keep me from doing
what | have always wanted to do. As | approach my second year of teaching, | am
determined to correct any wrongs | have made in the past year and work towards
refining my idea of effective teaching.

Jen Matthews



Physical Identity

Lift up your hand, spread your fingers and look hard at your palm. The lines, bold
and faint, the ridges, the intricate patterns...all of them tell a story that is distinctly

your own,

Judith Hipskind
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I'have come to understand the importance of narratives in shaping and influencing
me as a teacher and have found a tremendous need to listen to and present these stories in
a visually interesting and meaningful way. In this project, I wanted to make connections
between the stories that are written by teachers and the stories that the writers’ hands tell.
I wanted the writers to have a better appreciation of their physical identity. Life stories of
individuals are told through hands. Stories are written on the line of a page, and stories
are told by reading the lines of the hand.

In working with my own fingerprint, | found that there was much | didn't know about mysell even

from a physical standpoint. ['d never locked at my fingevprints before, and when writing my stor

in the lines, | was amazed at the wonder of creation. Such an intricate and detailed pattern that
| overlook every day. [t makes me wonder about the other things ['m overlooking. ... (Jenine's
personal reflection)

We use our hands to express ourselves. We show love and caring towards others
through our hands with gentle touches and holding. We show anger and distress through
our hands by pushing, shoving and hitting. We show our creativity and self expression
through writing and art.

Visser (1994) indicated that hands are used in greeting people. Anthropologists
refer to greetings as access rituals. As individuals meet, they greet each other with a
hand-shake or wave. By doing this they are welcoming another individual, allowing
him/her to become closer. The greeting is a public demonstration of acceptance. Hand
shaking and waving in the past referred to honor, friendship and the formation of a
contact as well as a sign of peace. The act of writing the teaching narratives in the hands

of the teachers that are telling these stories symbolizes the use of hands in greeting and
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welcoming others into their lives and in sharing their stories in a public demonstration of
acceptance.

Even though many people believe that our bodies are symmetrical with the left
side murroring the right, that is not the case. As indicated by Visser (1994), throughout
history right and left have referred to the different sexes with the male, representing the
good side, being the right and the left, or evil side, representing the female. Women were
considered irrational, dark, marginal, cold, deceitful and generally sinister like the left
hand. Men were considered important, honest, straightforward, and intelligent like the
right hand. This may be why there is a prejudice in favor of the right side and against the
left. It was for this reason that I had the women transpose their words in the lines of a
fingerprint from the left hand. This act was in recognition of the left hand, the feminine
side. It represents the equality that should exist between the genders, their words and their
hands. One is not complete without the other.

As highlighted by Visser (1994), in most cultures the right hand is considered
more significant. In English culture it represents power, truth, permanence, reliability,
dexterity, acceptability, immediacy, and correctness. On the other hand, the left hand
means sinister, weak or worthless. In French droit means straight and just, and gauche is
the opposite and means gawky. Mancino in Italian means left handed and treacherous.
The comparison of good and evil are related to hands, with the right hand being good and
the left being evil. The use of the left hand is used in many cultures in ceremonies dealing
with death. In cultures where hands are used to eat with, the left hand is not used as it is
considered dirty and unworthy of such a task. Gesturing with the right hand is superior to

gesturing with the left hand. Left handedness is often referred to as outside the norm.
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Most left-handed individuals have known the pressure of trying to conform to using the
right hand.

As suggested by Visser (1994), even though in modern wedding ceremonies both
the male and female exchange rings, in the past in Anglo-Saxon marriages only the
women received a ring to be wom on the fourth finger of the left or female hand. It is
interesting that in recent times we have found out that the right hand is controlled by the
left side of the brain and the left hand controlled by the right. Speech is controlled by the
left and the more we know about the left brain and its tasks the less we seem to know
about the functions of the right side of the brain except for its spatial capabilities.

1 believe that humans are obsessed with body image. What is considered
acceptable or desirable is defined by the culture in which we live. Even though there are
differences between cultures, the body is used by all in an expression of morals,
preferences, ideals, and social structures. Cultural expectations and differences influence
our physical identity. Our physical identity significantly influences the understanding of
ourselves, the world, our reflections upon it and the stories we write and share with
others.

The five senses, including touch, help us better understand and experience the
outside world. Through time people have turned to the shape and lines of the hand in
providing answers to their lives. The lines of the hand are a type of map showing us the
direction in which our lives will take us.

Hands are important tools in expressing ourselves. Our hands and the lines on
them tell our life stories like the lines or rings in the trunk of a tree. The lines show times

of drought, disease and prosperity. Like the narratives that teachers tell, everyone’s hand
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and fingerprints are uniquely our own, but in all the differences one can find
commonalties between hands and stories.

Hand prints have importance in our lives, whether or not we believe in the
information offered by reading palms, which does not only include reading the lines on
the palm of the hand but includes all dimensions of the hand. When babies are born in
hospitals, imprints of their hands are made as a form of identification. When we enter
elementary school, again we make imprints of our hands to give to our parents as gifts.
Like celebrities in Hollywood, we make our mark by placing our hands into wet cement
when pouring a new sidewalk or driveway. As we grow older, we occasionally go and
place our hands into the prints we left behind years before. The stories, like the prints, are
marks we can leave behind as a form of identification. Years later, we can revisit these
stories, by placing our hands back into our prints, and reflecting back on the importance
and significance these words have had in our lives.

As indicated by Whitaker (1998), for thousands of years and over many cultures
people have been intrigued with understanding the meanings of the lines on the hands.
The hand revealed a map that showed the direction of one’s life and provided a form of
physical identity. The lines provided insights into an individual’s character and
personality, intelligence and temperament, talents, personal needs, and health. This
provided clues in how past events shaped present opportunities and how today’s actions
influence future events, opportunities for success, and life challenges. This becomes a
story of physical identity.

The writers were intrigued with transposing their stories in a fingerprint that

represented their personality and represented them physically. Even though the process
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was labor intensive, they liked the creative nature in which their words were represented.
When writing my narrative, | found it very difficult to narrow my focus. | was always keeping in

mind the fact that it would have to be rewritten in the form of 4 simple fingerprint. This helped

me to edit. (Julie’s personal reflection)

Fingerprints are used as the ultimate and most accurate form of physical identity
in today’s society. Fingerprints, like the teachers’ stories, are uniquely our own, but have
common characteristics. As pointed out by Hipskind (1998), the three basic types of
fingerprint patterns include the arch, the loop and the whorl. Many believe the pattern and
the finger it is located on gives insights into personality. The writers chose a fingerprint
on the left hand in tribute to its feminine label. They chose the fingerprint that best fit
their personality in which to write their story. It was a wonderful coincidence that
everyone selected a different finger. As a result, this project literally represents a handful
of stories.

Trish wrote her narrative in the print of her index finger, which is a whorl, as it
best describes her personality. Individuals with whorls on their index fingers are
described as having success in their careers and should be in business for themselves.
They tend to like to do things their way to guarantee they are done correctly (Hipskind,
1998). Julie wrote her narrative in the print of her ring finger, which is a loop, as it best
describes her. Individuals with Ioops on their ring finger are described as enjoying
working with their hands, especially in an outside environment. These individuals are
comfortable, harmonious, peaceful and natural (Hipskind, 1998). Jen wrote her narrative
in the print of her little finger, which is a loop. Individuals with loops on their little finger

are described as having good insight into the human condition and give helpful advice.
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They are very particular about detail and enjoy to talk. They have a need to help others
and are excellent communicators (Hipskind, 1998). Jenine wrote her narrative in the print
of her middle finger, which is also a loop. Individuals with loops on their middle finger
are described as being creative and open to new ideas. They are strong-minded but love
to debate and discuss varying ideas and philosophies. According to Hipskind, they
generally have a live-and-let-live attitude towards life. I wrote my narrative in the print of
my thumb, which is a whorl, which I believe describes me well. Individuals with whorls
on their thumb are described as thriving on accomplishing tasks and overseeing obstacles
in their way. They have a tremendous need to be in control of events in their lives.

Millions of people travel to Hollywood to place their hands in the prints of their
favorite personality or celebrity. In doing so they feel they have made a connection to
those people, their lives, their stories, their past. I hope that by taking the teachers’ prints
and writing their stories in the lines of their hands, other teachers can read these stories
and place their hands into the hands of other teachers in feeling a part or making

connections with their lives and teaching stories.
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French Immersion in a Small Town

| am a big city gal who came to a small logging town five years ago to teach, of all things,
French Immersion. My experience as a French teacher in this setting have opened my eyes to small town
politics and how the importance of an educational programme’s reputation can eclipse the needs of the
individual student.

The French Immersion programme in my town has the reputation of being elitist. | would agree
with this perception. It didn’t take me long to realize that some parents of children in the programme
were not primarily concerned with their children becoming bilingual and more aware of French culture,
but were more interested in being able to say their chifd was a French Immersion student. To some it
seemed to be more an issue of prestige than quality of education. Very few French Immersion parents
have taken any initiative to learn even basic French themselves, thus it is very difficult for them to
academically support their children at home, particularly when their children reach the higher grade levels
and the language becomes more complex. On many occasions | have received notes or phone calls from
parents excusing their children for having incomplete homework because they, the parents, could not
help their children with it.

The French Immersion programme is elitist in another way as well. You do not find students with
severe behavior or learning problems in the French Immersion programme, at least not to the severity that
is becoming more and more common in the English stream. Learning Assistance is a best
underdeveloped, which is due mostly in my opinion to the denial which exists among French Immersion
administration that children enrolled in the programme do not need extra help because they are an
academic cut-above. This year | taught first grade, and one of my students experienced severe language

acquisition problems throughout the entire year, Her recognition of common French vocabulary was
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extremely weak, but was moderately stronger than in English. Due to my personal frustration over the
quality of learning assistance provided at the school, | approached my administrator (also the Learning
Assistance teacher) about the possibility of discussing alternative educational routes with this student’s
parents. | was told that | could not even suggest the child be removed from the programme, due to the
fact that French Immersion suffers regularly from attrition, thus high student numbers need to be
maintained in the lower grades in order to assure sufficient student numbers at the high school. | Felt, in
this instance, that the programme was being put before the educational needs of my student.

The goal of the programme is to make effective French communicators out of English students,
but | question the term “immersion” when the only environment in which the students are exposed to
French is in the classroom. Students rarely choose to speak French during recess and lunch, and need to
be constantly encouraged to socialize in their second language by their teachers. The few students that
appreciate the joy of a second language take pride in their education, while the majority eventually come
to treat it as a burden.

| am fortunate enough to have taught in the programme at grade one, and also at grades five to
ten. | was very impressed with how quickly and enthusiastically my first grade students picked up the
language. | was, however, equally disheartened by the performance in French of most of the students at
the high school level. In general, | found their written grammar to be quite weak and their spoken French
continued to be riddled with incorrect direct English translations. Indeed the best of the Core French
students | taught at the high school were better at conjugating verbs than the average Immersion student.
When | asked my grade nine and ten students how may intended to pursue French after graduation, only
five out of nineteen students raised their hands. As the language became more complicated and

expectations were increased, most students became frustrated and lost interest.
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As for possible solutions to the problematic issues which exist within the French Immersion
Programme, | have only two. Most importantly, the programme must continue to become less exclusive if
it is to survive. We need to balance increased expectations for the ultimate level of bilingualism among
students in the programme with more effective learning assistance for those that struggle but are able to
achieve success with properly trained school support and parental involvement. Finally, | believe French
Immersion in my community should only continue if the integrity of the programme can be maintained.
Otherwise it is, in my view, a waste of money and great source of friction, in a very Anglophone

community.

Julie Wilson



Personal Identity

Life is a succession of lessons which must be lived to be understood.

Helen Keller
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No kidding! | managed to muster up, "l just can't believe I'm finished." Well, it
wash't exactly what | had wanted to say at that point; at least | hadn't insulted
him. | had already disappointed him profeseionally: | wasn't about to tarnish his
image of me as a person. After all, he had commented frequently on how well |
took criticlem. For whatever reason, | could never get anything quite right. (Jen's
narrative)

The above quotation shows that it is difficult to separate the teacher from the
person. If we criticize the teacher, we criticize the individual. Most teachers put
everything of themselves into their career. This was very evident in the narratives and
discourse between group members. The personal identity of the teachers became clear in
their writing and their journey towards continued development in this area evident. There
was personal growth through the process of writing and sharing of experiences in this
project.

Teaching is not simply a job, but it is a way of life and a reflection of the person.
We are all unique and special individuals as well as unique and special teachers. We all
have something important to offer the students in our own style and approach to teaching.

As I indicated to Jenine,
In your narrative, you definitely shared that teaching is an expression of ourselves. A
situation where it is nearly impossible fo separate the teacher from the person. It 1s the
teacher/student relationship that is the foundation of all learning and that one style of
feaching is not necessarily superior to another. Different teaching styles s important in
reaching the needs of all the different learning styles. It is about finding your style -
teaching or learning - and working with it rather than against it There can be a balance

between feacher centered and student centered siyles of teaching. What style works
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best for you will make you an effective teacher. (Caroline's comments fo Jenine)

There are many lessons to be learned about being a teacher and a human being.
Even though some of the lessons are difficult, they are essential in our development. This
project allows the teachers to explore lessons they have learned. Teachers are students
asking questions and finding the answers to life. This learning process brings true value
to our existence, even though we never really master life.

“You are enrolled in a full-time informal school called ‘life’. Each day in this

school you will have the opportunity to learn lessons. You may like the lessons or

hate them, but you have designed them as part of your curriculum” (Carter-Scott,

1998, p. 22).

Life can be compared to travels we make following the map outlined by our soul.
Narratives directly relate to these travels. We can jot down the sights we have seen and
experiences we have had in our travel log. We start this journey at the location of our
birth and look towards the North, South, Fast and West in determining which road to
follow. As stated by Scharr, “The future is not some place we are going, but on¢ we are
creating. The paths to it are not found but made, and the activity of making them changes
both the maker and the destination” (Scharr, as quoted in Clemmer, 1999, p. 21 ).

Not only do our reflections of experiences change fundamentally who we are, but
so does sharing and listening to the experiences of others. These experiences become part
of our knowledge base even though we may have not experienced them first hand. We
are all in interaction with each other, and every new encounter redefines our
understanding of reality and the future. I had never thought about a career in education
until I met one individual who was considering traveling in that direction. She convinced

me, and then my husband, to exit the freeway down that off ramp. She missed that exit,
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turned down the next and never went on to become a teacher.

The map we follow provides directions on how to be human, how to live a
fulfilling and meaningful life in pursuit of a personal identity. Lessons are learned from
the potholes, detours and road construction that occur along the way. We can only hope
that we do not end up making a wrong turn down a dead end road and being forced to
pull a U-turn.

“However, when we choose the road less traveled, we’ll reflect back years later

and say that, while we wouldn’t want to live through the pain again, it was

nevertheless an important turning point. It was one of the best things that

happened to us. It seasoned and strengthened us” (Clemmer, 1999, p. 14).

Our life travels can be very challenging and difficult as we make decisions on

which direction to follow. “Ultimately we learn best from ourselves, that little voice that tells us

when what we are doing is right” (Julie's comments).

Everyone has his/her own unique lessons to learn in understanding oneself, but it
is in the reflecting upon these lessons and in sharing these stories we can learn to handle
the more challenging bumps along the way. We can only comment on our experiences
and hope they are helpful to others on similar journeys down the road of life.

(nitially, | went into this project feeling aa though | had g0 much to learn from the
experlenced teachers who were participating. This definitely proved to be the case.
However, they aleo were able to learn from me. | believe it brought them back to when
they first started teaching and made them realize how far they had come. | would
like to think that we all walked away from this experience having learned a great deal

from everyone involved. | certainly did. (Jen's personal reflection)
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We all need to follow this map in traveling the road of personal growth and
understanding. Even though our path and experiences are different from one another, we
can learn and share many traveling tips with each other, as highlighted by Julie in her
comments to Trish;

| like how you explained the various stops along your journey. . . . One stop leads to another,
and had you missed a stop, you may have gane in another direction, though | do feel you
probably would have ended up a teacher any way, because you were always so drawn to it.
(Julie’s comments to Trish)

Our body is the vehicle that we travel down the highways and byways of our life.
It is important this vehicle is well maintained with regular and frequent check ups. The
relationship that exists between our body and mind is fundamental in our travels down
the road of life. This relationship, good or bad, will have a great deal to do with the
quality of our life experiences. Many are satisfied and others not with the vehicle that
transports them through life. It is important to understand how to drive and care for the
vehicle we have been given to map out our travels whether it be a sports car, luxury
sedan, motor home or convertible. Enjoy the road trip known as life and be open and
honest to yourself and others. As reflected by Jenine to Jen,

Y our narrative was so honest and open. AAlthough | haven't expevienced anything so extreme, |

could relate to the Feelings and the struggles you described. | really admire you for going through

that time with so much dignity, strength, and self-knowledge. | hope that | will be able to do the
came. My problem is that | supply my own critical environment! | can become so critical of myself

that it's cr'ipplir\g! Qeacjing your narrative lwe]pea‘ me ve-realize how countempmoc)uctive it is to

believe the criticism - my own or others! (Jer\inels comments to \Jen)
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Life is an adventure worthy of exploring and the answers we seek lie not outside
of us but within and can be explored through reflective writing and sharing with others,

| enjoyed this process of discovery about myself through veflection. | found it particularly valuable

to do so in a collaborative way with other teachers. | felt such encouragement finding out that

other teachers had similam struggles in their teaching. (Jenine's personal veflection)

It is important to remember that how we perceive others has a lot to do with how
we perceive ourselves. We view ourselves and others based on our past experiences,
feelings and thoughts. Like looking in the rear view mirror or side mirror of a vehicle
which states the warning, objects may be closer than they appear, each experience and
meeting with others reflects back an opportunity to explore our own relationship with
ourselves.

When 1 think back, 1 guess 1 have afways wanted to be a teacher. 1 fiave always liked

school; but fiave afways fiad to work at it. This journey fas Rad its sfare of difficulties, but

something abways Kept me going. 1 guess it must ave been determination or maybe it was in
spite after a counselor told my parents to lower their expectations for me, as 1 wouli
probably onfy be a wnitress. 1 do not ike people telling me that 1 can not do something. Tt
makes me want to do it even mare, just to prove them wrong! (Trish’s narrative)

Qualities we like about ourselves tend to be qualities we admire in others.
Qualities we dislike in ourselves are ones we dislike in others. In looking at the stories of
others it is as though we are looking in a mirror and seeing the reflections of our own
experiences. This reflection allows us the opportunity to explore and understand
ourselves better, In supporting others in this way, we are supporting ourselves. The map

of our life travels is more clearly defined and not obscured by poor driving conditions. As
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I commented to Jen,
Student teaching should allow individuals to learn from other teaching professionals
Student teachers should not be judged by experienced teachers. They fend to judge new
teschers based on their values, beliefs and ideas about teaching and do not take into
consideration that student teachers have their own values, beltefs and ideas about
teaching. A great deal can be learned from each other, as long as an atmosphere is
created that s conducive to sharing ideas and asking questions without being evaluated.
Student teaching should be a process that allows for growth as both & feacher and
individual.

Sttuations like this never encourage individuals to mprove or reflect positively
on teaching. it leads to bad feelings about the profession It causes individuals to
question their teaching ability. Self doubt does not sllow for growth L am so glad that
you were strong enough to survive this experience and then have the opportunity to
have posttive learning experiences with other colleagues. These positive experiences can
never undo the damage done by the negative experiences. The negative experiences can
tend fo linger in your mmd and haunt you when you are having a rough day. How do you
heal from a experience like this? Since most teachers put everything they have into
teaching, when they are criticized as a teacher, they feel as though they are being judged
as a parson (Caroline's comments fo Jen)

Writing and sharing stories about our teaching practice gives insight into the
development of an individual personally as well as professionally. Truth about who we
are as individuals cannot be separated from who we are as professionals. [ eaching that

class was a real s\‘:\ﬂuggle because ‘ gave the best that was in me, and I did evemjtlwing that | knew was

vight to do, and ’cheq didn't value what | gave” (Jeninels namative). As teachers we must

understand the social context in which we teach. To become a better person or teacher we



85

must live through the experiences and learn from the experiences of others. We struggle
as teachers in developing a clear understanding of what teaching is about and what
meaning it has for us. As commented by Jenine to Caroline,
|t must have been so dif ficult for you +o five surrounded with the tragedies of life being played out
daily, and in the lives of your students. \You must have felt very helpless at times. But then to

hear the story OF the qu who wanted to become a math teacher was very up|i‘F’cing. Even ’cl’wough

you say what you did was meaning'es;, ‘ don't think so. T}wis examp'e demonstrates that you had

an impact. Y ou gave him hope. A\s you said, a whole lot of little seemingly insignificant things

become significant. T his too in the lives of others. Sometimes we don't even know the impact we

have. (_Jenine's comments to Caroline)

I have grown in my profession by listening to the stories of other teachers,
students and in the telling of my stories to others. My own and others’ stories and
memories have shaped me as a person and teacher and influenced my daily teaching
practice. Human beings are natural storytellers. Stories about teaching are written within
the context of a teacher’s life history and are important in analyzing and bringing order to
our lives. Stories about teaching tell more about feelings, attitudes, interpretations, goals
and beliefs than they do about curriculum or teaching practice. Stories are important in
the development of an individual. As outlined in Jen’s personal reflection,

Telling my story about my practicum was very therapeutic for me. | had been

carrying thie guilt and insecurity about my abilities as a teacher for a while, and

revealing what happened made me understand how ridiculous it all was. One

person's opinion really shouldn't have made me feel like | was a hopeless cage.
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Even though my firet year of teaching went fairly well, | still struggled with the
feeling that | was not worthy of being there. When | read the part of my practicum
to any of my teaching colleagues they were appalled at the discouragement |
recelved. This reaction validated my belief that | was treated unfairly. (Jer's
personal reflection)

As indicated by Britzman and Pitt (1997), most teachers on a quest for self-mastery
in teacher education struggle with the mastery of one’s own identity and that of the role
of teacher.

It is difficult to find a balance within ourselves that deals satisfactorily with the demons

fighting within us as fo what is right and why things are simply the way they are

Sometimes we may feel very uncomfortsble in our own skin, saying the words that we

are expected to say in support of the philosophy behind & program and st the same

tine knowing the darker side.

Even though my frustrations are from s different area of the curriculum, they
are based on the sarme issues of what s best for the students, what are the expectations
of all the stakeholders and what is the philosophy of the program and why all these
elements are so far apart on the spectrum. Why is there not a common goal? How can
we achieve untty? (Caroline's comments fo Julie)

It is somewhat painful to remember events that impacted our lives and
development so profoundly, but writing about difficult times allows for understanding
and resolution, This directly relates to Anna Freud’s writings on transference. She
believed that unresolved conflicts from our past with ourselves or others impact the

meaning of current events and experiences. “Learning how one learns from the lives,

histories, cultures and dilemmas of others involves a close study of one’s own conditions
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of learning” (Britzman & Pitt, 1997, p. 69). Understanding ourselves and our past gives
us the starting point at which we view the present and make insights into who we are
personally and professionally. It allows us to understand why teaching and learning are so

complex and why the dynamics between individuals is so varied.

| found that my teaching style worked with some classes and not with others. The

classea who did not like my style were very open and quite hurtful when expressing

their frustration with me. However, as the year went on, and | persevered, |
allowed my students to see more of who | was as a person. With this, | found their
appreciation and tolerance grew. Some of them actually hugged me at the end of
the year! (Jen's personal reflection)

Mitchell and Weber (1999) describe teachers as travelers. Teachers are influenced
by travels and explorations of their past. The authors refer to this type of genre as writing
memoir, which focuses on the combination of what is remembered and how it is
remembered. Memories and sharing stories are important in growing as a person and
redefining ourselves and understanding our place in the world. Understanding our past

gives us the opportunity to rewrite the future.



Narrative of Hope
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What is hope? I don't reslly understand what it is and have difficulty putting its meaning
into words. It s & feeling we need to have, in making sense of the world and in directing our
lives, but is unique and different to all. Hope is found deep within us, but its exact location is
undefined. If can never disappear, but sometimes the emotion is stronger than af other times.
When I feel hope, I feel warm and content. When I feel a loss of hope I feel cold and confused.

There are a number of different fypes of hope. Parsonally, T can hope for the future and
hope for the best. I can hope for a change in the weather and hope to see someone soon
Professionally, I can hope that [ am being the best teacher I can be and hope I will never lose
hope in the profession or in the ability of students to learn. Thope that I am reaching the needs
of all of my students and hope that the educational system will survive the turbulent times of
restructuring and under funding.

Many people in this world of change and difficult fimes have lost hope. There seems to
be no hope left for marriage, the family, government, community, religion, or school. The
foundations of our sociely are beginning to crack because of the loss of hope in the strength of
the structure to weather the storm What is important is that people not lose hope in
thernselves, others, or in the building blocks of society.

1 have struggled with finding and maintaining hope. If ts a very elusive emotion. Some
days I feel [ have captured it and other days it has escaped me. But I have come to understand
that I need hope and that it has had significant meaning in ray life. Hope is a family name s
fhe maiden name of my great-grandmother, the middle name of my grandfather and the first
name of any daughter I may have in the future. On one occasion 'was told I resembled HOPE, -
that is Bob Hope. It is believed that Bob Hope is the first cousin of my great-grandmother I
guess if we are relsted [ cannot argue that we may have 5 faint resemblance 1o one another.

I started my career in teaching in isolated northern natve comrmunities. Comnmunities

where students came to school in horse drawn-wagons and familtes lived off the resources of
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the land. Communities where they had no status or reserve land and where there were no
employment opportuntties. Communities where there were few health care services and T8
was an epidemic. Communities where there was no running water, no indoor plumbing, no
stores or facilities, no radio or television, and often fimes little or no hope.

The people were warm and welcoming. They allowed us into their communities, into
their lives and their hearts. They were eager fo share with us their Cree and Chipewyan
tradifions. I cared for the children, the people and the community. This made the sbuses more
difficult fo understand and to deal with I was reported that 80% of community members
admitted being addicted to prescription drugs. Alcohol consumption and illegal drug use was
excessive. Verbal, physical and sexua] sbuse was & frequent occurrence Suicide rates were high
and murders common. The causalily one night was a recently graduated grade nine student,
who had just furned sixteen the day previous and was four months pregnant She had been
brutally beaten to death by her 27 year old boyfriend who was angry with her for wanting to
leave the community 1o go to high school He was angry at her for wanting something more. He
was angry because she had hope for her future and he did not

1t was in the north that I noticed my hope start to fade. I saw a lof of hopelessness in
the eyes of the people. They were in search of an identity and hope for the future. They wanted
their people, culture and fraditions to survive. I became very depressed and lost hope in
humanity and in making a difference 1found it extremely difficulty to walch the sbuses of this
communily. 1came 1o the realization that [ could not save these people from their abusive and
destructive tendencies; the rescue needed fo come from within. [ learned to focus on the hopeful
and good things in these people and not on hopeless matters.

‘The interactions and relationships formed with the students were most rewarding. It
was amazing that many of the students really did care about school, even though they
struggled and were faced with adverstties. I tried very hard to make sure that all my students

experienced success of some fype in school; that is what kept me hopeful One boy in my grade
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nine math class had real atittude and was unsuccessful at math, until he realized that I cared
and expected him to do well He came to enjoy math and worked hard to get ong of the highest
marks in class. He thanked me for turning him on to math

Whenever I need a reminder of the importance. of hope in our lives, T watch the film
Shawshank Kedemption The movie reminds you that no matter how desperate the sifuation you
can never lose hope. Red says to Andy, "Hope is a dangerous thing, hope can drive 5 man insane.”
But by the end of the movie, Red finds hope and states, "Hope is & good thing, maybe the best of
things " The last line of the movie is simply, 'Thope. .." sllowing the viewer o fill in their own
wishes of hope.

Lhave learned a great deal about people, education and myself through my exploration
of hope. Many people are losing hope in the educational system. Restructuring by the
government is because of a lack of hope in the existing system They are trying to fix something
not in need of repair. How can you improve a system that is already one of the best in the
world?

Some parents feel they need to shop around for slternative educational products,
because they have lost hope in communtly schools providing the best education for their child.
But the best education students can get is in their own community, knowing their neighbors and
caring for the welfare of the people in 1t

There are great schools, administrators, teachers, parents and students that support all

of the wonderful things happening in our schools. The most important part of education is the
teaching and learning relationship that is forged between teachers and students. Teaching is
often referred fo as a thankless profession, but what keeps me hopeful are sll the liffle things
that happen each day. And even though the little things may seem msignificant, 5 whole lof of

little things are very significant.
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1 hope that I can make a difference. 1hope that I will always love teaching. 1 hope that I
will always care. Thope ...

Caroline Roberts



Conclusion

Think of all you would have missed
but for the journey there,
and know that the true worth
of your travels lies not in where
you come to be at journey’s end,

but in who you come to be along the way.

Anonymous

94
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The purpose of this project was to bring together five women, teachers, identities
at various points in their teaching careers and lives. Each person brought to the group
their beliefs and values about teaching, their insecurities about their first years in the
profession, stories of their growth and learning as people and professionals. Fach had
something unique to share about herself, while having commonalities and shared
experiences that were universal to all.

My main objective was to allow each member to gain personal insights about her
development as individuals and teachers. All members of the group were instrumental in
offering each other support, reflection, and an arena to and discuss successes and failures
in her career. Each member was an important contributor to the project and to the
narratives of each person taking part in the project. The goal was to provide living action
research about identity formation. The identities that I identified in the development of
this project include authoring identity, professional identity, personal identity, gender
identity, and physical identity. Throughout this process, the individuals gave support and
feedback to one another allowing for the formation, creation, and authoring of teaching
narratives using Preskill’s model. Five narratives were written, including those of social
criticism, journey, apprenticeship, reflective practice and hope. The bond created by the
group allowed each individual the freedom, confidence and strength to share things that
they had not had the ability to share in the past.

One area of development for all members of this group was in the formation of an
authoring identity. This area of identity formation was highlighted by insecurities in
writing ability. I found that this was the area where all members required the most

support from the group as a whole. It was not until we all met and read our initial
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narratives and gave each other feedback that the true authoring identities of each person
revealed themselves. It required support and acknowledgment from the group that what
each person had to say was unique and important. Each member went on to write and
rewrite her narrative in an attempt to create thoughtful and rich stories.

The presentation of the final narrative was to be in the form of each individual’s
fingerprint. Their narrative was to be placed into the lines of their print at the author’s
discretion. The final product resulted in a completely unique picture of the individual.
Their story wrapped into something that was a work of art - a one and only creative piece
reflecting completely the individual who authored it.

I hoped that the teachers gained pedagogical insights by hearing the different
forms of narratives by each individual in the group. Judging by the collaboration, support,
responses, and efforts put forward by the group, I am thoroughly convinced of the
success of this project. I was especially impressed with the amount of time and effort put
forward by each individual in the writing of her narrative, especially after the group
sharing and discussion session. The comments and responses given showed a great deal
of thought and reflection on the process throughout.

The formation of a professional identity was also a major point of the group
discussions, Each member commented on her ability to share experiences with each other
and receive positive and constructive feedback about events in her career. This was an
overarching theme in all of the narratives. All members felt that what they had to share
was received with importance and validity by each and every member of the group. Each
felt that her professional contribution to the group was listened to and identified as

important. Each member also commented on the similarities of life stories that each
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person shared, as well as on the uniqueness of each story to the individual.

The initial concentration of the group was on each person’s development as a
professional in the teaching arena. It was along this path that each began to realize that
the narratives showed more than just that. Each narrative had a common thread of self
realization and the personal development each has attributed to herself over her varied
and individual travels to reach the point at which she presently stands. This journey of
realization has taken many turns into the past and is going to involve a synthesis of events
and occurrences. The reflection of the individuals on this phenomenon will help to shape
their identities. I hope this project aided these teachers in a journey of identity
exploration. This exploration allowed them to look at the influences in their lives as
experiences they must embrace, write about, reflect upon, grow with and learn from as
they continue to construct and reconstruct who they are as individuals, teachers,
professionals, and women.

“Not many teachers are offered regular, ongoing, systematically planned and
supported opportunities to think with one another, to talk to one another, and to observe
and learn form one another” (Zola, 1988). I hope that through this project, I have

provided this opportunity for a small group of teachers.
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Appendix A

Personal Reflections
J enine Cken

In writing my 'r'e]qec’cive narrative, | have Founa[ that my perception oF the situation has c%ange&‘
not on!q since the initial event, but even over the past Fe\v months as | have been re»reﬂecting on my
narrative. Keq elements have remained the same in my narvative; however, the interpretations oF my role
and the roles o{: my students in the namrative have c‘mngea’.

In the beginning, | felt like | knew the "right" way to teach students how to be effective
communicators and independent learners. o me, the students' lack of willingness to embrace this
independent style of learning vevealed a deficiency within them. [owever, at this point in the process | feel
that | was mistaken. The style of learning that you have (whether because of personal preference or
cultural background) is neither right or wrong. FHowever, if the teacher wants to help the students accept
a wider range oF stq!es, the onus is on the teacher to pmovio!e a means t‘wough which the students can come
to the p}ace o{: such acceptance. Once a means is provicjea} and students still choose not to walk along this
path, then the onus is on them.

As a Beginn'mg teacher, | ]Celt it was important to learn the ”T'ig!’\t" ways to teach and then app‘q
these techniques effectively and efficiently. Although | still lean tovards this ovientation of curriculum as
tec"mo,ogq, [ am wi”ing to embrace the Fad: that there are many stqleg o)t both teac%ing and Ieawning and
that a mature teacher has access to many o]t these thles and can a0|apt as the situation calls Fo-r) this.

| enjoyed this process of. discovery about myself through eflection. | found it particularly valuable

to do so in a collaborative way with other teachers. 1 Fei‘c such encouragement F}nding out that other
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Jceac!'wems L\aol simi\m’ stvugg|es in their teac}'\ing.

'n working with my own Fingerpwint, | J{tounA that there was much l didn't lmow about mqseH: even
Fr’om a plﬁqsica! e‘cano‘point. |'J never looked at my Fingeﬁp’rin’cs Ee]Cowe, and when writing my story in the

Iines, was amazeo! at the wonalev’ OF creation. Sucsﬂ on intricate and oletaileJ pattern Jclm’c l ovewloo'zL every

glag. 't ma'{es me wonder about the other t[’ﬂngS |‘m ovew|ool<¥ng...

Trish Draper

1 enjoyed being a part of Cari’s thiesis. The process we all went through was very
interesting. In mamny respects, it fielped me to focus on various events in my teaching career, as well
as remember things long since forgotten.

1 enjoyed the sharing portion of the process. ‘When we all jot together at Cari’s fiouse to
read our stories, we each took tums sharing our stories and discussed each one individually. It was
wonderful just to connect with otfier teachers at various points in their careers. It was great to see
and hear that altfiough our stories are all very different, many of the feelings about some basic issues
and events were very similar. 1t was like a vein running through the whole process.

1 found the writing to be quite difficult because 1 was unsure of what I was doing. 1t was
difficult to write about my self. The editing process we went tfirough, everyone editing and
questioning everyone else’s stories, really fielped me. 1 was able to rework my story, answering
questions the editing process brought out.

7 would be most interested to see fow the whole project finishes up.
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Jen Matthews

This project was ah inspiring one for me. When Cari asked me to do this | jumped
at the chance. So much had happened to me since my practicum that | was looking for
an excuse to reflect on it. Meeting and discussing my experiences with other, more
experienced teachers was extremely rewarding. | found out that | was not the only
teacher that had insecurities with how | dealt with certain issues.

Telling my story about my practicum was very therapeutic for me. | had been
carrying this guilt and insecurity about my abilities as a teacher for a while, and
revealing what happened made me understand how ridiculous it all was. One person's
opinion really shouldn't have made me feel like | was a hopeless case. Even though my
first year of teaching went fairly well, | still struggied with the feeling that | was not
worthy of being there. When [ read the part of my practicum to any of my teaching
colleagues they were appalled at the discouragement | received. This reaction validated
my belief that | was treated unfairly.

The value of this project really became apparent when all of the people taking part
met in person. Each of us shared our story. When | read mine it was clear they could
identify with what happened to some degree. They had all gone through it. | expected
that people would be able to relate. | was surprised that, even though | didn't have as
much experience as the rest, | had felt the same way they did at some point in the last
couple of years. | went into this thinking that | was the only one that would have a

difficult story to tell. Everyone has had their doubts and insecurities in their career; even

after years of experience.
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Being surrounded by strangers and conflding in them, made me realize how easy
it is to etay in the safe surroundings of your own school and discuss issues, concerns, or
seek advice from the same people. | appreciate everything | have at my school, but it was
nice to have some different viewpoints and input from people | wae not familiar with.

Initially, | went into this project feeling as though | had so much to learn from the
experienced teachers who were participating. This definitely proved to be the case.
However, they also were able to learn from me. | believe it brought them back to when
they first started teaching and made them realize how far they had come. | would like to
think that we all walked away from this experience having learned a great deal from

everyone involved. | certainly did.

Julie Wilson

What | like most about this project is that it made me put some thoughts I'd been having for a
long time in order. It forced me to really explain how | felt about certain aspects of the teaching
environment in which | work. | realized | was a lot more critical of some aspects of the system and less
critical of others. No system is perfect and neither are the people, and by this | refer to all the parties,
who are involved in it.

| had some frustrations with the project. When writing my narrative, | found it very difficult to
narrow my focus. | was always keeping in mind the fact that it would have to be rewritten in the form of
a simple fingerprint. This helped me to edit, but it also forced me not to elaborate as much as | would
have liked in some areas. The final draft of my narrative is much briefer that it initially was.

| really enjoyed meeting the other participants. We all have very diverse teaching experiences,
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but | was very pleased to see how much we all had in common. | particularly enjoyed listening to our
first year teacher. We all try to seem so confident that first year. | felt like | was the only one who had
insecurities about my teaching. | appreciated her honesty, and it was nice to see that we all had those
feelings of doubt. It also helped me to see just how far | have come as a teacher and that the process of

becoming a good teacher is never-ending.

Caroline Roberts

I'was very surprised with how open the teachers were with each other once they met to
share their narratives Not only were they willing and eager to read aloud their stories they
bonded quickly and shared emotions, feelings and similar experiences The discourse was very
rich among a group of individuals who did not know each other, had never met and had such
varying teaching backgrounds 1 think it had a lot to do with the fact that we were all women
We felt very comfortable in this situation None of us had previously been involved in such a
expertence and we enjoyed the sisterhood that was established Whether or not women voice
therr concerns about the discrimination they experience in society they do acknowledge it This
was a stand for what we believed in and who we were We reaffirmed and acknowledged our
feelings and experiences about being women mn the feaching profession.

We had all been locking forward to the opportunity of sitting down and discussing
educationsl is5ues with colleagues There are not many opportunities for this during the year
when we are busy teaching We are so busy dealing with students and parents issues and
concerns that we rarely have the chance to voice our concerns, feelings and needs about
ourselves and the profession. We all saw this as a great professional development opportunity
A chance to learn from one another's successes and failures We all recognized that it gave an

excuse for reflecting on our feaching practice crifically and learning from our analysis and the

analysis of others.
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Personally, the process made me feel better about myself personally and professionally.
Ilearned a great deal about myself, by looking at the life experiences of a group of individuals
that I thought [ knew  This individuals shared more sbout themselves than [ could ever imagine
in their narratives, reflections fo each other, discourse and comments on the process. I really
got 1o know these people well through this process.

I never really enjoyed writing in a creative manner before this project. I have frequently
kept a journal for teaching, but when I look back, 1 realize it was more about listing facts than it
was about telling a story or expressing feelings [ had about certain issues in my practice. I
understand the difference now. We can share a great deal with each other by writing our
experiences in a story format They are more interesting and rewarding fo write and share, It
makes you think more critically about the structure of the story. My sister who is a
anchorperson for the eleven o'clock news always reminds me that she does not read the news
but tells the, story of the news. There is a big difference. I now see myself more a6 an author

and storyteller than [ did before beginning this project
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Appendix B

Group Comments
To Jenine

It was interesting that you exposed many of the frustrations 1 feel in trying fo encourage
students fo take ownership of their learning 1thought it might only be & problerm at the high
school level, but you made it clear that it is an issue for learners of =l ages and across cultures.
You mentioned that some of the problems may be a result of the different feaching and learning
styles experienced my students of different cultures. Having previously taught in China, what
were the teaching and learning differences you identified?

Idon't see this as an ESL issue and I know that all teachers have struggled in finding
their place along what I see as a spectrum with teacher centered snd student centered styles at
either end. I think that most teachers fall some where in between both extremes depending on
experience and sttuation. My teaching style varies slightly from year fo year, school fo school,
subject fo subject and class to class. I know that as = begitning teacher I taught in a teacher
centered style because I felt a little out of conirol To gain & feeling of control I fook charge of
the teaching/learning process. As 1 became more confident and experienced, [ realized the
importance of students being intrinsically motivated.

It is important that students fake responsibility for their learning actions, but it is easier
for students to give up this responsibility. If students do not take the responsibilily they need
not blame themselves if they have not been successful in their learning. Inttally, your students
did not fake responsibiltty and could easily blame your teaching style rather than their learning
style in their perceived failure fo learn the language and communicate effectively. How was if
different teaching ESL students in Canada compared fo overseas?

It was inspiring to me that your students came fo appreciate you not only as a teacher,
but a5 a person Why do you think a relstionship of mutual respect is needed for effective

teaching and learning? What changed their outlook on how effective you had been and how
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much they had learned from the clags?

In your narrative, you definttely shared that feaching is an expression of ourselves. A
sttuation where it i nearly imposstble to separate the teacher from the person. It is the
teacher/student relationship that i the foundation of all learning and that one style of teaching
is nof necessarily superior o another Different teaching styles 16 important in reaching the
needs of all the different learning styles. It is about finding your style - feaching or learning -
and working with i rather than against it There can be a balance between teacher centered and
student centered styles of teaching. What style works best for you will make you an effective
teacher.

I know as feachers we always question ourselves and battle with self doubt We crave
feedback about the job we are doing. It 1s not about needing praise for a job well done, but
about reassurances of our feaching abilities. We need this feedback in our continued growth as
teaching professionals. I have found this writing group provides reassurances that we have
similar questions, fears, insecurtties and strengths as teachers and human beings.

I enjoyed your writing style and found I wanted fo know more about your story when it
concluded.

Caroline

| really struggle to find any corrections that need to be made. | can empathize
with how you felt when you realized you weret’t reaching all your students. | found,
especially In drama, that my teaching style worked with some classes and not with
others. The classes wha did not like my style were very open and guite hurtful when
expressing their frustration with me. However, ao the year went on, and | pereevered, |
allowed my students to see more of who | was as & person. With this, | found thelr

appreclation and tolerance grew. Some of them actually hugged me at. the end of the
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yearl

Jen

First year teachers are often more focused on their teaching rather than the learning styles of their
students. The culture gap between you and your students was another obstacle for you. | like your
questions in Paragraph 2 - Did you ask these questions at the time or later upon reflection? Often first
year teachers do not have the answers to these questions, and often they are too afraid to even ask
them.

Your students probably all valued your efforts, but they could not appreciate your style because
of the culture barrier.

It is difficult teaching a Janguage in a classroom environment because it is so artificial. | found
that | did not know how well | had learned French until | had lived in Quebec and was forced to use
the language in real settings every single day. | was able to put what | had leamed in class into practice.
This, | believe, is a common frustration of all language teachers - how to make leaming a language
authentic to their students. It must be student centered, which | ultimately believe your style was, even
though as a first year teacher you may have felt otherwise. You did "invite" your students. | don't

believe you forced them at alf, but it is an even more delicate matter when dealing with another culture.

Julie

Trish made no comments in regards to Jenine’s narrative
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To Trish

Obviously your journey in feaching is not nearing an end. 1 am interested in knowing
your future plans and aspirations in this profession. There are a number of different reasons
why people end up in this profession. Many stumble into this career, like myself, and only realize
once they are there how fulfilling and rewarding feaching is I have met a very few that have
always aspired 1o this noble profession. I truly admire your dedication. It seems fo me it was
slmost like a religious expertence, a calling to teach for you. You were born to teach. It is in your
blood. 1 am jealous.

It is inspiring that it did not come easily and you had your fair share of difficulties and
doubts; but you endured and were strong. I would have enjoyed hearing more sbout your
feelings and specifically things you have done in your classroom. What about interactions with
students, parents, administration and colleagues that have contributed fowards your growth in
teaching?

1 applaud you for selecting this narrative to write on It 1s most difficult fo summarize a
life in a few pages of text Evaluating everything as fo its value in your life. It is easter fo
remernber the facts and more difficult to remember the feelings. I hope that looking back has
been enjoyable and not difficult We can learn so much from each others journeys whether
similar or different from our own. I learned a great deal not only about you, but also about
myself in reading your story. Thanks for sharing very personal stories Would you have done
anything differently if you could have”

Caroline

Your narrative is so wonderful to read. It is easy to feel your enthusiasm through
what you have written. The only part | found confusing wae the ending. It seemed as

though you had much more to say. This 15 probably something you are already aware of,
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Have a great year!

Jen

When | vead your narrative, | couldn't believe how much determination you had and how far it
got qou! ‘Hwatls been some’ctwing {'ve a{waqs iaclﬁeJ and admive it so much in others. ‘F someone told me ]
couldn't do something, [l probably believe them!

\When vere you at the [ of A? | was there 100607 getting my 1S Diploma.

| think it's wonderful to hear how open you ame about shaving ideas. | think this is one of the most
important t’wings 1Cor me proFesgionqu - to be in an environment where shmﬂing takes p’ace, continual
learning, continual improvement. | wonder how to engenden this kind of sharing throughout the system? |
guess it's a 'r"wtqq tlﬁing to do - putting your ideas up ch evaluation all the time. ‘t has to be done in an
accepting atmosplweve, a trusting atmospkeme.

\What a wonderful way to take chamge of the interview and make it what you wanted. |'ve been
thinking about this a lot lately. | conform to others' expactations, but in doing so, | know ['m not doing as
gooJ o'f a JOE as ‘ could be Joing \F i would take the risk and not conFoﬂ"m, | would momentcmilq alisappoin‘c
dﬂem, on‘q to (hope?u“q) impress them with the end wesult {' m not much OF a visL,ta[zLev, and so was

encourageo‘ to read your example O]E eqec’tive vis[ﬁ-taking in action,

Jenine

Keeping a memory book - what a great ideal This focuses on the positive - what students have

given you often reflects how they feel about you as their teacher.
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Not liking being told that you can't do something also makes for good teaching practice. ltis

very unlikely that you would ever say this to a student.

| like how you explained the various stops along your journey (phone company, different

colleges and universities, becoming pregnant). One stop leads to another, and had you missed a stop,

you may have gone in another direction, though | do feel you probably would have ended up a teacher

any way, because you were always so drawn to it.

| agree. Every teacher should sub. ft hones your classroom discipline and ability to think on

your feet.

| would like to know more about why your second year was wonderful. How did you

experiment? What did you learm?

Your narrative seems incomplete. Starting "sharing workshops” is a wonderful accomplishment.
| would like to know what your "sharing workshops' are about. What lead you to start them?

Implementing programs/workshops is an important stop on your journey that should be elaborated upon.

Julie

To Jen

The experience you shared at the beginning of your narrative made my heart break. It
made me think a great deal about evaluation of teachers. I know that with professional growth
plans we have moved from a system of evaluation to that of supervision which I hope will
eliminate situations like the one you experienced. Your narrative emphasizes the point that there
i6 no such thing as ‘constructive’ criticism. Crificism is simply criticism whether it is disguised
as constructive

Student teaching should allow individuals fo learn from other teaching professionals.
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Student feachers should not be judged by expertenced feachers, They tend 1o judge new
teachers based on their values, beliefs and ideas about teaching and do not fake into
consideration that student feachers have their own values, beliefs and ideas sbout teaching A
great deal can be learned from each other, as long as an atmosphere is created that is
conducive to sharing ideas and asking questions without being evalusted. Student teaching
should be a process that allows for growth as both a teacher and individual

Sttuations like this never encourage individuals fo itnprove or reflect positively on
teaching It leads to bad feelings about the profession It causes individuals to question their
teaching abilty Self doubt does not allow for growth 1am so glad that you were strong
enough o survive this experience and then have the opportunity to have positive learning
experiences with other colleagues. These positive experiences can never undue the damage
done by the negative experiences. The negative experiences can tend to linger in your mind and
haunt you when you are having & rough day. How do you heal from a experience like this? Since
most teachers put everything they have into feaching, when they are criticized as a teacher, they
feel as though they are being judged as a person.

I think that i was great that you had such a strong support system your first year of
teaching. I know that being in the position of new teacher you are under a magnify glass. Even
though you may be full of many questions, you may hesitate asking them in fear of being judged
as unequipped and ill prepared mn your role as feacher.

I enjoyed the structure of your narrative. If was as though I was walking through the
hallways of your school being introduced to the people who have had the greatest influence on
you in your development as a teacher so far. I was fascinated by how much you shared about
yourself my describing the qualities of others you admire. You never really came out and talked
a great deal about yourself directly, but it was very evident in the organization of your narrative.
Your writing style is very comfortable and enjoyable to read. Thanks for sharing these stories.

Caroline
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1 could identify with some of the feelings you had when you entered your first teacking
position. 1 remember feeling and thinKing some of the same things . Your line, “Immediately), 1 Knew
1 was amony great pedple.” 1 too remember feeling this way when 1 began, unfortunately after being
at the same school for five years and working with this same group of people, 1 began to take off the

rose colored glasses, so to speak, 1 began to see them for who they really were rather than putting
them on a pedestal about myself.

Ves, they are all good teachers, some are even what 1 would call great teachers, but 1 learned
they were no different from me and 1 was no different from them. 1 leared to trust myself and my
ideas.

1 also learned through teaching that my colleagues are my greatest and most valuable
resource people, but 1 am a resource for them as well. You will be and probably are a resource person

for people in your schiool too! Trust yourself. You Kyow more than you think you do.

Trish

You'r’ narrative was so %onest anal open. A!’c‘wougk 1 haven't expe‘tﬂienceJ anqt%ing so extreme, ’
could relate to the )Eeel'mgs and the s’m"ugg}es you described. | rea”q admire you ]Ecm going tlnﬂough that
time wit|'1 50 muc% ohgnH:q, s’m’ength, and 5e|F—lmow|nge. ‘ ;wope ’c|'wat | wi” Ee aHe to do Hﬁe some. Mq
pmouem is that ( supp|q my own critical environment! i can become so critical O]E mqsehE that it's cvippling!
Qeao’ing your narrative he|peJ me T’emeahze |‘xow counteﬂ"pvoauctive it is to [)efieve t|'1e criticism - my own
or others!

| was interested to see how you could see the s‘mﬂengths in each oF the teachers qoulve been in

contact with. l‘ve also come to the conclusion that each teacher has sometl'\ing spec{a| to OFWE‘?’” that is
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unique and that there is no one 'viglw{' way in ’ceacking. | am T’ea’izing what a constructive process va,uing is
- va|uing otlwem, ’chehﬂ contriibutions, tlwe’rr’ abili’cies.

As well, it sounds like your students valued you. | wonder w|’wq we are sometimes so selective in
ckoosing which input we believe? Qr' do we choose to believe the negative? I am sure that row you have a
strong sense O]E se]F, and o{: who you are as a teacher.

| also enjoqeol reaz)ing your T-epections, skowing insiglwt into what you have done and what you plan
to do next. | too tkin[a you bad a very ;uccess?u! {:hﬂs{ year o]C ’ceaching even ttwougiﬁ you had to overcome
such aa‘ve'r’sitq. You did very quicuq what | have been working towards Fo*rv years: Eeing ino}epenalen’c o;E

+ .. ape o .
other's opinions and criticisms. ' am xmp'r'esseai‘

Jenine

I had very similar feelings during my practicum year. You cannot get an accurate idea of what
teaching is about at university and during your practicum you are very focused on simply
surviving/passing. It is also very difficult to remember that your practicum teacher's opinion is just one
person's opinion, and that your practicum advisor at university is there to support you if you feel that
your practicum teacher is not. | also like how you compare your practicum experience to your first year
of teaching. It goes to show the importance of receiving positive feedback, something that as teachers,
not just as teaching students, we must always keep in mind.

Getting to know your colleagues is crucial, and can be difficult because teaching can be a very
isolated profession (every one locked away in their own classrooms). You can grow as a teacher by
taking from those who provide good examples of teaching, but it is also valuable to pay attention to

those who don't do things as you would, and learn from that.
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Did you consider Janice to be a mentor? Taking a mentor is the best thing a first year teacher
can do. The first year | taught grade one | had two mentors, and their input was invaluable.

Your first year of teaching is about survival. | personally feef that your first year should focus on
your classroom and building your confidence as a teacher. Extra-curricular activities always take second

place to the classroom.

Ultimately we leam best from ourselves, that little voice that tells us when what we are doing is
right.

Julie

To Julie

Lthink that all feachers struggle with issues of soctal crificism and even though your
topic was that of French Immersion which I have no experience, I could understand your
frustration in relationship fo the frustrations I experience in my program. it is difficult to find a
balance within ourselves that deals satisfactorily with the demons fighting within us as to what
is right and why things are simply the way they are. Sometimes we may feel very uncomfortable
in our own skin, saying the words that we are expected fo say in support of the philosophy
behind a program and at the same fime knowing the darker side.

I am constantly struggling with contradictions in the career and fechnology studies
program between the philosophy of the program and the actual running of it The philosophy of
the program is that students work independently and at their own pace, but logistically this
does not work effectively around school time tabling that is based on blocks of time, terms and
marks.

Many of the concepts that I teach, simply cannot be learned independently under the

guidance of a teacher. They are just to complex 1t is nearly impossible o effectively teaching
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students from grades nine through twelve three different levels of instruction in one classroom.

It would be like taking students in math from grades nine through twelve and teaching them

their individual concepts in one class.

Sometimes it 15 as though we are forcing students through modules in attempts to
obtain credifs and funding, but st the same fime we are promoting & philosophy that students
are expected o complete modules at their own pace. Another frusiration is that I am teaching
high school level CTS courses fo students who are mostly in grade nine. Sometimes [ debate
whether they have the abilities and skills at this level to deal with the complex topics that 1
teach.

Even though my frustrations are from a different area of the curriculum, they are based
on the same issues of what 15 best for the students, what are the expectations of all the
stakeholders and what is the philosophy of the program and why all these elements so far
apart on the spectrum. Why is there not a common goal? How can we achieve unity?

Caroline

| strongly support your views and enjoyed reading your narrative. | could not pick
out any mistakes mechanically or content wise. | do admire your abllity to be s0 open ana
honest about the nature of the program in which you are in. As an English teacher in an
immersion school, | clearly see the hypocrisy of the term “immersion” for the students.
To my knowledge, there were very few parente that spoke French in my school. During our
mandatory sllent reading period, the school policy was that the French students were to
read French. There was no end to my struggle to get these kids to read French. They
viewed it as invaluable and pointless. Something does not seem right here. The kids thrive

on their status, but put down the education itself. | could go on and on. Good luck in your
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plight for more support and in motherhood!

Jen

1 was very surprised by Julie’s narrative. 1 must admit 1 fiad attitude about French
Immersion programs. 1 guess 1 fad this attitude because the French immersion teacfiers 1 fiad
contact with were all very efitist and their programs were abways given lots of money. 1 akways felt
the English programs were not treated equally with the French program.

In the program 1 hiad an experience with, parents placed their children in the French
program as a status symbol. When many of the children failed to do very well in the French program,
they were transferred to the English and then fiad problems. The French program ended up with nice
small classes of obviously bright children and the English program ended up with very large classes,
with many children having many learning and behavioral problems and to top it off the English
program had less money and fewer resources to draw on to help the children. It was, 'm sure very
frustrating for the teachers involved.

1 mentioned 1 was surprised by Julie’s narrative because sfie was non-elitist. She was not
promoting the immersion program. she actually could see the difficulties and inequalities. 1t was
refreshiing to read.

Trish

'n T'eaojing your narrative, | ,earneol a consid‘eﬂaUe amount about the J:T’ench ’mmemion
experience. S was almost com p‘ete‘q ignorant about this topic. \{ouv navrrative was very insigkt{:ul. I Lmope

someone is ]is‘tening to you in your ch’woof context]

| teach Eng‘is% as a Seconal Language, and have oytter\ had students who were there {?or
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easons other than a sincere desire to leamn the |anguage. |'ve had to work to overcome their dislike O]E
]ea‘r’ning Eng]is’w, anJ was many times success]tu|.

w%en ’ |is’cenecl to and read your narrative, wlmt eclipseci all was the word q:venc%'; it E‘nougLﬂ:
Back memories o]E unsuccess{:ul language Ieaﬁning, QF lnating r—renc‘w, oF 5%ut’cing down when ‘ hear the
word 'E‘r’enc‘“. When ‘ went to Ckina (in my second year there) } attempteJ to learn Mana’mﬂin, but
this was on‘q because ’ was thrown into a situation which necessitated it! ’ {ouno‘ | loved the Mana|m“in
language and haven't s‘coppeJ stquing since. HGJ ’ rot been put in a 'rfea’-thce situation where ] could
discover ’ could learn language, ' would have mistaken'q assumed i:or the rest o]c my 'i]ce that it was hopeless
and closed that door Fovevev. To me, classroom |eam;ng O]E Erenck is a scary t|wing, a dead ’cmL\ing, a door
' want to LLeep closed ]Eorever.

|n Tﬁeaohng your narrative, ' neeJeA to {:L\inlg aBout t%is issue again, to open emotions again f've
l(ept EmeA, to open doore llve shut.

Wl‘.a’c do you see as the solution to this p'r‘oblem? Mal«dng French more used in the veal world
lives oF these children? Se‘ecting students more cmveFqu 1Eo'1° the program, regavé‘esg oF Euo\ge&am
constraints ! ’mm curious about how to make 7\:14enc}1 more meaning{:u'. when it is as a&isplacea as it is here.

'n terms o]E Euclge’cs, keeping stuJentg, anJ a” ’cl’we o’c"\ewﬂ po|itica| agenoias, | can m‘ate as | am an
ESL instructor, ' am l)ecoming more and more aware how much money JFOT’ sbudents is an issue. ]’c
cevtain'q has c‘wangeol the nature OF my classroom -- oversized c|asses, studertts who didn't Ee'ong in my
c!ass"r'oom, canceled clmses, Iack oJ|: clasmﬂoom contact Lwomﬂs, etc. I have laecome e Fnustwatea‘ tha’c l long
to start my own school where ‘ won't have to answer to anyone. MM are issues unrelated to teacking

in’cerj‘:e'ﬂing with my ’ceacl‘\ir\gl.



120

' Lwope that somehow your proUems will be solved and that your voice will be heard.

Jenine

To Caroline

| was truly blown away by your narrative. A few years ago, when | was still in
university, | was obsessed with the Native culture. Any course that had any relevance to
Native history and education, | took. My goal was to teach on a Native reserve when |
graduated. Cissy would probably remember, | frequently inguired about how you and Dave
were doing up North. Cis could not stress enough the hardships you went through there.
Like you said in your paper, “..when you are new to teaching, you have a naive idea that
you will change the world.” | had dreams of changing the hopelessness, that | heard so
much about in class, of a race of people. As | went through my practicum, | realized how
challenging it was for me to reach the “dominant culture” let alone the Native
communities. Fortunately, | got on with the board, | truly believe that | wouldnt have
made it through one year if | waa where you were.

Jen

1 love the way you connected everything. The thread of hope runs through it all. Excellent!
This is great. You are a wonderful writer! What a gift! Don't change 4 thing!

Trish
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| meally enjoyed reading your piece on hope. [t was vemy postic and thoughtful. | think it is
\WOHG]GY’FU' that you p|ar1 to name your Jaug%ter Hope. "c's a Eeautigu’ name, ]Eu” O]C meaning. f enjoqec) how
you wove the me’cap%ow oF Q’mving |’10pe with the name Hope.

Having lived in the south and in the Edmonton area most of my life, | don't know too much about
the novth and found that interesting (except we lived in Manring, AB for about a year when | was 8).

|t must have been so difficult fom you to live surmounded with the tragedies of Iife being played out
Jailq, and in the lives o{: your students. You must have ]Ee’t very Lwe|piess at times. But then to hear the
story of the boy who wanted to become a math teacher was very uplifting. Cven though you say
what you did was meaningless, | don't think so. | his example demonstrates that you had an impact. Yeu
gave him hope. A\s you said, a whole lot of little seemingly insignificant things become significant. | his too
in the lives of others. Sometimes we don't even know the impact we have.

| agree with you about needing to work with the system we have. \We don't have a bad system by
any stretch of the imagination. \W/e just need to get behind it wholsheartedly, and the only way we can do
that is IF we have Lwope, iJ;: we believe that we can make a J‘\H:evence

As well, 've experienced times when | had a veal lack of hope in my life and found it an utterly
miserable p]ace to be in. lt was a personal ]acl«L o{: l’vope, not a pro{:esgiona! one. i don't liLLe the person ’ am
when ‘ am ’aclﬁing l'wope, but JFee[ |1LLe it's impossiHe to go l:acLL to the p|ace ’ was when | hod it. Aﬂwen
gua’Jenlq, without my wi”ing it, waves oF L\ope wash over me unl)iouen, and , am closer to where | was Lae{:ore
and waiting Fm" more and more waves to come wash over me as time goes Eq. Having gone thmug% this
divorce this past year, | FounJ [ went tHougL\ such Jeep times o? Fope]essness and could never imagine a

time when ' could ‘Feel the joy OF |iving again. But now, | do. Evem Aa\.} | Fee| stronger and betten ti'san
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the Jaq ‘:,e{:ov'e, mepie'r and more J;iHeA with P\ope‘

Jenine

| like how you explain what hope means to you - given that it is such a personal emotion that so
many lack.

| can relate to your hopes about education/students/teaching. We must remind ourselves to
stay hopeful. Hopes comes more naturally to some. | personally find staying hopeful about my students
and the school system very difficult, though | did find myself more hopehl teaching grade one more so

than any other grade.

If your bambino is a girl, you may just have a name for her!

We all struggle with maintaining hope. | am unsure of the purpose of this paragraph however.
| am not sure it is a necessary point.

Excellent examples. How do you maintain hope in such a place? How did some or any of the
people maintain hope? | guess | would like more examples of hope you did see up north.

| like this. | did not remember hope being such an important theme to the movie. | myself
remember most the character of the old man (I forget his name) who commits suicide upon his release
from prison. He has no hope outside of his animals and library in prison. Then again | am one of those
people who finds hope difficult to maintain. | really like this example. It really emphasizes the
importance of hope, particularly in the most bleak of circumstances.

This is the core of the narrative - the loss of a sense of community. This is what | personally feel
causes people to lose hope in institutions such as the school. We do not see beyond ourselves, thus we

are suspicious of school, church, government. Our hope has been replaced by skepticism and criticism.
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Can you suggest how we can get it back - as a whole system or teacher by teacher?

Julie
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Appendix C

Transcribed Comments from the Sharing Session

Trish Draper

1 have always been a teacher 1 think, My motfier tells me 1 use to organize the Kids in the
neighborfiood all the time to play school. 1 love it to death,

1 don’t think you ever get over getting nervous. There needs to be openness between teacher and
practicum student with mutual learning occurring.

1 think the university gives you an illusion that you Know everything. My real education began
when 1 walked into my first classroom. That was when 1 started to learn to be a teacfier. You
need to control your own style.

1 have learned so much from the sharing session of ECS teachers. At the very beginning, there
were teachers that would come with nothing, no ideas, but with paper to write down everyone
else’s ideas. 1 am trying to show them what 1 am trying to do. They don’t want to fiear it, this
is what we fiave done for x number of years, but that does not mean you can’t try something
new. 1 find that really frustrating, so 1 just go in my room and close the door. 1 will just do what

1 want.

Jen Matthews

| am still at the part where | am scared and | am nervous for September. | am excited
but nervous.

| loved school all my life. | especially enjoyed junior high. | have always identifled well
with kids that age.

| was very open with how Insecure | was and how little experience | had. In my
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practicum, he focused so much on my lesson plans | forgot | was suppose to be
teaching the kids cause | was so worried about what he was thinking and what he
wanted so | never had any relationship with these kids. | was just trying to stay
afloat. | was trying to learn the material so badly. It was an awful experience and it
was my last practicum. It was the taste in my mouth when | started teaching. | cant
get through this without support, so | was so lucky to be at the school at was at.
The staff is s0 helpful.

* lwish | had kept a journal because | didn’t. But this year, | am definitely going to keep
a journal - it is a goal. | don’t think | can look back and remember certaln things. Well
there are certain things | shouldn’t have done and others | did right and | would like

to do them again. It is the little detalls.

Julie Wilson

*  School was the best thing | knew. | had always been going to school. My year starts in September
and ends in June. It was a known identity and | knew it well. | can see the difference | have made.
It is very rewarding. | surprised myself because | never thought | would enjoy it.

*  When | started focusing on what the kids needed to learn and less about what the university said |
should be doing is when | started teaching

*  Having sort of a mentor. The other grade one teacher | would consider her a master teacher. | found
| was leaming a lot from her. On the other side of me was a first year teacher who was coming to
me and asking me questions. | was answering her questions. By being able to answer her questions |

knew | had leamed things and become a better teacher. It made me feel for the first time that | had
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experience under my belt. | was leaming from one teacher and teaching another which was a very
interesting experience. But it is very frustrating being a first year teacher because even though | had
many questions, | didn’t want to ask many questions because | did not want to look as though | did
not know. But | didn’t know. | was lucky that my husband taught at the school so | asked him
questions, | would not ask others. | would go try things he suggested but it was his style not mine.
Teaching is very isolating. We are all doing our own thing. | was told to find a mentor. My principal
gave me three mornings to observe any experienced grade one teacher in the district. He said he
was not giving you this opportunity because | think you are incompetent but | think this would be
helpful to you. Mentoring can do a lot but one thing you learn is how individualized teaching is.

| think you learn from your own mistakes. | am not going to do this year. My first year | was too
much my way or the highway. It was coming from my own insecurities and | was more flexible the
second year. Teaching all those different grades has been schizophrenic, but at the same time it
teaches you a number of different strategies. | think it is very common for first year teachers to be
teacher centered. You are surviving, you are trying to figure it out and students are getting an
education in spite of what you are doing because you are so focused on yourself. Now | know | am
much more student focused. | will totally change what | planned because | see the class needs this
day. | am much more aware of what they need and less what | need to teach. If something did not
work, | would try it again a different way.

| am emotionally scarred from my first year. Now | see myselt more as who | am but not all | am

because | don't put everything of who | am in the classroom.

*  [f you write things done it forces you to reflect.

*  Focus on giving us ideas on how to improve because you do not have them because you do not
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have the experience. You just can't say your lesson plans are weak well tell me how to make them
better. Show me , show me yours. | never saw any of my practicum teachers resources. The same

people go and the same people do not go to workshops and seminars.

J aenine Cl’wen

| Fe” into it because l wanted to travel overssas and teacking was the best way. l\/]q Fatlwer is a
teacher and he had great influence over me and | ove it now. | veally didn"t know what | was doing
and very cut off From other people in knowing what | should be doing. | learned by doing and talking
to other teachers.

A class | took got be writing and ’c%inlﬁing L)eqonJ classroom experiences and how it can impact what |
am doing right now. Some things that | am not satisFied with and | found if | went back and

ve{:|ecteo| on Jcl'xing; in the past it Lae}peJ my present ’teacIﬂing‘

Caroline Roberts

.

Every single year in teaching is so different from the pravious year. 'That is what I am
amazed about 1 think that is why we all have that nervous feeling st the start of each year.
The dynarnics of kids in your class or one person on staff can change a whole classroom or
climate of the school

A false relationship because you are doing what you have fo do to please your practicum

teacher You are learning fo be that person. You are not being genuine
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Appendix D
Participants

Jenine Chen

English as a Second Language Teacher, Lethbridge Community College
Lethbridge, Alberta

Trish Draper
Early Childhood Studies Teacher, Foothills School Division
Millarville, Alberta

Jen Matthews

Drama/English Teacher, Calgary Public School Division
Calgary, Alberta

Caroline Roberts

Career and Technology Studies Teacher, Foothills School Division
High River, Alberta

Julie Wilson
French Immersion Teacher, Rocky Mountain School District
Golden, British Columbia





