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Abstract of Dissertaion 
 

Portraying the Genred Self: 
An Autoethnographic Account 

of Six Characters in Search of a Teaching Identity 
 

This study researched my teaching identity.  The study included a critical 

exploration of the multiple personal and professional selves and the roles they play in the 

formation of my teaching self.  Researching my teaching identity through constructing 

knowledge of my multiple selves and the relationships among them enabled me to better 

understand my teaching identity at this moment in time and to develop a more complex 

framework for understanding my developing teaching identity over time. 

This research is presented as a performance autoethnographic multigenred study.  

Using performance autoethnography and representing my findings through multiple 

genres provided a more layered picture of my teaching identity: the complexly layered 

story of where it came from and what it is now.  Multigenre writing was used to define 

the six characters—daughter, writer, wife, teacher, mother, and researcher—that 

comprise my teaching identity.  Additionally, a one-act play was created, putting the six 

characters on stage. 

Story grounded this research and how it is presented.  My life and my teaching 

identity are entwined; to understand one I have to understand both.  Through story, I have 

come to better know myself and see my life in new and different ways.  This research 

used writing as a method of inquiry.  Writing is a sense-making act; through writing, I 

gained insight into the formation and nature of my multiple selves and my teacher 

identity and how it optimized student thinking and learning.   
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This study suggests the importance of reflective writing in teachers’ professional 

lives.  Also, this study suggests that teachers are not one self but many selves in the 

classroom.  The evidence supported by this study suggests I must be explicit with 

students about the power struggles I am experiencing.   This research made me recognize 

a few aspects of my teaching identity that I want to change.   This study of my teaching 

identity has awakened me to the need to involve students in determining which characters 

are connected to specific actions and words.  This study suggests that students can 

explore their multiple characters because they themselves are not singular, unified 

identities, but like me, possess multiple characters.  Lastly, this study provides a 

multiplicity of possibilities for methodological approaches using performance 

autoethnography and multigenre writing.   
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Chapter I: Introduction 
 
 

The most fundamental mode of communication is telling stories. 
Ken Macrorie, 1988, p. 98 
 
 

Research Overview 

The purpose of this study was to research my teaching identity.  Central to this 

research was the critical exploration of the multiple personal and professional selves and 

the roles they play in the formation of my teaching self.  Researching my teaching 

identity through constructing knowledge of my multiple selves and the relationships 

among them enabled me to better understand my teaching identity at this moment in time 

and to develop a more complex framework for understanding my developing teaching 

identity over time. 

Key to this research was writing as a method of inquiry.  Through writing, I 

gained insight into the formation and nature of my multiple selves and my teacher 

identity and how it optimized student thinking and learning.  This research is presented as 

a performance autoethnographic multigenred study.  Using performance autoethnography 

and representing my findings through multiple genres provides a more layered picture of 

my teaching identity: the complexly layered story of where it came from and what it is 

now.   

 

Statement of the Problem 

 Understanding one’s teaching identity is the central problem addressed by this 

study.  Knowledge of self or selves and the ways in which self or selves are represented 
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to students is essential to the practice of teaching.  Teachers should be critically aware of 

their teaching identity to better understand their work with students.  Teachers should see 

themselves how students see them so that they understand the ways in which they are 

representing themselves to the students in classrooms.  Additionally, knowledge of 

teaching identity allows teachers to better understand themselves and their work. 

 

Personal Context of the Problem 

Wanting to understand my teaching identity came from my desire to better 

understand my positioning within my classroom.  After 13 years of teaching, I wanted to 

gain a better understanding of myself as well as my practice.  I have spent the last 

13 years teaching middle school English at three schools within one district.  The three 

schools have distinct cultures between staff and students.  At the first two schools where I 

taught, the populations were extremely diverse.  At the school where I teach currently, 

there is less diversity.  Each school has provided unique requirements for my teaching 

and brought me into contact with different student needs. 

I have come to question my teaching identity and the selves I portray in the 

classroom.  How do I present myself through my practice?  For a given moment, I 

continually try to frame and reframe my understanding of where I am and where my 

practice is situated.  Where am I?  How did I get here?  Reflection and writing offer 

potential ways for me to get answers.  Throughout my life, writing has brought me 

greater understandings.  Reflecting on my teaching has enabled me to better understand 

what I am doing: the curriculum I am creating in the space of my classroom.  Taken 
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together, reflection, writing, and reflective writing have the power to help me make sense 

of my teaching identity. 

Understanding my teaching identity has implications for the learning that takes 

place within my classroom.  Understanding myself will enable me to better understand 

my work with students.  In addition, the relationships with students within my classroom 

and adults outside my classroom have implications for the selves I present; power and 

power relations are a significant component of both my teaching identity and my ability 

to understand my teaching identity at this point in time. 

Other educators who teach kindergarteners through graduate students have found 

themselves in similar positions, wanting to understand their practice and their classroom 

identities, and have written about their experiences (Kohl, 1967; Lather, 1991; Miller, 

1990; Tompkins, 1996).  My search is linked to the work of these educators. 

As the first few days in his classroom unfolded, Kohl (1967) began to understand 

the import of his decisions:  

It would have been most just to react in thirty-six different ways to the thirty-six 
different children, but there was no way for me to be the most just at that moment.  
I had to react intuitively and immediately, as anyone in a classroom must.  There 
is never time to plot every tactic.  A child’s responses are unpredictable, those of 
groups of children even more so, unless through being brutalized and bullied they 
are made predictable.  When a teacher claims he knows exactly what will happen 
in his class, exactly how the children will behave and function, he is either lying 
or brutal. (p. 24) 

 

Kohl recognized that his identity was defined with each decision he made.  Kohl 

attempted to make sense of what was happening in his classroom as it unfolded; he tried 

to be aware of each moment and how each moment contributed to his teaching identity. 
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Tompkins (1996) examined her teaching self and the influences her past had on 

the person she was in the classroom: 

I did not set out to change my views; experience changed them for me.  Some 
alterations in the way I taught led to greater self-consciousness about what I was 
doing in the classroom.  This prompted me to look into my own past as a student, 
to relive the school days of my childhood.  As I experimented more boldly in my 
teaching, and delved further into the past, my inner life began to be transformed.  
Remembering the past was not, as I had originally thought, just an attempt to see 
how I had been molded as a teacher by the teachers who had molded me; it was 
an exploratory mission into the depths of my formation as a person, and it put me 
in touch for the first time with the founding experiences of my life.  It helped me 
to discover what kind of person I had become as a result of those early school 
experiences, and even more, who I had been before they worked their will on me. 
(p. xvi)  

 

Examining her past experiences helped Tompkins better understand herself and her work 

within classrooms. 

Miller (1990) argued for research that is personal and local.  She acknowledged 

the importance of understanding the “dimensions of our practice in our own voices and 

within the spaces and situations that we encounter daily” (p. 66).  Miller wanted to 

reconnect theory and practice, teaching and research, what may now separate teachers 

from conducting research on their own practice. 

Lather (1991) provided a model for conducting research in one’s own classroom.  

She suggested not one voice, but rather a dialogue should emerge from the different 

perspectives: “Turning the text into a display and interaction among perspectives and 

presenting material rich enough to bear re-analysis in different ways bring the reader into 

the analysis via a dispersive impulse which fragments univocal authority” (p. 91).  

Lather’s ideas enable teachers to see the various roles they play in the classroom and 
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analyze them both separately and together to see how one role impacts another.  This type 

and depth of analysis aligns with how to better understand one’s teaching identity. 

These educators are representative of the kinds of work that exists on examining 

teaching identity.  Each provided a different model.  Kohl connected his identity to the 

decisions he made from moment to moment, reacting to the situations presented within 

the classroom.  Tompkins connected identity to experience and the ways in which her 

past experiences impacted her present classroom self.  Miller connected her identity to 

her environment, examining the ways in which her environment helped to create her 

teaching identity.  Lather connected her identity to the various roles she enacted within 

the classroom and the discourse that takes place between these roles.  These educators 

uncovered the multiple layers that are present for them as educators—the multiple 

dimensions that exist simultaneously as they present themselves in classrooms. 

A rich and detailed research basis could help teachers and teacher educators 

understand the importance of knowledge of teaching identity.  Additionally, a framework 

should be created to allow teachers to pursue a better understanding of their teaching 

identities.  Through deep analysis in writing, teachers may begin to understand their 

teaching identities and the ways in which those identities are represented in their 

classrooms.   

I have come to understand that teachers are not one person but rather many selves 

reflecting the various roles they play both inside and outside classrooms.  These roles 

involve the culture of their classrooms, schools, and lives.  The relationships and 



 

6 

negotiations of power within those roles are critical to understanding the roles and the 

larger culture and context.   

Teachers display not one, unified style, but many; teachers have plural personal 

identities that come to interact on the stages of their classrooms.  These personal 

identities reside in the tensions between the socially acceptable roles defined for them 

and their central core beliefs that may dictate alternate roles.  Teachers may be forced to 

choose between beliefs and situations.  Context is critical to this decision-making 

process.  Teachers are aware of both authenticity and camouflage in how they choose to 

represent themselves. 

Pirandello provides an example of these plural personal identities from a 

theoretical point of view in his play Six Characters in Search of an Author (1921/1995) 

wherein he acknowledged that each person is really many persons, many selves:   

… each one of us believes himself to be a single person.  But it’s not true …. 
Each of us is many persons …. Many persons … according to all the possibilities 
of being that there are within us …. With some people we are one person …. With 
others we are somebody quite different …. And all the time we are under the 
illusion of always being one and the same person for everybody …. We believe 
that we are always this one person in whatever it is we may be doing.  But it’s not 
true!  It’s not true! (p. 27) 

 

If this is so, teachers operate in many spaces, both personal and professional.  The person 

who I am in those spaces is different; I am not one self but several selves.  These kinds of 

arguments resonate for me; they explain how I may take on different roles in different 

situations, from minute to minute within my classroom.  Pirandello provides a strong 

example from a theatrical point of view. 
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In each situation an individual enters, he or she is different.  Pirandello asserts we 

are different persons in different situations; the person is constantly shifting and changing 

in each situation.  As time passes, the number of roles, the number of selves, increases.  

When I came to teaching 13 years ago, I had fewer selves.  Now, I have personal and 

professional selves of a daughter, writer, teacher, wife, researcher, and mother. 

These six roles reside within two spheres: personal and professional.  The 

personal sphere comes into the professional sphere; roles of daughter, wife, and mother 

impact the roles of teacher, writer, and researcher.  Conversely, the professional sphere 

impacts the personal, and teacher, writer, and researcher influence daughter, wife, and 

mother.  Each of my roles is distinct, yet they are all interconnected.  The complexity of 

the relationships and the impact each individual role has on the others can best be 

represented by visual means. 
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Figure 1. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 1 depicts the two places from which these characters emerge: the 

personal/private and the professional/public.  The personal or private sphere is where 

daughter, wife, and mother come forward.  The professional or public sphere is where 

teacher, writer, and researcher come forward.  These six characters convene for the drama 

that takes place within the classroom.  These characters did not originate at once, but 

rather over time.  To represent the order in which they arrived, they are listed within the 

classroom from daughter to mother; daughter came first and mother came last.  The six 

characters enter my classroom from different sides to represent the separate spaces from 

which they originate and to which they connect, yet they join together within the 

classroom.  The two arrows represent the wings of a stage where three characters are 

waiting on one side—and three on the other—to make their entrances as dictated by my 

daughter 
wife 

mother 

teacher 
writer 

researcher 

daughter 
writer 

researcher 
teacher 
wife 

mother 
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teaching identity at a given moment in time.  Some or all of the six may be present within 

the classroom at one time.  Within the classroom, these six characters are present and on 

display for the public—the students and staff in my building—to see.  Figure 1 represents 

the different roles in their primary locations as well as the timing of their arrival; some 

characters are much older than others, but all are on stage at times. 

These multiple roles create multiple perspectives.  These multiple selves often 

confront each other and suggest the complexities that reside within the rich and 

dimensioned nature of teaching.  Each self impacts the others.  All are present to some 

degree in every situation I enter, in every place I inhabit.  When I am in my classroom, I 

am some of all of these six selves; situations dictate which selves are present.  Each self 

partially defines my teaching identity in some way at any given moment in time.  

Context, interaction, and response impact which self or selves are more visible.  Using 

improvisation, I respond to each situation combining and recombining my various selves 

(Bateson, 1989). 

 The individual’s creativity and the organization’s standardization are often 

conflicting; a teacher’s identity is her1 position between the extremes of creativity and 

standardization at a given moment (Bateson, 1989).  The particular position determines 

which selves are present.  I am constantly being pulled between the personal and the 

political.  Structures of power and relationships among the characters inside and outside 

the classroom impact where I land.  Where I land at any given moment defines which 

selves are present.  There are direct implications for curriculum based on my positioning 

                                                 
1 Although guidelines suggest the use of both male and female pronouns for gender neutrality, I am a 
female researcher whose research focuses on women’s roles.  Therefore, I have chosen to use female 
pronouns throughout this dissertation. 
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within the classroom.  I am constantly oscillating between these poles that Bateson 

(1989) has identified; this movement creates a drama in which my roles change each day.   

 The changing roles create tension, but knowledge and understanding are formed 

from this tension.  My understanding of my teaching identity is based on knowing which 

roles are present and how they are working together.  The tension between the spheres, 

the personal and the professional, helps to build both the tension and my understanding.  

By analyzing which selves are present and in what ways they are presenting themselves, I 

can better understand who I am at a given moment.  An increased understanding and 

knowledge of myself will positively impact my work in the classroom and my work at 

home. 

 

Political Context of the Problem 

In the last decade, the politics of teaching have changed.  Since the passage of No 

Child Left Behind (NCLB), there has been an increased focus on standards, testing, and 

accountability.  NCLB and its accompanying mandated testing have created 

contradictions within school districts.  The atmosphere created by NCLB has focused 

attention on testing; a school’s success is measured by its passing rates on standardized 

tests.  This atmosphere may impact teaching identity; teachers may feel external 

pressures that do not align with what they believe about how learning should take place 

in their classrooms.  For example, teachers who identify with social justice may feel at 

odds with standards and testing.  Teachers who believe that education has the power to 

transform and liberate embraced the notion of education as empowerment and see their 
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role of teacher as the person who could help students see the realities of culture and the 

freedom that could be gained through awareness (Freire, 1970). 

The district where this research takes place continues to emphasize best practices 

and values teacher individuality: the district allows teachers to be creators as well as 

consumers of curricula.  Although there are district and state standards, the district relies 

on concepts such as best practices to guide what teachers do with students.   

 The superintendent affirms teachers’ work by saying that teachers should 

continue to do what they have been doing.  However, district initiatives include raising 

achievement for black and Hispanic students, and achievement is measured through 

standardized testing.  Schools are focused on data-driven instruction.  Valued data is 

quantitative; meetings focus on data from the previous year’s Standards of Learning 

(SOL) testing.  The disaggregated data is presented for staff to review which sub-groups 

did not make Annual Yearly Progress (AYP). 

Within the school where this research takes place, students who failed or were 

close to failing an SOL test are placed on the watch list.  Teachers are required to keep 

records of the ways in which they provide extra support for students on the watch list.  

Remediation funding is available for teachers who want to run programs after school to 

work with students on the watch list.  The principal meets with teams regularly to review 

this list and find out what actions teachers have taken to work with those students during 

and after the school day.  Parents are involved, too; they are asked to agree to have their 

students stay after school for remediation. 
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Increasingly, students have become aware that testing is not connected to them 

individually, but rather, it is connected to the school as a whole.  Subsequently, students 

are not anxious about testing and its impact on them.  Without a direct impact on them, 

students are not concerned with the tests or interested in staying after school for 

remediation.  Parents have also become aware that testing has no impact on retention.  

Yet, teachers are still expected to analyze testing data and look for ways to ensure all 

students are successful on standardized assessments. 

As things have changed culturally and politically since I began teaching, things 

have changed personally as well.  When I started teaching, I was not married.  I was 

engaged, planning a wedding, but teaching was my focus.  Thirteen years later, I am 

married and have a 6-year-old daughter.  This has meant I have assumed additional roles 

of wife and mother.  In addition, I went back to school to pursue my doctorate; this added 

the role of researcher as well.  These roles have added complexity to my responsibilities: 

my life as well as my work with students.  Understanding my teaching identity was 

simpler when I began to teach because the number of selves was fewer; as my life has 

gained a richness with marriage and motherhood, it has also gained a complexity that 

impacts my teaching identity.  The additional roles create conflicts and opportunities 

within the personal and professional spheres as my different selves are present.  

Certainly, these additional roles impact my teaching identity, and defining it is connected 

to these additional roles.  
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Purpose and Research Questions 

To better understand themselves and their work, teachers must find ways to 

explore their teaching identities.  Writing is one means of critically examining teaching 

identity.  Through written reflection, teachers can come to understand the multiple selves 

they are bringing to classrooms and presenting to students.  One way of understanding 

themselves is by telling a story: 

I am coming to understand that the telling of a story, however it occurs, is part of 
the living of a life and that to shut a story down is to shut down, as well, the life of 
which it tells and from which it flows. (Neumann, 1997, p. 108)   

 

Thus, the understanding comes through the telling, through the writing.  The 

understanding also comes from the way the writing is presented—the genre I choose as I 

analyze and attempt to understand my teaching identity. 

Working towards understanding these selves—the context, interaction, and 

response—at a given moment in time allowed me to explore and define my teaching 

identity.  An understanding of and a definition for my teaching identity will contribute to 

student thinking and learning. 

The primary research question for this study is, What is the nature of my teaching 

identity at this moment in time?  Related subsidiary questions are: 

1. What relational roles do my multiple personal and professional selves 

play in the formation of my teaching identity?  

2. How do these selves become manifest in the classroom?  

3. How can writing help me understand the nature of my teaching 

identity? 
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4. How can the nature of this data be usefully represented? 

 

Statement of Potential Significance 

 This study is significant for several reasons.  First, knowledge of teaching identity 

is critical to teachers for the work they do in classrooms.  Teachers need to understand 

their identity to better engage with students and the curriculum.  An understanding of 

teaching identity may impact student thinking and learning.  Recognizing that in every 

moment in a classroom, teachers are showing themselves to students, teachers need to 

understand the complexity of those selves and how they interact to form an identity.  

Specifically, teachers need a framework for how to understand their teaching identities at 

a given moment in time.   

Second, this study is significant to any teachers who wants to better understand 

herself.  This study provides one example of how to better understand one’s teaching 

identity and the selves that play roles in constructing that identity.  Teaching is personal; 

teachers need to understand themselves and the identities they reveal to students.  To 

understand the complexity of teaching identity, teachers need to define and understand 

their roles as well as the context, interaction, and impact that takes place within a 

classroom.  This study provides one way for teachers to look at themselves and their 

work to increase their understandings.  This study provides one path to Greene’s (1995) 

notion of wide-awakeness, an increased awareness of self and selves.  Through writing, 

teachers can see themselves. 
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Third, this study is significant because it provides a model for how to understand 

teaching identity.  Through the writing presented here, teachers will have a model to use 

that might help them reflect about the complexities of their craft.  The ways in which this 

study uses writing can provide a framework for others to define their teaching identities 

at a given moment in time.   

 Fourth, this study is significant to me because it is my story; it is the story of my 

life and my teaching life up until now.  It is an attempt to understand, to critically 

analyze, and to become aware of myself as a daughter, writer, teacher, wife, researcher, 

and mother.  Defining my past and present will allow me to better understand what I am 

doing in my classroom at this moment in time.  If teachers’ knowledge about teaching 

derives from their own lives, examining our lives is critical to understanding our practice 

(Neumann and Peterson, 1997).  

 Fifth, this study is significant to teacher educators who facilitate the creation of 

teaching identities and are also enmeshed in the production of teaching identities.  

Students who are learning to become teachers must explore and define who they are to 

understand the teachers they want to be, the classrooms they want to create, and the 

teaching identities they want to share in their classrooms.  Reflection and writing are 

components of any strong teacher preparation program.  This study can help teacher 

educators in the ways in which they support students in understanding themselves and 

their teaching identities. 

 In its broadest sense, this study is a story—a story from which teachers and 

teacher educators can learn by reading.  Because it is a story, it is a text.  As a text, it is a 
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study that can benefit anyone in the same way that we each learn something from any 

texts with which we engage.  Self and research are linked; the study of one’s life and 

relationships constitute research (Neumann and Peterson, 1997).  Research is a personal 

experience because the researcher is analyzing herself, her past and present.  This is 

something that cannot be uniquely objective; the researcher is using autobiographical 

methods to explore her teaching identity as well as providing a framework for others to 

do the same. 

As an autoethnography, this study is a critical analysis and reflection based on the 

researcher’s experiences, past and present.  This methodology reflects the shifting nature 

of these long-held systems of belief.  A multigenre format makes this a story with 

elements of fiction and non-fiction intended to best depict the story of my selves and my 

teaching identity.  Other teachers can use this same methodology to critically examine 

themselves.  Through various genres, teachers can make sense of who they are, the 

multiple roles they play, and their teaching identities.  Chapter VI is written as a script 

and can be performed.  Scripts provide readers a unique experience, whether read or 

performed.  As a performance, this research allows the audience to interact and 

experience the research in different ways than reading alone.  The artifacts presented in 

script form, one of the genres present, allow readers the opportunity to do more than 

read—to become players and assume roles to better understand the culture presented in 

this research.  Through the experience, the audience can connect in deeper and different 

ways than reading alone. 
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 Sixth, this research may hold significance for students as well.  Knowledge of 

self, including knowledge of teaching identity, impacts a teacher’s work in her classroom.  

This knowledge will impact her practice and work with students.  Research must have the 

power to change what practitioners do and impact students’ lives; research conducted in 

teachers’ classrooms will enable them to better understand their students.   

 Through this work, students will see me as a researcher.  Students need to see the 

writing that I do to better understand myself and my roles.  Seeing my struggle will 

awaken students to the needs they may have to better understand themselves and their 

positioning within classrooms and schools.  Students may become aware of the world 

around them and conscious of their position in that world; they can begin to understand 

themselves and their identities alongside me.  I want them to ask questions and look for 

answers; I want them to learn how to learn.  It is an ongoing process within my 

classroom, but one whose goal is to demystify the world: 

The crucial problem, I believe, is the problem of challenging what is taken for 
granted and transmitted as taken-for-granted: ideas of hierarchy, of deserved 
deficits, of delayed gratification, and of mechanical time schemes in tension with 
inner time.  A new pedagogy is obviously required, one that will free persons to 
understand the ways in which each of them reaches out from his or her location to 
constitute a common continent, a common world.  It might well be called a 
democratic pedagogy, since, in several respects, the object is to empower persons 
to enact democracy.  To act upon democratic values, I believe, is to be responsive 
to consciously incarnated principles of freedom, justice, and regard for others.  If 
individuals can take such principles unto themselves and make them manifest in 
their confrontations with a concrete, an interpreted reality, the way may be 
opened for praxis, for bringing the world closer to heart’s desire. (Greene, 1978, 
p. 71) 

 

These beliefs are shaped by experience and respond to experience; it is an ongoing 

dialogue and the tensions enable changes, including changes in beliefs.  Beliefs are 
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critical influences on both thinking and practice.  As part of examining the multi-

dimensioned nature of my teaching identity, I must examine my beliefs.  By seeing my 

research as an attempt to understand my practice and myself, I provide a model to 

students for being aware of themselves and their identities.  This model enables them to 

identify the tensions and participate in a dialogue that will enable them to better 

understand or change their beliefs. 

 The following elements will be discussed: (1) personal essay; (2) praxis; (3) social 

construction of knowledge; and, (4) knowledge construction through writing.  These 

elements work together to represent the unique approach to this research.  Both the 

subject matter as well as the way in which I attempted to capture my findings and 

understandings were complex, requiring an approach that combined these multiple 

elements. 

 

Theoretical Frameworks 

 Like identities, theoretical frameworks can be plural; a singular theoretical 

framework reduces rather than amplifies the complexity of issues at play.  The 

frameworks that I use are multiple reflecting the multifaceted nature of my identity, the 

multiple selves. 

Research often appears distinct—something separate from work with students in 

classrooms.  Research must be part of what teachers do; research is the work of teachers 

and takes place in classrooms and involves students.  Teachers continue to seek out ways 

to understand themselves and their work; this is the same way that teachers, as 
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researchers, should plan to conduct their research.  Teachers need to view themselves as 

researchers.  It is from this viewpoint that I enter research.  

 

Personal essay. 

 Donmoyer (2001) suggested the researcher’s framework is really her intent for the 

research.  Several purposes resonate for me, among them personal essay.  The 

fundamental questions for the personal essay purpose are: “What is the researcher’s 

personal, idiosyncratic interpretation of a situation; what unique and useful meaning can 

the researcher construct from a situation he or she has studied?” (Donmoyer, 2001, 

p. 191).  This purpose allows the researcher to look for greater understanding of a 

particular situation.  This rationale fits my desire to better understand my practice.  

Personal essay acknowledges and even brings to the front my subjectivity.  The narrative 

form this research takes aligns with my interest in story and painting a picture for both 

my audience and me. 

 Personal essay can take many forms; the narrative dramatic form aligns with my 

interests. It is reader-friendly, tells a story, and has the ability to “touch readers’ lives by 

informing their experiences” (Nash, 2004, p. 28).  The personal essay purpose can be 

represented in portraiture (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997): the researcher creates a 

portrait that captures “the richness, complexity, and dimensionality of human experience 

in social and cultural context, conveying the perspectives of the people who are 

negotiating those experiences” (p. 3).  The inclusion of description with aesthetic 

expression appeals to me because it enables me to provide both my readers and me a rich, 
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complex, and dimensioned portrait of teaching identity (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 

1997). 

 

Praxis. 

 Praxis is another purpose that is applicable for me. My goal is one of praxis 

because I hope my research will engage other teachers in conducting research 

(Donmoyer, 2001).  Donmoyer’s (2001) questions for the praxis purpose are: “How can 

we simultaneously learn about and change educators, educational organizations, or both?  

How can we make advocacy for change part of our research design rather than merely 

something that occurs after a study is completed?” (p. 191).  Part of my goal is to 

persuade teachers to conduct research, see themselves as researchers, and add their voices 

to the discourse.  My writing may serve as a guide to empower teachers; I hope to call 

them out of their classrooms to write about themselves and share their writing.  Teachers 

may find themselves in certain situations that occur outside their classrooms at the 

bottom of the hierarchy; teachers may believe they have the least authority, yet perform 

important work and are at the top of the hierarchy within their classrooms.  Teachers can 

reorder themselves by adding their voices to the discourse. 

 Miller (1990) applies praxis to teaching as it involves both “reflection and action 

as a form of inquiry” (p. 13).  Both autobiographical and self-reflexive methods are part 

of praxis; the researcher, the researched, and the research process itself involve risk—a 

willingness to change.  Miller’s book, Creating Spaces and Finding Voices, provided a 

model for teacher collaboration and empowerment.  A group of classroom teachers 
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looked at each of their daily practices and themselves to better understand their practice.  

In better understanding themselves and the contexts of their work, they could make 

changes.  This research seeks to change the researcher as well.  By researching myself, 

my work addresses some of the same questions related to praxis that Miller’s group of 

teacher addressed: 

In what ways are the evolving studies of ourselves as teacher-researchers 
illustrative of both the particular and the generalizable in studies of teaching?  
What meanings do our explorations have beyond the confines of our idiosyncratic 
questions and contexts? (p. 21) 

 

Many have turned to Miller’s work as a possible model for their own research.  Miller’s 

work has enacted change in providing possibilities to teachers to be researchers and enact 

change. 

 Praxis links to critical inquiry.  In addition to making sense of things, critical 

inquiry attempts to change things (Bourdieu, 1977; Freire, 1970; Crotty, 1998).  Similar 

to Donmoyer’s notion of praxis, critical inquiry places the researcher in the position of 

affecting change.  The research will at once make sense of my current situation while 

attempting to assist me in changing the situation or moving along a continuum towards 

changed practice.  Additionally, my research might affect wider change if it gets other 

practitioners to conduct their own research and share it with wider audiences.  

 Education can empower.  As a result, education is the most important thing in the 

life of any student.  Change can occur through education (Freire, 1970).  Students can 

recognize the reproductive nature of our society and begin to work for change.  Schools 
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and teachers can empower students and make them aware of how society works; it is 

through education that students can begin to see possibilities for leading different lives. 

 

Social construction of knowledge. 

How we know what we know is rooted in constructionism: “… all knowledge, and 

therefore all meaningful reality as such is contingent upon human practices, being 

constructed in and out of interaction between human beings and their world, and 

developed and transmitted within an essentially social context” (Crotty, 1998, p. 42). 

Knowledge is constructed; experiences facilitate the construction.  Since we are social 

beings, knowledge is best created in social environs: for example, classrooms.  A 

teachers’ work is rooted in the social.  Constructivist learning theory and schema theory, 

in particular, promote learning in context; learners make sense of new material by linking 

it with previously learned material and experiences (Dewey, 1938; Bruner, 1986).   

 Humans construct meaning and order their experiences (Bruner, 1986).  

Experiences provide links to other texts and discussions within the classroom; 

comparisons allow students to make more sense of their own experiences.  Students learn 

when they are engaged in meaningful activity (Dewey, 1938).  Students must be active 

participants in the learning process; activity facilitates the construction of knowledge.  

Having students make choices about what and how they will learn is intended to make 

learning meaningful.  If students have a voice in the classroom, they are more likely to be 

engaged and feel empowered.  
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 Power and who has it and who does not are also key elements of what takes place 

in a classroom and how that is reflected in teaching identities.  Bourdieu and other critical 

theorists seek to question everything.  Questioning is crucial to understanding why things 

are the way they are.  From the structure of education to the very structure of our 

classrooms as closed spaces, power is relevant.  Education is hierarchical, and women 

may find themselves at the bottom of the hierarchy.  Also, there are implicit connections 

between economics and education.  The roles of gender as related to the placement of 

power are also a significant influence on understanding my roles and teaching identity. 

 Knowledge is socially constructed as we interact with our world and the people 

around us.  We encounter problems, and in solving them, we construct knowledge.  

Habermas (1971) asserts that education is the act of communication; in interacting and 

communicating with each other we learn from people and the world around us.  Our 

experiences form what we know; our roles, our selves, are a part of what determines 

those experiences.  Facilitating experiences and allowing students to encounter problems, 

as Dewey suggests, is how students learn best.  The belief that knowledge is constructed 

impacts my research and the ways in which I examine and try to understand what 

happens with learners in my classroom. 

 

Knowledge construction through writing. 

Knowledge construction takes place through dialogue, especially through writing.  

Language plays an important role in how we make sense of our world (Vygotsky, 1978).  

Vygotsky’s (1978) main idea was that human thinking comes through mediation of 
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others.  Classroom experiences with oral and written language have an impact on inner 

speech.  Vygotsky’s ideas about language have brought about studies linking the ways in 

which teachers interact with students, and subsequently, the ways in which students 

interact with texts.  In the same way that students learn through writing, I learned through 

writing.  Writing enabled me to make sense of what was happening in my classroom at 

specific moments in time.  Writing also enabled me to look at my past and experiences 

and better understand them and the ways they impact my identity in the classroom at this 

moment in time.  Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development is connected to how 

language allowed me to make sense of things.  Through writing I was able to move from 

current understandings of my teaching identity to richer understandings.     

 In addition to Vygotsky, Habermas (1971) has contributed to the importance of 

language in classrooms.  His belief that education is an act of communication puts a 

strong emphasis on the ways in which teachers and students interact.  Habermas also 

links communication and democracy and gives teachers an important role in students’ 

moral development: 

They would be communicative actors supporting the lifeworld of their various 
communities, but they would also be partners and initiators of pragmatic, ethical, 
and moral discourses in which the match of means to ends would be examined, 
the ends and means of schooling would be questioned, and the assumptions of the 
participants would be periodically challenged. (Coulter, 2001, p. 95) 

 

Students understand their world and their position and the power relationships present 

through language and writing (Freire, 1970).  Students come to understand through 

writing; students come to construct knowledge through writing: “writing is thinking, 

writing is analysis, writing is indeed a seductive and tangled method of inquiry” 
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(Richardson & St. Pierre, 2005, p. 967).  For me, the same is true.  I am able to make 

sense of my teaching identity and the complexities of the various roles I portray through 

language and writing. 

  

Summary of Methodology 

This study will be carried out using autoethnographic methods.  Autoethnography 

is defined by Ellis and Bochner (2000) as “autobiographies that self-consciously explore 

the interplay of the introspective, personally engaged self with cultural descriptions 

mediated through language, history, and ethnographic explanation” (p. 742).  

Autoethnography is different from autobiography because there is a connection between 

self and the outside world, the cultural.  The benefits of autoethnography are: “(1) it 

offers a research method friendly to researchers and readers; (2) it enhances cultural 

understanding of self and others; and (3) it has potential to transform self and others to 

motivate them to work toward cross-cultural coalition building” (Chang, 2008, p. 52). 

 My choice of autoethnography comes out of my need to understand my classroom 

and myself.  To me, the simplest definition of autoethnography is story; it looks at one 

place at one time with one set of characters.  Like ethnography, autoethnography works 

to make the familiar strange.  This is the researcher’s task when examining herself. 

Conducting research on myself requires that I take nothing for granted, that I be 

conscious of everything and work to explain each thing that happens.  Thick description 

is one way that autoethnographers can examine themselves deliberately, stepping outside 

themselves and looking back to describe what they see (Geertz, 1977). 
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 This research is about understanding myself.  Reading about women and 

specifically about teachers’ lives has provided me with examples to follow and has 

shown me how critical my understanding of myself is to the work I do with students 

(Neumann & Peterson, 1997; Bateson, 1989).  Figuring out who I am is an ongoing 

process.  I must continue to actively engage with the work I am doing to better 

understand it and be able to change it to make it more powerful.  Like Hankins (2003), I 

will use writing to construct, deconstruct, and reconstruct my practice.  The act of 

teaching is not enough; I must think systematically about my work to understand and 

change it.  It has been through reading ethnographies that I have come to see teaching as 

a story (Lawrence-Lightfoot, 1985; Peshkin, 1986; Hankins, 2003).  I want to add my 

story so I may better understand myself and provide others with that story as well as a 

framework to better understand themselves and their practice.   

 Data collection was extensive; I collected several types of data.  One set of data 

was artifacts: student work, student journals, lesson plans, teaching materials, and 

anything else that helped to provide a picture of what takes place in my classroom.  In 

addition to the artifacts that relate to my teaching identity and teacher self, there is 

another set of artifacts that helps define my other selves.  Biographical objects are 

important for their unique ability to describe and define aspects of an individual.  

Hoskins’ (1998) work with biographical objects in the field of anthropology shows that 

people are defined as much in the things they have as in what they say or do.  My 

classroom itself served as a biographical object, such as its layout, the placement of 
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desks, and what was written on the board.  Also, my roles as a daughter, writer, teacher, 

wife, researcher, and mother can be represented through biographical objects. 

 I did extensive journaling.  Fieldnotes are most useful to the participant observer.  

Since I was teaching while researching, it was unrealistic to take notes as things 

happened.  I wrote each day for a period of time as soon as the school day was over.  In 

this way, I was able to record the day’s events as they transpired.  These journal entries 

were both a record on the events of the day as well as my reflections about those events.  

When moments or specific activities allow, I took field notes.  For field notes, I used the 

zoom in-zoom out technique to capture events in my classroom and my teaching identity.  

I incorporated excerpts from these journals and field notes into my findings. 

 I taped and transcribed entire days as well as individual class periods.  The 

transcriptions afforded me the opportunity to hear myself again without the distortion of 

memory.  I was able to directly analyze what I had said to students at specific moments in 

time.  The transcriptions of my spoken words allowed me an exact picture of which of 

my selves were present at a given moment in time.  The transcribed classes provided rich 

data to analyze in ways that my written reflections alone could not.  Reviewing the words 

I had spoken enabled me to identify the characters who were present and the factors that 

had brought specific characters into the classroom at given moments in time. 

 Writing allowed me to uncover and understand the selves I portray and the 

teaching identity that those selves create.  Various writing activities engaged me in 

deeper exploration of my own identities and the ways in which those identities come 

together and separate at different moments within my classroom.  Writing enabled me to 
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capture the culture of my classroom and school to better understand my own place within 

those cultures.  Writing was a way for me to see and analyze.  By creating parts of a play, 

my selves are revealed through a script.  Like a play, the analysis can be read or 

performed so that the audience, the readers of this research, can interact and experience 

the findings.   

 I began to make sense of my data immediately; I did not wait until all data was 

collected to analyze it.  Using the constant comparative method, I coded my data.  I 

compared the different data—artifacts, transcripts, and writing—to look for patterns.  The 

different types of data allowed me to create a richer, more complex, and dimensioned 

picture of my teaching identity.  

 

Definition of Key Terms 

 For the purposes of this research, the following terms (with the attached 

definitions) apply: 

Autoethnography  Autoethnography is a research methodology that 

studies the interaction and intersection of self, 

culture, and society.   

Genre Genre refers to any class, kind, or type.  For this 

research, genres are the various types of writing 

completed during data collection and analysis.   

Identity    Identity refers to my teaching identity.   
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Multigenre writing Multigenre writing is the term associated with a 

collection of writings done in various genres.  

Together, the collection presents a story.  The 

various genres allow the author an alternative way 

of presenting the story.  For this research, 

multigenre writing entails the various genres that 

are present in writing exercises intended to 

represent my teaching identity and various roles as 

daughter, writer, teacher, wife, researcher, and 

mother.   

Performance autoethnography Performance autoethnography is a specific 

methodology whose results are presented in the 

form of a script that can be performed. 

Reflection Reflection refers to analysis done on personal and 

professional practices.  Reflection is an important 

component of teaching.  Through reflection, 

practitioners gain insight into their practice as well 

as its successes and failures.  Reflection refers to 

instances through writing, conversation, thoughts, 

and discourse where the researcher worked to better 

understand her teaching identity. 
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Writing Writing refers to any writing, writing exercise, or 

writing activity in which I engage to better 

understand my selves and my teaching identity.   

 

Limitations and Assumptions 

 Due to the fact that this study researched my teaching identity, results may not be 

generalizable to other teachers.  However, the methods are replicable.  This study is 

personal; it is my story.  However, in telling my story, there is much to be learned.  My 

struggle to understand my teaching identity and myself is a struggle common to teachers.  

My telling can provide opportunities for teachers to reflect on themselves and their 

teaching identities.  Additionally, this study provides a method for teachers to use to 

begin to examine themselves and understand their own teaching identities.  The 

applicability is limited only to those who choose to read it.  Whether it makes readers 

think or go on to write about themselves and their stories, there is something to be gained 

in reading this study.  Anyone who is a teacher, teacher educator, or person who performs 

as part of her work can benefit from my analysis and critical self-reflection. 

 Conducting research in my classroom makes me both a teacher and researcher. 

Awareness must be present of my research context; everything I examined was 

happening within my own classroom, a community I help to construct.  As a result, I tried 

to be continually aware of my subjectivities.  Peshkin (1988) suggests increased 

monitoring of self throughout the research process for an enhanced awareness of my 

subjectivities.  I tried to be aware and acknowledge how it shaped the research process 
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and the outcomes.  The answers I was seeking were based on what I knew at the moment; 

“knowledge is always contextualized, part of quite specific relationships, cultures, and 

situations” (Graham, 1991, p. 102).  Cognizant of the contextualized nature of the 

research, this research has the power to change my work and the work of other 

practitioners.   

 

Overview of Dissertation 

 This chapter provides an overview of this study. The purpose of this study is to 

critically explore the personal and professional selves that form my teaching identity.  

Chapter II will review the literature surrounding teaching identity, reflective writing, 

multigenre writing, autoethnography, and Pirandello’s play Six Characters in Search of 

an Author.  Chapter III explores the autoethnographic methods that I employed.  

Specifically, I outline the process of critical self-reflection I undertake.  I review the way 

in which writing is used as a method of inquiry and a reflective tool to better understand 

my personal and professional selves and my teaching identity. 

Pirandello (1921/1995) wrote:  

Life is a continuous flow which we continually try to stop, to fix in concepts and 
ideals.  But inside ourselves … the flow continues indistinctly, under the wire, 
past the limits that we set when we formed consciousness and built a personality. 
(p. 32) 
 

I will describe and analyze this examination.  Out of this comes a reforming of sorts, a 

wide-awakeness that allows me to better see where I am situated and how I can change 

my situation through writing and analysis.  The tensions are uncovered and vivified 
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through the voices of the characters and the selves present within my classroom, which 

encompass my teaching identity.  Chapters IV and V include multigenre writings and 

analyses.  Chapter IV provides insight into my individual characters through a series of 

multigenre writings.  Chapter V provides end notes for the writing artifacts in Chapter IV.  

Chapter VI is structured as a dramatic script.  It is within and through this dramatic script 

that my six selves take the stage to talk, interact, and perform the tensions of 

understanding the lived experience of my teaching self.  It is within and through this 

tension that some tentative understandings emerge about my teaching identity, the 

multiple flows and layerings, often indistinct and under the wire, that are continually 

shaping it.  Chapter VII reviews the conclusions that have emerged from the close 

examination I have done of the six characters in the multigenre writing as well as the 

script. Reading the multigenre artifacts and the performance of the script creates a 

multilayered portrait of my teaching identity. 

 



 

 

Chapter II: Literature Review 
 

 
Introduction 

My primary focus in this literature review is to provide a foundation for this 

research by uncovering the existing literature related to teaching identity.  Initially, I 

present an overview of the growing body of literature related to teaching identity, its 

many definitions, and how narrative, social contexts impact teaching identity. Second, I 

review representative examples of research related to beginning teachers and teaching 

identity.  Third, I review representative examples of research related to experienced 

teachers and teaching identity.  Fourth, because this study is by a teacher and about a 

teacher, I review the representative literature related to teachers as researchers.  Lastly, I 

present a summary of the work of Luigi Pirandello, Six Characters in Search of an 

Author, which provided the original structure for this research, to help readers who are 

unfamiliar with his work. 

These topics all connect to the research presented here, but they are also pieces of 

my story—my journey from high school student who read a Pirandello play to doctoral 

student who sat in a presentation on integrating performance into research at the 

American Education Research Association annual convention.  My experiences have 

brought me to this topic and methodology for my research; weaving together the stories 

has made me understand, connect, and reflect on this particular moment in time and how 

I arrived here. 
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Teaching Identity 

Teaching identity is complex; it involves personal, pedagogical, and political 

factors.  Teaching identity involves social contexts both inside and outside of schools.  

Teaching identity is not fixed, but fluid.  Each experience a teacher has can contribute to 

her teaching identity.  Teachers can engage in narrative to explore their teaching 

identities.  The examination of past experiences and their present practice enables 

teachers to begin to understand their teaching identity at this moment in time.  This 

understanding comes about through thought, reflection, and writing.   

Much of the research on teaching identity is focused on preservice or beginning 

teachers.  Research examines the ways in which these teachers develop their teaching 

identities as they negotiate the learning and practicum experiences of becoming teachers.  

Additionally, there is significant research on methods for better understanding teaching 

identity.  Specifically, studies frequently examine narrative approaches as well as 

connections to language as it relates to teaching identity.  Additionally, studies often 

examine discourse and context to understand the nature of the relationships that exist 

within the classroom and the power structures that reside there.  Many studies that 

examine teaching identity fail to define it. Those studies that define teaching identity 

have conceptualized it in different ways.   

 

Definitions of Teaching Identity 

Hoffman-Kipp (2008) defines teacher identity “as the intersection of personal, 

pedagogical, and political participation and reflection within a larger sociopolitical 
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context” (p. 153).  Teaching identity is at an intersection; it requires the teacher to fully 

understand how and where the various components intersect to influence her identity.  In 

some ways the personal, pedagogical, and political are separate, but they impact each 

other so that there can be no true separation between them.  Each one relies heavily on 

the others for its stance.   

Hoffman-Kipp argues that understanding context is critical to understanding 

identity.  Because identity is situated within contexts, identity shifts with context.  Also, 

multiple contextual factors influence identity.  Context itself impacts identity because of 

the alignment of that context with an individual’s beliefs.  The context can either be 

supportive or contradictory to an individual’s beliefs.  A teacher identity is influenced by 

the stance of the context.  Teachers act in ways specific to their settings related to how 

supportive those settings are of their beliefs.  

Hoffman-Kipp uses an autobiographical approach to better understand his own 

teaching identity as a teacher educator and the ways he can better support others in 

defining their teaching identities.  Additionally, Hoffman-Kipp suggests a wide range of 

activities to use when helping others define their teaching identities.   

James Gee (2000-2001) also connects identity to context.  Gee believes that to 

understand one’s identity within one context or discourse, we need to see other contexts 

and discourses.  For Gee, the teacher’s identity within the classroom is understood by 

seeing the same identity in different situations.  He suggests four ways to view identity.  

Gee’s structure for identity is based on issues of access, networks, and experiences.  His 

four ways of viewing identity are: nature-identity, institution-identity, discourse-identity, 
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and affinity-identity.  Gee argues that identity is partly constructed by the networks in 

which an individual participates and the people with whom she comes into contact in 

different social contexts.  It is through contrast and comparison that identities can be 

understood.  

Gee’s four ways of viewing identity are not distinct; they are connected in 

complex ways. “They are four strands that may very well all be present and woven 

together as a given person acts within a given context” (p. 101).  The nature identity has 

forces as its power; the institution identity has authorities as its power; the discourse 

identity has dialogue as its power; and the affinity identity has practice as its power.  

Identity requires a social context; without others there is not an identity to present.  Gee’s 

perspective suggests that identities can be deeply personal in construction and can center 

one’s being for moments. 

Gee’s ways of viewing identity apply directly to teaching identity.  The school 

serves as an authority where power is an important concern.  Teaching identity is directly 

related to the discourse in which teachers engage both inside and outside their 

classrooms.  Teaching identity is complex, but can be seen as a combination of the four 

strands that Gee proposes. 

Miller Marsh (2002) makes additional connections between power, discourse, and 

teaching identity.  Miller Marsh defines discourse as “frameworks for thought and action 

that groups of individuals draw upon in order to speak and interact with one another in 

meaningful ways” (p. 456).  Within discourses, teachers are positioned; power is another 
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important aspect of a teacher’s positioning.  To understand one discourse, Miller Marsh 

argues that other contexts need to be understood as well.   

Miller Marsh explicitly taught the concept of discourse to students in a child 

development course as one way for them to better understand how discourse is connected 

to teaching identity.  Miller Marsh wanted the students to be able to view from multiple 

discourses to better understand how they were and could be positioning themselves in 

classrooms; she wanted them to recognize that teaching identities shift when discourses 

shift.  For teachers to better understand themselves and their teaching identities, they 

need to understand the other “patterns of thinking, speaking, and acting” that exist or are 

possible (Miller Marsh, 2002, p. 456). 

These varied approaches to identity focus on different elements.  All of these 

notions deal in some way with language, discourse, and context.  An awareness of these 

artifacts is critical to understanding how to approach teaching identity and the 

complexities that must be included in trying to define one’s teaching identity. 

 

Narrative and Teaching Identity 

In much the same way that the concept of teaching identity is not easily defined, 

individual teaching identities are also not easily defined.  It is difficult to be explicit about 

who we are because we are constantly changing; we always have to contend with past, 

present, and future.  In defining our identity, we are telling stories about ourselves, 

consequently presenting a narrative.  According to Connelly and Clandinin (1998), 

“Narrative is the story of how humans make meaning of experience by endlessly telling 
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and retelling stories about themselves that both refigure the past and create purpose in the 

future” (p. 24).  Connelly and Clandinin (1988) believe it is particularly difficult for 

teachers to know themselves because much of what teachers do is represented through 

their practice.   

Through narrative, we can begin to make meaning of our identities or try to know 

them, but it is a process that never ends, as stories and memories do not have fixed 

endings.  Teachers’ stories negotiate the personal as well as the collective (Elbaz-

Luwisch, 2002).  The stories are personal because they are shaped by the teacher’s 

knowledge and feelings, yet they are collective because they are influenced by the school 

setting.  As teachers write their stories, they must mediate between these two.  Teachers 

can begin to see how these two sets of influences may work together or be at odds with 

each other through narrative.  Narrative inquiry may allow teachers to grow as they come 

to better understand their teaching identities. 

Bruner (2002) acknowledged the constant, changing nature of identity: “… we 

constantly construct and reconstruct ourselves to meet the needs of the situations we 

encounter, and we do so with the guidance of our memories of the past and our hopes and 

fears for the future” (p. 64).  We make choices about how to represent ourselves based on 

situations.  These representations take place in three ways: enactive, iconic, and 

symbolic, or based in action, images, or language.  Learning styles impact and are 

impacted by these representations.  Our learning styles impact our reactions to the 

situations we encounter as well as the ways in which we make sense of those situations. 
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Identities are dimensioned; they are fluid, shifting entities that are not fixed.  We 

carry with us all past experiences, and those experiences impact our present actions.  In 

each situation we enter, memories come forward to guide the ways we act and interact.  

As the situation changes, so do the memories, actions, and interactions.  The different 

modes we use to understand and represent are not discreet, but may overlap; they can 

reside separately, partially, or wholly within each other. 

Bruner’s narrative knowledge is tied to the process of identity construction 

through language.  New situations require new learning; learners look for related 

categories and ways to connect new information to existing information.  Although 

language is mainly connected to identity, identity construction requires actions and 

images as well if the learner is to progress to language.  Language both mediates and 

explicates identity.  Through the stories we tell others, we reveal ourselves to them.  

Through the writing we do for ourselves, we reveal our self to our self.  The writing we 

share is impacted by our knowledge that it will be shared; audience impacts what we 

write and how we craft out stories.  Context and audience impact the language we use 

and the stories we tell. 

 

Beginning Teachers and Teaching Identity 

Beginning teachers start their careers with beliefs about teaching and learning.  

These beliefs are a sizable set of factors determining their teaching identity.  All of a 

teacher’s experiences as a student have a strong impact on her teacher identity.  From the 

moment a future teacher enters a classroom as a 4- or 5-year-old child, it impacts her 
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teaching identity (Clandinin, 1985).  Additionally, Knowles (1992) mentions factors such 

as family activities, childhood learning experiences, role models, and education classes as 

having a strong impact on teaching identity.  These factors are all stories that help the 

teacher construct her teaching identity. 

Franzak (2002) conducted an interpretive case study of a student teacher, 

Rebecca.  Rebecca participated in a Critical Friends Group at the site of her internship in 

which she met regularly with a group of teachers with various levels of experience.  

Participating in this group helped Rebecca negotiate the influences Knowles (1992) 

identifies as shaping her teaching identity: family activities, childhood learning 

experiences, role models, and education classes.  Franzak argues that these multiple 

factors from experiences and beliefs impact the formation of a teacher identity.  Because 

of the multiple factors, identity constantly shifts.  The complexities involved in a teaching 

identity make defining it an ongoing process.   

While teachers are trying to understand themselves, they continue to change.  

Teachers reveal and create themselves simultaneously in classrooms, and this process 

means their identities shift.  In this study, Franzak found that participating in the Critical 

Friends Group helped Rebecca as her teaching identity shifted with her experiences.  

Participating in the group provided a different discourse for beginning teachers to 

negotiate their developing teaching identities. 

Mary McVee (2004) studied the use of teacher narratives within a teacher 

preparation course.  One of her research questions was, “What did narrative forms, 

functions, content, and contexts reveal about the role of narrative and about what 
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participants learned about identity, culture, literacy, and views of self and other?” 

(p. 882).  McVee’s study is practitioner research since she was both the instructor of the 

course and the researcher.   

McVee’s students read a variety of biographical and autobiographical texts.  For 

this study, McVee focused on two students within the course.  She noted that in retelling 

narratives, students position themselves differently based on context.  By the end of the 

course, one of the students had told the same story six times.  The last time the student 

retold the story she was beginning to reflect on power and positioning.   

McVee collected a wide range of data, including memos she wrote while planning 

the course and narratives the students wrote during the course.  McVee used multiple 

methods of analysis: she wrote analytic memos to identify categories and themes; she 

used sociolinguistic methods to analyze group interactions during oral narratives; and she 

identified case examples of their narratives.  McVee found that narrative is dynamic and 

reflects culture.  The narratives provided her students with educative experiences that 

enabled them to learn about themselves and their emerging selves as teachers.  

 Dennis Sumara and Rebecca Luce-Kapler (1996) studied the ways in which they 

could assist preservice teachers in constructing their identities.  For their study, Sumara 

and Luce-Kapler created a bricolage with different fragments of text with different 

positions.  They hoped their text, “Stories of Teaching,” would allow students to confront 

the competing identities they had—identities involving their own experiences as students 

in classrooms and now as student teachers.   
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Students were asked to make and then write their personal connections with the 

text.  Having students write along with the text helped them make sense of their three 

selves as preservice teachers: “pre-teaching” self, “fictive” self while learning, and 

“lived” self with students.  Sumara and Luce-Kapler suggest that becoming a teacher can 

entail “(un)becoming a teacher” by pushing aside past experiences that do not fit with 

what is taught in teacher education courses.  In sharing student teaching experiences, 

students often relate that they are wearing a mask separating their personal identities from 

their teacher identity.  By acknowledging these different identities and providing a way 

for students to explicitly examine them, Sumara and Luce-Kapler’s study provides one 

way for teacher educators to assist preservice teachers in constructing their teaching 

identities. 

 Peter Smagorinsky, Leslie Susan Cook, Cynthia Moore, Alecia Jackson, and 

Pamela Fry (2004) studied the potential conflicts that can occur related to the developing 

teaching identity of a beginning teacher.  Smagorinsky et al. studied Sharon through her 

student teaching experiences and into her first year of teaching.  Interviews, field notes 

during classroom observations, and artifacts were coded.  The researchers found identity 

was closely tied to context.  Sharon acted differently and created and presented unique 

teaching identities within the three contexts.  Sharon’s cooperating teacher wanted 

Sharon to mimic her and she did, rather than attempt any experimentation in her teaching.  

In her first year of teaching, Sharon was able to experiment more in her teaching.  The 

university provided yet another context for Sharon, and she responded differently there.  

The tensions Sharon felt within the different contexts were difficult yet strengthening.   
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Smagorinsky et al. found that Sharon’s student teaching experience did not allow 

for experimentation, and she was frustrated.  In her first year of teaching, Sharon was 

challenged in the environment in ways that enabled her to experiment and grow in her 

teaching.  Smagorinsky et al. found that environment has a significant impact on identity.  

Context impacts identity; Sharon’s identity changed in different situations.  Smagorinsky 

et al. argue that teacher preparation programs need to be aware of context and the 

tensions it supplies to support students and beginning teachers as they form their teaching 

identities in various contexts. 

Brad Olsen (2008) found in his study a connection between prior experience and 

developing teaching identities.  Olsen was not expecting teachers’ reasons for entry to be 

the focus of the interviews, but each of the six teachers spent considerable time telling her 

story about what brought her to teaching.  Olsen found that the reasons teachers entered 

the field connected their past experiences with their early teaching identities.  Olsen 

conducted two interviews, which were semi-structured and lasted one hour, with six 

secondary English teachers.  The teachers were in their first year of teaching.  In addition 

to interviews focused partly on personal history, he collected teaching artifacts.   

Olsen proposes specific ways teacher educators can help beginning teachers 

negotiate conflicts connected to their forming teaching identities.  One of the activities he 

proposes is “learning-and-teaching autobiographies” that could be revisited several times 

during the teacher preparation program.  Olsen believes teaching identity as an analytical 

frame offers a way for researchers to better understand teacher development.   
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 Anne Freese (2006) found in her study that teacher educators need to facilitate 

students’ awareness of themselves and their forming teaching identities.  Freese’s two-

year study was a collaborative inquiry between herself, a teacher educator, and one of her 

students, a preservice teacher.  For Freese it was a self-study, and for Ryan, her student, it 

was action research. 

Freese gained insight into the experiences of preservice teachers, which will 

inform her work as a teacher educator.  Ryan’s reflections allowed him to understand 

himself as a person as well as a teacher.  Freese found that a variety of reflection 

techniques were helpful in allowing Ryan to better understand and construct his 

developing teaching identity.  Freese now has a better understanding of the complex 

process of learning to teach.  Freese suggests that teacher educators need to facilitate 

similar processes by which their students can sort out the inconsistencies between their 

beliefs and experiences. 

 

Experienced Teachers and Teaching Identity 

In their study, Janice Huber and Karen Whelan (1999) focused on the educative 

possibilities of stories that teachers tell to better understand their teaching identities.  This 

study, a narrative inquiry, is presented as a case study of one experienced teacher who 

engaged in storytelling with the researchers.  Huber and Whelan found that teaching 

identity is connected to context in which teachers work.  Storytelling served as one way 

that the teacher, Naomi, was able to come to terms with the conflicts she experienced in 

and out of school.   
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Huber and Whelan found that narrative histories play a central role in teaching 

identity.  Additionally, they found that identity is changing based on the atmosphere of 

the school and how closely the school is aligned with teacher beliefs specific to 

curriculum and instruction.  Naomi’s sharing served as an important process for 

understanding herself and the power relations of her school.  Telling her story and 

sharing past experiences was educative. 

Freema Elbaz-Luwisch (2002) explored in her study teaching identities within a 

graduate course on autobiography and professional development.  Elbaz-Luwisch used 

writing, specifically writing workshop, to have the teachers explore themselves and their 

teaching.  Writing allowed them to critically examine their practice. “It may seem 

paradoxical that we come to hear teachers’ voices by making them visible, transforming 

them into written text” (p. 425).  The teachers found writing and sharing their stories to 

be powerful; it allowed them to better understand their current positioning and teacher 

identities, and also offered them change in their increased awareness of those identities.   

Elbaz-Luwisch used phenomenological and narrative methods to analyze the 

students’ writing.  She found that autobiographical writing facilitated the teachers’ 

understanding of what was important to them in their practice.  The writing brought 

awareness; the teachers became aware of how powerful writing was and became aware of 

emotions associated with experiences from their past.  The teachers detailed what was 

important to them about their practice in their writing.  Creating a text outlining their past 

experiences and connecting them to their practice gave them a powerful way of 

understanding themselves: “We had the opportunity for the first time in our lives to 
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confront, understand and study ourselves, what we were, what we are now and how we 

got here” (p. 426).  Writing and sharing their stories enabled these teachers to better 

understand themselves and their work with students. 

In their study, Susan Florio-Ruane and Linda Williams (2008) conducted 

autobiographical and collaborative research about their paths to teaching.  Florio-Ruane 

and Williams found that understanding themselves was in many ways connected to 

understanding others: “… this process of self discovery led us to the discovery of others” 

(p. 9).  Using Bateson’s (1989) notion of “life compositions” Florio-Ruane and Williams 

began with their ancestors to examine what had brought them into teaching to better 

understand their own reasons for becoming teachers.  Their ancestors became case 

studies as they examined them using an anthropological approach.  Florio-Ruane and 

Williams found they could better understand themselves in the present by examining their 

own past experiences as well as the experiences of relatives who had chosen the teaching 

profession. 

Florio-Ruane and Williams noted the complexities involved in defining one’s 

teaching identity: 

We find that identity as a teacher is related to many social, cultural, political, and 
economic factors that we can see at play in the narrative life compositions as well 
as in accumulated social research.  Women’s roles in the family, kin networks, the 
changing nature of work, the role of education in the lives of women and girls, the 
role of racial ascription and racism in school and community, the economic 
constraints on families and children, etc. contribute to the making of a life.  How 
one negotiates the boundaries, challenges, and opportunities is the material of life 
narratives and compositions that can enlighten and possibly instruct and/or 
inspire. (p. 20) 
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Teaching identity is in many ways a life history: the factors that influenced an individual 

to become a teacher.  Sifting through the past, Florio-Ruane and Williams examined 

specific experiences that brought them to teaching.  The self-examination as well as the 

sharing they did through conversations with each other helped them to define their 

teaching identities as well as the assumptions that underlie those identities.  Florio-Ruane 

and Williams argue that the examination of the past will enable both experienced and 

beginning teachers to better understand themselves and their teaching identities. 

 Lilia Monzó and Robert Rueda (2003) conducted a study that also examined past 

experiences and their connections with teaching identity.  Monzó and Rueda carried out 

an extended case study of a Latina paraeducator, Gloria, as part of a larger study of 

32 paraeducators and teachers.  For the extended case study, Monzó and Rueda included 

a life narrative.  They asked Gloria about her childhood and schooling experiences and 

the knowledge she had gained from them as well as what impact those experiences had 

on her actions as a paraeducator.   

The life narrative allowed them to explore connections between Gloria’s 

experiences and her beliefs about education: “An anthropological theory of teaching must 

consider the multiple sociocultural experiences that interact to mediate teaching practices 

in specific settings” (p. 91).  Monzó and Rueda found that Gloria’s beliefs about teaching 

were connected to her experiences.  Her experiences as a Mexican immigrant provided 

Gloria with unique funds of knowledge from which she drew upon in her work with 

students.  Her experiences as a young schoolgirl influenced her teaching identity.  
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Teacher as Reader 

In her study, Leigh Hall (2009) used book clubs to facilitate preservice teachers’ 

identity development.  This explanatory case study involved 58 preservice teachers in a 

reading and language arts methods course.  Data included questionnaires, students’ 

responses, discussions, and a written response paper.  During the course, preservice 

teachers read texts dealing with literacy instruction and met in book clubs to discuss the 

texts. 

The use of the book club transformed teachers’ views of their purposes from 

assisting students in learning reading skills to a broader notion of literacy involving 

culturally responsive teaching, becoming an activist, and providing opportunities for 

students to grow as readers and writers.  However, the teachers believed that it was 

important to align themselves with the practices of the school even if this meant teaching 

in ways contrary to their beliefs.  

 Participants in the class had a choice of five books about how teachers’ 

backgrounds impacted their responses to students’ reading and writing.  The participants 

met five times over a six-week period in the book clubs for discussion of the texts.  The 

small group discussions allowed the participants to learn from each other while exploring 

the ideas presented in the text.  In addition, the entire class discussed the texts as a whole. 

Teachers’ notions of literacy teaching shifted throughout the course of the book 

club experience.  Forty-three percent of teachers came to feel it was important to stand up 

for their students.  Angela stated the importance of being an activist within the school, “I 

really see my job as being an activist for kids … when something doesn’t help our 
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students we have to stand up and say no and offer something that might help” (p. 308).  

The book club changed the way the preservice teachers saw their roles within school and 

the ways they intended to work with students. 

In her study, Christianna Alger (2007) found that participating in literature circles 

centered around texts about the experience of being illiterate changed the ways in which 

the teachers would act towards future students.  Alger asked middle and high school 

preservice teachers in a course titled, “Teaching Reading in the Secondary School” to 

choose among texts for a book club.  Alger provided six texts in three different genres: 

two novels, two studies, and two narratives.  Students participated in literature circles just 

as secondary students would by taking on literature circle roles.   

Two themes emerged in Alger’s study: content and commitment.  Reading about 

the experience of being illiterate allowed the preservice teachers to make connections 

between being literate and one’s role in society.  This content knowledge fostered the 

second theme of commitment.  Students stated that their new understandings of literacy 

would inform their practice and they would be committed to act in ways connected to 

notions of social justice.  The teachers also connected their actions as teachers with 

students’ seeking social justice.  The participation in the literature circles reading texts 

dealing with being illiterate facilitated the ways in which the teachers could enact change 

within their classrooms: “If I can help students be better readers and writers, I am putting 

the power to change in their hands.  They will be the ones who can change their lives …” 

(p. 628).  
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Teacher as Researcher 

 This research and methodology are grounded in the notion that teachers must be 

researchers and must conduct research on themselves and their classrooms.  Teachers do 

research on themselves in a variety of ways.  Teachers can affect change beyond their 

classroom walls.  To establish their authority, teachers must become researchers.  Much 

of what we do is isolated in our classrooms; teachers rarely share.  There are guides for 

practitioner research that serve as examples of teachers who have come together to reject 

the “carton of knowledge” presented to them and create their own curriculums (Miller, 

1990; Hankins, 2003; Hubbard & Power, 1999). 

 Research by teachers has gained voice (Zeichner & Noffke, 2001).  My goal of 

better understanding myself as well as my work with students has fallen into the category 

of practitioner research.  Experiencing the National Board for Professional Teaching 

Standards (NBPTS) certification process reinforced the need to research my work.  Two 

of the five core propositions align with teachers’ needs to research their work in 

classrooms: “Teachers think systematically about their practice and learn from 

experience,” and “Teachers are members of learning communities” (NBPTS, undated).  

My research can provide an added model that offers another way for teachers to raise 

their voices. 

It is logical that teachers would be researchers because their classrooms are places 

where things happen differently under different circumstances that create questions.  

Cochran-Smith & Lytle (1993) focused on the logic of teacher research: “Teacher 

research is concerned with the questions that arise from the lived experiences of teachers 
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and the everyday life of teaching expressed in a language that emanates from practice” 

(p. 59).  Teacher research derives naturally from what happens in classrooms.  Rather 

than come from outside, teacher research comes from inside.  For me, this is why teacher 

research is powerful.  It is also why teachers have the potential to be more powerful; they 

can conduct research and share it with a larger audience. 

As teacher research has become more common and gained support, it required a 

focus on rigor.  Previously, research on teaching has been done “on” or “to” teachers 

rather than “by” them.  Teacher research was a paradigmatic shift away from the idea of 

outsiders coming in classrooms to observe teaching and teachers.  Teacher research has 

struggled to be recognized as rigorous.  Because teacher research is localized, it can be 

difficult for it to have a powerful voice in ongoing larger debates within education.  

Because of its scale, teacher research can be marginalized.  It is important for teachers to 

share their research and add to larger debates in meaningful and respected ways.  

There is risk involved in teacher research.  It is personal and has the ability to 

change the status quo.  In Creating Spaces and Finding Voices (1990), Janet Miller 

documents research conducted by teachers on themselves.  A group of five teachers along 

with Miller became teacher-researchers to try and give voice to their work in classrooms.  

The teachers struggle with the controls imposed on them called the “carton of 

knowledge.”  Teacher-research lets teachers empower themselves and offer up their own 

responses to the prescriptions that can permeate their classrooms.  Miller’s group of 

teachers supported each other, enabling them to feel confident in eschewing the “carton 
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of knowledge.”  Miller’s intent was to break down the distinction between researchers 

and classroom teachers, allowing them to use reflection for action. 

Rather than be given the “carton of knowledge,” teachers can become researchers 

who are the makers of knowledge.  Susan Wall (2004) conducted narrative research on 

three teacher-researchers who “felt that their research was of direct benefit to their 

students because, in various ways, it allowed them new insights into what student-

centered teaching could mean in the context of workshop instruction” (p. 312).  These 

teachers changed their practice based on their research.  

Understanding my work with students and myself is critical.  According to hooks  

(1994), “Progressive, holistic education, ‘engaged pedagogy’ … means that teachers 

must be actively committed to a process of self-actualization that promotes their own 

well-being if they are to teach in a manner that empowers students” (p. 15).  Research 

that is personal is more meaningful.  Teachers can gain more from what they themselves 

can learn and the stories of other teachers in similar contexts.  Research is a continuous 

part of human experience; I have always been asking questions and seeking answers.  As 

I prepared for teaching, questions about what I would do and how I would do it sent me 

to do research.  In my own classroom, questions that have arisen from what I am doing 

and how I am doing it have sent me in search of answers. 

Teacher research is significant because of the connections between education and 

economics.  Research is often conducted outside classrooms, resulting in new methods 

being imposed on teachers.  These outside methods can leave teachers unconnected to the 

curriculum and their students.  This disconnect within education and within the classroom 
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helps reproduce, rather than reduce, difference.  Education can be an agent for change 

and a way to provide the best teaching to all students.  Freire (1970) asserted that 

education was the way to escape one’s current condition and the way the oppressed could 

be empowered. Teachers can make students aware of their ability to make changes in 

their own lives as well as the lives of others.  

 Grumet (1988) focuses on voice and silence, and the ways in which individuals’ 

voices may be suppressed in certain situations.  She reminds female teachers to be 

cognizant of their voices.  In certain contexts, women silence their voices.  Grumet calls 

on female teachers to speak up and remember the voice they have as members of a 

professional community.  By being researchers, teachers can be outspoken about what is 

best for their students, including the curriculum their students need.  Grumet urges 

teachers to look for and answer the questions that no one asks.  Women are often treated 

as “other” and are marginalized.  By conducting research, women can challenge the 

hierarchies and power structures that exist within schools.   

 Teachers are researchers by the very nature of their work.  Teachers reflect 

regularly on their practice.  As questions arise from their practice, teachers seek answers.  

In the last several decades, teacher research has been legitimized.  There has been an 

expansion of the types and ways that research can be conducted.  Teachers are 

researching their work systematically and sharing their results outside their classrooms.  

Teachers are uniquely situated to have powerful voices in what should be taking place in 

classrooms.  This research is about better understanding the complexities and multiple-

layered nature of my teaching identity.  It is research best-suited for me; research about 
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me and by me.  In sharing this research, I hope to continue to legitimize the voices of 

teachers as researchers. 

 

Six Characters in Search of an Author 

 I first encountered Luigi Pirandello’s play (1921/1995) my senior year in high 

school.  I was struck by the uniqueness of the play; it was unlike any other drama I had 

read or seen.  Pirandello turned notions of staging upside down by creating a drama 

within a drama, putting actors alongside characters.  In Six Characters in Search of an 

Author, Pirandello literally and figuratively opens the curtains and the backdrop so the 

audience can see the author at work.  The play is about the staging of a play as well as a 

group of characters searching for an author to finish their story.  These two groups, the 

actors and the characters, come together.  When the play opens, the actors are rehearsing 

and the characters arrive at the theater searching for an author.  The director becomes 

intrigued with the characters’ story as they offer up a new potential drama for the actors 

to perform: “Director: And where is the script?  Father: It’s inside of us!” (p. 14).  In Act 

One, the characters—the father, the mother, the stepdaughter, the son, the young boy, the 

child, and Madame Pace —recount their story.  In Act Two, the director decides to have 

the characters perform their lives.   

The play is about the family’s story as well as their larger search to have their 

story told or performed.  In this sense, the play is both “frame and content” (Ragusa, 

2008, p. 93) or “life and form” (Mazzaro, 1996, p. 504).  On the one hand, the frame is 

the unique narrative style that Pirandello employs to bring the story to the stage.  On the 
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other hand, the content is the story of a family that has known tragedy.  Rather than 

present the story itself as a novel or play with the characters as the actual characters, 

Pirandello chose a unique way to present the story. By having actors and characters 

interact on stage, Pirandello presents another set of issues about form itself (Petruzzi, 

1997).  The frame and content that are present are equally weighted in interest so that the 

reader of the play or an audience member at a performance is focused on both 

components.  The two share space and take dominant roles at various moments so the 

audience is at once engrossed in the story while reminded of its staging.  The reader or 

audience is also concerned with whether or not these six characters are real.  Is this a real 

family or a group of fictional characters?  Pirandello presents the story and framework to 

the reader and audience to struggle with throughout.  In attending to the actors and 

characters, the audience must change sides and shift roles to prevent themselves from 

being fully engrossed in either life or form.   

 There are three elements to the play: the story of the characters; the director’s 

attempts at turning the characters’ story into a play; and Pirandello’s play (Mazzaro, 

1996).  The reader or audience is left to sift through the three and determine which of the 

three is dominant or if all three can co-exist.  In this sense, the play is very much an 

experience in which the presumably live characters are seen on a stage.  Mazzaro (1996) 

makes connections between Pirandello and John Dewey (1934).  Mazzaro argues that the 

experience that Pirandello hopes his audience will have is similar to Dewey’s definition 

of an experience.  For Dewey, experience occurs when life and form come together as in 

Pirandello’s play: 
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Experience occurs continuously, because the interaction of live creature and 
environing conditions is involved in the very process of living.  Under conditions 
of resistance and conflict, aspects of the self and the world that are implicated in 
this interaction qualify experiences with emotions and ideas so that conscious 
intent emerges.  (Dewey, 1934, p. 35)   

 

Pirandello’s play offers up a much different experience; the audience is put both 

in front of and behind the scenes to experience the world of the author and playwright.  In 

a traditional staging, the actors are the characters on a stage, and the audience suspends 

belief to see the story unfold.  In Pirandello’s play, the conflict is that the audience sees 

both the content of the story and the form of the play. 

 Pirandello’s play seeks to highlight the binary of form and content (Barthes, 

1994).  The form and content are both apparent in Pirandello’s play as the characters, 

actors, and director interact on the stage for the audience.  The content of the story is not 

left alone; the family’s story exists beside its need to have its story finished and 

performed.  The characters seek an experience for themselves as well as the audience.  

The presentation of this research as a performance autoethnography breaks the same 

binary; my teaching identity is revealed on stage by me as a series of characters or roles.  

Pirandello has the Director and Father debate whether it is a story or life: “Director: But 

all this is narrative, dear sirs … Father: What do you mean ‘literature’!  This is life, sir!  

Passion” (p. 23).   

 This duality of the story and its presentation provides a framework for my work.  

By separating out the individual roles, I can have them interact in similar ways to 

Pirandello’s characters.  Allowing them to be individuals and interact with one another 

allows me to better understand them as separate roles and better present them to readers 
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of this research.  In much the same way that Pirandello “uses immersion to draw 

spectators into the liminal territory that separates a character from the actor who plays 

him or her,” I can present my roles to the reader or audience (Baumrin, 2001, p. 175).  

Pirandello gives the characters life in the same way I separated out my various roles to 

distinguish them from one another.  Although I am one person, many roles form my 

teaching identity.  In the same way that Pirandello as an author allowed the characters to 

come to life, I have allowed my roles to separate and interact to better define themselves 

individually as well as collectively. 

 

Summary 

The review of the literature reveals that teaching identity is complex, and its 

definition is linked to the ways in which it is being examined.  Several studies do not 

define teaching identity, but focus on the methodological approaches or the personal, 

social, and political contexts of the teacher.  Second, representative examples of research 

related to beginning teachers and teacher identity revealed that beginning teachers are 

influenced by separate and potentially contradictory contexts of past experience, 

university experience, and internship experience.  Third, representative examples of 

research related to experienced teachers and teacher identity revealed that examining 

teacher identity served as one means of critically examining self and practice.  Several 

studies of both beginning and experienced teachers focused on change; through an 

awareness of their identities and the influences of the school, teachers could change their 

practice.  Studies related to reading, specifically having preservice teachers participate in 
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book clubs, revealed that such opportunities can impact the ways in which teachers will 

approach their practice.  There were few studies on teaching identity and experienced 

teachers; most studies dealt with preservice and beginning teachers.  Fourth, the 

representative literature related to teachers as researchers revealed that there is a growing 

body of research about teaching done by teachers.  There is a growing body of research 

using autobiographical and self-study methodologies.  Lastly, a summary of the work of 

Luigi Pirandello, Six Characters in Search of an Author, helped readers who are 

unfamiliar with his work.  What was surprising in the literature were the minimal 

methodological models presented.   

 Teaching identity is complex and fluid.  My teaching identity changes from 

moment to moment and space to space.  There are many different views on teaching 

identity and the ways in which it can be defined.  The studies outlined here are suggestive 

of the growing body of studies related to teacher identity.  There is a great deal of 

emerging literature connected to teaching identity, but there is little research related to 

teaching identity of teachers who have been teaching for some time.  Most studies 

dealing with teaching identity focus on preservice or beginning teachers. Few studies 

exist about teaching identity and experienced teachers.  There is even less research using 

autoethnographic-based models, multigenre-based models, or performance-based models.  

This study will contribute to the extant literature related to teaching identity by filling a 

gap while simultaneously opening up new methodological perspectives through 

multigenre-based and performance-based autoethnographic methods. 
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Chapter III: Methodology and Research Design 
 
 

The purpose of this research was to understand my teaching identity.  I undertook 

the research to better understand my multiple roles and selves present in my classroom.  

Autoethnography, as a primary methodological approach in this research process, created 

the ability to better understand my teaching identity and the complexity of the roles 

present within my classroom at this point in time.  Performance autoethnography allowed 

me to present my findings in a unique way: the audience for this research can truly be an 

audience since the script can be performed. 

Notions of story, self, and culture offer insight into the selection of this particular 

methodology.  Autoethnography “is an autobiographical genre of writing and research 

that displays multiple layers of consciousness” (Ellis, 2004, p. 37).  Autoethnography 

seeks to better understand the relationship between the person and her culture.  For me, 

this research sought to better understand myself within the classroom.  The context and 

culture of the classroom are interconnected with my teaching identity.  There is an 

intersection of the public and private within the school and the classroom.  This 

intersection is an important part of what I wanted to understand in identifying my 

teaching identity at this particular moment in time (Chang, 2008).   

This research explored the complexity of the selves and the culture through story.  

This examination happened through writing; writing served both as a means of data 

collection as well as data analysis.  Writing, and in particular multigenre writing, allows 

construction, deconstruction, and reconstruction.  This research was conducted through 

writing to better enable me to gather and understand data about culture and myself.  The 
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research is presented in ways that allow the reader better insight through the use of 

various genres.  Because I am trying to understand the roles I play within the classroom, 

multiple genres allow me to present those roles in different ways, delineating the roles for 

the audience of this research. 

The primary research question for this study is, What is the nature of my teaching 

identity at this moment in time?  Related subsidiary questions are: 

1. What relational roles do my multiple personal and professional selves play in 

the formation of my teaching identity?  

2. How do these selves become manifest in the classroom?  

3. How can writing help me understand the nature of my teaching identity? 

4. How can the nature of this data be usefully represented? 

 

Ethnography 

 This research used autoethnographic methods.  To better understand the choices I 

made about methodology and what brought me to decide to represent my findings in as a 

performance autoethnography, it is important to understand that the origins of 

autoethnography came from ethnography.  The process of selecting an appropriate 

methodology was linked to selecting my research topic.  Wanting to better understand 

myself and my positioning in my classroom involves me; I needed to find methods that 

would allow me to research myself and have my voice be present throughout the 

research.  Story has always been the foundation of my interests; I wanted my research to 

be a story.  Therefore, I wanted a methodology closely connected to notions of stories.  
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Ethnographic research interested me because of its stories: the researched tales of 

people’s lives that could be told in specific ways. 

Ethnography emerged from the world of anthropology, and autoethnography 

emerged from it.  Ethnography started by providing readers with snapshots to unknown 

worlds like Mead’s (1961/2001) study of the Samoans.  It began with remote cultures that 

were separate and distinct from our own.  In this sense, ethnography was making the 

strange familiar, providing readers with insight into worlds they knew nothing about: 

impossible worlds.  Ethnography is now used to look at our own world, focusing on the 

culture of a particular place to make the familiar strange.  Ethnographers immerse 

themselves in a place for a period of time so that they can come to understand the culture 

and relay it to others through their writing.  The participant observer enters the field and 

through observations and recordings in the form of field notes, the researcher writes up 

what she has seen.  Using methods such as Geertz’s (1977) thick description, the reader 

sees the place, its people, and their customs.   

 Ethnography works to depict and explain culture.  For example, in Shirley Bryce 

Heath’s (1983) work, Ways with Words, she spent years immersed in the cultures of two 

communities: Roadville and Trackton.  Although the two communities were similar 

socioeconomically, their residents were of different races.  Residents from one 

community were African-American, and residents from the other were White.  The 

African-American students were not performing well in school; they were having literacy 

difficulties.  Heath’s research uncovered the ways in which the particular cultures of 

these two communities impacted literacy development.  The African-American students 
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were having their unique literacy skills negated in schools.  Once teachers came to 

understand the differences in the ways in which the students entered schools and the 

distinct sets of literacy skills they possessed, the teachers could adapt their practice so 

that students from both Roadville and Trackton could be successful.   

Heath’s ethnography is a critical guide for me.  Her extended period of time 

immersed in the culture and the extensive data she collected allowed her to understand a 

problem and offer solutions.  She did all of this with great respect for both communities.  

In the same way that Heath revealed the culture of the two places, I hope to reveal and 

explain my teaching identity.  

  Because of the involvement of the researcher, a key element of ethnography is an 

awareness of subjectivity.  The importance of subjectivity—both stating it and 

understanding it—is clear in Alan Peshkin’s (1988) ethnography, God’s Choice.  

Peshkin, a Jewish professor, immersed himself in the culture of an evangelical Christian 

school.  Allowed unrestricted access, Peshkin’s personal beliefs were clearly at odds with 

much of what he saw.  Peshkin deals forthrightly with this topic.  Readers are 

immediately aware of his subjectivities and the ways in which he endeavored to look at 

the school with an awareness of his own identity.  Because Peshkin moved into the 

community and lived there, his ethnography captures the life and culture of the school.   

Peshkin worked hard to keep his subjectivities in check and had other researchers 

working with him so that they could compare what they were seeing.  Peshkin came to 

appreciate the culture of the school, which was a culture distinct from his own.  The 

respect he gained for the Christian school and those involved in running it was something 
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he documented in his work.  He was straightforward about what he could not understand 

or agree with philosophically, but he did come to appreciate the differences.  This 

research is about myself and takes place in my own classroom; there is an additional 

layer of subjectivities acknowledged here.  I have tried to be critical and explain 

everything that I did and my reasoning behind it.   

 In Sarah Lawrence-Lightfoot’s (1985) work, The Good High School, she provides 

portraits of high-performing schools in various locations with different types of student 

populations.  Lawrence-Lightfoot took extensive field notes at each site.  She did 

classroom observations.  She sat in cafeterias and at football games.  She conducted 

interviews of school personnel.  She includes vignettes of scenes that bring the reader 

into the halls, classrooms, and cafeterias of each school.  Lawrence-Lightfoot looked for 

themes for each school and then across the schools so that she could make comparisons 

and draw conclusions.  Her portraits of the schools are detailed, providing a portrait of 

each school.  The reader can see the culture of each school.   

Her level of description is a key element of what I hoped to provide; the amount 

of description she included brought each portrait to life for the reader.  Her method of 

portraiture is designed to provide a picture of what is being examined.  Using description 

of both the physical world as well as what she sees beyond the physical world, Lawrence-

Lightfoot creates a living thing and portraits that come to life for readers.  Through rich 

description of what I saw around me and what I saw about myself, I hope to provide 

readers with similarly drawn portraits.   
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 Karen Hale Hankins’ (2003) book Teaching through the Storm: A Journal of 

Hope was a powerful ethnography that documented an entire year of her work with 

students.  Her work provides insight into every aspect of her classroom and her work with 

students.  She is explicit about the instructional choices she makes; she described the 

interactions she has with students and parents; and she provides the reader with all the 

questions she has and how she has tried to answer them.  Hankins wrote constantly.  She 

journaled and then reviewed her journals and wrote more, trying to understand each thing 

she had written.  Writing almost continuously afforded her a deeper understanding of her 

practice.  She wrote about what she did, what it meant, and how she would do it the next 

time.  She went through a continuous process of construction, deconstruction, and 

reconstruction, which is a critical component of what I want to do.  

 

Ethnographic Connections 

Several critical elements from the origins and development of ethnography are 

critical to autoethnography.  Similar to anthropological research, the ability to provide the 

audience with a portrait is critical; including rich, thick description was essential to 

presenting myself.  Reading ethnographies provided me with a way into people’s lives 

and the surrounding culture, a way I could see more clearly, and a way I could find 

something to take away that might impact me.   

Shirley Bryce Heath, Alan Peshkin, Sarah Lawrence-Lightfoot, and Karen Hale 

Hankins are suggestive of the different kinds of ethnographies.  Each one provided me 

with ways to improve my own autoethnographic methods. From Heath’s work, I 
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recognize that ethnography seeks to depict and explain culture; the roles I portray to 

create and recreate my teaching identity are inextricably linked to culture: both the 

culture of my classroom and that outside it.  From Peshkin, it was important to me to be 

explicit about my subjectivities; I was the subject of the research as well as the 

researcher.  I know that my viewpoint is unique and fleeting, and it is significant that this 

awareness be present for myself and the audience.  Lawrence-Lightfoot’s portraiture has 

driven me to write detailed descriptions of what I see both outside and inside myself.  

From Hankins, I recognized the importance of the process of construction, 

deconstruction, and reconstruction.  I know that I need to write what happened, explain 

what happened, and then answer, “Now what?”  The recursive nature of her process 

allowed readers to see her entire school year and what happened to her and to each of her 

students and their parents during that year. 

 

Autoethnography 

 The primary methodological approach for this research was autoethnography.  As 

a research methodology, autoethnography looks at the world from a specific perspective 

to “tell, teach, and put people in motion” (Jones, 2005, p. 763).  Autoethnography 

presents and opens discourse among author and readers.  Because it is based on stories, 

autoethnography provides readers with the opportunity to become part of a shared, lived 

experience presented by the researcher.  In presenting the experience to readers, the 

researcher hopes to impact the reader in some way.   
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 Autoethnography provides insight into a specific moment in time, but an 

awareness of change is present.  The researcher is presenting something that is constantly 

changing in that stories are never fixed; through the process of writing, stories change as 

the researcher moves between data collection and analysis.  Autoethnography presents a 

moment, but it is a moment that is gone by the time the researcher has presented her 

research to the reader: 

Autoethnography works to hold self and culture together, albeit not in equilibrium 
or stasis.  Autoethnography writes a world in a state of flux and movement – 
between story and context, writer and reader, crisis and denouement.  It creates 
charged moments of clarity, connection, and change. (Jones, 2005, p. 764) 

 

Because this particular methodology enables the researcher to show and tell, 

autoethnography is well suited for researching teaching identity and the complex roles 

that interact to form, shape, and mediate that identity. 

 The complexity of autoethnography means there are many definitions.  Jones 

(2005) provides a set of definitions that capture the multiple roles the researcher 

undertakes, and she highlights the difference between autoethnography and storytelling: 

Setting a scene, telling a story, weaving intricate connections among life and art, 
experience and theory, evocation and explanation … and then letting go, hoping 
for readers who will bring the same careful attention to your words in the context 
of their own lives. 
 
Making a text present.  Demanding attention and participation.  Implicating all 
involved.  Refusing closure or categorization. 
 
Witnessing experience and testifying about power without foreclosure – of 
pleasure, of difference, of efficacy. 
 
Believing that words matter and writing toward the moment when the point of 
creating autoethnographic texts is to change the world. (p. 765)  
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In reading about my teaching identity, I hope readers may change or may be 

moved to change.  The change may be simple: a recognition or connection to the story.  

Readers may decide to analyze their own identities or think more critically about the roles 

they play.  Readers may ask others to go through a similar process; teacher educators may 

ask their students to define their teaching identities using similar writing exercises.  

Readers may complete the same or similar writing exercises to better understand their 

multiple selves.  Autoethnography involves change and action; this methodology urges 

readers to action. 

Autoethnography consists of three axes: self, culture, and research process.  

Although autoethnography is about understanding self, the self is dependent upon the 

self-engaged and self-conscious world in which it is situated: “Autoethnographers vary in 

their emphasis on the research process (graphy), on culture (ethno), and on self (auto)” 

(Ellis & Bochner, 2000, p. 740).  At any given moment during the research, I was located 

at different points along the continuum of these three.  Understanding self is due to 

understanding others and the social contexts in which a person resides.  For me, my 

teaching identity is performed on the stage of my classroom and school, but it is informed 

and influenced by all the people with whom I have and continue to come into contact.  

Therefore, an awareness of those people is critical to this methodology. 

 Autoethnography involves analysis from a sociocultural context; therefore, others 

are involved.  The social nature of teaching and the culture in which teaching takes place 

involve people.  Although this research involved my teacher identity, this research 

involved all the people who surround me.  An awareness of my own position as well as 
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that of the people around me was a critical piece of the analysis; my identity and 

positioning are relational, and those around me impact both.  Because culture is group-

oriented, it involves all of the people with whom I have come into contact in my various 

roles.  Culture resides within me and outside me (Chang, 2008). 

 

Performance Autoethnography 

Performance. 

 Performances can be powerful learning experiences.  A performance is a story, 

and the performers are the characters in the story. Both change: the audience in the 

viewing and the performers in the performing.  Performers and audience members engage 

in meaningful discourse as the play is presented. This discourse has the ability to engage 

and move viewers to action. In watching the performance, the audience is manipulating a 

text to understand and make sense of it.  Unlike reading a text, a performed text involves 

more people.  A performance is a unique text because its meaning changes with each 

performance; it remains fluid.  The discourse is specific to the particular set of people 

present; the experience is limited to the individual performance. 

Because learning occurs through meaningful experiences, performances can be 

one means of learning (Dewey, 1934).  Interacting with texts can be meaningful learning 

experiences, but the text of a play is particularly powerful in its ability to come to life and 

awaken the senses of the audience.  Alexander (2005) supports performative learning 

experiences: “students and audiences come to know through doing” (p. 415).  Both 

performers and audience members are active in performance.   
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Performance + autoethnography. 

 Terms associated with drama and performance are present throughout 

descriptions of autoethnography in ways that make combining the two to create a distinct 

methodology a natural progression.  Because autoethnography asks the reader to become 

part of the experience, performance is one way of presenting the reader with an 

opportunity to participate in that experience.  Performance is living and autoethnography 

is the same: an inquiry into an aspect of the researcher’s lived experience.  Embedded 

within the notion of creating a play is bringing characters to life.  Performance 

autoethnography attempts to bring the research—the researcher—to life.  For this 

particular research, I have broken myself down into six characters who I bring to life 

within the script. 

 

Performance Autoethnography in Social Science Research 

 Performance autoethnography moves beyond the experience of a performance 

aimed at entertainment to dialogue or discourse in which the audience is asked to 

participate and take action.  Using performance autoethnography in social science 

research calls on notions of praxis (Freire, 1970); it engages the audience to take action 

for social reform.  This work is based on the socially active work of Augusto Boal 

(1979/1985), who replaced actors with audience members, asking the audience members 

to provide solutions to the problems presented on stage, becoming “spect-actors.” 
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 Linda Park-Fuller (2003) has used performance to engage the audience in 

participatory viewing.  This participation makes the audience active members of the 

performance; the audience becomes the basis for the performance.  Park-Fuller is able to 

invert traditional notions of who is on stage and where the stage is located when the 

audience members become part of the performance.  Audience members’ lives and 

stories become the basis for the performance.  The active involvement of the audience 

changes the possible outcomes of the performance and the experience of the audience. 

 Joni Jones (2002) includes the audience in productions of cultural formation.  

Jones calls on the audience to participate in activities that form an individual’s culture, 

such as eating, dancing, or putting on the clothing of the culture.  The knowledge gained 

by the audience is much different through its participation in the performance. 

 Anna Deavere Smith (1993) has depicted conflicts through performances.  

Deavere Smith conducted interviews of individuals involved in situations and turned the 

research into performances that illuminate aspects of the conflict.  Using extensive 

research, Deavere Smith depicted the race relations connected to the racial unrest and 

rioting in Crown Heights, Brooklyn.  The performance serves as critical reflexive praxis 

in which the performance is intended to create a response in the audience through the 

fictionalized accounts and voices of those involved. 

 Brooke Haycock creates documentary dramas based on extensive interviews with 

students and educators to depict educational issues.  Haycock calls herself an “actorvist” 

and “examines the human dimensions of education policy and practice in her work” 

(Robelen, 2005, p. 6).  Working as an artist-in-residence at The Education Trust, 
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Haycock has created performances based on teacher preparation, failing schools, student 

engagement, and student expectations.  The performances are designed to raise issues of 

equity and get communities to take action.  Educators and community members find the 

performances provide powerful insight into the lives of families, students, and educators.  

 Performance autoethnography can involve the audience in a variety of ways and is 

intended to create a response in the audience to engage them in the topic and move them 

towards some action.  Either as active participants who come on the stage during the 

performance or who are invited to provide responses during or after the performance, 

performance autoethnography as social science research has powerful implications for 

both researcher and audience.  The audience is challenged by the researcher and the 

performance to action. 

A strong and powerful borrowing from performance ethnography has created 

performance autoethnography.  Performance ethnography has become its own 

methodology.  Performance ethnography “is literally the staged re-enactment of 

ethnographically derived notes” (Alexander, 2005, p. 411).  This methodology combines 

performance studies with ethnography.  Because ethnography is intended to depict a 

point in time, performance is a logical form of representation.  Stories lend themselves to 

performance. 

 As a performance, this research enabled me to see myself “through and as the 

other” (Alexander, 2005, p. 423).  The individual roles I examined—daughter, writer, 

teacher, wife, researcher, and mother—became characters I could critically examine 

outside myself in ways that enabled me to define them separately.  As characters in a 
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play, a performance, these roles were able to interact as distinct characters for me to 

understand them individually and collectively as they influence my teaching identity.  

Performances call on the audience to engage with what is taking place on stage 

and get involved in the story to connect with it and make sense of it.  Because 

autoethnography aims to change, the audience is critical in how they respond, what they 

take away, and even what they might do during a performance.  Brecht (1957/1998) and 

Boal (1979/1985) have written extensively about the role of the spectator.  Brecht calls 

on spectators to be critically active, and Boal called on them to participate.  Both notions 

about spectators support performance autoethnography in its aims to create action from 

the audience. 

  Performance autoethnography is grounded in two ideas that connect to this 

research: (1) we make performance choices about the identities we present, and (2) we 

learn from performance (Jones, 2005).  Because I wanted to examine these six roles 

individually and collectively, performance autoethnography enabled me to look at each 

outside myself as unique characters to be examined separately. 

 Because the analysis is presented as a script with multigenre artifacts in it, the 

script could be performed or read.  In its reading or in its performance, it calls on the 

audience to become part of the story and do something with the story.  The intended 

audience of this research—teachers, future teachers, or teacher educators—will hopefully 

find actions to take as a result of the showing and telling depicted in this research.  

Because of its performative nature, this research asks readers to become an audience for 
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the research.  The scenes presented in the data analysis can both stand alone or work 

collectively as a performance. 

 Performances and autoethnography are collaborative and aesthetic (Alexander, 

2005).  When reading or performing a play, the reader or audience member interacts with 

the characters on the stage or page.  Presenting this research as a script enables the 

audience to interact with my teaching identity and the various roles I play in the 

classroom.  Presented as different characters in a play, readers might see and understand 

the roles that I explored to understand the complexity of my teaching identity.  A 

performance is an experience; it allows readers to experience the research in ways that 

may impact them and perhaps cause them to act. 

 Creating a script involves writing.  Performance autoethnography supports the 

deep understanding and analysis of the character or characters in the script.  

Understanding comes through writing.  Script writing and my other writing activities 

helped me better understand the six selves that form, break apart, and reform my teaching 

identity at a given moment.  Writing as means of data collection, data analysis, and data 

representation supports the types of understandings I wanted to gain by employing 

performance autoethnography.  

 Jones (2005) uses a variety of quotes as a starting point to create her own 

definition for autoethnography, but then comes back to Denzin (1997) to name it a 

“performance text” (p. 199).  Jones argues for “performance that asks how our personal 

accounts count” (p. 764).  Performance autoethnography is autoethnography that can be 

performed.  The personal stories of autoethnography are performance texts by their very 
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nature.  Through the performance, the audience sees how the account does count; they 

become part of the lived experiences of the researcher.  Through the performance, the 

audience can change or decide on new and different actions.   

The creation of a performance autoethnography is the researcher’s attempt to take 

a set of experiences and turn them into a script.  Ekphrasis is creating an experience for 

the audience from the text (Jones, 2005).  Performance autoethnography can become 

critical ekphrasis, “a performance that moves through mimesis (imitation) and poesis 

(creation) to kinesis (movement)” (Conquergood as cited in Jones, 2005, p. 769).  The 

representation of the researcher’s story is an imitation: a depiction of the events.  The 

performance is the creation of the event.  The impact of the performance may cause 

movement; the audience and researcher are being called to action.   

 Performance autoethnography represents a particular methodology connected to 

hooks’ (1994) ideas about teaching as performance, which calls everyone to become 

actively involved: 

Teaching is a performative act.  And it is that aspect of our work that offers the 
space for change, invention, spontaneous shifts, that can serve as a catalyst 
drawing out the unique elements in each classroom.  To embrace the performative 
aspect of teaching we are compelled to engage “audiences,” to consider issues of 
reciprocity … our work … is meant to serve as a catalyst that calls everyone to be 
more and more engaged, to become active participants in learning. (p. 11) 

 

This metaphor of performance has often been applied to teaching.  Teachers can serve as 

actors or directors.  Students can also serve as actors or directors, or they may take on a 

third role of spectator.  Turning teachers’ stories into performances brings them to life for 

audiences and has the ability to engage them and incite them to change. 
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Writing as Critical Method 

 In qualitative research, the researcher is the “instrument”; her observations 

recorded through writing are how the researcher presents research (Richardson & St. 

Pierre, 2005).  Therefore, this research used writing as a method of inquiry.  Through 

language and, through writing, the researcher presents her particular view of her self and 

what she sees.  Literary and scientific writing are blended in this research.  Fact and 

fiction—truth and imagination—work together to present a more detailed and complete 

picture of the data and its analysis. Through writing, the data and analysis take form and 

come to be seen or performed by researcher and audience.   

Writing can create action.  In the moment the writer writes, she can make sense of 

something.  This recognition may cause her to act.  In the moment the reader reads, she 

can come to a realization that may make her act.  These actions arise from the 

transactional nature of writing and reading.  Louise Rosenblatt (1988) explained the 

transaction that occurs through writing, which is a transaction connected to a particular 

person, time, and place: 

Writing, we know, is always an event in time, occurring at a particular moment in 
the writer’s biography, in particular circumstances, under particular pressures, 
external as well as internal.  In short, the writer is always transacting with a 
personal, social, and cultural environment.  (We shall see that the writer transacts 
also with the very text being produced.)  Thus the writing process must be seen as 
always embodying both personal and social, or individual and environmental 
factors. (p. 7) 

 



 

 76

The transactional nature of writing involves negotiation.  The writer makes choices; 

things are included or excluded.  The writer makes conscious and unconscious decisions 

while writing.   

Embedded within writing is more than the person; writing carries the connections 

to the outside world: the social and the cultural.  There are tensions present when I write; 

these tensions are connected to choices.  The choices writers make situate themselves 

within the larger cultural, political, and social contexts.  The moment I write, my 

subjectivities are present.  According to Richardson (Richardson & St. Pierre, 2005), 

language “is how social organization and power are defined and contested and the place 

where one’s sense of self – one’s subjectivity – is constructed” (p. 961).  Through words, 

we both expand and limit ourselves; we come to understand others and ourselves while 

defining ourselves.  In establishing definitions, we set limits.  In writing about my 

selves—daughter, writer, teacher, wife, researcher, and mother—I am defining them.  

Setting these selves as characters within a script reveals them to readers.  In the moment 

they are defined, they are fixed.  

Writing is essential to understanding my positioning and myself.  According to 

Vygotsky (1978), we make meaning by writing about our experiences.  By writing about 

my selves, I have made the choice to try and understand them and make meaning from 

them.  Writing offers the writer meaning in unique ways because it enables her to 

“confront, embrace, or ignore” (Richardson and St. Pierre, 2005, p. 967).  In putting 

thoughts and ideas on paper, I make sense of them or can choose to do so.  Writing has 

the ability to bring me understandings; writing is one particular way of knowing (Bruner, 
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1996).  Through the writing activities I engaged in for this research I was able to confront 

my six selves to get to know them and to introduce them to others.   

Bruner (1986) asserts that there are two modes of thinking: the paradigmatic 

mode and the narrative mode.  It is through the narrative mode (through story) that 

humans make sense of their worlds.  Stories allow individuals to make sense on their 

own.  In reading someone’s story, others are afforded the opportunity to better understand 

themselves or even to be stirred to tell their own stories.  Maxine Greene (1995) links 

Bruner’s storytelling to action suggesting that readers of her story may decide to share 

their own as a result.  In sharing stories, Greene believes the tellers may gain their 

identities.  This same thinking brought me to this particular research.  My desire was to 

tell my story both as a means for understanding myself and as an opportunity to 

encourage others to do the same.  Thinking back on myself and reflecting on my selves, 

allowed me to know myself in ways supported by Bruner’s narrative thinking. 

Written thought is reflection.  In the composing stage of writing, there is thinking, 

yet there is a delay that creates reflective thinking as the writer composes what he or she 

will write.  Minh-ha (1989) connects writing to this reflection as a never-ending process: 

“Like the Japanese boxes that contain other boxes, nest one inside the other ad nihilum, 

writing is meshing one’s writing with the machinery of endless reflexivity” (p. 23).  As 

writing brings answers, it provides more questions.  Through writing I am able to better 

understand and reflect on experience, but additional experiences require additional 

reflection and additional writing.  Writing is critical, yet continual; writing allows me to 

understand at a single moment in time, but time continues.  The reflexivity of writing 
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allows me to continually revise and change meanings and understandings.  Although a 

piece of writing stands, it can be revised and edited.  The reflective and recursive nature 

of the writing process means the artifacts of writing are fixed, yet the readings of those 

artifacts are not.  

Several of the selves I explore are uniquely defined by my gender.  For women, 

writing is tied to gender and becomes “organic writing” or “nurturing writing” (Minh-ha, 

1989, p. 38).  When I write, I cannot separate myself from the roles I have as a woman; 

these roles materialize through writing.  Women’s writing contains a unique awareness of 

life and the roles we play in creating and caring for life.  My teaching identity is tied to 

gender, and my attempts to understand it through writing are similarly linked.  As a 

teacher, I am a woman.  The connection between teaching and caring for children is 

implicit in gender; women both care for children and also teach them.  Writing about 

teaching involves writing from the perspective of nurturing. 

Writing continues to be one of the most powerful activities in which I engage.  

Writing enables me to understand the world and myself.  Writing offers both questions 

and answers.  Writing is ongoing and is a process in which I engage to deepen my 

understandings of my positioning within larger contexts.  For this research, writing 

offered me a way into my selves as well as a way to represent and present them.  The 

types and form of writing—multigenre writing—present something to readers in ways 

intended to allow them to interact with my selves.  

Writing is a powerful tool for reflection and understanding.  Through writing, the 

researcher can come to understand what may be present at a given moment.  
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Additionally, the reflective power of writing allows the researcher to make sense of 

culture, which includes, events and people, that surround her.  Writing can be about the 

past or the present, but its power lies in its ability to help the writer understand and 

present those understandings to others.  Writing is open to interpretation by both writer 

and reader.  In the form of a script or performance, the writing allows the audience to 

interact with the author’s ideas to create new and different understandings (Denzin, 

2003).  Writing is complex: 

Writing is a mural, not a snapshot.  It is large and contains multitudes: 
meticulously developed thinking that shares vision and ideas with unknown 
others; scribbled, cryptic notes to trigger memory; complicated novels peopled 
with dozens of characters; haiku that evoke single, sensory images; dense 
philosophical treatises that alter nations; love letters read, reread, and placed in a 
shoe box for fifty years. (Romano, 1995, p. 55) 

 

As a qualitative researcher, I attempted to present the complexities of my roles and 

teaching identity through writing. 

 By engaging in the National Writing Project Summer Institute, I was reminded of 

how powerful writing can be for reflection and understanding. Teachers often think about 

their work, but through writing teachers can reflect more deeply.  Participating in the 

Summer Institute and the accompanying writing exercises and activities renewed my 

understanding of the power of writing.  Daily writing became something I made time for 

because it enabled me to understand myself.  The act of writing for the Summer Institute 

made me realize writing could be my main form of analysis and could provide a rich and 

complex set of descriptions of my teaching identity.   
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 Writing provided clarity.  The writing exercises I employed allowed me to better 

explore myself and delineate among the various selves, which come together at different 

times to impact my teaching identity.  Reflecting through writing enabled me to define 

my teaching identity at one particular moment.  Writing allowed me to look from the 

inside and from the outside, to see the roles as distinct and better understand how they 

interact within my classroom to form my teaching identity.  

 Writing became part of the methodology for this study because it provided me 

with a way of defining my roles and teaching identity (Richardson, 2000).  Because 

writing facilitates both discovery and analysis, it enabled me to discover the roles that 

interact to form my teaching identity.  Learning took place through the writing; it allowed 

me to think and know about myself and teaching identity in ways not available to me 

through other methods.  I was able to engage in a search to better understand myself—an 

I-search in many ways (Macrorie, 1988).  Macrorie argues that knowledge is within us, 

and writing enabled me a way to understand and share that knowledge: “Knowledge must 

reside within a person or it is not knowledge; and even if that person accumulates it, 

without use it is—what else could it be?—useless” (Macrorie, 1988, p. 14). 

   

Multigenre Writing 

 Tom Romano (2000) originated the notion of multigenre writing; it evolved from 

his reading of Michael Ondaatje’s work The Collected Works of Billy the Kid 

(1970/1984): 

Ondaatje wrote about the last years of Billy the Kid’s life in a style I’d never read 
before.  Not a collection of poems.  Not a seamless narrative.  Not an expository 
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biography.  The book contained songs, thumbnail character sketches, poems, a 
comic book excerpt, narrative, stream-of-consciousness passages, newspaper 
interviews, even photographs and drawings. (p. 3) 

 

Ondaatje’s collection drew on facts; it used fact as well as fiction to best represent the 

character.  Multigenre writing and research take the author and reader a step beyond 

traditional writing and research.  Because the writer takes fact and represents it in various 

formats, there is room for greater understanding on the part of the author and reader.  

Multigenre writing allows for “a complex, multilayered, multivoiced blend of genres, 

each revealing information about his topic, each self-contained, making a point of its 

own, unconnected to other genres by conventional transitional devices” (Romano, 2000, 

p. 4).  In ways that traditional writing cannot, multigenre writing allows for greater 

insight into the research.   

I had my first exposure to multigenre writing at a presentation at the National 

Council of Teachers of English annual convention.  A group of high school teachers 

shared a multigenre research project it did with students.  The student work reflected 

connections and understandings I wanted to pursue with my own students.  Afterwards, I 

read Tom Romano’s (2000) book, Blending Genre, Altering Style. Romano connects to 

Bruner’s narrative knowing for the power of multigenre writing: “Narrative knowing 

shows.  We read a novel and leave the world.  We read a poem and feel a sharp, 

emotional surge.  We see a painting and meld into it” (p. 22).  Multiple forms allow 

readers multiple points of entry.  The story presents multiple layers that create an 

experience that readers cannot experience with a single layer.   
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Wanting them to create work of this potential, I crafted a multigenre research 

project for my own students.  I found multigenre writing to be a powerful way for 

students to make sense of things.  By selecting various genres to present information, 

students have to manipulate information in complex ways.  This manipulation requires 

writers to more deeply analyze their writing.  

When facilitating my students’ multigenre writing, I helped them select 

appropriate genres for particular information.  In addition to the multigenre artifacts, 

students were required to explain their genre choices.  These explanations were 

fascinating; I gained insight into students’ choices about writing and came to understand 

the depth required to pair what they would write about with how they would write it.  

Form and content came together, and students had to think explicitly about the choices 

they made in their writing.  Students had to have a reason for selecting a specific genre 

and be able to articulate it.   

From these experiences, I came to view multigenre writing as a powerful tool for 

making meaning.  According to Thomas Newkirk (1989), genre offers author and reader 

a variety of ways to view experience: 

It would follow that a child who has mastered a repertoire of genres has a number 
of lenses with which to view experience: genres, while constraining, are also 
cognitive instruments for making sense of the world. (p. 5) 

 

Therefore, selecting a genre is powerful for a writer; the choice of genre is an important 

element in deciding how best to say what I intend.  Certainly, the writing is subject to 

interpretation by the reader.   
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According to Nancy Mack (2002), the multiple genres become “works of art” that 

take on “aesthetic meaningfulness.”  Artistic representations appeal to me in their ability 

to more completely depict a story for the reader.  Multigenre writing offers readers an 

aesthetic experience by blending a variety of elements to form one piece of writing.  

When reading multigenre writing, I can truly see the author’s story in the various genres 

chosen for different parts of the story.  A more complete picture emerges in writing that 

is represented richly through multiple genres.   

Multigenre writing is complex and requires a complexity from the writer in 

crafting the artifacts.  There is a dualism with multigenre writing with the form and 

content.  Multigenre writing connects to Bakhtin’s (1981) notion of “heteroglossia” by 

fostering a connection between language and meaning, allowing the chosen genre to 

better express the author’s intent.  Rather than a presentation, multigenre writing is a 

representation in meanings contextualized within selected genres.  Every writer makes 

choices, but choice is evident in multigenre.  Readers are aware initially that the 

construction of multigenre writing involves interpretation; the author has made choices 

beyond the content, and the reader is given the opportunity to explore the reasoning 

behind them. 

The form of multigenre is appealing because it does not stay the same throughout; 

it changes to continue to engage its readers.  Because multigenre writing involves 

translation, it is open to interpretation.  In many ways, multigenre writing is a rewriting.  

Multigenre writing takes the writer on a journey from producing a text on a topic to 
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transforming that text into another genre while still focused on that topic.  Lisa Simon 

(2007) found that multigenre research supported imagination and creativity: 

Because the multigenre form emphasizes creativity and de-emphasizes the 
sequence and linearity which dominate the research paper genre, adding it to the 
inquiry project increased the opportunities for teachers to highlight their interests 
and passions in relation to their audience. (p. 149) 

 

Teachers and teacher educators have found multigenre writing and research to be 

powerful (Allen & Swistak, 2004; Bender Slack, 2001; Dickson, DeGraff, & Foard, 

2002; Grierson, 1999; Simon, 2007).  Grierson (1999) supports the use of multigenre in 

her English education courses because it “demands rigor, the results are interesting, and 

the quality of writing is much truer in its feel” (p. 54).  Multigenre research asks more 

and gives more.  As researchers, they must delve more deeply into their subject matter; as 

writers, they must represent the research in complex ways.   

Multigenre writing acknowledges process and product.  The process of multigenre 

writing is not straightforward.  In implementing multigenre research projects in their high 

school classrooms, Dickson, DeGraff, and Foard (2002) found it difficult yet powerful: 

“The process is messy, but so is life” (p. 86).  The messy process of multigenre writing 

connects to Denzin’s (1997) notion of messy texts.  Denzin supports reflexive research 

that engages the reader with the text in the form of a dialogue.  For Denzin, ethnographic 

research is a world created by writer, reader, and culture.  This is similar in the ways that 

the writer creates multigenre writing to present to the reader.  Multigenre writing is a 

messy text in which the form of representation creates an experience with no single 

interpretation.  Readers of this research will make meaning based on their unique past 
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experiences and the political, social, and cultural contexts in which they are situated.  As 

readers interact with this messy text or view a performance, they will enter into a 

dialogue. 

Multigenre writing is more meaningful for students, but it is not something that 

can be covered in a brief unit; multigenre writing is complex and requires teachers and 

students to submerge themselves wholly in the work and the moment.  The results are 

writing that is far from the traditional research paper: writing rich in content and 

supported by form.  This ability to present research in a much more layered and complex 

way is why I am drawn to multigenre writing.  Multigenre writing is more challenging, 

but it provides the writer and reader with greater abilities for understanding than 

traditional writing. 

Multigenre writing has potential implications for power and politics.  Rather than 

write about a topic, the writer takes on the topic.  Delane Bender Slack (2001) assigned 

her students to research a movement such as Title IX or the Red Scare.  Bender Slack’s 

starting point for the multigenre assignment was that it is the teacher’s responsibility to 

prepare students for life and equip them to communicate; she wanted to incorporate 

social justice into her classroom.  Bender Slack surveyed her students afterward, and the 

responses provide a strong argument for multigenre research:   

 – It provides you with the opportunity to portray the subject in so many ways.  
– It takes more time and patience, but gives a better understanding. 
– It allows you to be creative and allows you to show points from more than one 

direction. 
– We are able to add more of our voice and creativity and overall understanding 

of the topic instead of just factual information. 
– There is a lot more writing involved, and it makes you think of more creative 

things to write about. (p. 66) 
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Bender Slack’s students echoed my personal experiences and the experiences of my 

students with multigenre writing.  Greene’s (1995) suggestion that there are multiple 

interpretations of experiences is what multigenre writing supports and offers up to writers 

and readers.   

Multigenre writing is messy and complex yet powerful both in its creation and its 

potential impact.  Readers and audience members will interact with my six selves in 

unique ways because this research is presented as a script embedded with multigenre 

writing artifacts.  I have created a messy text in order to invite readers and audience 

members to engage in dialogue. 

For autoethnography, multigenre writing allowed me to represent my teaching 

identity and multiple selves in a variety of ways that enable me and the reader to better 

understand the complexities of my selves and my teaching identity.  Multigenre writing 

allows the writer to take information and present it in unique and engaging ways that 

move readers to think and see in ways not available through traditional research writing.  

Multigenre writing and research create a richer, more complex set of understandings of 

the research and how it is presented.  Romano refers to the different ways individuals 

record memories and establishes the connection between the form of the writing, the 

genre, and its content.  As Romano (1995) notes: 

Sometimes I see the world through poetry: a bit of cadenced language suddenly 
saying itself in my head, an indelible image ever sharp, a surprising metaphor 
with extensions following close behind. 
 
Sometimes I see the world through prose: a description that holds in place an 
unforgettable scene, a pointed story that clarifies experience, a monolog that 
marshals points I wish I’d made during a disagreement.   
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Sometimes I see the world through dramatic encounters: before a student arrives 
for conference, I play out the dialog that might occur between us; I talk with my 
father, he dead now for three decades. 
 
Each genre offers me different ways of seeing and understanding that others do 
not.  I perceive the world through multiple genres.  They shape my seeing.  They 
define who I am. (p. 109) 

 

Romano believes the choice of genre impacts what is in the writing.  Multiple genres 

allowed me to see and understand in unique ways and present those understandings to 

readers. 

 

Theoretical Frameworks 

 Autoethnography allows researchers to examine themselves in ways that make the 

reader respond and react (Jones, 2005).  Given the methodology, this research process 

used two major constructs to organize data, research questions, and analysis: social 

construction of knowledge and knowledge construction through writing.  The research 

surrounding teacher identity involves the social nature of teaching; identities are formed 

in complex ways resulting from the individual and her interactions with people and texts.  

This research examined my teaching identity.  Teaching takes place within the setting of 

my classroom and involves interactions with my students.  By its very nature, my 

teaching identity is impacted by the people with whom I come into contact both inside 

and outside my classroom.   

 Writing was essential to this research.  Writing served as both data collection and 

data analysis.  Through writing I came to answer the research questions; through writing I 
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created knowledge for myself and the readers of this research.  Park (2005) declares 

writing is knowing: “The writing becomes a way of knowing, and a way of being” 

(p. 46).  Writing allowed me to construct knowledge.  Bruner (1987) also believes that 

narrative facilitates the construction of knowledge and lets humans better understand 

themselves.  Because story is the basis for communication, writing is the basis for 

creating the knowledge an individual wants to communicate through stories. 

 Research design, analysis, and interpretation were based on these theoretical 

frameworks—social construction of knowledge as the foundational underpinning, 

knowledge construction through writing as the organizing framework, and 

autoethnography as a formative methodological approach.  This organizing framework 

allowed multigenre writing artifacts to emerge to define my teacher identity.  Through the 

artifacts of script the embedded analyses depicts me as daughter, writer, teacher, wife, 

researcher, and mother. 

 

Research Setting 

Washington Middle School. 

 The setting of this research was Washington Middle School, a public middle 

school situated in a small suburban school district in the eastern United States.2  The 

school district is located directly outside a major city.  The school district is small with 

five middle schools and three high schools serving a student population of over 

20,000 students. The school budget is almost $440 million with an average of almost 

                                                 
2 All school data has been taken from the Washington Middle School Management Plan, Program of 
Studies, and School Improvement Plan.  This source does not appear in the References to respect research 
confidentiality guidelines. 
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$19,000 spent on each pupil.  The district’s median household income is over $100,000.  

The five middle schools within the district are unique with differences in student 

populations.  The district has students from 128 nations who speak 95 different 

languages. 

 Washington Middle School is located within an affluent area with an average 

home purchase price of almost one million dollars.  Washington’s 930 students walk, 

take the bus, or receive rides to school.  The district’s overall percentage of minority 

students and students on free and reduced lunch are higher than the percentages at 

Washington Middle School.  Specifically, 32% of students within the district receive free 

and reduced lunch; 14% of students at Washington Middle School receive free and 

reduced lunch.  The school district’s population is 48% White, 28% Hispanic, 

13% Black, and 11% Asian.  Washington’s population is 73% white, 10% Hispanic, 

7% Black, and 10% Asian. 

 Eighty teachers and 48 staff members work at the school.  Seventy percent of the 

staff have a Master’s degree or higher; 10 teachers have achieved National Board 

Certification.  Washington’s entire faculty is considered highly qualified to teach its 

respective content based on the standards set by No Child Left Behind (NCLB).  

 Washington operates on a team model; teams consist of English, math, social 

studies, and science teachers.  Each team specializes in a specific population—English 

Language Learners (ELL), self-contained special education, or resource special 

education—and has additional teachers to meet the needs of each specific population. 
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Washington Middle School offers a wide variety of special programs to meet 

students’ needs.  A full-time gifted services teacher provides support of differentiated 

instruction.  The faculty also includes a full-time instructional technology coordinator, a 

reading specialist, and a math instructional resource teacher.  There is an activities 

coordinator to oversee the more than 30 clubs and sports.  Additionally, there is a 

minority achievement coordinator who runs programs to encourage and support minority 

students in attaining academic success.   

 Washington Middle School is characterized by extensive technology.  The 

building is wireless; all classrooms are equipped with a teacher computer station, at least 

two student workstations, and a SmartBoard.  There are three classroom computer labs, 

over 200 laptops in use in classrooms, and almost 100 laptop computers that can be 

moved to any classroom, creating mobile computer labs.  Each morning begins with 

televised morning announcements produced by students.  All teachers post assignments 

and class information on BlackBoard for students and parents to access remotely.  Parents 

and faculty communicate frequently through email.   

On the Virginia Standards of Learning (SOL) exams, Washington Middle 

School’s passing rates are consistently above the state averages.  Areas of achievement at 

or above a 90% pass rate included Intensified Geometry, Algebra I, Intensified Algebra I, 

World Geography, Math 8, Reading at every grade level, Science 8, History 7, and 

Writing.  

In addition, SOL scores show longitudinal improvement; in comparing students’ 

Grade 6 Reading scores in 2006 to their Grade 8 Reading scores in 2008, there is 
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significant improvement. This is also true for every NCLB sub-group for Math and also 

for the History 7 to World Geography progression.  Hispanic students achieved passing 

rates of at least 90% on the Writing, Grade 8 Math, Upper-Level Math, and Science tests.  

Ninety-four percent of Black students passed the Grade 7 test given in U.S. History.  

Reading scores for Black students in seventh grade improved significantly last year, from 

39% passing to 88% passing.  Reading and science are relative strengths for special 

education and disadvantaged students.  Limited English proficient students have pass 

rates above 80% for every test but Grade 7 Math, which has a pass rate of 79%.  In 

addition, Washington has made significant improvements in the achievement gap on most 

tests for most sub-groups. For example, as of the Spring 2008 tests, the gap had been 

reduced to 10 points or below for:  Black students on the Grade 7 History test; Hispanic 

students on the Grade 6 Math test and on the Grade 8 Reading, Math, and Science tests; 

limited English proficient students on the Grades 6, 7, and 8 Reading tests, Grades 6, 7, 

and 8 Math tests, and Grade 8 Writing and Science; and disadvantaged students on the 

Grade 6 Math test and Grade 8 Science test.  

Numbers are small in subgroups.  Black students make up 7% of the student 

population, disadvantaged students 9%, and special education students 14%.  With 

groups this small, one or two students’ scores could have a big impact on overall pass 

rates and on the achievement gap.  Also, one student may be represented in more than 

one sub-group.   

Despite the overall passing rate on the SOL tests, there are concerns with 

subgroups.  Grade 6 Math for students with disabilities had a passing rate of 40%.  
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Grade 7 History for Hispanic students had a passing rate of 38%.  Grade 8 Science for 

Black students had a passing rate of 27%.  There was a 46% passing rate for 

Black students on the Grade 8 World Geography, and a passing rate of 32% for students 

with disabilities.  Black students had a passing rate of 45% on Grade 8 Writing.  Students 

with disabilities had a 33% passing rate on Grade 8 Math.  These passing rates are a focus 

of professional development for staff, and remediation funding is available for staff to 

work with students outside of school.  

Washington parents, teachers, and students participated in a Customer 

Satisfaction Survey conducted by the school district.  Fifty-two percent of parents, 96% 

of students, and 84% of teachers returned surveys.  All parents and teachers had the 

opportunity to complete the survey; a random sample of students, 270 out of 913, were 

surveyed during Health and Physical Education classes. 

Survey results from all three groups indicated several favorable areas.  

Washington received an overall grade of an “A” or “B” from 83% of parents, 

90% of teachers, and 62% of students.  Teachers received an overall grade of an “A” or 

“B” from 83% of parents, 98% of teachers, and 62% of students.   

Parents and teachers were pleased with the condition of the facilities; over 65% of 

parents and teachers strongly agreed that the school is clean and in good condition.  

Over 76% of students and 74% of teachers strongly agree or somewhat agree that they 

feel safe at school, an indication of the overall environment of the school.  Parents and 

students feel welcome at school; 87% of parents and 65% of students strongly agree or 

agree that they feel welcome.  Seventy-seven percent of parents believe their child enjoys 
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learning, a key indicator of student engagement and the level of instruction taking place 

within classrooms.  Seventy-six percent of parents strongly agree or somewhat agree that 

there is an atmosphere of open communication at Washington.  Almost 73% of teachers 

agree or somewhat agree that they feel valued at school. 

The survey revealed some areas of weakness as well.  Thirty-five percent of 

students gave their teachers an overall grade of a “C”, “D”, or “F.”  Twenty-seven 

percent of parents believe there are too many students in classes.  Over 68% of teachers 

and 38% of parents believe there is too much emphasis on achievement testing.  

Bullying continues to be an issue that needs to be addressed; nearly 18% of 

students strongly agreed or agreed to having been bullied at school within the previous 

year.  Additionally, almost 10% of students feel threatened by bullies at school.  

Washington Middle School’s Improvement Plan establishes four goals that are 

aligned with district initiatives: 

1. Foster rising achievement for all students 

2. Eliminate the achievement gap among student groups 

3. Prepare each student to succeed through responsive education 

4. Build effective relationships with parents and community 

 

Related objectives target some of the issues raised by the Customer Satisfaction Survey.  

One objective connected to the concerns about bullying is to provide a safe and 

supporting atmosphere for each student.  Another objective related to involvement is to 

increase parent and community involvement in school events.   



 

 94

 

Seventh grade English courses. 

 I teach five sections of seventh grade English to approximately 100 students.  

Class sizes range from 18 to 23 students.  Classes last 43 minutes with a bell system that 

allows for three minutes of passing time between classes.  The school day begins at 

7:40 a.m. and lasts until 2:30 p.m.  There are seven periods in the day in addition to a 

lunch period of 35 minutes.  I teach the first three and last two periods of the day.  Two 

days a week I meet with the other teachers on my team to discuss student concerns and 

other school issues.  Three days a week I meet with the other two seventh grade English 

teachers to review and plan based on the English Language Arts curriculum.   

 

Classroom 

 My classroom is located on the first floor of the building in a wing built within the 

last 10 years.  The room is spacious; tall bookcases line the middle of the back wall with 

large floor-to-ceiling windows looking out into an interior courtyard on both ends.  The 

bookcases are filled with books: English texts, books on pedagogy and curriculum, and 

other resource texts.  The school courtyard is a space where teachers can bring their 

classes, and there are often classes outside. 

 The bulletin boards contain student work.  A few posters with slogans such as 

“Deadlines are closer than they appear,” are scattered around the room.  Art supplies—

crayons, highlighters, markers, construction paper—are in bins out on shelves in the back 

of the room.  The shelves contain games, including six sets of Boggle and Scrabble.  
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There is a large swivel bookrack that holds a student library with books students are 

welcome to borrow at any time.  My daughter’s artwork is posted on cabinets near my 

desk.  Pictures of my daughter and husband sit on a table next to my desk.  There are 

crates for students’ journals in the front of the classroom underneath the whiteboards.  

There is a filing cabinet for students’ writing folders.  Beside the door are two sets of 

drawers on wheels where students submit work.  

Student desks are arranged in groupings of four and there are a total of 24 desks in 

the room.  These groupings are arranged facing forward so students can see the front wall 

that contains two whiteboards flanking a SmartBoard.  The whiteboards contain labels: 

Homework, Agenda, and Notes.  Underneath one of the whiteboards are printouts of 

students’ grades listed by student identification number.  Four laptops for student use are 

located along one wall.  Beside them is a large table with supplies for students: a cup of 

pencils, a tape dispenser, a stapler, and tissues. 

Along the opposite wall is a large section of cabinets for storage with counter 

space above them.  This counter space is where my materials are laid out to distribute to 

students.  There are wire bins on the back counter where I keep graded student work until 

I return it to students.  In addition to student desks, there is a round table in the back of 

the room with chairs for meetings or as a place where students or I can spread out and 

work.  There is a teacher desk angled in the corner in front of one of the windows.  I have 

a laptop as my teacher workstation. Sitting next to the teacher desk is a student desk with 

the printer I use and share with several teachers in adjacent classrooms.  The room is 

organized and tidy; everything has a place. 
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Research Participants 

 This research is concerned with my teaching identity, and therefore, I am the 

primary research participant.  Because autoethnography is the methodology, the focus is 

on me; however, I am not alone.  Many others are present and connected to this research; 

their voices come through in the writing.  Specifically, I examined my roles as daughter, 

writer, teacher, wife, researcher, and mother.  In all of these roles there are a large 

number of other individuals involved.  People from my past and present play roles as 

well; these people helped to define and continue to influence my roles and teaching 

identity. 

Because of the social nature of teaching, many others impact how I present myself 

to students each time I perform.  Within my building there are students, administrators, 

and other teachers who impact my teaching identity; these people are participants in this 

research.  They are participants because our interactions have shaped my teaching 

identity.  In addition, people who are no longer in my building have impacted this 

research, too; previous students and former co-workers have influenced what is now my 

teaching identity.  

 There are three teams at each grade level.  I work with the other two seventh 

grade English teachers on a regular basis to share materials and discuss which units are 

currently being covered in their classrooms.  I meet regularly with the other teachers—

science, history and math—who teach the same students.  I work with over 100 students 

each day and come into contact with other students in the building through various 
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activities.  In addition, I work with administrators, counselors, and other adults.  These 

students, teachers, and staff are additional research participants. 

Outside my school, there are additional research participants.  In my roles as 

mother, daughter, and wife, I come into contact with a large number of people.  Through 

this research, these others are involved.  Their stories and voices are present in the 

writing.  Others have impacted me in ways that I tried to define explicitly as well as 

through the narratives I wrote.  Their voices, as seen by me, are present in the writing and 

telling I performed.  As a result, they are research participants as well. 

 I am the researcher and primary research participant for this study.  However, the 

social nature of the methodology and subject of this research created a large number of 

additional research participants.  These other voices are present in the writing either as 

characters or as influences on me. 

 

Data Collection 

 Data collection related to my classroom took place in May, June, and September 

of 2010.  Data was collected at the end of one school year and the start of another.  Field 

notes and journals related to teaching were done during this time period.  I reviewed all 

of the writing I have done to create the written artifacts used to define my individual 

characters.  Any writing that I had previously done informed the artifacts.  Looking back 

at all of my writing allowed me to separate the characters and see the ways in which they 

could best be represented through individual writing pieces.   
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 Autoethnography involves the self, so the primary source of data is my lived 

experience (Chang, 2008).  Data collection and presentation took the form of writing; 

daily writing was the basis of this research.  I also examined previous writing and 

included pertinent selections.  Any writing that I had done in the past that could provide 

insight into my roles as daughter, writer, teacher, wife, researcher, and mother was 

relevant.  I included artifacts that could bring the roles to life for the reader and audience, 

which includes writing that could provide vivid understandings; for example, a piece I 

wrote after college was useful in examining my role as daughter.  Lather (1991) referred 

to this as “The textual staging of knowledge,” which could be “used to vivify 

interpretation as opposed to ‘support’ or ‘prove’” (p. 91).  These past writings helped 

distinguish and expose the roles.   

 I documented the daily experiences in my classroom through field notes that I 

wrote during breaks and at the end of the day.  I intended these field notes to be records, a 

description of events, of what transpired within my classroom.  Inscription, description, 

and transcription enabled me to document my teaching (LeCompte & Schensul, 1999).  

Inscription involves taking mental notes and “learning to notice what is important to 

other people and what one has not been trained to see” (LeCompte & Schensul, 1999, 

p. 14).  I tried to observe myself as an outsider and note what I saw that I might ordinarily 

not notice.  My choices of what to notice are important as well; I consciously tried to see 

myself as an outsider, but I was writing about myself, so the lens is uniquely my own. 

Description is the “thick description” (Geertz, 1977) used to create a more 

complete set of images for the reader.  Description included “narratives of events, 
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behaviors, conversations, activities, interpretations, and explanations” intended to portray 

what was happening in my classroom (LeCompte & Schensul, 1999, p. 17).  

Transcription consisted of verbatim responses of classes I recorded.  These recordings 

were an opportunity for me to step outside and see what had happened in my classroom.  

Because I researched myself, transcriptions of classes offered me analysis different from 

writing done about teaching.  These transcriptions were true to the events rather than 

retellings of the events. 

 Additionally, I kept a journal where I focused on reflective writing.  Primarily, I 

wrote in the journal at the end of each day.  Reflective writing enabled me to think back 

on the teaching events of the day and try and make connections between what had 

occurred and my teaching identity.  The journal was a place to reflect on which roles—

daughter, writer, teacher, wife, researcher, and mother—were prominent at specific 

moments.  Also, the journal was a place where I wrote about events that took place 

outside my classroom.  These events were connected to my teaching identity as well.  

The journal served as a place where I could reflect on the day’s events and try to make 

sense of them within the context of my research questions.  

I collected external data that came from a variety of sources.  In addition to 

writing, other artifacts served as data.  I collected as data photographs of my classroom, 

texts, classroom reading texts, assessment instruments, student work, memos, emails, and 

documents received from others.  These artifacts were the artifacts of teaching and helped 

to provide a more complete picture of my teaching identity.  These textual artifacts 
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served as biographical objects to assist me in defining and representing my teaching 

identity and the roles played out within that identity (Chang, 2008; Hoskins, 1998).  

Table 1 provides examples of the writing exercises in which I engaged throughout 

data collection (Chang, 2008; LeCompte & Schensul, 1999).  These writing exercises 

helped me separate the six characters.  These exercises enabled me to focus on specific 

experiences that define the characters; writing illuminated the significant events of each 

character. 

 

Table 1: Writing Exercises 
 
Exercise Assignment 
Timeline Create a timeline of the important events in your life.  This timeline 

should begin at birth and continue to the present.  Include dates and 
descriptions as well as the people involved. 
 

A Day in the 
Week 

Write about a typical day at school.  Include all of the things you do 
during the teaching day from the moment you arrive at school to the time 
you leave.  Include the events that involve contact with students as well as 
all of the other events, meetings, calls, and so forth that take place within 
the school day. 
 

Weekend 
Day 

Write about a typical weekend day.  Include how your day is spent and 
with whom it is spent.  Make sure to include the time alone as well as 
time spent with others. 
 

Family 
Rituals 

Write about special family events and traditions.  Include the people 
involved as well as the history of the event or tradition.  Explain why the 
event or ritual is meaningful to you. 
 

Mentors Create a list of mentors who have influenced you.  These could be 
teachers, friends, family, or other people who have impacted the person 
you are today. 
 

Library Make a list of your essential reading.  For each title, explain why it is 
essential to you as well as what you have learned from reading it. 
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Biographical 
Objects 

Make a list of items that define you.  For each item, explain what it says 
about you.  Describe what the item says about your interests. 
 

Family Tree Create a family tree.  Explain all of the people on the family tree and what 
his or her relation is to you. 
 

Culture-
Gram 

Chart your cultural membership and identity.  For each descriptor you 
choose, provide an explanation of what it tells about you. 
 

Vignette Create snapshots of moments within your day that help to define you.  
Choose moments that you regularly experience and describe these 
moments. 
 

 

Data Analysis and Data Display 

 As noted, data collection began in May of 2010; data analysis began 

simultaneously.  When analyzing the data and looking for codes, I experienced the 

following cognitive processes: “perceiving, comparing, contrasting, aggregating, 

ordering, establishing linkages and relationships, and speculating” (LeCompte & 

Schensul, 1999, p.69).  As I examined the data, I looked for the repetition of ideas, 

words, events, or behaviors.  Coding of data was based on theoretical frameworks of this 

research; patterns and conclusions emerged from ideas that knowledge is socially 

constructed and knowledge is constructed through writing. 

 Conclusions emerged as I constructed the writing pieces.  Embedded within the 

written artifacts were the characters as individuals as well as the characters coming 

together to form my teaching identity.  Drawing on field notes, journal entries, artifacts, 

and all other data, I created writing artifacts that answered the research questions and 

provided conclusions.  The script that emerged from the data analysis had characters—

daughter, writer, teacher, wife, researcher, and mother—that were unique, based on the 
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data and analysis.  I intended the characters’ voices within the script to answer the 

research questions and provide the reader with the opportunity to better understand the 

results through writing.  The script enabled me to answer my research questions from a 

plural, diversified set of perspectives. 

 This research is presented through writing; there are a series of multigenre writing 

pieces as well as a script.  Taken together, these writings are data, providing the reader 

with insight into the individual characters and my overall teaching identity.  The writing 

pieces are intended to vivify each role for the audience.  Each piece of writing within the 

script as well as the script as a whole is intended to provide a story and picture to the 

reader and audience.   

In addition to the writing exercises in which I engaged to define my teaching 

identity, I wrote a script with scenes for each of the various roles I bring into the 

classroom: daughter, writer, teacher, wife, researcher, and mother.  All of these roles 

became characters in a script; these characters interact with each other to better 

distinguish themselves from each other.  Through these interactions I was able to analyze 

the ways in which individual characters impact my teaching identity at a given moment.  

By presenting the data through the writing and script, readers are presented with a clearer 

vision of what takes place within my classroom and how they can use the same 

techniques to better understand themselves or ask others to.   

 Data is presented and represented in various genres.  This includes my field notes, 

journal, and the writing exercises: a kind of artifactual triangulation.  These various 

writings work to support each other to providing a layered depiction.  Additionally, there 
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are previous artifacts of writing that provide the reader with a more complete picture of 

my past and its influence on my present.  These writing artifacts are presented so that 

each role is vivified through distinct written artifacts.  Such a display highlights the 

vivification of data and suggests its place in identity and role formation.  The roles come 

together in the script, where they interact with each other to better present the reader the 

ways in which each contributes to my teaching identity.   

 

Researcher Biases 

 The research reflects my biases as a result of my role in the research process.  I 

came to this research wanting to better understand my teaching identity after 13 years of 

teaching.  Although I began teaching with a clear sense of my teaching identity, this 

research examined what my teaching identity was at a particular point in time, 13 years 

removed from the beginning teacher who entered the classroom. 

 The methodology of this research presents one of the biases.  As an 

autoethnography, the researcher is the only participant.  I have tried to identify and be 

aware of my subjectivities throughout the research process.  Autoethnography presents a 

unique set of challenges for the researcher.  The researcher is required to make the 

familiar strange and research herself as both insider and outsider.  In addition to the 

biases related to the methodology, power and positioning impact the research.  As a 

teacher, there are power relationships at play between myself, students, and the other 

adults in my school.  These power relationships and my beliefs about them are an 

additional bias that is present.  Because I believe education has the ability to empower 
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(Freire, 1970), I have certain biases about what I think should take place within schools 

and classrooms.  This particular worldview is a bias as well. 

 

Summary 

 This research process used two major constructs to organize data, research 

questions, and analysis: social construction of knowledge and knowledge construction 

through writing.  Autoethnography as the methodology allowed me to examine myself.  

Multiple data sources enabled a rich exploration of the research questions.  Presenting the 

data through multiple genres allowed the researcher to make sense through writing and 

present those understandings in unique ways.  This research defines my teaching identity 

at a particular moment in time and explores the complexities involved in defining teacher 

identity and the personal and professional roles I portray in the classroom. 

 



 

 105

Chapter IV: Six Characters Portrayed 
 
 
Introduction 

In this chapter, I introduce six characters who constitute my teaching identity 

through the presentation of a series of primary writing artifacts.  Functioning as on-the-

lines writing evidence, I intentionally selected these primary writing artifacts to portray 

each of these characters through snapshots of events, some of which are life-changing or 

mundane and others are personal or professional.  I do not intend these primary writing 

artifacts to be exhaustive representations of each character’s identity, but rather 

suggestive of some of the complexities that reflect the dynamics of each of their 

individual identities.  These primary writing artifacts function as data. 

To reflect the complex nature of a teaching identity, these primary writing 

artifacts are multigenre in nature.  Multigenre writing allows purposeful depiction; the 

variety of genres can contribute to both the researcher’s understanding as well as the 

reader’s.  I chose both the genres and the selections to best depict the individual 

characters.  I illustrate and bring these characters to life for the reader through the 

selections.  The series of writings for each character work together and separately, 

attempting to define the characters.  For each reader, the characters will appear different 

based on her own experiences and ability to make connections with the characters.  Each 

reader will engage in a transaction with the texts to make connections, enabling the 

reader to understand and analyze the texts and the characters (Rosenblatt, 1988). 

The multigenre writing artifacts are data; misspellings and errors remain 

uncorrected to reflect the immediacy of their crafting.  To maintain research 
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confidentiality, the school name has been changed to Washington Middle School to 

reflect the same name used in Chapter III. 

 The writing represents a complex layering of learning.  The process of writing as 

well as the primary writing artifacts themselves serve as content and context providing 

data and information to the reader.  For me, the process of writing assisted me in 

separating the characters and making meaning about each one.  There are fictionalized 

elements of each character—places where I have filled in with my own understandings or 

made conscious changes to emphasize aspects of the characters or parts of the stories that 

I felt needed to be highlighted in particular ways.  There is fiction in memory; we create 

images to fill in gaps that exist.  In these writing artifacts I have filled in gaps with words 

that I have chosen and selected in purposeful and meaningful ways for myself and the 

reader.  The choice to fictionalize specific elements within these writing artifacts is 

intended to expand the experience for me, the writer and researcher, as well as the reader.  

The writing itself served as data to closer examine the ways in which the individual 

characters influence my teaching identity.  In creating the data, I wrote the word and the 

world, the written artifacts, and the characters. 
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Character 1: Daughter 

The pony. 

 “Your momma’s gonna be mad at you,” Tommy said with a sheepish grin as he 

continued to push on Blackie’s bottom to get the pony to climb the stairs. 

 “Shhh.  Keep pushing.  Blackie sure isn’t good with stairs,” Ray replied. 

 The idea was genius.  Bringing the pony inside and up the stairs seemed like one 

way of being able to play with him undisturbed.  Ray wasn’t sure why they hadn’t 

thought of this idea before.  Blackie needed a change of scenery.  He stayed in his stall in 

the barn or in the field next to it all day and all night.  Ray and Tommy got to go to lots of 

places, so why shouldn’t Blackie? 

 With a lot of effort and Ray pulling and Tommy pushing, they finally got Blackie 

up the stairs and all three squeezed into Ray’s bedroom.  Blackie didn’t seem all that 

appreciative.  The room really wasn’t big enough for a pony, two boys, a twin bed, a 

dresser, and a nightstand.  Also, Ray hadn’t cleaned up beforehand, and his room was 

littered with items you would expect to see in a boy’s room: baseball mitt, comic books, 

building sets, trucks, a model airplane partially constructed, clothes, a yo-yo, and other 

small assorted items put down as attentions drifted.  Blackie almost stepped on his bat, 

but Ray kicked it under his bed in time.  The room was suddenly very small, and Blackie 

was snorting loudly after his ascent.  He was also stomping with his feet loudly.  The 

farrier had come two days ago and put new shoes on him and it was taking him a while to 

get used to them.  Blackie continued to stomp and swoosh his tail. 
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 The boys were thinking through what to do next when Blackie began to relieve 

himself.  Of course neither boy had thought about this possibility either.  Blackie lifted 

his tail and pooped. 

 “Ugh!” Ray exclaimed and grabbed an empty shoebox from his closet.  He picked 

up his pitcher’s mitt and used it to retrieve Blackie’s poop and put it in the box.  He put 

the shoebox under his bed thinking he would remove it later.  The odor dissipated after a 

while, but it was a reminder of what hadn’t been thought through with the plan. 

 It was about that time that Ray heard his mom downstairs.  Blackie continued to 

stomp and she called up to him, “Ray, what are you doing up there?” 

 “Just playin’ with Tommy.” 

 “Well, keep it down and stop all the stomping around.  You’ll break through the 

ceiling.” 

 “Yes ma’am,” he replied in his most obedient voice. 

 “Well, now that Blackie’s here, what do we do with him?” Tommy asked. 

 “I dunno.  Let’s play and he can join us if he wants to.”  Ray grabbed the yo-yo 

and started working on his tricks.  Tommy picked up a comic and started looking at it.  

Every time Blackie stomped, the boys shushed him.  Unfortunately, the stomping 

continued.  Then, Ray heard his mom on the stairs. 

 “Quick, hold Blackie.  I will go out in the hall,” Ray said.  He stepped through the 

door and shut it quickly so he could meet his mom in the hallway.  She could see 

mischief and knew immediately that he did not want her to go in his room.  She played it 

cool. 
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 “Ray, I told you to stop jumping, so do it, or I’ll tan your hide or I’ll tell your 

father and he’ll tan it worse.” 

 “Yes, ma’am.”  Blackie stomped loudly right then, and Ray’s mom pushed past 

and opened the door. 

 “Ashby Ray Reid, Jr. … what on earth were you thinking bringing a horse in my 

house and into your room?  Get that horse out of here right now.  I cannot believe you are 

part of this, Thomas Ott.  Ray doesn’t know better, but YOU do.  A horse in my house.  

A horse.  Your father will not be impressed by this shenanigan.  He will be home soon 

and I cannot wait to tell him.  Get that horse out of this house NOW.” 

 Ray knew this afternoon would end badly.  His father would be mad.  After his 

mother stormed downstairs, threatening death itself if Blackie broke anything of hers as 

he was escorted out of the house, Tommy and Ray began the long process of getting 

Blackie down the stairs.  As much as Blackie had disliked coming up the stairs, he liked 

going down even less.  They pushed and pulled and pushed and pulled for a long time to 

get the stubborn creature downstairs.  After he was in the barn and Tommy had left—

Tommy knew better than to stay around and wait for Ray’s father to show up—Ray 

waited on the steps of the house for his dad to drive up. 
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Decisions. 

 three piles in the living room: trash, donate, keep 

 we worked room by room,  

sometimes a closet took a day 

 tough decisions  

 each item had to go in a pile 

 to get the house ready to sell –  

 to get my mom out of the house 

 so she could move on 

 ukelele (I never heard her play) – keep  

 needlepoint on a large stand (started but not finished) – trash  

 nutcracker set (with daunting metal utensils) – donate  

 I brought out each item and waited and watched,  

 forcing her to choose,  

 to move beyond hesitation 

 no use to anyone went to trash 

 no use to her went to donate 

 still had a use went to keep 

 staging her house, creating a place someone else would want  

 so she could move somewhere else she wanted to be 

 sorting out the things remaining  

 from a husband that was gone 
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 deciding what could be part of a new start 

 letting the rest fall away 

 hoping it would take the emotions too 
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Quilt.   (Figure 2.) 
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July 11, 1991. 

 I was late.  I was almost always late.  I am almost always late.  I was headed home 

to meet my mom at the farm.  I was leaving Charlottesville headed south towards 

Culpeper.  It was a drive I was familiar with.  It took me an hour if I drove fast, or an 

hour and fifteen minutes if I drove at the speed limit.  I was having a lot of trouble getting 

out of Charlottesville.  I was sitting in traffic with my stomach churning.  I didn’t want to 

be late to meet my mom.  She had enough to worry about.  I sat and sat and sat and sat 

with my car barely moving.  Finally, I began to see lots of flashing lights and realized 

there was a bad accident.  The number of emergency vehicles indicated that it had been a 

serious accident.  I felt badly for the people involved, but was consumed with being late.  

As soon as I passed by the accident, I was able to drive at highway speeds.  A few 

minutes later, the accident was a distant memory. 

 I finally pulled off the highway and began the last stretch of driving to the farm.  I 

was cautious on the gravel back roads because of my own serious accident flipping my 

mom’s car shortly after I got my driver’s license.  As I pulled up in the back of our house, 

my mom ran out the door.  She said, “I think they have a heart for your father.  We have 

to go to the hospital.” 

 Since the Christmas when I was five, I thought of my dad as someone who was 

sick.  That Christmas he had been fighting the flu for several weeks.  He was so sick that 

he couldn’t assemble any of the Christmas presents I had received.  That was what was 

important to me.  I didn’t care about the flu; I cared about having my Snoopy wardrobe 

box assembled so I could play with Snoopy and his outfits. 
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 A few weeks later, he was still sick.  I knew things were happening, adult things, 

but I didn’t know exactly what.  My mom sat me down at some point and told me that 

dad was sick and I would have to be nice to him and not run around or be loud; he needed 

rest.  I know now he was diagnosed with cardiomyopathy.  The cardiologist suggested he 

would have ten years to live; there were drugs that would help his heart continue to 

function in some way for that long, but not forever.   

 My dad was older—40 when I was born.  Being sick made him seem even older.  

There was a cycle to his illness.  He would begin to cough more and more until he 

couldn’t sleep lying down.  He would sleep in a recliner in the family room.  My mom 

listened to him cough incessantly, but it must have meant more to her.  To me, it was 

annoying.  To her, it meant time was ticking.  The coughing would increase until he 

would go in the hospital with congestive heart failure.  He would be there for a while and 

commit to healthier living, committing to stop smoking.  He couldn’t quit.  A smoker 

since his army days during the Korean Conflict, he was addicted to caffeine and nicotine.  

I knew never to do anything that might upset him until he drank coffee and smoked 

cigarettes. 

 So the cycle continued until the end of my freshman year in college.  I knew he 

was getting worse and my mom was miserable, but I escaped it in college by having too 

much fun.  During beach week, my mom called to say he was in the hospital again.  I 

drove a friend to the airport and drove home knowing that things were worse than they 

had been, knowing he likely would not get better this time.  The drive was emotional.  

Freshman year of college was over; I had to deal with everything I had been ignoring. 
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 He was really sick.  The doctors told him there was really nothing they could do 

for him.  They suggested he go to the state medical hospital and get on “the list” for a 

heart transplant.  Mom and I drove him there; he smoked his last cigarette on the drive 

down.  My mother used to sing a song, “Tell St. Peter at the Golden Gate/you just hate to 

make him wait/but you gotta have another cigarette.”  I knew the song was one way of 

annoying my father and also letting a little bit of her frustration out.  I kept thinking about 

that song as we drove down the interstate with the window cracked so he could finish his 

last pack. 

 We checked him in and they put him on “the list” and we waited.  He 

deteriorated.  I moved in with a friend in Charlottesville, got a job, and took summer 

classes.  Almost daily I drove from Charlottesville to Richmond and back again.  Dad 

kept getting worse.  Doctors sedated him so his heart and lungs would experience less 

stress.  Eventually, they put him on a heart machine that did the work for his heart.  He 

was sedated all the time.  I came to the realization that he was going to die.  I think I was 

ready for it.  Mom was staying at a house for families near the hospital.  I can’t imagine 

what her days were like.  Friends visited, but left shocked.  Dad went down fast; he lost a 

ton of weight. 

 Mom hadn’t been home in weeks.  She wanted me to meet her at the farm and 

then we would go to the hospital together the next day.  I think she knew he couldn’t 

make it much longer.  He had developed a lung infection.  Mom hadn’t told me because 

she knew what the infection meant: they wouldn’t give him a heart even if one became 

available. 
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 That night, I pulled up at the farm and mom said, “I think they have a heart for 

your father.  We have to go to the hospital.”  Mom got in my car and we left.  I don’t 

even remember going in the house.  We stopped in Fredericksburg and I used a payphone 

to call and see if they had made a decision about giving him the heart.  There was a 

committee that voted.  The transplant coordinator told me they were going to do it.  I got 

back in the car and told mom.  We got back on the road and kept going.  We didn’t talk. 

We pulled into the parking lot and went to the front desk to find out where to go.  I 

remember saying, “My dad is having a heart transplant.  Where do we go?”  We were 

told there was no special place.  We sat up all night in the main reception area. 

 A nurse came once to tell us things were going well.  The heart had arrived and 

my dad had been put on a bypass machine.  The surgeon came down about 6 a.m. to tell 

us it had gone well.  He said that the minute they put the heart in, it had started to beat.  

Usually, hearts had to be shocked to get them working again.  He also said my dad’s 

color improved right away; he had color back in his face. 

 That morning began a long process.  He didn’t leave the hospital for two months 

and ended up back in the hospital in four months because the lung infection never really 

had gone away.  He lived for 10 years with that heart. 

 My dad was someone who really liked to know things.  Donors are supposed to 

remain anonymous, but they have receptions for the families each year to show them 

what the organs have done and the lives those organs have saved.  This is the story of my 

dad’s heart: a young woman was involved in a horrible car accident driving south on the 
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way out of Charlottesville.  She experienced head trauma and died immediately.  I passed 

that accident.  That accident made me late.  That accident gave my dad 10 years of life. 
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Character 2: Wife 

Refrigerator list. 

door 
Hershey’s chocolate syrup 

ginger miso dressing 

Kikkoman lite soy sauce 

Grey Poupon mustard 

Heinz ketchup 

Macon-Chaintre white burgundy wine 

Dinosaur habañero hot bar-b-que sauce 

tomatillo salsa 

capers 

I Can’t Believe It’s Not Butter spray 

strawberry-raspberry preserves 

carton of egg whites 

South Mountain Creamery nonfat milk 

South Mountain Creamery 2% milk 

apple juice 

shelves 
3 cartons large eggs 

6 plain yogurts 

box of salted butter 

box of unsalted butter 
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Ziploc with pepperoni pizza slices 

Ziploc with Hawaiian pizza slices 

roasted chicken 

macaroni and cheese 

homemade blueberry sauce 

takeout container with partial veal chop 

Ziploc with half of a peanut butter and jelly sandwich 

8 cans of Diet Dr. Pepper 

cantaloupe 

raspberries 

peaches 

blackberries 

blueberries 

cherries 

onions 

green pepper 

baby eggplant 

beets 

Whole Foods container of gazpacho soup 

Gardenburgers 

3 bags Western Bagel whole wheat bagels 

1 loaf whole grain bread 
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1 pound bacon 

Starr Hill India Pale Ale 

Dogfish Head 60-Minute India Pale Ale 

Dogfish Head 90-Minute India Pale Ale 
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Barnwell. 

I am not a resident of Barnwell, but it became part of me 15 years ago.  

*** 

While we were at Veterans Park for the July 4th fireworks display, 

Lee Greenwood’s song, God Bless the USA, played four times.  Patriotic songs played 

throughout, but that song was repeated.  I had heard the song and somehow knew the 

lyrics; I was surprised that it played so many times during a one-hour period.  Each time 

it played, I found myself singing along, mouthing the words and feeling a swell of pride.  

Many in the crowd of 300 or so were also singing along: 

And I'm proud to be an American 

Where at least I know I'm free 

And I won't forget the men who died 

Who gave that right to me 

And I gladly stand up 

. . next to you and defend her still today 

Cause there ain't no doubt I love this land 

God bless the USA. 

A handful of men and women stood during this song and placed their hands over 

their hearts, likening this song to the national anthem.  The song seemed appropriate for 

Barnwell, South Carolina.  I wondered why—in a county of just under 23,000—this 

particular song was played frequently.  Also, I wondered how I knew the lyrics well 

enough to sing along.  I don’t remember hearing this song more often than other patriotic 



 

 122

songs.  For some reason, it had stuck with me as it had this crowd, and many seemed 

struck by it.  People seemed to appreciate the repetition of the song, something familiar 

and stirring on a day when that was what Americans wanted to surround themselves with. 

Veterans Park felt like a fitting place to be.  The park is located near the airport.  I 

didn’t know Barnwell had an airport until this visit and can’t imagine there is a lot of air 

traffic there, but their visitors’ bureau can claim an airport.  The park was an open field 

with large metal flagpoles displaying the American and South Carolina flags in the 

center.  An old tank and helicopter were stationed in front of the flags.  The helicopter 

was suspended on a metal pole poised to take off against the skyline.  This was a town 

where service was important.  I knew their National Guard unit had been dispatched 

twice—once to Afghanistan and once to Iraq—within the last five years.  

Seeing the fireworks at Veterans Park was a perfect way to understand the town 

and its people.  Barnwell, South Carolina, holds special memories for me.  It isn’t a place 

I grew up or a place I visited as a child, but is a place I have been coming to for the last 

15 years.  Ever since Colin and I began dating, I have been coming here.  Barnwell is his 

“home place,” the place where his grandmother and grandfather and much of his 

extended family lived and live.  Many of them have passed away now, and the younger 

generations have moved away, but some, including his grandfather, remain.  It is where 

the family land is: land that has been in the family for hundreds of years.  The land is an 

important piece of the family history, livelihood, and future. 

*** 
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Fred Whiting Clark worked for the power company before the great war, World 

War II, broke out.  He had managed crews that brought power to people who didn’t have 

power, running the first power lines across Barnwell County and many other counties in 

South Carolina.  That is what brought him here.  It was part of the territory he covered.  

He brought power to Lorraine Kearse’s family and won her heart.  He had bluffed a little 

about the distance of her family’s home to the next one over so he could get them power.  

Seems a small price to pay for the wife he got.  Lorraine had grown up as the only 

surviving daughter in a house full of boys.  She grew up on the farm, but was most 

definitely a lady.  She had gone on a blind date with Senator Strom Thurmond, but Fred 

won her heart.   

After retirement, Fred and Lorraine had built a home on their land here and left 

city life in Decatur, Georgia, for country life as tree farmers in Barnwell.  That was how 

things were when I met Fred and Lorraine.  My first Thanksgiving in Barnwell after 

Colin and I began dating, I was introduced to the large family I had not known as an only 

child.  This family was all about family—and food.  I learned at that first Thanksgiving 

by the graciousness with which I was treated by such a large number of strangers and the 

Styrofoam plate platter I was given and told to fill up with food. 

Fifteen years later, the family and food remain the same.  I married Colin and we 

have a daughter, Rachel.  Rachel was the first great grandchild.  Her arrival brought joy 

at a time of sorrow: Fred’s wife Lorraine became sick and passed away in the months 

following her birth.  Several of the people I met at that first Thanksgiving have passed.  

Uncle Grady, who showed us the menu from Thanksgiving dinner on the USS Arizona 
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shortly before he left the ship and Pearl Harbor happened, is gone.  Aunt Lula, who was 

known as the life of the party, laughing and telling stories, is gone.  Aunt Esther, who lost 

her first husband in the war and married H. A.—Henry Angus—and lived her life as a 

farmer’s wife, is gone, too.  Most important to me, Lorraine, whose recipe for cake mix 

cookies reminds me of what an incredible cook and woman she was, is gone.  Those who 

remain are older and more wrinkled, but even more beautiful.  Barnwell is a place where 

you visit graves; we go to the cemetery to see Lorraine, or as Judy refers to her, Momma.  

I think about all of the places I have been for the 4th of July and what has taken 

me there.  This year, Colin, Rachel and I had planned to come to Barnwell, South 

Carolina, to spend time with Colin’s grandfather and Rachel’s great grandfather, Grandpa 

Fred.  Colin’s parents, Chuck and Judy, were going to make the trip with us.  About a 

week before we were supposed to leave, we learned that Fred had fallen and been flown 

to the state hospital because of bleeding in his brain.  We had still wanted to come and 

visit with him even with an uncertain future. 

Fred is 94 years old, and, until the fall, still driving and still living by himself 

15 minutes from town.  He had finally agreed to leave his house within the next year.  

This agreement was based solely on the fact that his driver’s license was up for renewal, 

and he figured they would not renew it.  

*** 

I felt a rush of patriotic emotions as I watched the fireworks over the lake and 

heard the music.  My eyes filled with tears at thoughts of soldiers, boys from Barnwell in 

their teens, sacrificing themselves for others.  At one point the announcer said, “It is 
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important to support our government no matter who our leaders are.”  I found the 

statement—and the speaker’s emphasis on the ending—unusual and decided the crowd 

may not be filled with supporters of the president.  The crowd was mixed, White and 

Black, but separate; I only saw Whites sitting with Whites and Blacks sitting with Blacks.  

Children were running around in the dark as the fireworks went off.  The groups of 

children were either White or Black.  I thought about how often color wasn’t a distinction 

in Washington, D.C.  I felt that it was still very much a distinction in this small town. 

This celebration seemed so different than what I would have witnessed on the 

mall in D.C.  There was something genuine and sweet about the hometown feel.  People 

knew each other and spoke to each other.  People sat in chairs, watching the fireworks 

and just seeming to enjoy the excitement of what was taking place.  I felt contentment 

spread over me as I sat and looked out on the lake and watched the colors flash in the sky.  

I was sitting with Colin, Rachel, Chuck, and Judy; people who mean the most to me, 

which seemed to be what everyone else in the park was enjoying, too.  The groups 

scattered around in chairs and on blankets were close; this was a day to be surrounded by 

what mattered.  

The grand finale of fireworks ended on the refrain of the song.  I wondered if the 

event planners had timed it that way intentionally.  I felt closure as we left Veterans Park; 

this was a perfect way to celebrate what was and is America: people who feel strongly 

about what it means to be American, people willing to fight in Iraq or Afghanistan to 

ensure my freedom, my democracy, no matter who our leaders are.  I looked over at 

Colin who seemed to fit here as much as he fit in Washington, D.C.  We packed up our 
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chairs and drove out of Veterans Park directed by the police.  Everyone was polite, taking 

turns merging.  I saw this as something quite different from Washington, too, but 

realized: 

Cause there ain't no doubt I love this land 

God bless the USA. 
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Art print.   (Figure 3.) 
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Anniversary card. 

August 7, 2010 

My favorite days since 1999 –  

1999: August 7th, of course, and after that our first night at the Inn at Depot Hill, the 
same day we let Bonny Doon introduce us to a love of wine and its possibilities 

 
2000: Our first night in the magical town of Crepon, when we found that little restaurant 

with the dog 
 
2001: Our last day with your dad – that’s the closest I think I ever felt to you and your 

history and all that you are 
 
2002: Either the day we hiked up Dorr in Maine or the night we ate at Renoir in Vegas (a 

town that surprised us both) 
 
2003: Hiking to the waterfall in Kauai – amazing beauty and an extraordinary 

accomplishment 
 
2004: June 22 
 
2005: The day in April that we bought the house we plan to live in forever 
 
2006: Fried oysters and Funland at Rehoboth 
 
2007: Going to Iolani with you and Rachel – completing the circle 
 
2008: Bouchon for breakfast or love the night before – hard to say… 
 
2009: Our first night on Mull – Iona to Tobermory to Glengorm 
 
2010: Right now, sitting here with you thinking about all we’ve done and all that we will 

do 
 
I love you! 

Colin 
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Character 3: Mother 

Art work.   (Figure 4.) 
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Splashes. 

Elephant pool. 

Mostly, the pool stayed propped against the shed in the backyard.  By the end of 

summer, it had lost the pungent plastic smell I remembered when I pulled it out of the 

box, unfolded it, and pumped it up.  It was a baby blue pool no larger than a bathtub with 

an elephant head facing outwards.  The hose could be hooked up to it so water would rain 

out of the elephant’s trunk.  Rachel would sit in the pool in her swimsuit, smiling and 

giggling.  Carefree fun in her outdoor bathtub.  Swimsuits look adorable on little girls; 

Rachel wore a skirted swimsuit that fell partway down her chunky thighs with a pattern 

of bright tropical fish. 

I was ever-present and cautious, worried she might slip under the water if I turned 

for a minute.  Her laughter matched my anxiety.  She loved the water; I loved watching 

her explore to see what she could do with it.  She began to understand that water was 

portable.  Rachel would take a bucket and fill it with water and dump it out of the pool.  

This simple exercise required concentration but brought her much fulfillment.  She would 

work for a while, pouring out water and then suddenly plop back down, sitting in her 

outdoor bathtub enjoying the feel of the cool water covering her feet, knees, and thighs.  

After a rest, she would resume her labors. 

Work.  Relax. 

Wave crashers. 

Rachel took off running towards the ocean.  Tumbling into the waves oblivious of 

undertow, she would fall down, get back up, and keep running without ever looking back.  
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She knew Colin or I would catch up and swoop her up.  She had no fear; she loved this 

game of ocean chase.  It was fun watching her plow into the surf, little legs moving 

through the water, pushing it to the side.  Fun but scary—scary she wasn’t scared.  One of 

us was always on watch.  You never knew when she would drop her yellow plastic 

shovel and take off.  Suddenly, she would realize the ocean was nearby.  Instantly, the 

shovel would drop and she would head off.  Sometimes, she didn’t even take the time to 

drop the shovel, clutching it as she ran down to visit with her new friend.  The ocean had 

called her name and she had heard it.  She would run in, splash around, and sit down 

whenever the water overcame her.  The two of them would laugh at their fun, her mouth 

crinkling up in the corners while the white foam laughed across her legs. 

The two of them had an agreement to be friends; Rachel felt it was working out 

quite nicely.  I knew the friendship was shaky and worried that the first time she ended up 

with her head in salty water she would cut her friend loose.  She had a few sideways slips 

and got salt water in her mouth and nose, but it didn’t seem to slow her.  She would 

return up the beach holding onto a big hand, pick up her shovel, and resume digging.  The 

conversation was over until she heard her name again. 

Come here.  No fear. 

Tub with a view. 

Having her very own hot tub was Rachel’s favorite part about two weeks in 

Hawaii.  Even afterwards when asked what her favorite part of the trip was, she would 

state, “The hot tub at the Maui house.”  The hot tub was her preferred pool; she could 

stand on the inside ledge and run around the circumference.  It was fun to watch small 
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pool toys bounce around in the bubbles.  She was intrigued by the currents and how 

certain items always went to certain spots and then struggled against the flow to move 

elsewhere; the rubber duck would always end up on its bottom in the center.  When we 

were in the hot tub, her favorite people were present.  She had both an audience and 

willing participants for adventure.  I would pull the string on the swimming frog and she 

would speed after him.  I would move around—darting from one side of the hot tub to the 

other—as she ran around the inside ledge.  She would jump across the hot tub from ledge 

to relatives’ arms, saving herself the run around.  Sometimes we would sit on the outside 

of the hot tub to allow her to have more running room.  The hot tub became a stage and 

she could perform and play.  Getting her out of the hot tub required bribery, usually 

shaved ice. 

One time, she jumped off the ledge to cross sides without realizing how deep the 

center of the hot tub was.  Too deep for a three-year-old, so she went under.  I grabbed 

her and brought her back up, but she was scared.  In that instant she came to see how 

danger was present, too.  She changed her opinion of the hot tub: “The hot tub is scary.”  

She got back in the next day and continued her fun but she was suspicious, not quite as 

free, and always looking to make sure one of us was looking, too.  No more ledge jumps, 

rather, calculated walks around the inner ledge.   

No fear.  Big fear. 

Sandcastles. 

Rachel was willing to build sandcastles, but even that was a negotiation in 

distance: how close to the tide she was comfortable to construct.  She didn’t like being 
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close to the ocean or close to where it slowly pushed itself and left foamy remnants.  She 

would survey the distance between herself and the water, planting herself closer to the 

dunes.  She had an “ocean eye”: one eye was always watching where the water was to 

make sure she kept her appropriate distance.  Dilemmas emerged over making cement.  

She wanted water for her sandcastle; dry sand didn’t make for a well-built, lasting 

edifice.  She would entreat me to go down and fill her pail with water.  Only reluctantly 

would she go with me, sometimes pulling hard in the other direction as her feet met the 

water.  It was a struggle to fill up the pail in several inches of water, but her forceful pulls 

gave me no choice.  Her one-piece swimsuit had cherries on it, and the bright red 

reminded me of her determined face, a face indicating deliberate boundaries that I would 

not negotiate past.   

She would sweat and not be swayed to cool off in the water.  That was serious.  

The whole week at the beach was a standoff between her and the ocean; she seemed 

unwilling to bend.  She gave it looks, but never gave it the opportunity to win her back.  

Cajoling could get me somewhere.  If I held her in my arms she was willing to go in just 

as far as my waist and her ankles, but that was it.  The moment the deal was broken, she 

began to scream and cry and kick. 

Back to building.   

Supergirl kicks.   

She stood on the edge of the pool and jumped right in.  I was still standing by a 

chair working my way out of my swim cover-up and flip-flops.  Before I could slip off 

my second flip flop, she was in.  She reemerged from the water smiling at me.  “It’s 
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really warm, Mom.  Just jump in.”  I know it’s not warm.  I sat on the edge and put in my 

legs, glad to keep everything above my knees out of the icy water.  “Let’s have a tea 

party,” she said.  In that moment, I knew I would need to get fully in the water and 

become playmate rather than reticent cement sitter.  I gingerly lowered myself into the 

pool, holding onto the wall to brace myself for the change in temperature.  Before my 

waist was wet, she splashed me, acclimating me to the water so we can have our tea 

party.  I used delay tactics. 

“I want to see what you have been learning with Lizzie.  Use your supergirl arms 

and legs to swim out and then back.”  She smiled, assumed her swim stance, and set off 

for several yards, head fully submerged.  She stopped, looked up and around.  I clapped 

my approval.  She turned and came back.  I knew it was time.  I splashed water up against 

my suit to ease the blow. 

She grabbed my hands and counted, “One, two, three.”  At the count of three, we 

both went under the water and sat cross-legged at the bottom.  After our tea party was 

over we resurfaced.  “Again, momma.  Again.”  It’s cold, but head under water is big 

stuff.   

Worthwhile sacrifices. 
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Calendar. 

Monday: jazz class 

Tuesday: ballet class 

Wednesday: early release, play date with Claire 

Thursday: soccer practice, Dr. Nelson 

Friday: pizza with gran and grandad 

Saturday: Emily’s birthday party, Sofia’s family for dinner 

Sunday: soccer game, library 
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Journal entries. 

Entry 1: 6-19-10 
I have a best frend.  Her name is Grace.  We like to play play play.  We have a lot of fun 
fun fun together. 
 
Entry 3: 6-27-10 
I like ketchup.  It is made from tomatoes.  I put it on all sorts of food like noodles, carits, 
or strawberries and all ather foods. 
 
Entry 7: 7-10-10 
I have a garden.  It looks like a jungel.  The garden started little and got biger then it got 
larger. 
 
Entry 9: 8-6-10 
I can swim a lap a real one.  I learned it from my techer Lisie.  She is fun. 
 
Entry 12: 8-22-10 
I like to boogie board.  I lerned it this year.  My dad tot me. 
 
Entry 15: 8-30-10 
I learned to make dirt and worms at camp.  Dirt and worms is made from chocklit 
pudding, crushed oreos, and gume werms. 
 
Entry 20: 9-4-10 
Yesterday I went to the farmers marcet.  I sampled strawberry sorbet.  It was yumy.  I 
sampled cheese from Mr. Behm.  Daddy bot lots of vegetables. 
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Character 4: Teacher 

Introductory letter. 

September 5, 2010 

Dear Students, 

I am writing to introduce myself.  My name is Ms. Rushing and I will be your 

English teacher this year.  My full name is actually Ashby Reid Rushing.  My first name 

is a bit unusual.  It is a family name; it was my father’s first name and his father’s first 

name and so on.  I am an only child so I think that is why I got stuck with it.   

I grew up in two places: Gaithersburg, Maryland and Culpeper, Virginia.  My 

family lived in a house in a subdivision in Gaithersburg until the end of fourth grade.  

After fourth grade, my family moved to Culpeper, Virginia and we lived on a three-

hundred acre farm.  Being a “farm girl” was not something I enjoyed at the time because 

I moved from being close to everything to being fifteen minutes from town.  Now, I 

appreciate the views of mountains and fields that I saw driving to school!   

I went to a very small school; there were only 400 students in the whole school in 

kindergarten through twelfth grade.  There were only twenty-six people in my graduating 

class!  Before I could drive I had to ride the bus over one hour each way to get to school.  

It was a long day. 

I went to college at William and Mary in Williamsburg, Virginia.  As an English 

major I read a lot and I wrote a lot.  Williamsburg was a fun place to live; I had a season 

pass to Busch Gardens so I could go ride a roller coaster whenever I wanted.   
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After college, I moved here.  I got a job in a small law firm.  One of the lawyers 

was a mystery writer so I got to help him do research for his books and edit his writing.  

Working with him helped me become a stronger writer.  While I worked there, I started 

school to become a teacher.  After I finished my master’s degree at George Washington 

University, I became a teacher. 

I started at Madison Middle School and then went to Johnson Middle School 

where I had done my student teaching.  I taught 7th grade at Johnson for three years.  

Along the way, I started school again so I took a leave of absence for one year so I could 

go back to George Washington University full-time and complete much of my course 

work for my doctorate.  After a year away from students, I was anxious to get back in a 

classroom and I ended up here.  This is my eighth year at Washington Middle School and 

my twelfth year teaching.   

Five years ago I found out that I had become a National Board Certified Teacher.  

I began the process the year before.  It involved taking tests about my content, English, 

and about teaching.  I also had to make videos of classes and analyze them so there was a 

lot of writing.  It takes a long time to find out if you have made it but I did.  There are at 

least eight other National Board Certified Teachers at Washington Middle School.   

I am working on my dissertation right now.  I defended the first three chapters 

called the proposal in April and plan to defend this research in December.  I will feel 

accomplished when I have successfully defended my dissertation.  Also, I will have more 

time for other things again.  I spend every free minute – and much of the night – writing.  

The dissertation – explaining the research I did and what it meant – will be over two 
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hundred pages when I am done!  Since this is such a big part of my life right now I will 

be telling you about my research and my writing.   

My husband, Colin, is a lawyer who works in the music industry for a 

performance rights organization; he works to protect artists’ rights and ensure artists get 

paid for their music that is broadcast over internet and satellite.  We listen to a lot of 

music and try to go see bands when we can.  Our daughter Rachel likes They Might Be 

Giants – we took her to their kids’ show last year – and Taylor Swift.  I am glad Taylor 

Swift has a new album coming out in October because Rachel knows all the words to her 

songs and I want to hear some new ones!   

We live here in Maywood so we can walk to Baskin Robbins!  Our house is a 

Sears’ kit home, ordered from a catalog in the 1930s and delivered by train.  We moved 

out of our house for six months last year so we could change it and add on to it.  It was a 

fun project because we got to make lots of decisions about how we wanted things but I 

am glad to be back!   

Our daughter, Rachel, is six years old.  Rachel is starting first grade at Spring Hill 

Elementary School.  When I am not teaching, I am spending time with Rachel and Colin, 

writing, doing Bikram yoga, cooking, traveling, reading books, watching movies, or 

shopping. 

 I spent five weeks last summer at a nationally renowned project on language and 

literature called The Writing Project.  I was part of a group of twenty-five teachers who 

met each day to write, share our writing, and teach each other the ways we teach writing.  
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I learned a lot and will be using a lot of it with you.  I try to make sure there is time for us 

to write each day and I make time to write each day. 

I look forward to working with each of you this year.  We will be working hard – 

reading a lot and writing a lot.  You and I will grow as readers and writers before the 

school year ends.  I believe it is very important that each of you work hard and put forth 

your best effort.  It is my job to help prepare you for 8th grade, high school, college, and 

life.  I am always available to talk with you about anything so don’t hesitate to stop by 

and talk to me or email me any questions or concerns that you have; it is my job to help 

you! 

I have three rules for me and for you: 

1. Don’t try to make something perfect. 

2. There is no wrong. 

3. Keep going under all circumstances. 

       Sincerely, 

       Ashby Rushing 
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Seventh grade English project handout. 

What’s Your Quest?  

Assignment Description: Treasure Island was about a quest, a search to find the 

treasure.  The novel was also about Jim’s search for his identity.  You will create a visual 

representation of your own quest and the steps it will take for you to accomplish your 

quest.  You will include potential obstacles or hurdles you will have to overcome.  Your 

quest will be depicted through words and visual elements on the outside and inside of a 

box.  You should think of your box as a portrait of your journey to accomplish your quest 

and what it will mean to you and others to achieve your quest. 

Step 1 – Outside Front 

Who are you?  How would you describe yourself?  What are your strengths?  

Weaknesses?  What are your talents?  What character traits describe you?  What is your 

position in your family?  What are your hobbies?  Interests? 

Step 2 – Outside Back 

Think of a quest you would be interested in pursuing.  What are your dreams or 

aspirations?  What would you like to accomplish?  This quest must be something that you 

could accomplish in your lifetime.  This quest must be something that can be done by an 

individual. 

Step 3 – Inside Lid 

What are the steps to accomplish your quest?  Make a list of what you will need to do to 

accomplish your quest.  What things will you need to learn?  Where will you need to go 

to learn them?  Who will help you?  What resources are available to help you?  Who are 
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the experts who can give you information to help you in your pursuit of your quest?  

What books can you read?  What classes can you take?  How long will it take you to 

accomplish your quest?  What order will you need to do things in to accomplish your 

quest?  What support can others provide to assist you in your quest? 

Step 4 – Outside Top 

Who are the people that you look up to?  Who are your role models?  Who are your 

heroes?  What are some quotes that you find to be particularly inspirational?  What words 

of wisdom seem particularly relevant to your quest and the journey you will take to reach 

it?   

Step 5 – Outside Right 

What are some of the obstacles you will need to overcome to achieve your quest?  What 

are things that others might do to prevent you from completing your quest?  What are 

some things that may happen in the world around you that may prevent you from 

accomplishing your quest?  What are the unique physical challenges of your quest?  What 

are the unique mental challenges of your quest?   

Step 6 – Outside Left 

What are some of the emotions you will feel as you work towards your quest?  How will 

these emotions hinder or encourage you?  How will you deal with these emotions?  

Step 7 – Inside Box 

What will it mean to accomplish your quest?  What will be the results for you?  What will 

be the results for those around you?  Who will this impact?  How will it impact them?  

What are the feelings or emotions that you will have when you realize your quest?   
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You will use mind-mapping techniques to explore your quest.  Afterwards, you 

will translate all of the elements of your mind map into images, symbols, or objects.  You 

will use your mind map to help you plan your box.  You will need to think of your box as 

a visual representation of all of the elements of your quest. 

Using your mind map, you will complete a design plan for your box.  After you 

have your plan, you will type all of the written components for your box.  NOTHING 

HANDWRITTEN WILL GO ON THE BOX.  Afterwards, you will begin work on your 

box.  Follow your plan throughout the process.  Please refer to the character traits 

sheet, list of found objects, and the artistic resource ideas presented in class.  Be creative!  

Think outside the box!  

Your completed box will be due on Wednesday, June 11, at 3:30 p.m. so that it 

will be available for display the following evening.  Only completed boxes will go on 

display.  Please plan on working on your box at lunch or after school as needed.  Each 

day you will need to bring your folder, design plan, and components to gain entry. 

The box itself, the mind map, the design, and the ways in which you approach 

creating and completing your box will be graded.   
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Journal entry. 

 I feel trapped.  I met with Catherine and Sarah today for a grade-level content 

meeting.  This year, we are supposed to meet three times a week with grade-level content 

teachers and two times a week with our teams.  I am not eager to meet with Catherine and 

Sarah three times a week.  I do not want us to all “be on the same page,” as Sarah calls it.  

I like doing my own thing.  I like the fact that I get to decide what is best for my students.  

I feel my independence slipping away.  With it will go my creativity.  Why can’t I just be 

in my classroom with students?  When I leave my classroom or have time taken away 

from my work with students, I am unhappy. 

 I also need to stand up for myself.  I sat in the meeting today and never spoke up 

about not wanting to do the same things.  I was so secure in what I knew were best 

practices when I started teaching.  Why am I scared now?  I know what is best for my 

students.  Why am I going along with them?  Their plan involves using the textbook and 

the worksheets and assessments that go along with it.  I rarely use the textbook.  So I sat 

there as work was divided up and I have assignments to complete before our next 

meeting—assignments I don’t want to do for activities I don’t want to do.  How can I get 

out of this?  I guess I can do the work and take their work, but then do what I want.  This 

seems ridiculous because of the time it will cost me.  For nothing. 

 I feel as if I have lost confidence.  I don’t think Catherine or Sarah is a better 

teacher than me.  I don’t necessarily think I am a better teacher than them.  I just think we 

are different in how we approach teaching.  I like to create all of my own materials.  I 

know that what I do works.  I know that the more students read and write, the stronger 
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they will be as readers and writers.  Having students read and write about things they can 

connect to or are interested in is a critical piece of my lesson and unit planning.  So what 

am I doing thinking it is OK to not teach the way I believe?  Why am I so worried about 

doing things differently?  I can play the game.  I can use one or two of the same reading 

selections, but then I can branch out and do my own thing. 

 I need to be confident.  I know what is best for my students.  Teaching is a craft, 

and I am practicing that craft when I create for my students.  I do not want to take the 

materials of others—textbook manufacturers or Catherine and Sarah—and use it directly.  

I can look for pieces of their work that might make sense for me to use.  So what will I do 

when I get caught?  I will need to be proud of my work.  I will need to talk about what 

students can do as a result.  I need to stand tall.  I felt so strongly when I started teaching.  

I met regularly with Diane and Katie from graduate school to plan and share ideas.  I 

need to get back to that.  I need to contact some people who think like I do and 

collaborate with them.  The forced collaboration that I am experiencing is taking away 

my confidence and creativity. I should be more confident now.  I am older.  I have been 

teaching for longer.  I need to regain my conviction and voice. Get up, stand up. 
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Award and note.  (Figure 5.) 
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Character 5: Writer 

My writing territories. 

�  feeling young and feeling old – too old for “Ms.” and too young for “Mrs.” 

�  Bazooka bubblegum – how the gum never tasted good and the flavor was short-lived, 

but it was fun to see the comic inside the wrapper – what else could comics make 

better? 

�  ice cream – how I never had an ice cream cone as a child and how much fun it is to 

watch Rachel, now that I can overcome the mess and not worry about it, when she 

eats them 

�  dentists – how we make ourselves endure things that hurt because we know they 

prevent greater pain later and how do you convince a kid of this fact? 

�  backpack – how a fresh backpack and school supplies make starting school much 

more fun 

�  getting nervous speaking to groups for the first time – how my cheeks turn red and 

burn 

�  Rachel – how she makes faces at herself in the mirror like I did as a kid  

�  holding someone – how I love to hold Rachel when she is sleeping or sick and how 

much I enjoy holding and hugging Colin when I see him at the end of the day 

�  my Aunt Ginny – how she seems to see the world so differently than me and is 

always positive about people, places, and things – how her faith defines her – how her 

paintings are a reminder of my grandmother’s artistic abilities  
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�  running – how I never thought I would be a “runner” – the sense of accomplishment I 

feel when I finish a run, especially if my time was better – how I run the five-mile 

loop around the monuments and feel connected to the “capital city” 

�  Bikram yoga – how much I have learned to enjoy the practice of being in a hot room 

for 90 minutes and complete a series of breathing exercises and postures – how I look 

forward to the time when I am completely alone and focused on me 

�  reading – how I love mysteries, the joy I get when I have free time to read, and books 

at the beach in the summer 

�  St. Elmo’s – the coffee shop where I can spend hours and drink lots of coffee 

�  photographs – how I hate to have my picture taken but I love looking at pictures 

where I look “good” or pictures where I – or Colin or Rachel or anyone in our family 

– got caught with a huge grin, really happy, or even cackling 

�  sleep – why don’t I get enough?  Why can’t I sleep in anymore?  I remember 

mornings (well, afternoons, really) of getting up at 11 or 12 and feeling so refreshed 

�  Devon – my friend, riding in her Jeep with the top down, listening to 80s music and 

laughing at silly things 

�  Sarah & Liz – friends from college, girls’ weekends; last fall we met in Richmond at 

Sarah’s house and went shopping and watched old movies snuggled up on the couch 

�  chocolate – how when I was little I would sneak down at Halloween and steal Reese’s 

cups from the front hallway and stash them under my bed 

�  Halloween – the fun of costumes; Pippi Longstocking, Spelling Bee Winner, Princess 

Leia 
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�  school plays – the adrenaline rush of performing in front of an audience in high 

school 

�  No Child Left Behind – how the legislation has changed the way teachers teach – less 

independence and creativity 

�  diets – my obsession with weighing less and all the silly things I have done to loose 

weight 

�  no-fat cheese – the lasagna I made with it and the plastic coating the “melted” cheese 

made 

�  James Bond films – my interest in these old, and I realize sexist, spy films 

�  toys – how I love buying toys so I can go into toy stores bravely – how I enjoy 

wrapping toys and presents up, knowing the wrapping is only temporary 

�  shopping – how whenever I am really blue, some new thing to put in my house can 

raise my spirits – or shoes: a girl can never have enough shoes 

�  buttery popcorn at the movie theater – the oil it leaves on my hands, but the fabulous 

melting taste it leaves in my mouth 

�  Nags Head – college beach weeks that signaled the end of another year in college, but 

one last week of tracking down people and spending time together 

�  Paris – the wonderful feeling of walking in the damp cold in November down streets 

old with stories hiding around curves and in corners 

�  Williamsburg – how going back to where I went to college brings memories flooding 

back; a sandwich at The Cheese Shop reminds me of lazy afternoons without classes 

spent laughing and talking 
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�  hiking – how much I enjoy climbing mountains and the sense of accomplishment 

when I finally reach the top and the helihiking trip I took to Canada with my mother 

after my father died 

�  Maine – where I would live all summer if I could and eat delicious lobster and take 

long hikes 

�  Glee – how I have fallen for this show and its ability to make me giggle out loud and 

be reminded of what high school was like 

�  art – how much I love walking quietly around a museum and looking at art that 

appeals to me and how bizarre some modern art is 

�  laughing – how I used to blow milk out of my nose at lunch in elementary school if 

someone made me laugh when I was drinking 

�  Las Vegas – people watching – how some people seem to have so much money – the 

excess, the show – how there are incredibly rich people walking next to very poor 

people 

�  Hawaii – spending two weeks there with our whole family – the drama – the fun – the 

realization that there are places where you can go and be different, feel different 

�  the summer – that rush of feelings when the school year is finally over and then the 

lack of closure, the pit in my stomach the next week as I want to be back with 

students, want to hear them in the halls again 

�  driving in the country – the 45 minutes it took me to drive to school my junior and 

senior years – driving on winding, country roads with no center lanes and always the 

possibility of a tractor over the next hill  
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Journals.  (Figure 6.) 
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Position paper for The Writing Project. 

 Writing 

 Writing is essential.  I need to write.  Daily.   

 Writing helps us understand ourselves; it helps us to come alive.  When we write, 

we make sense of things; we make meaning.  Through writing, we understand.  Inner and 

outer.  Ourselves and others.  Our world and other worlds. 

 Writing is a unique form of communication because it allows us the opportunity 

to get our thoughts on paper and edit those thoughts as they make their way from the 

brain to the pen.  It loops back when we read what we have written.  This relay from 

brain to paper and paper to brain gives us time to analyze and synthesize in a way our 

thoughts alone cannot.  We can think about things and understand them, but writing gives 

us an understanding that thinking alone cannot. 

 Writing is connected to schema theory.  The act of writing provides us with the 

opportunity to be secretaries, filing away new information.  As we write, we connect to 

the stories.  We see all of the connections we have with what we have written.  Through 

these connections, we label.  The labels allow us to file the information away in our 

brains, much like schema theory states that we connect new information and experiences 

to others to learn, and random facts are not retained.  We do this when we read or when 

we speak, but when we write, those connections are more likely to happen, and there is a 

greater opportunity for us to make more of them as we spend time on a topic or idea. 

 Writing is story.  Stories are what we are surrounded by and what make us up.  

What we say doesn’t necessarily last; what we write does. 
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 The Teaching of Writing 

 Writing is essential.  Students need to write.  Daily. 

 How many days went by in my classroom when my students and I did not write?  

Too many.  We will write every day. I will write with my students and make sure that I 

share with them as much as they share with me.  I need to do what I ask them to do.  This 

is where I started 12 years ago, but I have gotten away from it.  I now know I need to 

write with them.  In part, this is purely selfish because I now recognize how much I learn 

by writing and know that I need to write at each opportunity I provide students.  Writing 

is a powerful thing. 

 Students need opportunities to write about what matters to them, topics they can 

connect with and connect to.  Informal and formal. 

 Students need to laugh out loud.  Writing and hearing others’ writing should make 

them feel.  My writing classroom should be a place where students share writing that 

evokes a variety of emotions from both reader and audience. They laughed, they cried, 

they … 

 Students need a variety of audiences.  They need to share their writing with me, 

other students, their parents, and the wider community.  Students need to know in 

advance what the expected audience will be for any writing that they do.  A variety of 

audiences helps students develop their voice.  Students need to share writing in small 

groups and get feedback.  Small groups allow students to make more intimate 

connections.  
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 Writing allows reflection.  Students can reflect on learning experiences.  Written 

reflection is one way students can make sense of things.  Students need to reflect on what 

is happening in and out of school.  Adolescents go through so much that they can better 

understand if they write about it.  Personal writing gives them a place to really figure out 

what is important to them.  

 Teaching writing is about learning.  We all have something to learn from each 

other.  We all have an obligation to understand each other.  Writers learn by writing and 

sharing their writing.  Teachers learn by writing, sharing their writing, and hearing 

students’ writing.  The shared experiences are learning experiences. 

 The Call of Writing 

 Writing is essential.  I need to write to learn.  Students need to write to learn.  

Daily. 

 Humans make sense through writing.  Having students write about a topic can 

help ensure they will remember it; the information will be stored.  Through writing, 

students process and understand new information.  Any time students need to make sense 

of something, they need to write about it.   

 Writing is one way we can take what we encounter and understand it.  We learn 

by reading and talking, but through writing, we learn in deeper and more complex ways 

because of the process of writing.  In writing, we form the word and through it we 

represent the world.  The words of writing allow us and others to better see the world and 

to form deeper understandings.  In this way, writing serves as content and context, 
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depicting the world around us and allowing us to present an analysis of that world. Write.  

Daily. 
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The skin underneath. 

 With a high school graduating class of 26, there was little opportunity to reinvent 

myself until I went off to college.  When we graduated, I had been in school with most of 

them since sixth grade.  A few times in high school I went away to camps where I didn’t 

know anyone, and these were chances to be someone else and to be more of what I 

thought was myself. 

 After ninth grade, I went to writing camp.  This was two weeks of living in 

college dorms and experiencing a level of freedom I hadn’t known before.  I didn’t 

appreciate the advantages of freedom until I returned home.  At camp, I could stay up late 

talking to people or listening to music in dorm hallways.  We could take walks with 

friends or explore the campus.  We could make late night runs to the convenience store 

for unhealthy food and soda.  Home seemed much more restrictive.  There was no one to 

talk to and nothing to do living on a farm 15 minutes from town. 

 I was nervous to go to camp.  I didn’t know anyone who would be there.  What if 

no one liked me?  What if I had to read my writing out loud and people laughed?  What if 

people thought I was fat and ugly?  I was consumed by the “what ifs” on the drive there.  

I was also consumed by wondering if my parents would embarrass me.  I always felt like 

I stuck out since my parents were older.  I also thought my father stuck out in his cowboy 

boots and no-nonsense talk.  He would say whatever came to his mind with little regard 

for his audience.  I think he enjoyed being a bit of a cowboy—someone who stood out.  

At the time, I didn’t recognize that I was looking for the same thing. 
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 Looking back, I realize everyone is insecure; I assumed I was the only one who 

was less than perfect and had weird parents.  I also failed to recognize that hundreds of 

kids being dropped off at camp meant no one really noticed my parents; they were too 

busy trying to deal with their own.  I wanted my parents to leave quickly before they 

could share anything that might embarrass me, such as having a stuffed dog named Butch 

that still stayed in my bedroom. 

 I reinvented myself as soon as they drove away.  At the time, I held a serious 

grudge against my name.  I associated “Ashby” with the different forms I had been 

called, some mistaken and some intentional, from elementary and middle school.  There 

was the assumption and misread that my name was “Ashley” and then there were the 

taunts or mispronunciations such as “Assby.”  “Assby” worked with my insecurities 

about my size and prominent backside to make me hate the name, correctly or incorrectly 

spoken.  When I arrived at camp, I dubbed myself “AJ,” an abbreviation of my first and 

middle names, Ashby Jean.  The name change was liberating.  AJ was a new person, a 

person who could like her own music.  At school, I had met expectations and tried to be 

like everyone else.  Everyone listened to classic rock, so I forced myself to like The Who.  

Becoming AJ helped me become someone who would state she liked the Indigo Girls and 

Tracy Chapman. 

 At first, I didn’t look or respond to “AJ,” but I quickly felt that it was me; I could 

be AJ easily.  Other things seemed new, too.  People looked at me.  People wanted to get 

to know me.  People wanted to talk to me.  All of this surprised me.  I had spent years 

with the same small group, and we didn’t have much to talk about.  Everything we had 
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was in common.  We took the same classes and did the same things and played the same 

sports.  Twenty-six people in Latin II.  Twenty-six people heard our headmaster rage 

against our American television generation who would be ruled by Japan.  We had all the 

same stories and the same information.  

 At camp, everyone was different, which was exciting.  Writers’ camp drew a 

group of people who wanted to be different.  We would sit and talk for hours.  Boys and 

girls.  At school, lengthy conversations were rare and usually only between girls.  People 

shared ideas and opinions and music and ways of thinking.  I was quiet initially and then 

joined.  I remember people listening to me, listening to what I had to say and responding.  

I remember the counselors and writing teachers listening, too.  At school, my ideas were 

often dismissed or they weren’t exactly what teachers were looking for; they weren’t 

“right.”  My English textbooks have all of the answers written in them.  There was no 

discussion or debate about what the theme of Paradise Lost might be or what theme was 

supported by my reading of the text.  I was told the theme.  I wrote in the margin, 

“Theme: justify the ways of God to men.”  I memorized that theme for a test on John 

Milton.  Did I truly think about it?  Did anyone ask me what I thought the theme of 

Paradise Lost might be?  No.  So writers’ camp was different.  Someone would read 

something he or she had written, look up, and say, “What do you think?”  Those words 

sounded wonderful to me. 

 It was the first time I made friends with people who talked openly about 

differences in religion.  I had never known anyone who was Jewish and I was really 

intrigued to hear her talk about the celebrations, holidays, and traditions that were foreign 
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to me.  The world seemed larger after hearing her talk about the special ceremony her 

family did each Friday to begin Sabbath.  I discussed and debated abortion with two of 

my new friends, who had different opinions but felt strongly.  They respectfully 

challenged each other and raised interesting points.  I sat on the sidelines before jumping 

in to add my opinions, too.  I felt important in conversations.  I felt like I had a lot to 

learn, but the knowledge I did have was worthwhile and worth sharing. 

 I quickly formed a group of friends.  The group had boys and girls in it.  Boys 

seemed interested in me for the first time.  Interested enough to have extended 

conversations.  I don’t even remember what we talked about, but I remember sitting 

outside the dorm suite one night with John and talking until 2 a.m.  It was wonderful 

staying up until 2 a.m.  It was wonderful talking to a boy. The boys at school knew me 

too well or didn’t know me well enough to have long conversations with me. 

 On our first Saturday, everyone in camp went to a lake.  We spent the whole day 

there, reading lazily, talking lazily, and just feeling lazy about who we were.  A complete 

feeling of comfort—comfort in my own skin—is what strikes me about that day.  I spent 

all day in the sun enjoying this new place and new friends.  I forgot to put on sunscreen 

and got a sunburn, which made everything hurt.  Everything hurt.  And yet it didn’t.  I felt 

so comfortable that the pain was minor.  I felt like my skin fit; my skin wasn’t something 

I was hiding underneath a school uniform.  My burned skin felt good to wear.  I was glad 

to have that skin on. 

 As the second week drew to a close, I started to peel.  Somehow the skin coming 

off reminded me of the person I was underneath and who I would be when I went back to 
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school and became one of the 26 again.  I would tug at the skin, knowing that each piece 

I pulled off took me back closer to being Ashby and closer to the person I had been able 

to leave behind.  As I peeled my skin, Ashby came back.   

 Leaving camp was difficult.  My sophomore year of high school was better; I was 

more secure in myself and less worried about fitting in with the other 25 people.  More 

worried about being happy and about having conversations about things.  When I went 

back that fall, I must have seemed aloof.  I remember people remarking that I was 

different.  I bought a pair of purple suede shoes and wore them as a sign that I was done 

being like everyone else.  I became someone whose shoes stood out even if her uniform 

held her back.  I became someone who decided whether or not she liked something based 

on her own feelings.  My style emerged.  I spoke out every now and then.  I continued to 

write the theme in the margins, but I began to think about it more, to think about what 

other themes were there and what connections I could make.  I began to feel inside like 

the person college allowed me to be on the outside years later.  

    

 



 

 161

Character 6: Researcher 

National Council of Teachers of English presentations. 

“Immigration Imagined & Re-Imagined: Using iMovie, PhotoStory, and Podcast to 

Create & Connect Stories” presented at annual conference fall 2009. 

“X Marks the Spot:  The Real Treasure in Treasure Island” presented at annual 

conference fall 2009. 

“Creating the Map after Choosing Your Destination” presented at annual conference fall 

2007. 

“Literacies in Someone Else’s Shoes: Two Middle School Units that Follow a Different 

Map”  presented at annual conference fall 2007. 

“Applying the ‘Slinky’ Model to Secondary English Methods: Moving Back and Forth 

Between Individual and Collective Notions of Teaching and Learning English” presented 

at annual conference fall 2003. 

“Orchestrating Mutiny in the Classroom: Classroom Teachers Discuss Their Own 

Experiences in ‘Giving up the Ship’” presented at annual conference fall 1999. 

“From Theory to Practice: New Teachers Struggle to Bring Literature Alive in Three 

Diverse Classroom Settings” presented at annual conference fall 1998. 
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 Books.  (Figure 7.) 
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Meeting with dissertation chair. 

Sell it.  Sell it. Sell it.  If this were a product, what would it be?  What would the 

slogan be?  Where did this all begin?  Oh, yes.  I remember.  It began with me wanting to 

do research that was both meaningful and personal.  It began with questions about 

knowledge: What can we know?  How can that knowledge be represented?  How can I 

make someone else connect with the knowledge?  How can I make someone else know?  

What can we know?  How can this knowledge, the knowledge I will create, be usefully 

represented?  

Yes, these were my questions when I decided I was really interested in exploring 

my teaching identity, the person I was and am in my classroom.  The big question that 

swirled through my mind had been, “So what?”  That was the question I always tried to 

keep in the forefront of my mind.  I tried to make sure I answered the question in every 

piece of writing I did and every assignment I crafted for students.  I knew it was a big 

question I would need to explicitly answer in my research IF I could get Dr. Paley to 

“buy” my dissertation. 

Ashby looks at Dr. Paley.  Nick.  She thinks about names to distract herself. 

I am getting old.  Am I 37 or 38?  Why do I have trouble remembering the older I 

get?  Rachel is five and I had her when I was 32 so what does that make me?  Right.  37.  

Until May.  I am digressing.  At what point do I stop saying “Dr. Paley”?  It is a sign of 

respect; it is his title.  It is important to acknowledge that, but I know him well.  Are we 

friends?  “Nick” implies friendship.  I met him 15 years ago in one of my first graduate 

courses.  He taught the History of American Education, a course that certainly shaped 
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my teaching identity.  I refer to him as “Nick” to others and in emails, but I am not sure I 

am quite ready to drop addressing him as “Dr. Paley.”  Titles are complex.  On the one 

hand, they represent work and work should be acknowledged.  On the other hand, 

relationships extend beyond titles.  It seems as if I know him well enough to call him 

“Nick.”  Would Nick be surprised to see I have Emily Post on a shelf at home and thinks 

it is still important to follow the established conventions of etiquette?  What is the 

etiquette for selling something to your dissertation chair?  

She knows he is thinking and wonders what he is thinking.  At this point, she 

imagines the thoughts swirling around inside her chair’s head: Is she crazy?  A 

multigenre dissertation?  An autoethnography?  Performance autoethnography?  How 

will this work?  How can she pull this one off?  She knows these thoughts because she 

had them first.  She had even worse ones … Will the faculty come to my defense and 

laugh at me or ask me questions about REAL research?  I can be a risk-taker.  Will Nick, 

will Dr. Paley, take the risk, too? 

The meeting started out like this … doctoral student walks into her committee 

chair’s office.  She knows they will leave and meet somewhere else to avoid the 

institutional feeling that his office and the architecture of the education school emanate.  

They find a bench and sit down.  She says, “I have a plan.  I can do this.  I am ready to do 

this.  There is a lot of work to support what I am going to do.  It is different, but it will 

work.  It will be my story, but it will contain elements that will be applicable to a wider 

audience.  Other teachers can learn from my experiences and analysis.  Both the 

methodology as well as the research itself will be useful to others.  There are others 
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looking for ways to represent research in unique and different ways.  For writers who are 

researchers, this way will be meaningful.  Writing will allow me to create data.  Writing 

in multiple genres will allow me represent knowledge.  I know through writing.  Writing 

will allow me to share the knowledge I am creating.  The only way for me to do this is to 

write.  It has to be a format that will allow readers to know, too.” 

She is sweating.  She looks down to make sure she is not wearing a green 

polyester sports coat, wondering if she has turned into a used car salesman.  She sits back 

and waits, ready for her chair to come back at her with concerns, questions, and the 

number of a good psychiatrist. 

He is wearing sunglasses.  I hate sunglasses.  Sunglasses block the eyes.  I need to 

see his eyes so I can get some hint of what he is thinking.  Sunglasses obscure someone’s 

thoughts.  Not a bad idea, though.  Could I wear sunglasses at my defense?  Will there be 

a defense? 

She does what she usually does: she talks.  She doesn’t want to give him time to 

think.  She launches in again pulling from a stack of books and printouts.  “People have 

done this.  Not here.  But people have done this.  I found a multigenre dissertation, too.  I 

can send you the link.  There is an entire book on autoethnographic methods.  I have it 

here.  I ordered you one, too.”  She thinks the prospect of a book will add support to her 

case.  I was smart to order you a copy of the book so you would not have to track it down.  

Another thought flits across her mind.  It is true though that anyone can write a book 

about anything and it doesn’t make it real or true.   
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She talks faster.  “I want to do research that matters to ME and I want to write 

about it in a way that is meaningful.  This would be both.  It is what I care about.”  You 

are blabbering, Ashby.  Stop it.  She tries to look like a puppy dog.  Maybe the breed of 

dog that is all wrinkly would help.  What are those dogs?  OK.  I will settle for looking 

like a Basset Hound.  Sort of fits me anyway and I used to have one.  She smushes up her 

face as she finishes.   

Her chair is looking at her.  Speak.  Why won’t he speak?  Process please.  Say 

something.  Now.  She continues her expectant puppy look, but is moving to what could 

be considered imploring, maybe even begging. 

Her chair says to her, “Let’s talk this through.  Then I will go and read what you 

have for me and we can talk again.”  Why is brevity something she cannot muster but he 

seems to be able to without any thought or effort?  At least this is a start.  She feels the 

trickle of sweat dropping down her back.  I hope I don’t have visible sweat rings.  What 

time is it?  I have to back at 12:45 for my next class.  Why do I try to fit it all in?  I think I 

can teach my seventh graders and then run out of the building and get to downtown D.C. 

and have a meeting and then get back again to teach my afternoon classes.  I am always 

rushing.  What is it I am teaching this afternoon?  Back on track.  Focus on this right 

now.     

She sits still while he looks at what she has given him.  If this were an 

advertisement, it would have a slogan or catchy phrase: Is it live or is it Memorex?  Is it 

live or is it multigenre?  Good to the last drop.  Good to the last page.  There truly is 

substance behind this work, and I am resolved to make him see that and make it happen.   
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 When she leaves, she is hopeful.  I am turning the a/c on high as soon as I get in 

the car.  I hope I put enough money in the parking meter.  If I don’t encounter any traffic, 

I may have time to eat something before my students show up.  Do I have something in 

my classroom to eat? 
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Writing Project presentation handout. 

Multigenre Writing and Research 

Ashby Rushing, Writing Project Teacher Consultant 

 “Perception is all. 
 Ways of seeing. 
 Ways of knowing. 
 Ways of learning. 
 Sometimes I see the world through poetry: a bit of cadenced language suddenly 
saying itself in my head, an incredible image ever sharp, a surprising metaphor with 
extensions following close behind. 
 Sometimes I see the world through prose: a description that holds in place an 
unforgettable scene, a pointed story that clarifies experience, a monolog that marshals 
points I wish I’d made during a disagreement. 
 Sometimes I see the world through dramatic encounters: before a student arrives 
for conference, I play out the dialog that might occur between us; I talk with my father, 
he dead now three decades. 
 Each genre offers me ways of seeing and understanding that others do not.  I 
perceive the world through multiple genres.  They shape my seeing.  They define who I 
am.” 
      Tom Romano, Writing with Passion, 109 
 

 “A multigenre paper arises from research, experience, and imagination.  It is not 
an uninterrupted, expository monolog nor a seamless narrative nor a collection of poems.  
A multigenre paper is composed of many genres and subgenres, each piece self-
contained, making a point of its own, yet connected by theme or topic and sometimes by 
language, images, and content.  In addition to many genres, a multigenre paper may also 
contain many voices, not just the author’s.  The trick is to make such a paper hang 
together.” 
     Tom Romano, Blending Genre, Altering Style, x-xi 
 

Introduction 

Students need opportunities to write in various genres.  Multigenre writing asks 

students to tell stories—their own and those of others—through multiple genres, 

requiring students to know and write those genres.  Teachers model the genres they want 
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students to use, and students are given opportunities to choose genres that best meet their 

varied writing needs: audience and purpose, voice, and tone. 

Students are more likely to evaluate and synthesize information when asked to 

construct something new.  Multigenre research asks students to conduct research and 

represent their findings in unique ways through a variety of genres.  Rather than the 

traditional research paper, students are offered choices and must make choices based on 

what is the best way of conveying information to their audience. 

Objectives 

Participants will 

�  produce several pieces of writing in various genres; 

�  identify what multigenre writing and research encompass; 

�  evaluate the possibilities of multigenre writing and research; and 

�  identify ways in which to incorporate multigenre writing and research in their 

classrooms. 

Multigenre Writing 

Fiction 

Students can construct stories through multiple genres.  Rather than a traditional 

short story told from one point of view, students can write a story through a variety of 

points of view, adopting the perspective of several characters and using multiple genres 

to tell the story.  This process teaches students about point of view and asks students to 

step inside the head of other characters; it allows them to experiment with and better 

understand voice and tone.  Non-linear stories force students to critically examine and 
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analyze in ways linear stories do not.  Students are engaged in understanding stories 

written in different genres, ways that appeal to a wider range of learning styles and ask 

students to do higher-level thinking.  Teachers can model this idea with a variety of texts 

such as David Macauley’s Black and White, Kate Klise’s Regarding the Fountain, 

Sharon Draper’s Tears of a Tiger, Avi’s Nothing but the Truth, and Michael Ondaatje’s 

The Collected Works of Billy the Kid. 

Non-Fiction 

Students can tell the story of their lives or a specific part of their lives, such as 

their literacy journeys, through multigenre.  Students could provide autobiographical 

information about themselves in a series of pieces in different genres.  In their writing, 

students must embed details to provide readers with clues to themselves.  Rather than 

telling readers about their interestes, multigenre writers must show their readers by taking 

them to the soccer game or swim meet. 

Multigenre Research 

Traditional research asks students to gather and restate information; little or no 

analysis takes place.  Mutligenre research asks students to gather information, analyze 

information, and represent it in new and different ways.  The writer makes choices about 

how and what to include in the pieces.  The author determines which genre can best 

convey information about a topic.  Is a diary entry the best way to convey what 

Shackleton was thinking as he saw the Endurance sink through the ice and disappear 

forever?  Students must make choices and be able to support those choices.  Multigenre 

research gives students choices; choice facilitates meaningful learning.  Students are 
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constantly synthesizing and analyzing as they gather information and make decisions 

about how to represent it.  Because the final product is a series of pieces created by 

students, opportunities for plagiarism—intentional or not—are eliminated. 

One idea for doing this is to have students conduct research on immigration and 

have them take on the role of an immigrant.  Using photographs from the Library of 

Congress, www.loc.gov, have students do the following: 

Looking at the photograph you received, choose a person in the photograph, and 

BECOME that person.   

• Write a poem, letter home, or journal entry from your character’s point of view.  Focus 

on your feelings as you arrive or have newly arrived in America.   

Consider some or all of the following questions as you write: 

What is my name? Where am I from? How old am I? Who are the people with me? What 

do I see around me? Did I want to leave my country?  Why or why not? What do I think 

life will be like in America?  How will I protect my family?  What will we do for money?  

What are the prized possessions I brought? 

Continue and have students create a series of writings about the person in the 

photograph.  The writings should incorporate research to fully detail the person.  Students 

could choose to write the following pieces: diary entry; letter to sponsor; poem; letter 

home about journey; travel journal; letter home at future point; life history; flashback; 

flashforward; or, personal history to grandchildren. 
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The collected pieces could be used to create a podcast, iMovie, or PhotoStory 

detailing the person’s experiences as an immigrant.  Students can record the pieces of 

writing to create a finished piece. 

 

Annotated Bibliography (in order of usefulness) 

Romano, Tom. (2000). Blending genre, altering style: Writing multigenre papers. 

  Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann. 

This book has five full-length multigenre papers that are great examples to use and share 
with students, depending on grade level.  This is the how-to book, and he even provides 
ideas for how to start the unit and what to do on specific days. He offers lots of different 
ideas and ways, but he does make concrete suggestions for how to introduce various 
genres to students and get them writing.  There are sections about grading and assessment 
and he includes actual grading scales.   
 

Romano, Tom. (1995). Writing with passion: Life stories, multiple genres. Portsmouth, 

  NH: Heinemann. 

The original.  This is the book of how it all came about.  Romano provides the why and 
the how.  The theory is present as well as how to do it.  The book is very much a story, 
too; he details how he came to multigenre and how he has made changes to adapt it and 
make it more successful.  The book is full of examples useful for teachers that could be 
used with students.  Romano works his way through various genres and two chapters are 
devoted to multigenre research specifically. He addresses breaking style conventions, 
which he calls Grammar B, and explains how to do it and what it gets you. 
 
 
Allen, Camille, & Swistak, Laurie. (2004). Multigenre research: The power of choice and 

  interpretation. Language Arts, 81, 223-232. 

Allen and Swistak walk through the process of doing multigenre research with Swistak’s 
fifth graders.  Allen, a teacher educator, and her pre-service teachers worked with 
Swistak’s students on the project.  Student samples are provided.  Additionally, the 
project has been done multiple times so you are provided with what improvements have 
been made to meet students’ needs to make the project go more smoothly.  The piece 
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talks about how critical it is for students to choose the topic for their research, but to do 
so in an informed manner.  Allen and Swistak had to provide students with enough 
information to make choices that would engage them throughout the research process.  
This is a useful piece about how to do this and how to make it work. 
 
 
Grierson, Sirpa. (1999). Circling through texts: Teaching research through multigenre 

  writing. English Journal, 89, (1), 51-55. 

Grierson is a teacher educator, but her piece offers strong support for doing multigenre 
research.  Grierson talks about her journey from offering it as an option to making it a 
requirement.  She does a thorough job of creating a case based on theory.  She has a great 
analogy of “peeling back layers of exotic fruit” for how she introduces the concept 
through examples to her students.  Grierson talks about student investment with this type 
of assignment and how it is more work yet more rewarding.   
 
 
Slack, Delane Bender. (2001). Fusing social justice with multigenre writing. English 

  Journal, 90, (6), 62-66. 

This is a great snapshot of a particular multigenre project done with an eighth grade class.  
Students created a paper and presentation about a movement.  She gave them specific 
parameters and a select number of genres to choose from.  Students were highly engaged 
because of the overall topic, and she found it allowed students to connect and have 
empathy in unique ways.  If you want to see how to do this, this article is a useful look at 
one unit. 
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Conclusion 

 In this chapter, I have introduced the six characters that constitute my teaching 

identity.  In doing this I have examined multiple primary writing artifacts to provide a 

more dimensioned understanding of each character.  These primary writing artifacts 

suggest the complexity of each of these characters.  I have made decisions about the types 

of writing that best portray the characters individually.  In addition, I have made 

decisions about which events to represent through writing.  These primary writing 

artifacts are not exhaustive of the character’s identity but are intentionally selected to 

portray these characters through snapshots of events, some life-changing, some personal, 

some professional, some mundane.   

 Although the characters work together, I have attempted to isolate them through 

writing.  The goal of presenting these primary written artifacts was to distinguish and 

define the characters as separate entities within and without of the classroom.  They are 

combined within me but each is reflected in different ways at different times.  The 

writing selections illuminate the complexities that reside within each character.   

 In the next chapter, Chapter V, I amplify these primary writing artifacts for each 

character with end notes for each that explain the written artifacts to provide readers a 

more layered understanding of the complexities of the six characters.  The writing 

artifacts and explanations are separate so readers could begin to form a picture of the 

individual characters on their own.  Readers connect with and understand characters 

through details and descriptions.  This was the intention in letting the multigenre artifacts 

stand by themselves.  In Chapter IV, the writing is on the lines; the writing artifacts stand 
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alone for the reader so that he or she can interact directly with the writing to create a 

depiction of the characters.  In Chapter V, the writing is between the lines; the end notes 

are intended to assist the reader in constructing a more complete depiction of the writing 

artifacts and the characters: what they are, what they mean, and how they function. 

 These primary and end note writing artifacts in Chapters IV and V function as 

data which will ground my analysis of my teaching identity in Chapter VI through 

performance autoethnography represented in a self-created one act-two scene play 

designed to explore my teaching identity. 
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Chapter V: Six Characters’ Writing End Notes 
 
 
Introduction 

 Chapter IV provided a series of multigenre written artifacts to illuminate the six 

characters that form my teaching identity.  Because I wanted readers to interact with the 

characters while reading the written artifacts, I intentionally chose to separate the 

explanations of the written artifacts from the artifacts themselves.  In this chapter, I 

provide detailed explanations of the written artifacts to provide a more complete picture 

of why I selected these artifacts and what I intended them to depict about each character.   

 

Character 1: Daughter 

The pony. 

 My dad rarely told me stories about his childhood.  I never met his parents.  I met 

his brother once or twice, but he made it clear they weren’t close; dad considered his 

younger brother a spoiled momma’s boy.  He reconnected with his best friend from 

childhood, Tommy, when we moved to the farm. On most Friday evenings, we went out 

for dinner to smoky restaurants that served pizza and beer.  The group consisted of five 

people—dad, mom, Tommy, his wife Diane, and me.  Tommy’s children were grown and 

had children of their own. Sometimes my dad would tell stories about his childhood.  

Since he didn’t talk much about his life, I paid particular interest. 

 The story about the pony did have a surprise ending.  His father had smiled at the 

antics and had been impressed with Ray’s ingenuity.  He was not impressed with the 

overall decision, but his initial response to hearing about what had happened was humor.  



 

 177

Afterwards, he got into big trouble for it, but that was probably so his father could look 

good with his mother.  The story gave me insight into the grandfather I never knew and 

the father who didn’t seem like someone who would have pulled a stunt like that.  I 

enjoyed the stories because it was the only insight I had into my dad’s family.  I liked the 

idea of dad getting into trouble.  I liked to see him smile and laugh, thinking back to 

when he was young. 

 

Decisions. 

 A few years ago, my mom sold her house and moved into an “over 55” 

community.  She had been living in the house since my dad’s heart transplant.  It was not 

the house I grew up in, but it was where I came during college and afterwards.  This was 

the house where my parents created a new life, my dad 60 and my mom 49, when they 

moved there.  

I associated the house with dad’s transplant.  It was also where he died.  After his 

kidneys began to fail, he decided against continued medical interventions and began a 

quick descent.  A hospital bed was brought into the family room and nurses came to 

administer morphine to make him comfortable.  The hospice nurses helped us negotiate 

his journey to death.  On visits there after he died, I thought mostly of him and the time 

spent waiting and watching him die.  

Getting my mom out of the house meant going through stuff, emotions, and 

memories.  To sell the house we had to deal with what was in it: things visible and 

invisible surrounding her time there and his death.  As I helped her make decisions about 
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what to keep and what to discard, I faced the past.  I had guilt about not spending enough 

time with my dad before he died.  The six months the doctors gave him turned into one.  

Once I realized how quickly he was dying, I dropped everything and went home, but 

regretted not going sooner.  The experience of his passing made me realize that family is 

most important. 

I came to realize that teaching affords me fulfillment and my students bring me 

energy, but family provides life.  Ultimately, my mom’s move enabled me to understand 

how important it is to be a daughter and have the ability to be with family, to offer 

support when needed.  My mom continues to thank me for helping her sell her house; she 

is free from the burdens.  I feel grateful I was entrusted to do it. 

 

Quilt. 

My dad was a businessman, a salesman.  He started companies.  I can remember 

visiting his office as a young girl.  He had an enormous desk with piles and piles of 

paper.  Also, he had an enormous ashtray full of cigarette butts.  He worked a lot.  He 

was ambitious and driven.  As a salesman, he could mold his personality to different 

people.  He could be crude or sensitive.  He could size up a situation or a person and 

know what was called for in words and mannerisms.  He could dress up or dress down 

depending on what he thought would make his sales pitch more effective.     

My father hated to dress up but he did it because work required it.  He was 

happiest on the farm in jeans and a cotton work shirt.  He loved cowboy boots.   Even 

with suits, he wore boots.  On a family business trip to Texas, we made a stop at the 
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Lucchese boot store to have several pairs custom made for him.  I thought the boots were 

a salute to John Wayne, one of his favorite actors.  The boots made him tough.  The boots 

also got stuck on his feet.  One of my jobs was to help him get his boots off in the 

evenings.  His ankles would swell from the medicines he was on and the activities he did 

during the day.  Although we had a boot jack, I realize now he probably did not have the 

requisite strength to use it.  So, I became his boot helper. 

Several months after he died, my mom began to get rid of some of his things.  She 

started with clothes.  Visiting, I saw a large bag with all of his ties.  She planned to take 

them to Goodwill.  For some reason, I took them home and put them in a closet.  I wasn’t 

sure at the time why I took them but knew an idea would come to me.  Later, I decided to 

have a quilt made from them.  I worked with a teacher who quilted in her spare time to 

choose a design.  When the quilt was done, I framed it.  It hangs in a prominent location 

at home.  Looking at the quilt reminds me of my father.  I remember his suits, his ties, 

and his cowboy boots.  I enjoy telling Rachel about him too.   

 

July 11, 1991. 

 A defining moment as a daughter was my dad’s heart transplant.  I had resigned 

myself to his passing.  That night changed everything.  It changed dad—changed my life 

as his daughter.  It changed my mom also.  She was prepared for him to die, anticipating 

it since I was five years old.  The heart transplant gave him an additional 10 years; it gave 

me an opportunity to be a different daughter to a different man. 
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My dad had been a hard-charging small businessman.  He was a salesman who 

had highs and lows.  I remember times when he was very happy; business was good.  I 

can also remember his anger; he could get angry easily when things were not going well.  

When he yelled at me for no reason, my mom would blame it on the pressures of 

business.  I didn’t spend a lot of time with him because he was frequently working; 

owning his own business meant he worked the longest and the hardest.  My dad was very 

much in charge. 

After the transplant, things were different.  I saw my dad as vulnerable and weak.  

I saw him cry.  His frustration was apparent.  I remember he said frequently that he just 

couldn’t do what he had done before.  He was referring to both physical and mental 

abilities.  He found some comfort in working with small businessmen, providing advice 

to them as they were starting out ,but he was unable to be the go-for-broke, give-it-all-

you’ve-got type himself.  He would tire easily.  I remember sitting in the family room 

with him on visits and trying to assimilate these two different dads, the one from before 

the transplant and the one afterwards.  I loved both in different ways.  I feel fortunate that 

he was around to dance with me at my wedding and see me marry someone of whom he 

clearly approved.  I miss him, but am privileged to have gotten those 10 years with him, 

the different him.  The time was a gift. 
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Character 2: Wife 

Refrigerator list. 

 The foods we buy and eat give away our secrets.  You can tell a lot about people 

from what is inside their refrigerators; it tells you about what is inside them.  The items 

provide clues to where the food is purchased, the types of foods people eat, and the time 

spent preparing meals.  Each item in the refrigerator tells a story about someone in my 

house.  Our refrigerator is not filled with takeout containers.  In addition, there are raw 

ingredients rather than prepared foods.  What is and is not in my refrigerator supports the 

notion that we cook a lot rather than eat out. 

My marriage is very much about food.  My whole life seems to be about food at 

times.  Food is both mundane and remarkable; we eat daily, yet eating is also a way of 

celebrating.  What will we eat tonight?  Will Colin be home for dinner?  Who is coming 

over this weekend and what will we cook?  What is in season at the farmers’ market?  

Our tastes and talents can be derived from the items sitting in our refrigerator. 

 Looking at the list you may be able to tell that the different people in our 

household prefer different things.  There are two types of milk: 2% and nonfat.  There is 

salted butter, unsalted butter, and I Can’t Believe It’s Not Butter spray.  There are eggs 

and egg whites.  Colin prefers things in their natural, full-fat state and I would love them 

that way, but in an attempt to be more conscious of my weight, I buy non-fat items. 

 Colin and I love to cook.  We love to eat.  We love to have people over to share 

meals with us.  We love to be with each other.  We love to spend time together in the 

kitchen.  Cooking and eating are very much at the heart of our relationship.  Much of the 
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time we have together is spent planning, preparing, or consuming meals.  For us, it is a 

love of each other and what is entailed in making and eating meals together.  Rachel is 

involved, too.  Colin has been teaching her to cook since she was very young.  Her fourth 

birthday party had a chef theme.  Our refrigerator and what is inside tells a lot about what 

we cook and how we cook it.  Our refrigerator also tells a lot about our relationship and 

the role that food, cooking, and meals plays in our marriage.   

 

Barnwell. 

We are defined by the places we go or have been.  These places are a part of us; 

we carry them with us.  I began to carry Barnwell with me after I visited.  When going to 

Barnwell, I went to a place that allowed me to understand Colin.  My husband is both the 

lawyer in the music industry capable of understanding complex copyright law as well as 

the cousin who made home movies with his cousins about swamp monsters killing off 

family members on visits to his grandparents. 

Each time we drive there, we go to a different place, a place that appears stuck in 

ideas and economics.  We pass through small towns: main streets with old brick 

courthouses, empty storefronts, men lingering on street corners, and stores that cash 

paychecks and make loans.  There is visible poverty in these small towns, but I have 

come to realize people may not want to leave; this is where they want to be.  I see the 

same things I see at home: children playing in front yards; men standing on the street 

talking; and women laughing as they share stories on benches.  
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Being Colin’s wife has linked me to Barnwell.  It is a very distinct place from 

where we live, but it connects me to his family and a different way of life that I 

understand and appreciate.  I am glad I have come to know the place and the family who 

lives there.  I feel comfortable there; I appreciate life in Barnwell and see it as a 

remarkable place and a place unique from where we live.  It is a place where everyone is 

connected in some way, and those connections overcome differences of politics or 

worldview. 

 

Art print. 

Our home is full of art, some professional and others created by Rachel.  

Surrounding ourselves with photographs, pictures, prints, and paintings brings brightness 

and color to our home and life.  Colin knew I was an “artsy” person right away.  We first 

met through a mutual friend at an art and wine festival.  We share an interest in art and 

have similar tastes and preferences.     

Before we were married, I completed my master’s degree.  To celebrate, Colin 

gave me the art print by Brian Andreas.  The print was everything I love; it was colorful 

and had words that were meaningful.  The print represented how well Colin knew me and 

knew what I would like.  It was also important because it showed me his willingness to 

take time to search for and find a gift that fit me.  Our Brian Andreas collection has 

expanded to include several prints and sculptures.  Colin helped me discover his work 

and I am reminded of Colin’s qualities when I pass by the work hanging on our walls.   
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Colin has been a partner whose knowledge of me is apparent in all that he does.  

Colin understands me, knows what is important to me.  The art on the walls of our home, 

radiating memories, brings me pleasure. 

 

Anniversary card. 

 When I was young, I never had a best friend.  I have always had a small circle of 

close friends.  Colin and I were friends first.  I knew immediately when I met him that we 

would date, but enjoyed getting to know him first as a friend.  As soon as we began 

dating, I knew he was someone who could be a best friend.  In marriage, our friendship 

has grown stronger and we continue to be best friends.  The experiences we have been 

through together, life and death, have strengthened our relationship as husband and wife 

and best friends. 

 Colin and I have been married for more than 10 years.  We have had time as a 

couple and now as a family.  Looking back at our relationship on our anniversary, I can 

identify the critical moments in our marriage—moments of pure joy.  Many of these 

moments involved travel, which have been adventures we have taken alone or since 

Rachel was born.  We have been to California, France, Hawaii, Maine, and Scotland.  We 

have been together through my father’s death and our daughter’s birth, both moments that 

have changed our lives.  The events are meaningful, and thinking about everything we 

have done together brings tears to my eyes.  I am overwhelmed by the events we have 

shared, both joyous and sad. 
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 Celebrations are important.  We celebrate our anniversary each year.  The 

celebrations remind me of the partnership we have forged and how much we truly share.  

We are different people, but very much alike in how we enjoy life and each other.  We 

have fun doing the same things: hiking, dining, and being together.  His list would be my 

list.  We feel the same and think alike. 

 

Character 3: Mother 

Art work. 

Rachel’s art work surrounds me.  It is in my classroom and house.  I have always 

kept her art and displayed it.  Her art reminds me of her.  At first, her work was crayon 

scribbles on paper.  Now, drawings accompany sentences and stories.  I have covered the 

tall cabinet in my classroom with her art work that I have laminated.  I add pieces 

throughout the course of the year.  At the end of the year, I remove some pieces and take 

them home and tuck them away, making room for new art work. 

Looking at her writing, I see her learning words, becoming literate.  For me, this 

has been amazing.  Watching her play with language and try to figure out spelling and 

grammar rules reminds me of the magic of words.  Her pictures represent her 

imagination.  There are flying unicorns and enormous cupcakes.  Her art represents the 

wonder of her age.  She has not yet begun to divide things into categories of real and 

unreal.  To her, the possibilities are limitless.   
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It is important for me to have Rachel with me all the time.  Having her art work 

displayed in my classroom reminds me of her, grounds me in what is important.  I can 

look at her art and smile, remember her, and have her close to me.     

 

Splashes. 

 Summers include trips to the pool and the ocean.  After Rachel was born, those 

trips began in our backyard with inflatable pools.  I have watched her change and grow 

each year.  Water has been an important part of our time together in the summers.  

Because I teach, I can spend time with her during the months of July and August.  I 

recognize how precious this time has been and will be.  Many of my memories of 

Rachel—memories of motherhood—surround the times we have spent alone together in 

or near water.  Each summer I have watched her change and grow, face different fears, 

and accomplish new things.  Rachel has been the greatest gift I have ever received.  As 

she grows older, I come to savor the gift more, to enjoy the water and watch her, trying to 

capture her words and expressions in my mind, knowing the length and number of these 

summers are short. 

 Each year she changes in what she can and will do in water.  I note the changes 

and continue to pull back as I see her more capable and confident.  She is watchful of me, 

too.  She pays close attention to how far I will stand back and how I come closer at times.  

There is an unspoken connection as each of us wants to be close and wants to be 

independent: two pulls on us as mother and daughter.   
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I look forward to our time together in the summer.  During the school year, things 

are often rushed.  As soon as we get home in the afternoon or evening, there are many 

things to accomplish.  I need to pack lunch for the next day.  I need to spend time getting 

dinner ready.  I have to make sure Rachel has her school outfit set out for the next day.  I 

spend time reading with her.  I work with her on her homework assignments.  I review 

papers that are sent home.  With so much to do, I feel as if I don’t have as many 

opportunities to stand back and really see her and enjoy her.  I try to remind myself to 

have fun on the journey and enjoy the moments we have together regardless of how they 

are spent.  However, the summer allows me to really do this.  I am relaxed about bedtime.  

I don’t feel as rushed; there is less to fit in.  It is the moments of enjoyment surrounding 

water where I really mark her progress. 

 

Calendar. 

 I am a planner.  I write the weekly schedule on a framed chalkboard in our office 

at home.  I use a planner and schedule events as soon as I know about them.  I look at 

what is coming up for each week to make sure I remember all the places I am supposed to 

be.  Each Sunday evening, Colin and I talk through the week so we are clear about what 

we have going on at work and at home.  We think through coverage—who is responsible 

for each event that Rachel has scheduled.  This chalkboard came about as part of my 

desire to retain the perfection I knew before I was a mom.  I am always concerned with 

being a good mom both in what I think and in what others think.   
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 When Rachel was four she was on her first soccer team; they didn’t have games, 

but met weekly to learn the basics.  At the last session, students received a trophy.  Some 

weeks, I took Rachel to soccer and our au pair, Julia, took her others.  I planned to meet 

Julia for the last practice so I could see Rachel receive her trophy. 

 As I drove up to the field, I saw the other moms clustered together watching 

practice.  I started looking for Rachel on the field, but I couldn’t find her.  I kept looking 

for her and looking for Julia.  As I came up to the group of moms one of them said to me, 

“Rachel isn’t here.”  At that moment I felt like a bad mommy, the kind who is never 

where she is supposed to be when she is supposed to be there.  I made some cover-up 

comment, laughed, and went back to my car.  I called Julia and realized there was a 

miscommunication and she had thought soccer was over the week before.  I drove away 

before I let the tears break. 

 I drove and cried, feeling the waves of guilt hitting me for not getting it right.  I 

have always been detail-oriented; I used to write thank-you notes within one week.  Now, 

I felt as if I couldn’t even show up at the right place at the right time.  That night after 

everyone tried to assuage my guilt, I ordered a chalkboard and began the system, hoping 

to ensure I would be in the right place at the right time, hoping for perfection. 

 

Journal entries. 

 Rachel had assignments to complete over the summer.  One of the activities she 

had to do was write 20 journal entries and then illustrate each one.  I love to write and 

have been fascinated watching her learn to write.  For kindergarten, she had homework 
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and parents were instructed to let their students spell words the way they thought they 

should be spelled.  It was amazing to watch Rachel spell words phonetically and then 

learn about word families in spelling.  She asked questions throughout the year about 

why things were spelled in particular ways.  I was reminded of how crazy the spelling is 

in English. 

 Watching Rachel acquire language has been incredible.  It is something I had read 

about and studied, and now I have gotten to see it.  Her first word was “hat.”  I have 

watched her learn to read, learning to make sense of letters into words and then words 

into sentences.  Then she began to write.  Her first writing accomplishment was her 

name.  Afterwards, she began to write simple words and then construct simple sentences. 

 This past summer, she wrote about a lot of things in her journal.  She continues to 

spell words on her own as she thinks they should be spelled.  Sometimes she asks about 

the spelling of a word she has written.  I want her to love school, to love to read and 

write.  I sat down with her this summer and wrote in my journal as she wrote in hers.  I 

wanted her to see that I am a writer; I wanted to show her that I love to write.  I wanted 

her to see me push things to the side so I could write.  It is something delectable, and I 

hope she will craft imaginative stories that take her places.  Being her mom has allowed 

me to really see the basic, yet amazing world of words. 
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Character 4: Teacher 

Introductory letter. 

 I start the year by giving my new students a letter about myself.  I like my 

students to know me and to know about me.  I think it is important for them to know me 

as a person and know about me outside the classroom.  I ask them to write a letter to me 

telling me about them.  I learn a lot from the letters.  Some students feel comfortable 

giving me personal details and information in the letters, and some do not.  Some 

students share things in their journals later in the year that lets me know they have grown 

to trust me and are willing to have me know things.   

 I judiciously share with students; the letter is the first of the thoughtful and 

intentional sharings.  I tell students things throughout the year, including things that are 

going on outside school.  When I am not feeling well, I tell students.  I want them to 

know why I may be acting differently.  If I am preoccupied about something, I share that 

too.  If Rachel is sick, I tell them.  I also share family celebrations or trips.  I think my 

sharing encourages their sharing.  Students will tell me when there are things going on 

outside school that are impacting their work at school.  If I know what is going on, I can 

offer support and encouragement.  Students do this for me when I share with them.   

 It takes time to build relationships with students.  I think teaching is about those 

relationships.  The relationships are just as important to me as the content.  I think middle 

school is a particularly difficult time.  Students are sorting through so many things.  

Asking them to share can be comforting or scary.  If I set the tone by telling my students 
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things, they are more likely to tell me things.  The ability to share with my students and 

have them share with me is an important part of what I think I should do as a teacher. 

 

Seventh grade English project handout. 

I participated in a workshop at the Kennedy Center on having students create 

shadow boxes or three-dimensional representations.  The workshop was hands-on and all 

the teachers in attendance created their own shadow boxes to represent a story about 

themselves.  The workshop focused on various ways to use the assignment with students.  

It was a meaningful experience and I began to look for ways to incorporate the project 

into the curriculum. 

The other teachers and I brainstormed ways that the activity could be connected to 

a text.  We developed the project based on reading texts connected to a quest theme.  

Quest was a broad theme that connected in some way to most of the texts we read in 

seventh grade.  As we developed the project, we decided to link it to Treasure Island.  

We spent a lot of time talking through how we could have students complete visual 

representations of their quests in the shadow boxes.  We included written and visual 

elements and created a variety of parts so that students would have to think about their 

quests and what would be involved in accomplishing them.  This project is intended to 

have students think about their futures and to determine a goal and the steps necessary to 

achieve the goal. 

The project was invigorating the first year.  Students were proud of their work and 

we arranged to have the shadow boxes on display in the evening so students and parents 
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could see them.  We have done the project several times.  It is a powerful way for 

students to end the year.  Students return and mention their boxes; many have held on to 

them, and some reside in places of honor within their homes, reminding them of their 

quests.  It is a project that makes me extremely proud because it was one that took a lot of 

effort to conceive and pull off in ways that were productive and meaningful for students.  

The group of teachers that I worked with to develop this assignment has changed, but I 

look back at the process we went through as an example of positive collaboration. 

 

Journal. 

 I meet regularly with the other seventh grade English teachers.  When I came to 

Washington Middle School, I was used to collaborating with other teachers.  The culture 

of collaboration was established in graduate school; I met regularly with other students 

from my program throughout my first years teaching.  I enjoyed getting ideas from other 

people and seeing how lessons or units had worked at their schools.  Planning together 

was a powerful way for me to try new activities and strategies with students but have the 

support of other teachers.  As I gained rapport with teachers in the buildings where I 

taught, I began to collaborate with them as well. 

 At Washington, my experiences with collaboration have been different.  The 

teachers that were there when I came were similar to me, and we chose to collaborate for 

certain activities; we came together to share because it was something we wanted to do.  

Now, we are expected to meet and share with teachers who teach the same classes.  The 

factor of choice has been removed.  The language behind the collaboration involves 
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phrases such as “professional learning communities” and “common assessments.”  There 

is a move away from autonomy to a more uniform and unified set of instructional 

practices.  This does not align with my thinking.   

 I am trying to decide how to handle this.  I am frustrated, but it is important that I 

remain professional.  I need to look for ways to make the collaboration positive.  I need 

to think about what I can gain from these colleagues.  I also need to look for ways to 

engage them in dialogue about the choices each of us is making in our classrooms.  

Having a rationale for why we are each doing what we are doing may help me to come to 

better understandings and look for ways to change our practices to explore new ways of 

doing things.  It is helpful for me to detail and then analyze my frustrations so I can 

determine ways to make the collaborative process more positive. 

 

Award and note. 

 For the first few years at Washington Middle School, I worked with a highly-

creative teacher.  Carolyne was a natural.  My first year here was her first year teaching.  

Even though she was young, she taught with a relaxed confidence that made her students 

feel comfortable.  She was creative and engaging.  Collaborating with her was fun.  We 

complimented each other and enjoyed working together.   

The attributes she displayed in the classroom are ones I strive to reflect.  She was 

calm and caring, yet she set high expectations for her students.  She did whatever she 

could to help students become successful.  In small ways, she modeled how to treat 
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students with respect.  Rather than put names on her board of students who needed to see 

her about work, she used initials.  It was a small but important decision. 

When she moved, Carolyne left the statue and note for me.  I have held onto it 

because it is very meaningful.  To have someone who I considered to be a master teacher 

let me know she was impressed with my work pleased me.  I keep the statue and note 

next to my desk to remind me of her and the ways she worked with students.   

  

Character 5: Writer 

My writing territories. 

 I have learned that I need to write about what I am interested in and what I know.  

I need to write about myself.  I can write fiction.  I have crafted elaborate stories to share 

with Rachel about far away lands, but writing about myself is what drives me to write 

more, better, and longer.  I frequently go through exercises either alone or with my 

students where I make lists of topics of things I know about and that interest me.  These 

topics then serve as jumping-off points for writing.  Exploring myself through writing has 

made me realize how complex I am as a character.  I try to share this with students as 

well to get them to see the ways in which their own stories are the most rich and complex 

and those truly worthy of being told. 

 In thinking about all of the topics I might write about, I am able to really center 

myself and prioritize.  Much of what I use with students has helped improve my own 

writing.  I have learned to explode moments so that even one or two minutes can be 

several pages of writing.  Focusing in has given my writing a sense of purpose.  I have 
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been able to write more richly about my own experiences.  I share this with students in 

hopes they will see this is what they can do with their writing when writing about 

themselves or topics with which they are familiar. 

 I went from being a writer in secondary school to not being a writer in college.  

Writing was a significant part of my existence before college.  I wrote extensively in 

school and outside of school.  I served as the poetry editor for the literary magazine.  I 

wrote daily.  In college, I wrote when forced.  Writing became a chore.  I wrote papers as 

assigned, but there were so many papers as an English major that I became a writing 

machine.  I lost the joy of writing.  Writing with students has brought that back to me.  I 

write daily.  I write during school and on vacation.  I think of my time spent writing as a 

gift—a time that is reserved and precious. 

 

Journals. 

 I take a journal everywhere.  When I am out, the journal is in my purse.  

Whenever I need to write, I use my journal.  It has become a lasting record.  After I fill 

up a journal, I keep it with the others in a cabinet in my classroom.  Having a journal with 

me at all times allows me to write whenever I have an idea.  I also have one place where I 

record everything.  

I am always excited when I fill up a journal and get to choose another.  Buying 

journals is pleasurable.  I have certain requirements.  I have tried unlined journals but 

have settled on lines ones.  I require one that opens easily with a spine that can go flat so 

I can write on the right and left sides easily.  I use different colors of pens and pencils to 
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make the writing colorful.  I let Rachel write in my journal if she needs something to do 

when we are out.  I take notes during meetings.  I write ideas as I complete readings.  I 

write about my day.  It is the journal I use when I write with students.   

I look back often at my writing.  When I need to remember what happened at a 

meeting, I can go back.  I reread my entries about days to remember what I did at a given 

time.  My journal is a part of me and my filled journals are a part of my history.  I can 

look back at last month or last year and see what I was writing, see what was important to 

me at a given time.     

 

Position paper for The Writing Project. 

 As a requirement of participating in the summer institute for the National Writing 

Project, I had to state my beliefs about writing.  My beliefs about writing were formed 

when I was in graduate school, but they had been hidden and silent for a period of time.  

Participating in the summer institute was a life-changing event that reminded me of what 

I believed.  More importantly, it reminded me of what I need to practice in my classroom.  

I had gotten away from writing each day.  I had lost touch with how important writing is 

and can be.  I had lost touch with myself.  Participating in the intensive, five-week, all-

day program brought me back to the one thing that has always brought me comfort: 

writing.  We started the first session on the first day by writing.  We wrote each day 

several times during the program.  I also wrote outside to complete writings for my 

writing group.  Meeting with a small group twice a week and sharing my writing was a 

powerful reminder of how important it is not only to write, but to share my writing.  The 
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group became very close very quickly as we learned about each other through our 

writing. 

 When I came to the Writing Project, I felt like there wasn’t a lot more for me to 

learn.  I had closed myself off.  Writing opened me back up.  I saw the ideas that were 

being shared by the others.  I saw how much I could learn from my own writing and 

others’ writing.  I saw the power of a writing group as I participated in one.  As a teacher, 

I did what I say I believe, and when doing it, I felt energized to go back to my classroom 

and really do it with students in a genuine way and also join them. 

 For me, being a writer means writing every day.  Anyone can be a writer if he or 

she is willing to take on the practice of writing.  I had stopped seeing myself as a writer 

until I was forced to write each day again and share that writing with a group.  It 

reminded me of the power writing can have in anyone’s life.  Writing is not something 

for certain talented individuals.  Writing is for everyone who is willing to do it and work 

at it.  I see myself as a writer because I write.  My writing is not perfect, but constantly 

changing as I continue to revisit and revise.  As long as I spend time each day writing, I 

am a writer.   

 

The skin underneath. 

 Writing has always been critical.  Since I was young, I enjoyed writing stories and 

poems.  Writing allowed me to imagine something different.  I could do anything or be 

anything or write about anything.  I could escape through writing.  Writing was a main 

activity for me in high school, and I became the poetry editor of our school’s literary 



 

 198

magazine.  Each year I was fortunate to have my work published in the magazine.  I saw 

writing as something I could do. 

 My need to write came out of my need to belong.  The time I spent at writers’ 

camp showed me I could be myself, which was different than the person I appeared to be 

at school.  With so few people, school was about being the same or as close to everybody 

else as possible.  Everyone wore white polo oxfords with our uniform skirts.  Everyone 

shopped from the L. L. Bean catalog.  Everyone listened to classic rock.  Fitting in meant 

doing everything the same.  Writers’ camp taught me to be different—to be myself.  I 

was still confined by my 25 classmates, but I was less willing to be quiet and follow. 

 Writing has always been a way for me to be myself and understand myself.  Being 

around a group of writers my age for two weeks reinforced how significant writing was 

for me.  Writers’ camp led me to work on the literary magazine.  It also led me to use 

writing as a coping technique.  Writing became an escape.  It was the experience of the 

people who freed me from thinking I had to do things a certain way.  My writing allowed 

me to explore the idea and really become comfortable with Ashby, so there was no need 

for AJ. 

 

Character 6: Researcher 

National Council of Teachers of English presentations. 

 Research has been a focus since graduate school.  My teacher preparation 

program focused on reflection.  For me, reflection means questioning.  I began 

developing questions before ever entering a classroom.  Some questions were answered 
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through coursework.  Others remained.  Because I think of teaching as a practice, I am 

concerned with change and improvement.  I see that every action in the classroom that I 

make is connected to students and their learning.  From my desire to improve, I have 

emerged as a researcher.  In some ways, every teacher is a researcher, but I have tried to 

approach my questions in systematic ways. 

 I presented at the annual convention of The National Council of Teachers of 

English my first year of teaching.  I left the conference with as many new questions as I 

had answers to the old ones.  I quickly realized that teaching was not something I could 

research and then practice in the same manner for an extended period of time.  My work 

was constantly changing and so were my questions.  This excited me.  I knew there 

would be no finite end to my search for the best ways to work with my students.  I also 

came to realize there is not one way.  Research showed me the importance of 

multiplicity; there are many ways of doing things that can achieve similar results.  

Finding the exact connections between the students and the best way for them to learn is 

not an answerable question because each situation is unique. 

 I continue to present at conferences so I can be reminded of the need to keep 

asking questions, finding the answers, and exploring the new questions that emerge.  The 

research process is continual.  I recognize the power of asking questions and looking for 

answers.  The research process has focused me in my work with students.  I see the 

connections across time and look for ways to better meet student needs while 

understanding that circumstances and conditions are fleeting, but my research will be 

ever-changing. 
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Books. 

 I often say to people that books are my friends.  I am surrounded by books in the 

public and private places I inhabit.  Our home is filled with books.  I do not get rid of 

books.  I still have my high school textbooks and college texts.  We have a wall of 

bookcases in our family room.  Colin and I spent hours with all of our books in piles, 

sorting them into categories we created.  We have shelves divided into history, pop 

culture, philosophy, mystery, art and photography, classic literature, non-fiction, food and 

cooking, and all-time favorites.  As we finish books, they get added to shelves until we 

have to box some and put them away to make more room.    

I feel fortunate that my classroom has an entire wall of bookcases that stretch 

from floor to ceiling.  I have filled these bookcases with most of my professional books.  

Believing that theory and practice are inextricably linked, I have books with practical 

teaching ideas alongside books on theory.  To me, it is important to understand and be 

able to articulate my curricular decisions.  Having a rationale for my work with students 

has drawn me to collect a variety of books to support my work. 

 Through the process of taking research courses, I have added a lot of books to my 

shelves about various methodologies.  Most of these books are about qualitative research 

methodologies such as narrative and autobiographical research.  Since I am interested in 

stories, my shelves are filled with ethnographies.  I use these books.  I refer to these 

books.  I look back at them when I am making decisions about curriculum or my 

research.   
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Meeting with dissertation chair. 

 Formal research can take many forms.  For me, research has to be personal.  

Others’ research that interests me has the researcher’s voice present either telling the 

story or as part of the research.  When I began to think about the research I wanted to do 

for my doctorate, I knew it had to be meaningful to myself as well as others.  I also knew 

that I wanted to present the research in a unique way.  The research I enjoy reading is 

often presented in different ways.  Involving a creative element in the research captures 

my attention as a reader.  I wanted to do the same.  My concern was how I would manage 

to find a committee that would agree to different methodology and modes of presentation.  

 As I narrowed my interests and began to see how I wanted to represent my 

research, I began to think I needed to create a sales pitch.  Although my father was a 

salesman, I am not.  Whenever I am in a situation that requires sales or the skills 

associated with sales, I become nervous.  I have always been this way.  As a Girl Scout, I 

was reluctant to sell cookies.  Girl Scout cookies are delicious and desirable, yet I would 

say to neighbors after gathering my courage to knock, “You don’t want to buy any Girl 

Scout cookies, do you?”  Conducting an autoethnographic study was much scarier than 

selling Girl Scout cookies because it would require the agreement of my chair.  So I 

worked hard to craft a sales pitch that would sell him on my topic and methodology in 

hopes that he would come to believe both were intrinsic to my interests and necessary to 

my work. 
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Writing Project presentation handout. 

 As a participant in the summer institute of the National Writing Project, I had to 

develop a presentation.  The presentation had to combine research and writing and 

involve strategies that teachers would be able to use in their classrooms.  Because I feel 

so strongly about the power of multigenre writing, I created a presentation on the ways in 

which teachers could incorporate multigenre writing in their classrooms.  During the 

summer institute, all of the participants give their presentations to the group. 

I chose multigenre writing because of its ability to have students create something 

new with their knowledge and ideas.  I want them to get inside the information and 

produce something with it—to be absorbed in their learning.  I have been interested in 

multigenre since first introduced to the idea. In my first year of teaching, I attended a 

National Council of Teachers of English conference presentation on using multigenre for 

research in secondary English classrooms. 

Multigenre writing and research get students excited.  Many students hear the 

word “research” and become uneasy.  Multigenre research can change these notions, 

allowing students to see that they can expand on what they discover.  Students end up 

creating a series of artifacts to represent what they have learned.  In the creation, students 

have ownership.  Students make multiple decisions when completing multigenre 

assignments because they must choose the form as well as the content.  Having students 

articulate and explain which genres they chose and what they chose to present within 

them is an important component of multigenre writing.  The sense of accomplishment 

that many students exhibit confirms the meaningful nature of the work. 
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I am always looking for ways for students to represent information in different 

and unique ways.  I don’t follow a scripted or traditional set of plans.  I think creativity is 

at the core of teaching.  I see my ability to design projects as one of the reasons why I 

enjoy teaching.  The autonomous nature of curriculum design enables me to take content 

and create lessons in different ways.  Not following a prescribed path has allowed me to 

make decisions based on what I think is best for a given group of students at a specific 

time.  I don’t plan the year out before meeting my students.  I tailor my teaching to their 

needs.  Teaching is itself an act of multiple genres like this project.  Each moment, a 

different genre is best at getting at the unique situation within my classroom. 

 

Conclusion 

These end notes provide the reader with understandings between the lines.  They 

provide a deeper context of the intentionally selected mutligenre written artifacts.  These 

end notes are my explanations of the individual artifacts and are intended to help readers 

understand the complexities of the characters.  It is the reader’s decision about what to 

take away from these explanations to help vivify these characters.  There is a messiness 

to separating out the characters.  The multigenre writing provides background for each 

character.  Having insight into the past experiences that have helped to form these 

characters should allow readers to see these characters more clearly within the classroom. 

Readers will have their own vision of the character based on the connections they 

made with the writing artifacts.  Each reader will engage with the characters in unique 

ways.  The variety of interpretations and the various ways in which these characters can 
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be seen is what provides a richness and depth to the work of multigenre writing and my 

investigation of my teaching identity. 

Now it is time for the show. 
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Chapter VI: Six Characters in Search of a Teaching Identity 
 

Scene 1 

Setting: My seventh grade classroom.  It is 10:36 a.m., and students have just left for 

their fourth period classes. Researcher, looking official in her bearings, is standing with 

a clipboard in hand.  Writer is seated by herself at a grouping of student desks.  Mother, 

Wife, and Daughter are seated at another of the groupings.  Writer has her journal open 

writing; her head is bent low over her work.  Mother is looking in her desk calendar and 

making notes about activities and meetings.  Wife is creating a list on a notepad.  

Daughter is looking at photographs on her iPhone, she pauses occasionally to smile at a 

photograph that brings back a memory.  Teacher is standing, moving around the 

classroom, tidying, filing papers, and getting organized.  She pushes in chairs and takes 

pencils and pens that have been left behind and places them in cups placed strategically 

around the room. 

Stage props: The classroom contains 24 desks.  The desks are grouped together as tables 

in clusters of four.  One side of the room contains a white board that stretches the length 

of the wall.  The other side of the room contains storage for various teacher supplies. 

Researcher: (with clipboard in hand and pen poised to take notes)  I am glad we’re all 

here today so we can begin to analyze in a fresh and different way how 

each of us functions in the classroom to form a teaching identity.  As Anna 

Neumann and Penelope Peterson noted in Learning from Our Lives, the 

self and research are connected; I’m looking at how each of us functions, 

and in doing so, I’m asking us to look at ourselves, to examine ourselves.  
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The research I’m conducting here is as much about us, about our lives, as 

it is about what takes place within the classroom.  Neumann and Peterson 

support the notion that research is a personal experience, and a rich 

understanding can be gained by recognizing that this work is personal; it’s 

about us, yet it is research.  Let’s examine our personal experiences.  

What’s each of us doing in here?  How is each of us present in the 

teaching that takes place here? 

Teacher: (not stopping her work filing papers in writing folders)  For me, the focus 

is my students.  Reading and writing with my students.  I want them to 

explore and understand themselves and I know this can happen through 

writing and reading.  When students read a text with a character that is 

similar to them in some way, they can connect to the character and 

understand the text more deeply.  The connections with the text also allow 

them to connect with themselves.  This connected experience, this 

transaction as Louise Rosenblatt calls it, is what I plan for; it’s what I hope 

to facilitate for students while they’re here.  Through making connections, 

students gain an awareness, or wide-awakeness, as Maxine Greene called 

it.  I want them to examine themselves more clearly, and one way of doing 

that is by reading a wide range of texts.  Students realize themselves better 

through fictionalized versions, through characters.  Texts open up 

possibilities.  In seeing how others live and act differently, students can 

begin to understand that there are different ways and these ways can 
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become theirs, too.  I want students to be able to name the world, to see 

the world in which they live.  I want them to locate themselves within the 

world.  Once students locate themselves within the world, they have the 

ability to transform the world.  I’d like to think that my aim is to provide 

what Paolo Freire called for—I want students to view education as a 

means of empowerment and change.  I have come to realize that pedagogy 

is about shift.  Madeleine Grumet argues that reading and teaching, the 

text and the classroom, are about moving from child to parent, from 

student to teacher, from listener to speaker.  This dynamic shift takes place 

within this room and it’s my responsibility to attempt to demystify the 

world for students to allow them to become parents, teachers, and speakers 

who have and use power in ways to enact change.  Education is the bridge 

between the personal and public; education allows students to see more 

than just themselves, to see the larger world and be able to name their 

place in it.  Their understanding comes through reading and through 

exposure to ideas in texts.  The writing works with the reading.  The two 

are not separate but entwined.  Students read and then write.  Students 

write and then read.  Every book on my shelves with practical applications 

from Jim Burke to Barry Lane provides ways to connect reading and 

writing to make both more meaningful for students.  (She walks over to the 

shelves and starts to pull the books she is referring to—not pull them off 

the shelves, but pull them out so it is clear there is significant support for 
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what she is saying.)  Students can’t simply think about what they have 

read; students need to write, too, in order to fully engage and understand 

the complexities of the world and their place in it. 

Daughter:  (looking up, feeling as if the mention of writing has given her a way in to 

the conversation, which has taken on a lofty tone, which is why she 

focuses on only the word “writing” and does not make connections 

beyond the act itself)  I’m not sure about the other stuff, but I know about 

the writing.  The writing definitely helped me.  I was able to delve deeper, 

too deeply maybe, into my relationship with my mom and understand her 

better by exploring what she’s been through and what I’ve been through in 

my writing.  This scared me.  I don’t think I would be where I am in my 

relationship with my mom if I hadn’t been able to write about it.  I 

certainly don’t think I would understand her as well as I do without 

putting pen to paper.  (She walks towards the windows where a framed 

photograph of her mom and dad dancing at her wedding is propped facing 

out for all in the classroom to see.  She picks up the photograph and 

stands holding it for some time.  She puts the framed photograph back, 

walks back, and sits down after time has passed.)   

Researcher: (jumping in with a connection to ground what Daughter is suggesting)  

The writing you are talking about reminds me of Mary Catherine 

Bateson’s book Composing a Life.  She details the lives of five women to 

understand their experiences and the paths their lives took.  The 
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exploration of those lives is about understanding the ways in which the 

women improvised and responded to situations. 

Daughter: (seeing the connection)  Yea, improvisation was a critical component of 

what my mom had to do in everything she faced with my dad. 

Researcher: (hoping to stave off any friction between Teacher and Daughter)  OK.  So, 

Teacher and Daughter, how has this influenced what you do in the 

classroom? 

Daughter: I see my students as sons and daughters of real people who live in the 

world.  I don’t see them as abstract objects.  I feel that schools shouldn’t 

be cut off from homes; schools have the ability to be a public place but 

connect to the private place of the home.  The experiences students have 

outside school are connected to what takes place here.  Teachers can 

provide a place where students are safe from some of the struggles of 

home, difficulties imposed by parents.  (Daughter pauses, remembers)  I 

know their parents have embarrassed them in ways similar to how my 

parents embarrassed me.  There are events that have stuck with me, and 

students remind me of them through what they share.  Last week a student 

shared a journal entry about her dad going on the soccer field during a 

game to yell at the ref.  Her story reminded me of the birthday game my 

dad used to play.  When we went out to a new restaurant, my dad told wait 

staff it was my birthday so I’d get a free dessert.  He’d do this when I’d 

gone to the bathroom.  We were in a Howard Johnson’s restaurant and I 
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walked back to the table as all of wait staff walked towards me singing, 

“Happy Birthday.”  They presented me with an orange sherbet scoop with 

sugar cookies.  (Daughters’ cheeks turn red at the memory)  I was so 

embarrassed, but it was something he did all the time.  I think it was fun 

for him because it embarrassed me.  (Daughter pauses again)  I know 

students struggle in their relationships with their parents.  I think about 

how it’s taken me so long to come to terms with everything.  I know many 

of my students won’t be able to have that understanding until they’re 

older.  I remember feeling like I was different because my parents were 

older and my dad was sick.  I watch how students act in front of parents 

and I know they feel some of the same things I did.  I didn’t realize it at 

the time, but I do now because I have spent a lot of time making sense of 

it.  I think more about what I will say to parents and what impact it will 

have on students.  I try to be cognizant of how powerful my words, the 

words of a teacher, can be to parents.  The ways in which I phrase things, 

the words I choose, are important in that they impact parents’ reactions 

and their subsequent conversations or yelling matches with their sons and 

daughters.  I learned in my first year of teaching about the consequences 

of what teachers say to parents. (looks off to the side, embarrassed at the 

story she is going to recount; Daughter pauses, sighs, and begins to speak 

slowly and painfully; she stands and walks around as she recounts the 

story and ends up next to Teacher) There was a parent conference that 
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changed me forever.  It was something I never expected to see.  

Something I feel responsible for.  Our team scheduled a conference with 

Sheena’s mother.  Sheena was failing all of her classes and not completing 

any of her work either in class or at home.  I didn’t understand why.  

Sheena was a large African-American girl who seemed angry; she never 

smiled or spoke in class.  I assumed her disengagement could be remedied 

by our parent conference; I decided her mother would hear about her 

academic difficulties and work with her to make sure she became 

successful.  I based these assumptions on my own family and experiences 

with school; I would have changed if my parents had been called.  My 

desire for my parents’ approval was what I assumed would motivate 

Sheena, too.  Sheena’s mother arrived and she looked like Sheena; she was 

visibly angry.  In an attempt to make her accountable, Sheena was asked 

to be present.  We began by sharing grade reports.  Sheena’s mother was 

silent but increasingly upset as each report was given.  At the end of the 

reports, she asked Sheena if she had anything to say for herself.  Sheena 

just sat there.  Then, Sheena’s mother began hitting her.  I was shocked 

and dumbfounded.  Our team leader told her she had to stop.  Sheena’s 

mother said she would take her home and beat her.  The mother picked up 

her purse, grabbed Sheena by the arm, pulled her out of the chair, and 

dragged her from the classroom.  We followed her and tried to calm her 

down.  The mother continued dragging her out of the building.  One of the 
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teachers immediately went to the counselor and administrators and called 

the community services necessary to intervene and visit Sheena’s house.  

Sheena was absent the next day but returned on Monday.  Sheena would 

never meet my eyes after that.  I was embarrassed.  Why did we have the 

conference?  Why did her mother hit her?  The scene played out in ways I 

could not have imagined.  I continue to mull over the scene and the events 

that led up to it.  Sheena failed English, but I never called home.  We 

didn’t have another conference.  I left Sheena alone.  I was responsible for 

Sheena’s mother beating her.  I realize now how much power I have.  

Writing about my relationship with my parents has helped me to 

understand the power I possess as a teacher. 

Teacher: (frowning, she stands up to face Daughter; she is upset that the story has 

been shared as it makes her feel like she was incompetent)  I was just one 

member of a team.  A conference seemed like the right decision.  We had 

no way of knowing what Sheena’s mom would do.  None of her teachers 

from the year before had said anything to us.  How could we know what 

would happen? 

Daughter: That’s the point, isn’t it?  You don’t know how parents will react, and you 

have to be prepared.  You have to think about the possible consequences 

when you contact a parent.  Did you talk to Sheena before you scheduled 

the conference?  Did you try to find out what was going on first? 
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Teacher: (defensive, she speaks while putting papers from the counter in numbered 

bins, one of her many “organizational systems”)  I learned from that 

conference.  I still want to remind us that I was on a team.  There were 

three other experienced teachers on that team who agreed to a conference.  

We were all shocked when the mom started hitting her.  None of us saw 

that coming.  The bigger point here is that writing about these kinds of 

things has helped me to recognize the complex power relationships at 

work between school and home.   

Writer:  (stops writing and looks up, becoming aware that the conversation is 

connected to her and writing)  That’s writing.  That’s me.  Why do you 

think writing was so important to understanding? 

Daughter: You’re the writer.  (shrugs her shoulders, walks away from Teacher and 

sits back down)   

Writer: (puts pen down on page of opened journal)  I think writing makes you 

concretely or really relive certain experiences in ways that memory alone 

cannot.  When you speak, the memories are abstract reimaginings, but 

when you write, you regain the lived experience.  There’s the idea of 

moving from life to the mind to the text that Robert Graham mentions.  In 

the lived experience, there is not time for understanding.  In the process of 

thinking about the experience and translating it into a text, the author 

filters the experience in ways that turn memories into words and provide 

opportunities for analysis and understanding.  William Howarth believed 
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autobiography could serve as self-portrait.  Writing about myself has 

provided me with a portrait of myself.  In many ways this allows me to be 

the reader who explores a character, but the character is me.  There is a 

complexity to this process and an uncertainty as to the accuracy of the 

portrait and character created in my writing, but it has served the purpose 

of allowing me to understand more and understand deeper than just 

thinking.  Voice has been critical in creating the portrait.  Sara Lawrence-

Lighfoot’s portraiture focuses on voice and how it is witness, 

interpretation, and autobiography.  In writing about myself, my voice 

encompasses all of these things.  By writing about the events surrounding 

dad’s illness, transplant, and death, I could revisit them through a different 

lens; I could see them from mom’s perspective.  And, I began to fully 

recognize everything she went through.  I was able to clearly see it for the 

first time through writing.  My focus had been on how the events impacted 

me; I came to understand what she experienced.  I was able to separate out 

my feelings and make better sense of what I went through. 

Daughter: (agreeing with Writer, but wanting to simplify the experiences and share 

an actual image of what she did)  I thought so much about all the things 

that happened, but I wasn’t able to come to terms with it through thinking 

alone.  I can remember driving in the car, listening to music, and trying to 

make sense of what I’d been through, what mom had been through, but I 

don’t think I really got anywhere.  I was circling around the memories, 
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seeing them on the outside, but not seeing inside them—not reliving them 

in ways that would help me understand.  The circling reminds me of the 

long drive to high school as a junior and senior.  I drove by myself 

45 minutes to and from school.  I drove on back roads—winding, curvy 

roads without lines or signs.  I memorized the roads; I knew each curve 

and the distance to the next turn.  The roads gave me a focus, but not an 

answer.  I drove and drove and drove listening to Tracy Chapman and the 

Indigo Girls, but not finding answers.  I remember all the lyrics to “Closer 

to Fine” and belting them out as if I the words were my therapy: 

(Daughter starts to sing and her voice grows as she continues, as the 

memories grow stronger)  

“ I’m trying to tell you something about my life 

Maybe give me insight between black and white 

The best thing you’ve ever done for me 

Is to help me take my life less seriously, it’s only life after all 

Well darkness has a hunger that’s insatiable 

And lightness has a call that’s hard to hear 

I wrap my fear around me like a blanket 

I sailed my ship of safety till I sank it, I’m crawling on your shore. 

I went to the doctor, I went to the mountains 

I looked to the children, I drank from the fountain 

There’s more than one answer to these questions 
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pointing me in a crooked line 

The less I seek my source for some definitive 

The closer I am to fine.” 

Researcher: (moves closer to Daughter and interrupts before Daughter can launch into 

the next verse)  I know the driving was a place we spent a lot of time 

trying to make sense of things. 

Daughter: (not looking at Researcher, but staring off as the images swirl in her mind)  

Driving back and forth and around and around the curves, but never 

reaching a destination.  Never understanding.  The endless circling was 

frustrating.  I knew there were things I needed to open myself up to, things 

I needed to see more clearly to understand, but I couldn’t figure a way in.  

Writing gave me a way in; it gave me the opportunity to relive and revisit 

and understand.   

Writer: (reclaiming the moment and speaking towards Researcher)  It was when I 

started to write down the stories that I figured why they were important to 

me and how they had impacted me.  The writing allowed me to hold on to 

the stories and to contain them so I could make sense of them.  Writing 

and reading my writing enabled me to see—to see myself and my mom—

to see what we’d been through.  Also, I was able to see my dad.  I don’t 

think I ever really focused on his experiences.  My mom and I faced the 

consequences of his illness and all that surrounded it, but he faced death.  

He was never comfortable; he never felt well.  I had to write about the 
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night my mom and dad fought and he drove off, not coming back until late 

the next day.  I was so scared that night.  I finally saw my parents as 

vulnerable, the façade broken.  I realized my parents were imperfect: they 

had problems.  I’d always blamed things on my dad’s health, but the 

reality was my mom and dad’s relationship was like any other; it was 

complex, complicated.  That night was significant for that. (picks up pen, 

resumes writing, feels she has made her point) 

Teacher: (jumping in while working) I know my students are trying to make sense 

of their relationships with their parents.  I started to see my parents’ 

imperfections around middle school.  It was then that I felt different and 

thought everyone around me could see that, too.  I was self-conscious 

about my parents.  I remember focusing on my parents’ ages.  When I was 

nine, we celebrated my dad’s 50th birthday.  He seemed so old.  My 

friends’ parents seemed young and active.  Not only was he old, but he 

was sick.  He didn’t do things that other dads did.  I had friends who fit the 

description of “daddy’s girl,” but that wasn’t me.  I was scared of him a lot 

of the time.  I was also scared he would die.  I vacillated back and forth 

between these fears.  My students may not be dealing with the same set of 

circumstances, but they are gaining an awareness of their parents’ 

imperfections.  Many students have been through and are going through a 

lot.  Separation.  Divorce.  Money issues.  Job loss.  Illness.  They see and 

feel what their families are struggling with.  When students write about 
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things they’re facing, it reminds me of my own experiences, and I feel 

closer to them; I feel like I can connect with them.  Students don’t talk 

about those things, but they write about them.  Making sure there’s a safe 

place for them to write and that there’s a person who will read and keep it 

“safe” is critical to who I am as a teacher.  There is a set of literature about 

creating safe spaces for students, a place where they can write about these 

concerns without judgment or simple advice.  I think about Janet Miller’s 

work with her students and her desire to not impose of them, yet allow 

them the opportunities to share their voices.  It can be difficult to strike a 

balance with these tensions present because I want my students to feel safe 

and to find a space to share, but I don’t want them to look to me as the 

authority figure with the answers.  Students feel the complexity of their 

problems and need an environment where they can sift through the layers 

without being disturbed.  I learned from reading Ralph Fletcher’s work on 

writer’s workshop and teaching writing that choice is critical; students 

need to be able to write about what’s important to them.  If students write 

daily, they will gain fluency and comfort with the act of writing.  The 

comfort will allow them to explore issues and topics in their writing.  They 

can write about what is happening to them and begin to make sense of it.   

Writer: (jumping in, feeling that the focus is on writing, and Writer should be the 

one speaking, so she begins with an air of authority)  Students can work 

through problems in writing fiction, too.  Students need choices; they need 
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to feel like they have the opportunity to write about what they want to in 

ways that are important to them.  Writing fiction can be powerful because 

it allows them a safe medium to explore topics. 

Daughter: I hear echoes of stuff I dealt with when I was younger through stories 

students share, some actual and some fictionalized.  It reminds me of 

Anne Frank’s exploration of her identity, her sexuality.  So much was 

happening to her as she was hiding.  Writing was a way for her to try and 

make sense of the complex feelings she was encountering as part of 

growing up and as part of hiding.  Through writing, students have the 

opportunity to work things out and explore ways to address their 

problems.  My relationship with my mom has improved through writing.  

The deep exploration of my experiences has afforded me insight into my 

responses as well as her responses.  For a long time, I acted in ways 

towards her that were based on my sense of obligation or duty.  I went 

through certain rituals—regular phone calls and visits—because I felt it 

was what I was supposed to do as the only child of a widowed mother.  In 

understanding myself better and seeing her in a different way, I have come 

to make choices based on what I want rather than what I think is right.  I 

have pushed aside some of the guilt because I have confronted the 

experiences in my writing.  I don’t call every day.  I enjoy visiting, but 

don’t feel that it is something I have to do. 
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Teacher: (connecting to the classroom)  I hope the same thing happens for students.  

They are trying to figure out so much and they can do a better job of 

contextualizing the details in their writing.  I think about that desperate 

desire to come to terms with something such as Sadie Benning’s 

experiences using film to better understand her sexuality, a sexuality she 

knew to be different than what was expected or considered to be “normal.”  

The writing can enable students to find their voices and use them.  

Sometimes students are figuring things out by making connections with 

characters in the texts we read.  Those characters help them see or 

understand themselves.  Students are often torn in middle school between 

different groups of sets of friends.  They are faced with making decisions 

about which group to align with knowing that it will mean separating from 

the other.  When students write about Ponyboy’s search for his identity in 

The Outsiders, they are often writing about their own search.  His 

character helps them to realize they are not alone; someone else 

somewhere at some time has faced something similar. 

Writer: (breaking in)  If they write about it.  They are better able to identify the 

connections if they make comparisons in their writing.  The analysis they 

do in writing helps foster the connections they can carry outside of the 

writing.  Writing about Ponyboy’s search forces them to think concretely 

about their own search.  Many of them find themselves still holding on to 

friends from elementary school, but finding more enjoyment in new 



 

 221

friends.  The transition of switching groups or choosing a group to belong 

to is what many students spend middle school doing, and Ponyboy’s 

struggle is one they can connect with and relate to.  Writing about his 

experiences raises their own awareness of their search. 

Teacher: (moving to another location in the room, she passes by the seated 

characters as she talks)  It isn’t just writing that helps them understand.  

Reading helps, too.  It’s a little bit like textual evidence or support I ask 

students to give when we have a discussion about a novel or story.  I ask 

them to connect their understanding of a text to elements of the text itself.  

When I model how to annotate texts, I show them how my mind makes 

connections with knowledge and experience in line with constructivism.  I 

focus on metacognition so students can hear the ways in which my mind 

makes connections.  I also know that students’ understandings are based 

largely on their experiences, and making the connections is based on the 

interactions they have with the text and their ability to make those 

connections.  Again, I can also acknowledge Louise Rosenblatt and the 

ways she has impacted my work.  There is not one answer, but students 

can construct an answer based on the text. 

Daughter: For me, those connections helped immensely in improving my relationship 

with my mom.  I was there when my dad was sick and when he died, but I 

was there as myself.  Now, I’ve looked back and made connections based 

on what it was like to be her, to be my mom.  The new understandings of 
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my mom that I have from writing have changed how I approach teaching.  

I teach differently because I understand my mom better now.  Our 

relationship has improved, and that has impacted how I am as a teacher.  

Knowing I can relate better to her experiences has made me confident that 

I can do the same thing with students.  My changed understandings and 

our improved relationship have made me a happier person and a stronger 

teacher. 

Teacher: (interjects with a connection)  That reminds me of Jane Tompkins, who 

wrote that book A Life in School: What the Teacher Learned.  She wrote 

about how her memories have brought her meaning through their 

revisitings.   

Daughter: (picks back up with her experiences)  Teaching the year my dad died was 

tough because things were so difficult with my mom.  I have revisited that 

year and captured new meanings for those difficulties.  I now understand 

how the personal reached inside the classroom. (Her voice drops at the 

end.) 

Teacher: (stops straightening and goes to stand near Daughter to speak)  I won’t 

forget how the school year started.  On the first morning at our opening 

staff meeting, the principal announced my dad’s death.  Very matter-of-

factly.  Abrupt and mechanical.  I’m sure everyone already knew so it 

seemed pointless to make a public announcement.  I wanted to get up and 
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run away.  I escaped to my classroom as quickly as possible and cried.  It 

didn’t improve.  It was a difficult year.  

Researcher: (walks towards table near window where Mother and Wife are seated so 

they are startled)  How about you two?  What are Mother and Wife doing 

in the classroom?  You have just been sitting here.  Why aren’t you 

speaking up? 

Mother:  (looks up from the “To Do” list she is making)  Wait a minute.  I will talk, 

too, but I wanted to hear what everyone else was saying.  I came later.  I 

wasn’t a mother when I started teaching, but I do think I’ve had the 

greatest impact on my teaching identity.  I’ve changed everything.  Having 

a child has changed everything. 

Researcher: (surprised at this response; breaks in)  Everything?  I don’t think you can 

say you have changed everything.  Much of what was important before is 

still present.  Things are different.  I would agree to that, but I don’t think 

you can assert that you’ve changed everything.  How can you substantiate 

that claim?  What evidence can you give us? 

Mother: (smiles)  You want evidence.  Here goes.  It’s easy.  Answer one question.  

(She stands up, looks around at the other characters, and asks in a 

booming voice like the captain of a cheerleading squad:)  What is the 

most important thing in the world? 

All: (All six characters speak in unison:)  Rachel! 
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Mother: (looks at Researcher with an I-told-you-so grin)  See.  (She walks toward 

the storage cabinets that are covered with Rachel’s art and writing.  She 

spends time looking at it to ensure Researcher notes this physical evident.  

After a few minutes, she sits back down, but she brushes up against 

Researcher on her way back to her seat.)  Rachel has changed everything.  

Rachel IS everything.  My relationship with my mom has been repaired 

because of Rachel, because I am a mom.  We can connect now about 

something new rather than dwell on the past.  Our relationship 

transformed when Rachel was born.  Things improved because there was 

something—someone—to focus on.  In many ways, Rachel replaced the 

loss of dad that seemed to be the main connection or struggle between us.  

Now when we talk, we have someone to talk about who is alive and 

growing and changing in new and different ways.  (She pauses, looks 

around, and switches her topic back to the classroom.)  Being a mom has 

changed me in the classroom.  I am more compassionate.  It’s not that I 

think of my students as my children, but I think about what I want for 

Rachel in the classroom, and that informs both my words and actions with 

students.   

Researcher: (Looking to move back to the focus on identity, Researcher tries to 

reframe the conversation by sharing information.)  I agree that being a 

parent makes you aware of how parents feel about their children and how 

that can impact how they interact with schools and teachers.  I remember 
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reading Sara Lawrence-Lightfoot’s book, The Essential Conversation, 

about what parents and teachers could learn from each other.  When 

parents meet with a teacher, there are more than three people present.  In 

conferences, every teacher a parent has ever had is in the room, for good 

or bad.  Lawrence-Lightfoot talks about how parents bring to conferences 

all the experiences they had in school and refers to the ghosts in the 

classroom.  Those experiences range from positive to negative, but every 

adult can share a negative experience about a teacher. 

Mother: (sees what Researcher is talking about and shares a memory)  I think back 

to my high school physics teacher who listed the test grades on the board 

from highest to lowest and would then return the tests at the end of the 

period.  I spent the whole class focused on the numbers.  I would start 

hoping for one of the top ones but would slowly lower my hopes to the 

middle scores or even decide I was willing to settle for a passing grade.  

This practice caused me great anxiety.  I carry that into the conferences 

we’ve had with Rachel’s teachers.  Knowing that parents bring these 

experiences with them in interactions they have with me has made me 

realize that often the conversations may not be about their students, but 

rather, about themselves.  It has had a huge impact with the way I interact 

with parents. 

Researcher: (wanting to explore this connection)  How?  How have you changed the 

way you teach because of it? 
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Mother: I teach with clarity and charity.  (seeming pleased at the words clarity and 

charity)  I try to make sure I understand my students and my students 

understand me.  I don’t think I fully understood the importance of this 

until I was a parent.  I was too focused on what was happening in my 

classroom.  I thought only about what happened within the 43 minutes 

students were with me.  That was what was important.  I failed to account 

for or recognize that 43 minutes is a very small portion of students’ days.  

Being cognizant of all that transpires in one day for my daughter has made 

me recognize the importance of clarity and charity.  These students carry a 

lot into the classroom, things that may supersede the objectives of my 

lesson or unit plan.  I need to be respectful of that.  I try to put myself in 

parents’ shoes.  I don’t just grab the phone and call home to talk about a 

student’s behavior or grades.  I think about what the impact will be with 

the parents.  I haven’t gotten a call about Rachel yet, but I know it will 

happen.  When I call a parent, I make sure I don’t hang up until WE have 

a plan.  I really like to think that I can help them come up with strategies 

for solving the issue.  I like to think we are working together.  I also try 

not to act too serious about it.  I focus on the issue and discuss some ideas, 

but I don’t dwell on it and I try to say or imply that it is not something to 

be worried about.  It is fixable.  I think that’s important for parents to hear.  

I know my kid has problems.  I don’t mind hearing about them, but then I 

want to know what to do to fix them.  (pauses then adds)  Oh, and I follow 
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up.  I don’t just call with the problem and then let it go.  I have contact to 

let parents know what’s happened, what’s changed.  I would want that if it 

were Rachel.  I guess that’s what I’m saying.  I know the feelings of a 

parent and I try to be aware of them.   

Researcher: Interesting.  (looks down at clipboard, jots down notes and then pauses)  

The complex nature of the relationship of being a mom has certainly 

impacted relationships with other people and the way I approach my work 

with students.  I try to think about things systematically now.  I know that 

there is a reason for everything, and I have to really analyze what is going 

on to try and figure it out.  For example, I analyze behavior with students 

much like I do with Rachel.  I stop.  I pause.  I think.  I look for reasons to 

explain what has happened.  I try to wait before reacting.  It is so easy to 

respond and react, but I need to be thoughtful in my responses.  I am also 

more deliberate in not providing solutions, but trying to let students and 

parents come up with possible solutions.  I am less imposing.  Yes, I can 

come up with solutions, but they are my solutions.  I have seen the power 

of this with Rachel.  If she comes up with a solution, it is more 

meaningful.  The same is true for students.  If I allow students to have 

their voices heard, the interactions are more effective.  This idea goes back 

to what I learned about classroom discipline from reading Alfie Kohn’s 

book Beyond Discipline.  When I first started teaching, I responded 

quickly to situations and imposed consequences.  Now I involve students 
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and ask them what they think would be a fair consequence.  Have you 

done that with Rachel?  (Researcher turns towards Mother with question)  

Mother: There are times when I ask her what she think should happen.  She went in 

my closet and tried on all of my shoes, which she knows she can do, but 

she left them all over the place.  I went in my closet and got angry and was 

about to yell when I decided to call her in.  I called her in to the closet and 

we talked about it.  She knew the rule was she could try on my shoes but 

she had to put them back.  So I asked her what would be fair.  She came 

up with a couple of ideas including that she shouldn’t go in my closet for a 

year.  (Mother smiles)  I lowered it to a week, but it was fair and it was 

something she came up with. 

Researcher: So it works with Rachel.  How are you different with your students 

because of her? 

Mother: (pauses to think about this before she starts; she starts slowly)  Because of 

Rachel, I look at students differently.  I think I’m more understanding and 

compassionate.  It is not that I have lowered my expectations, but I am 

more flexible.  I see these students as children.  Even though they are 12 

and 13, they are still children.  They are still trying to figure it out.  I am 

more forgiving.  Rachel has bad days and things go wrong.  She has said 

things that are hurtful.  As a mom, I know she loves me.  There are often 

other things going on, things I may not even realize.  This is true with 

students.  In the classroom I try to recognize that students have other 
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things going on and may have come into the classroom preoccupied or 

upset.  I think I used to expect students to come in as blank slates, but now 

I realize that is impossible.  We are all carrying around something.  I have 

a better understanding now of how much a bad morning can impact your 

entire day.  If Rachel sleeps late and we have to rush, it makes for a rough 

start to the day.  Sometimes there is crying.  I have discovered that all of 

this sets the tone for the day and may happen at home, but has an impact 

on what happens everywhere else.  I think about this with my students.  I 

can tell sometimes when students come to their lockers in the morning that 

they have had a bad morning.  If I see this, I do what I think will work 

with the student.  With some, they need to be left alone.  I don’t expect a 

high level of participation in class.  For others, I need to talk to them and 

see if there is anything I can do.  Sometimes just helping a student figure 

out that they can call home and get whatever it is that they have forgotten 

will turn things around.  I get more involved and see what I can do.  I 

didn’t always do that before. 

Researcher: So you feel that you treat students differently since becoming a mom? 

Mother: I do.  I am nicer.  I am more aware of students’ feelings and think more 

about how and what I communicate with them.  I think about Rachel and 

the teachers she has and will have.  I think about how I want them to treat 

her.  I always want her to feel safe and respected.  I know she will make 
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mistakes and have bad days, but I want her to feel the support of the adults 

around her.  I try to be this way with students.   

Teacher: (interrupts, remembering one of the people she studied in graduate school 

who truly impressed her)  That reminds me of Marva Collins and reading 

Marva Collins’ Way in grad school.  I was so struck by the image of her 

taking the dirty child into the bathroom and getting him clean.  She did for 

her students what the parents weren’t doing or couldn’t do.  I also 

remember that she said if you can’t make a mistake, you can’t make 

anything.  Students make mistakes.  Rachel makes mistakes.  I make 

mistakes.  I need to be cognizant of this when I interact with students.   

Researcher: (making another connection)  Others have written about the power of 

mistakes.  Stephen Nachmanovitch in his book Free Play: The Power of 

Improvisation in Life and the Arts believes mistakes are powerful.  Rather 

than avoid and fear mistakes as we have been taught, Nachmanovitch 

believes they should be sought out and seen as opportunities.  Mistakes 

facilitate creativity.  Conveying this idea to students is difficult since it 

goes against what they have been taught in school.  Students can begin to 

reframe their thinking by analyzing the situations afterwards to recognize 

the positive effects that emerged from mistakes.  Students need to be 

active participants in their own learning by thinking about all that they do 

in school—and in life—as part of the scientific method.  As they have 

questions, they devise solutions.  Not all solutions work.  Some are 



 

 231

mistakes.  Students can practice the cycle and become more comfortable 

with being unsuccessful.   

Mother: (regaining what she believes is her question with a tone of “my turn”)  I 

think through how to deal with situations in ways that allow students to 

feel a sense of ownership and independence.  I have taken parenting 

classes and read books and I have used a lot of the same strategies with 

students.  I am calmer.  I speak softer and react slower.  I process 

situations before getting involved.  I understand acting out, not being able 

to sit still, or just having to say something.  This has made me feel like I 

am doing a better job connecting and understanding all the students in my 

classroom.  Before I was a parent, I think I saw all my students through 

my own experiences as a student.  Students who didn’t fit with what I had 

been like as a student went misunderstood by me at times.  Becoming a 

mother has definitely changed me in the classroom. 

Daughter: (jumps in with a indignant tone)  Wait a minute.  You just said nicer?  I 

have always been nice to students.  I went to a school where public 

embarrassment was used as a discipline tool.  Remember the rule of soda 

not being allowed outside the auditorium?  When Ms. Fynch, my teacher 

and the headmaster’s wife, caught me walking with a Dr. Pepper, she 

totally lost it and poured the remnants on my head.  I think we can imagine 

what would have happened to her had it been a public school, but it was 

not made into a huge deal.  It was humiliating.  I was determined to not do 
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that in my classroom.  I also remember how much I felt like I didn’t fit it.  

I know I keep that in mind when I am working with students.  I see 

students that I know are going to struggle socially in middle and high 

school.  I will admit that everyone at my school was on a similar track.  

We were all headed to college.  We all had parents who were concerned 

about education.  No one was poor.  Everyone seemed to be middle class 

or higher.  So it is true that it has taken me a while to be better at 

understanding—and respecting—students and parents who believe and are 

different.  I remember being shocked when Julian, a seventh grader I 

taught my second year teaching, said to me I was a white woman who 

didn’t understand anything.  It made me think about things.  It made me 

realize that he had faced much more than I had when I was 12.  He knew 

more about things he considered practical.  The knowledge that I had at 

his age was different knowledge, it was the knowledge of books.  His 

knowledge was about survival.  There is a certain power associated with 

each of those two types of knowledge.   

Researcher: (yet again making a connection, which makes Mother and Daughter look 

at each other and roll their eyes)  This reminds me of Shirley Bryce 

Heath’s ethnographic study of two communities, Roadville and Trackton, 

presented in her book Ways with Words.  Although the economics were 

similar within these two communities, children entered school with very 

different experiences with literacy.  The children had been exposed to 
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language and stories in different ways.  The teachers valued the literacy of 

one set of students over another because of their own experiences with 

literacy. 

Daughter:  (jumping back in and moving back to her experience with Julian)  When 

Julian accused me of not understanding him, he was absolutely correct.  I 

did not understand his unique experiences and I was not valuing them 

within the classroom. 

Researcher: (again, jumping in)  I may have not have known then how to place value 

on his knowledge, but I am aware now of the different types of 

knowledge.  Reading books like Annette Laureau’s Unequal Childhoods: 

Class, Race, and Family Life has helped me to recognize how social class 

and social location at birth can be largely determining factors.  Lareau’s 

research confirmed that Americans believe in the American dream, believe 

in upward mobility, yet social class and location are connected to life 

experiences and outcomes.  Julian knew the realities of Laureau’s research 

and tried to confront me with them. 

Daughter: (angry, directed at Researcher)  Let me finish what I was saying.  

Recognizing the harsh realities of class and power has taken time, but I 

have become more aware.  I do think I have always been nice, though.  I 

may not have fully seen or understood my students in ways that honored 

their backgrounds, experiences, and realities.  I do believe I tried to 

understand them and I hope they recognized that. 
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Wife: (ignoring Daughter since she believes she was too rigid previously)  I do 

feel constrained at times.  There are times when I am physically in my 

classroom, but mentally I am somewhere else thinking about all of the 

things I need to do.  Wondering when it will get done … There is laundry 

and dry cleaning and groceries and sometimes I feel overwhelmed about 

how or when it will get done.  Here is my “To Do” list for later today: 1) 

create new seating charts; 2) make a sample writing piece for the bad hair 

day writing assignment; 3) print out the article on Professional Learning 

Communities that I need to read before tomorrow’s meeting; 4) pick up 

the dry cleaning; 5) pick up dinner to drop off for the Redferns; 6) fill out 

the forms for next year’s medical savings account; 7) respond to email 

about Patrick’s class schedule; 8) see counselor about Alex S.; 9) order 

Rachel’s Halloween costume; 10) email Kelly about play date; and, 11) 

email Ms. Gray about Rachel’s parent conference time.  I make these lists 

because I worry I will miss something.  The list has things for work and 

home and friends, and I never get it all done.  I want to get it right.  

Getting it right is very important to me.  I have high expectations for 

myself.  Maybe as an only child I have grown up believing I need to 

please everyone.  I learned to please everyone because there was just me.  

I say “yes” too much.  I keep thinking about how I need to say “no” more 

often, but it doesn’t happen.  I have always tried to manage on my own 

without asking others for help.  Even Colin.  I try to make everything work 
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without asking him to help me.  By the time I can’t manage anymore, the 

situation is usually pretty ridiculous.  Luckily, he is the only one who has 

seen me vulnerable and in need of help.  I turn down offers because I want 

to be able to manage myself.  I never want someone to think I don’t have 

things under control.  It is important that Colin and Rachel never think that 

I have done a poor job.  Their approval is important to me.  I want them to 

be proud of me. 

Mother: I want people to think I am a good mom.  I want to be able to work—to 

teach—to be a wife and mom and do it all well.  I chose to work.  I felt 

lucky I had a choice.  I know there are many people I work with who have 

children and they had to come back to work even though they didn’t want 

to.  I knew I wanted to come back and teach.  I get joy from teaching and 

being a mom, but I worry.  I worry that I let things slip.  There are so 

many details and I need to realize I am not going to get it all right all the 

time.  Last week, Rachel had a friend come home with her after school.  I 

sent an email to her teacher, but I forgot to write a note for the bus driver.  

Rachel told me the bus driver had told her she needed a note next time.  It 

was a little thing.  Very minor.  Still, it is the type of thing I perseverate on 

and continually beat myself up for because it is a detail I let slip.  If I had 

more time, I might not let things slip.   

Teacher: Time is certainly a constraint.  When I started teaching I thought it was 

critical to return students’ work within a day.  I would stay up late at night 
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to be able to do that.  Even with writing.  It was very important to me that 

students get immediate feedback. 

Mother: (sighs)  I just can’t do that anymore.  I can’t get students’ their work back 

quickly.  I need time to get it done and I am usually getting it done at night 

after Rachel goes to bed. 

Researcher: (has heard enough of the whining and wants to ensure the others 

understand how much Researcher suffers because she needs time, too, but 

often gets the least amount at the most inconvenient times)  But I am 

competing, too.  After Rachel goes to bed is when I can work on my 

writing for my dissertation.  At that point, it is usually nine o’clock and I 

am exhausted from the day’s work.  It reminds me of Deb Casey’s chapter 

in Daredevil Research wherein she goes through her day of managing her 

children and her work in a stream-of-consciousness fashion.  Her sense of 

feeling rushed comes across through her thoughts as she moves back and 

forth between her present realities of dropping off her children so she can 

work and the future realities of trying to remember if she has something in 

the refrigerator for dinner.  Casey captured my day in hers with the 

constant movement forward and thinking and doing and thinking and 

doing.  The cycles and circles are present every day.  I move back and 

forth between my work with students and my care for Rachel. 
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Wife: Meanwhile, I am feeling like I am neglecting Colin more.  Before Rachel 

was born, there was teaching and there was Colin.  Now, there is Rachel, 

too.  And the dissertation. 

Researcher: We have gotten sidetracked.  I asked about how things had changed IN 

THE CLASSROOM.   

Mother: (in an I-will-be-heard voice)  I was talking about approval.  Wanting to get 

it right.  Wanting to be a good mom. 

Wife: (speaks louder)  And wife. 

Daughter: (speaks even louder)  And daughter.  I want my mom to be proud of me.  I 

want her to feel like I am a good daughter, too.  Her approval is important 

to me.  I feel a certain emptiness because I know I cannot seek my dad’s 

approval.  He is gone.  I hope he was proud of me.  I wonder what he 

would have wanted for me.  I know he was proud of me when I graduated 

from college.  I know he was proud of me when I married Colin.  I would 

like to think he would be proud of my accomplishments as a teacher and a 

mother.  I continue to look to my mom to see if she is proud of me. 

Teacher: But my students’ approval is important, too.  I want them to think I am 

doing a good job.  I want them to think back on seventh grade English and 

feel as if they really grew a lot during the year.  I want them to respect me.  

I want them to work hard.  I want them to see all they can do. 

Wife: (interrupts and holds up her “To Do” list)  Yes, to do.  I NEED TO finish 

my “To Do” list of everything I need to get done today after school.  I 
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NEED TO complete the volunteer form for Rachel’s school.  I NEED TO 

go by the store and pick up the books for being a Daisy Troop Leader.  

Another thing I said “yes” to.  I NEED TO make sure I have emailed her 

teacher about coming in the classroom for the art activity.  I NEED TO 

schedule the drapery installer.  I NEED TO go by Hallmark and pick up a 

sympathy card.  I NEED TO decide what I will cook tonight so I know if I 

NEED TO go by the grocery store.  I NEED TO remember to put Rachel’s 

ballet clothes in her backpack.  I NEED TO call in the refill for my 

medicine.  I NEED TO make a list of things to ask the dermatologist when 

Colin takes Rachel to see him.  I NEED TO bake one pan of brownies for 

the student government officers’ meeting at lunch tomorrow.  I NEED TO 

edit chapter three of my dissertation.  I NEED TO … I NEED TO … 

I NEED TO…   

Researcher: (interrupts)  I hear your “To Do” list of things you need to do and 

understand how you feel pulled, the tensions that exist to get everything 

done.  What I want you to explore a little bit or explain about how this 

impacts your work here.  How does all of that come to play out in your 

teaching identity?  What are you doing in the classroom?  I can see that 

you are thinking about responsibilities outside of the classroom.  How has 

the way you perform or position yourself in the classroom changed with 

marriage? 
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Wife: Not to sound mushy or anything, but I think I bring a stronger 

understanding of commitment to the classroom.  Being married has meant 

rearranging my life and myself to make room for someone else.  As an 

only child, I did not share, physically or emotionally.  Marriage has made 

me share; it has helped me recognize sharing is a positive thing.  I was 

pretty selfish before.  I was an only child.  Had my own bedroom.  Had 

my own bathroom.  Had my own everything.  Didn’t need to get anyone 

else’s input.  All me.  Now, I am not alone; there is someone else to take 

into consideration with the choices I have and the decisions I make.  There 

is a high level of responsibility with marriage, but there is great joy in 

sharing with someone else.  I don’t feel alone.  I know that I have a partner 

I can call.  The sharing has made me more confident and comfortable.  

This confidence and comfort is present in my classroom.  I am not as 

tentative.  It does not mean that I am compulsive.  I still think things 

through, but now I have the ability to share my decisions with someone 

else and receive support and help.  I was a teacher before I was a wife, but 

it became different.  A feeling of being complete—of being more—came 

with marriage.  I have the distractions of being a wife, but also the 

fulfillment.  I think the work of a marriage, the work of making a 

relationship last, has transferred to deepen my commitment to the 

relationships I form with students.  I also think I look closely at students’ 

parents.  Parents’ relationships have a strong impact on students.  I 
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recognize how the ups and downs of relationships are not private when 

children are involved.  I think more about parents’ relationships and see 

more of the connections between those and students’ relationships at 

school.  When I started teaching and parents would share some of their 

lives with me—separation and divorce—I don’t think I understood.  I 

looked at the model I had for marriage, my parents, and I didn’t 

understand why relationships failed.  I do now.  I see why some 

relationships and marriages work and can understand why some fail.  I 

feel fortunate in my relationship, but I am aware of the effort required.  I 

think about all of the things I need to get done and can see where the 

“To Do” list can get in the way of spending time together.  I feel like I 

have to get everything checked off the list so I can focus on Colin.  There 

are times when I realize that I need to hold off on getting things done to 

spend time with him and give him my attention.  He seems to come in last, 

and I need to work on that. I fear I take him for granted.  (she stops and 

thinks and has an idea)  I should send a card to Colin at his office.  I enjoy 

doing this and used to send him notes all the time.  I don’t do it as much 

anymore.  I can write things that I don’t remember to say or don’t say 

enough.  I forget sometimes how much he does, too.  I feel overwhelmed 

with all I do, but I forget all of the things he has taken on in our 

relationship.  He makes time to help me.  Right now he has spent most 

weekends with Rachel while I have been writing.  We have not been doing 
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things as a family as much.  The two of them go on outings while I hide 

away and write.  Much of what I have accomplished is because of his 

support, and I need to honor him in a special way when this is all over.  I 

need to think about writing the dedication.  How can I capture all he 

means and has done?  I keep thinking about the e.e. cummings poem, “i 

carry your heart with me.”  I feel like I carry Colin’s heart with me and I 

hope he carries mine with him.  The poem seems to fit all of us in some 

way.  (Wife stands up and walks to bookshelves; she scans a particular 

shelf until she finds what she is looking for; she pulls a book, flips to a 

page she has memorized and reads aloud) 

i carry your heart with me 

i carry your heart with me(i carry it in 

my heart)i am never without it(anywhere 

i go you go,my dear; and whatever is done 

by only me is your doing,my darling) 

i fear 

no fate(for you are my fate,my sweet)i want 

no world(for beautiful you are my world,my true) 

and it's you are whatever a moon has always meant 

and whatever a sun will always sing is you 
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here is the deepest secret nobody knows 

(here is the root of the root and the bud of the bud 

and the sky of the sky of a tree called life;which grows 

higher than the soul can hope or mind can hide) 

and this is the wonder that's keeping the stars apart 

 

i carry your heart(i carry it in my heart) 

 
 (Wife looks up at the characters in the room and seems to have become 

emotional during the reading)  My dad will always be in my heart, and it 

was his physical heart that is much of my story as his daughter.  My mom 

is in my heart.  Colin is in my heart.  Rachel is in my heart.  My students 

are in my heart.  There is so much in my heart that I carry around.  This 

poem seems to sum it all up.  All of the people who are connected to the 

six of us are in my heart and I carry them all with me.  I think marriage 

has made me understand that—made me understand how all the 

relationships I have are with me at all times—the people are with me.  I 

am no longer alone in the way I was before.  This poem says it as well as 

anything I could say or write would. 



 

 243

Writer: It always comes back to writing.  It is through writing that I make sense of 

things. 

Researcher:  That starts to get us back on track.  Writing happens in the CLASSROOM.  

(The emphasis is on classroom to try and get the characters back focused 

on her questions; she looks around at all of them to try and gauge their 

awareness of the conversation taking place.) 

Teacher: Writing was so powerful for students last year, and I hope it will be this 

year as well.  Students wrote each day.  Students filled up their journals.  

Around March the first student said something about running out of room 

in his journal.  I think it was the best thing I heard all year.  I made time 

for writing as a habit, and students responded.  The connection I felt to 

students was deeper.  They shared more and trusted each other—and me—

more than I remember in the past years.  I looked forward to writing with 

students and hearing them share their writing. 

Writer: (since this is about writing, Writer reinforces what Teacher is saying)  It 

was a huge change, but a critical one.  I had gotten away from regular 

writing.  In graduate school, I read Nancie Atwell’s book In the Middle 

and believed her ideas in theory, but I had not put them fully into practice 

until last year.  I came to understand that we learn from each other; I am as 

much of a student as the other students in my room.  I have learned that 

choice and structure are not mutually exclusive, but students need—they 

crave—the freedom to make choices about their writing.  Last year was 
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powerful because I saw Atwell’s ideas at work and working.  I really 

enjoyed sitting with students and writing and then reading my writing to 

students.  It allowed me to slow down.  I had been spending the first 

five minutes of class on administrivia—I love that word.  I was doing 

attendance or checking in homework or responding to emails while 

students completed a warm-up.  Somehow I managed to get those things 

done last year even though I didn’t have those five minutes at the 

beginning.  Sitting and writing with students was a centering time for me, 

too.  I got to write and then I had the opportunity to share my writing.  

(She flips back in her journal and finds an entry from the end of the year.)  

Here, let me read one I read with students … here is a good one.  We 

wrote about seeing something that surprised us.  “It started out fine.  5:30.  

Snooze.  Up.  Shower.  Clothes.  Make-up.  Kiss Colin—still in bed.  

Tiptoe down hallway.  Kiss Rachel—still asleep.  It was Monday, but I 

knew what I was doing for the day.  I was ready to teach.  I was always a 

little unhappy on the Monday after spring break.  It means the year is 

coming to a close and we have standardized testing coming soon.  I pulled 

into the parking lot at school, grabbed my bags and Starbucks—stopping 

at Starbucks made Mondays better—and went into the building.  Unlocked 

my classroom.  Turned on the computer.  Turned on the TV and LCD.  So 

many remotes.  Logged in to the computer.  Sat down.  Drank some of my 

drink and took a deep breath.  Then I heard loud sounds from the hallway.  
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Kathy, one of the eighth grade English teachers, came running into my 

classroom.  She was dripping wet.  “Hurry.  You have to see this.”  She 

ran out and back down the hallway before I could ask for an explanation.  

I got up and headed after her—curious and excited.  I got to the end of the 

hallway and turned down the eighth grade hallway.  I caught myself 

immediately at the sight and froze laughing.  A slip-n-slide had been set up 

in the middle of the hallway, and the eighth grade teachers were taking 

turns running, jumping, and sliding.  Water was splashing up everywhere 

onto the lockers lining the sides of the hallway.  No one had on a swimsuit.  

They were all taking turns.  I couldn’t believe what I was seeing.  The bell 

would ring in 10 minutes.  How would we get this cleaned up?  The 

principal was going to fire all of them.  Then I saw the principal take a 

running start and slide down the hallway.”  (She closes journal, looks up 

at Researcher, and continues.)  Maybe sharing my written work shares a 

powerful unvoiced lesson; seeing me take a risk helps my students take a 

risk, too.  Sharing my writing—and in some ways, myself through my 

writing—helps me to show students change or difference.  It opens them 

up to the possibilities.  It is through these possibilities that I can do what 

Maxine Greene suggested in Landscapes of Learning: I can enable them 

reflect on themselves and their lives, to search for meaning, and, most 

importantly, to rebel.  By rebel, I mean they can change or be different.  

They can explore the possibilities; I can help them explore alternative 
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possibilities.  They don’t have to conform to the conventions that have 

been assigned, the identities, positions, and locations are not fixed.   

Researcher: (pulling the ideas together to summarize)  Reading was something we 

always did well.  Students were able to explore these same things in 

reading, but writing made it more personal.  Daily writing changed the 

classroom.  It was a conscious choice, an experiment to see how daily 

writing could impact students in terms of the classroom community and 

their own abilities as readers and writers.  I knew I was taking a risk.  I 

wanted to take the risk as a lesson for my students; the choice to write 

each day with my students was as much about the habit of writing as it 

was about the choice I was making and what it meant for students’ voices.  

Taking the time to write daily and have students share their writing gave 

value to both their written words and their voices.  I hope students saw this 

and learned from it, too.  The writing took time, but the results show its 

importance.  Students’ writing was strengthened through daily practice.  

Informal and formal writing was more effective.  Most importantly, 

students saw themselves as writers; they saw writing as a practice they 

engaged in regularly.  It wasn’t an exercise, but a practice.  We all 

practiced together.  Fewer students struggled in composing because they 

were composing daily.  It showed me that daily writing could change my 

students.  Their personal reflections with supporting writing pieces 
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indicated how much growth had occurred for them as writers.  This did not 

surprise me.  What did surprise me was how it changed me. 

Writer: It took me back to writing as a secondary student.  I would lie down on my 

bed and write poetry for hours.  I would work with an image or idea and 

craft words to go alongside it.   

Daughter:  (stands up and goes over to shelves and pulls out a copy of The Talisman, 

her high school literary magazine)  Remember the red union suit?  It was 

what I slept in during the cold winters.  I would snuggle under my down 

comforter in my red union suit and be warm and content.  Oh, here it is.  

(she smiles, pauses, then reads the poem): 

 The Red Bell Pepper Suit 

 Counting stairsteps while plopping from one carpeted one to another, one 

 Youthful but in the dress he loses years, two 

 Sneaking between two wooden shafts 

 Extending down from the banister, nine 

 Mushed chest puffed like proud cockatoo between 

 Bars of a cage, five 

 The little boy stands, solemnly giggling part way down the steps trying 

 To hide his age of “I’m this many,” while showing it off more, four 

 The little boy is decked out in a red union bay suit complete 

 With flap in back for late night excursions, eighteen 

 He continues to flop down the remaining stairs. 
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 Careful to leap over the last step, he slides on socked feet, 

 Down a wooden hallway, closing in on the mirror at the end 

 Fourteen steps turn into forty on his ten pudges of digits 

 Admiring himself like dad 

 In his three-piece suit 

 He adjusts his top button. 

      Ashby Reid 

      Grade 12 

 (Daughter pauses, going back in her mind to her senior year then pulling 

herself to the present again.)  That poem was about a little boy, but it was 

also about me.  I know how much my dad was something I thought about 

because I chose to have a dad in the poem.  The image of the boy looking 

in the hall mirror like the father was a connection to the relationship I 

wanted with my dad.  Writing alternated between allowing me to escape 

and helping me to understand.  It was a release and escape. 

Teacher: (breaks in to bring the conversation back to students)  I realize I 

encouraged this same release and escape for students through writing.  For 

some it was in small ways, but for others it was a big change.  Students’ 

written reflections showed me that. 

Researcher: The other thing with sharing writing was I was sharing myself.  In that one 

entry about the teachers and the slip n’ slide, there is a reference to Colin 

and Rachel and life outside school.  There is a mention of Kathy as a 
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friend.  I go through my morning routine.  The six of us were in many of 

the entries and students got to see us when I read.  It was another way of 

making connections with students. 

Teacher: Each time a student shared writing with the entire class, something was 

learned from it.  It gave me ideas about student writing.  It gave me ideas 

for other writing prompts.  There were lessons that we did because 

students seemed interested in a topic we had written about.  I had days 

where students were given the opportunity to go back and continue a 

piece.  They started to ask for these days.  They would also come up with 

ideas for entries based on other ones.  It became a powerful part of class 

and influenced a lot of other things. 

Researcher: (Researcher moves towards Teacher, wanting to refocus on the writing 

done by students in the classroom.)  Let’s look at how we establish the 

culture of writing in my classroom.  Because what we are saying is this 

culture is what has changed, and it is this culture that reflects my teaching 

identity.  How do we let students know that they will be writing each day 

for a period of time?  Sometimes about a topic we provide and sometimes 

about whatever they choose?  How does it all start? 

Teacher: OK.  It starts with writing.  On the first day.  Students write the very first 

day of school.  Not a lot.  But I share my writing with them and ask them 

to write down some ideas about it to share with their table and then the 

class.  The second day we write, too.  And the third.  And the fourth.  And 
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there you are.  We are writing.  We write at the beginning of class each 

day.  I hate to skip a day.  It is the first thing we do when class starts.  

Researcher: Do I have a transcript so we can look at what I say and which ones of us 

are involved with how we establish this routine?  Knowing what we say to 

students about writing will help to make sense of the ways in which we 

convey what writing will be about in the classroom.  It will also provide a 

picture of the culture of writing we intend to establish.  I wonder how each 

of us is present in the writing and the ways in which writing is presented 

to students in my classroom. 

Teacher: I want to let students know immediately that writing is something we will 

do each day.  I want them to know writing will be one of the most 

important things we do together.  Like much of education, writing is about 

language.  Language is a way to know yourself, to know your world, and 

to know your responsibility to both.  I want students to redefine writing 

and recapture the moments they experienced when they first began to tell 

stories.  Again, I think about Shirley Bryce Heath’s work.  In the 

communities she researched, language was viewed and used differently.  

Children from one community were focused on storytelling and oral 

traditions.  Children from the other community were focused on written 

stories: classic children’s books.  Their experiences with language were 

different.  I recognize writing about themselves can help students 
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construct a common language to help them understand themselves and 

others. 

Researcher: This recapturing of students’ first experiences with stories reminds me of 

what is lost with children and art.  Stephen Nachmanovitch shares a story 

in Free Play: The Power of Improvisation in Life and the Arts about a 

child who drew imaginative and colorful trees at the age of four.  By first 

grade, the same child was drawing lollipop trees like other children.  

Nachmanovitch suggests our original voices are squashed and buried as 

we grow older.   

Mother: (interrupting with a memory she has held on to, a memory that makes her 

sad, partly because it reminds her that Rachel will grow older and partly 

because it reminds her of her frustrations with how to make changes with 

her own child)  Last year, I was at Rachel’s school art show and shared 

with her art teacher that Rachel really enjoyed art.  The teacher told me 

that Rachel’s work was creative, but that likely that would go away.  She 

said students begin to change as they go through elementary school and 

their work reflects less imagination.  The teacher’s comment was striking.  

I immediately wanted to know what I could do to prevent this.  How can I 

stop this?  The art teacher seemed resigned.  I looked at the ceramic 

cupcake Rachel had created and hoped I could help her retain her 

imagination.  I want students to recapture the magic if it has been lost or 

forgotten.   
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Teacher: The same thing happens in writing.  Students tell amazing stories about 

dragons and castles and things that are unreal but spectacular.  As they 

progress through school, teachers tell them to write about what is real, 

what is possible.  We teach them the forms of writing.  We take red pens 

to their papers.  Slowly, they begin to write lollipop trees.  I want them to 

write trees that are unreal.  When I start writing with students, I want them 

to know that this is about them using language to understand and 

recapture.  I want them to write and be in the moment of that experience 

without being constrained by conventions. 

Writer: This has been important for me, too.  I think back on cranking out papers 

in college.  The writing was for a professor to read and judge.  I need to 

write for me and know that it won’t be judged by anyone.  

Teacher: (excited to share a connection that brings her together with Mother)  

Ralph Fletcher—I mentioned him before as someone who has influenced 

my writing and certainly how I use writer’s notebooks—recently visited 

Rachel’s school.  In his talk to parents and teachers, he made a connection 

with writing like Nachmanovitch made with art.  Young children see 

themselves as writers, but slowly they begin to see writing as something 

they are not good at.  With daily writing I hope to help students reclaim 

their voices.  By giving them the opportunity to write for themselves as 

well as their peers and teacher, I hope to give them their voices back.  I 

want them to see themselves as writers.  Fletcher spoke about boys 
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wanting to write about monsters that tear down the city.  I want to offer 

students the choice to write about those monsters.  There is an important 

lesson for THEM in doing that.  By giving them choice, they can write 

about what they want.  Over time, they move from monsters to 

understanding the world.   

Researcher: (Done flipping through the pages on her clipboard, she locates the 

transcript, and speaks in a louder voice, regaining control.)  Yes, I have a 

transcript from one of my classes.  This is the second day of school.  Here 

is the part where I go over the directions for writing.  Listen to see the 

clear message that all I want is for them to write.  Nothing else matters.  

Form is unimportant.  (She pauses and then launches in to the reading…) 

“We will write every day.  On your way in, get your notebook, so right 

now let’s all get our notebooks.  Grab your notebook.  So, a couple of 

things to know about writing in your notebook.  You can write with 

anything you want to.  It doesn’t matter to me if you use pencil, pen, pink 

pen, purple pen, orange pen.  It’s your notebook to write in.  It is not a 

place where you will write and I will be looking at your spelling or 

grammar.  It’s not about that.  I don’t care about your spelling and 

grammar.  What’s important is that you write the whole time.  Let me 

show you what we are going to do today.  Look at the board.  Every day 

you need to get the date on there.  Again, I don’t care how you write the 

date.  So turn to whatever you want to be the first page of your notebook 
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and put the date on there.  But it’s critical that you put the date on 

because I don’t make you write the questions or the prompt.  I only make 

you write your answer so I have to know the date to know what it is you’re 

responding to.  OK?  Towards the end of the quarter we will take a whole 

day where you will look back through all the things you have written and 

you’ll do some reflection and talk about what you think you did well in 

your journal and then I look at them and give them a grade, but it’s not 

about again your spelling or grammar.  It’s just about you writing.  If you 

write for the five minutes every day, you’ll be perfect.  That’s all I’m 

asking you to do.  The more you write, the better you write, and the easier 

it is.  You can skip lines if you want or not skip lines.  You can write on the 

back of the page or not write on the back of the page.  It’s your notebook.  

You can do it however you want.  I try to always give you options so that 

you can do something that you want to choose to write about.  The other 

thing that I will always do I will always tell you up front if I’m going to 

make you read what you’ve written because I think it’s important to know 

that.  Some days I will say to you, ‘Today I’m going to ask everyone to 

read,’ and so you know in advance what you write you’re going to have to 

say out loud.  Some days I’ll say, ‘Anyone who wants to share can.’  Some 

days I’ll say, ‘I need five people to share what they’ve done,’ but I’ll 

always tell you in advance if you are going to have to read.  I always write 

with you.  It’s not a time that I’ll be looking at anything.  I’m going to be 
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writing as well. One other thing.  So the only thing I just really want you 

to do is write the whole time.  So if you get stuck and you can’t think of 

anything to write, you can write the word ‘boring’ a million times.  You 

can write, ‘I hate Ms. Rushing,’ a million times.  So whatever it is just be 

writing.  Some days you’ll write a lot more than others because you’ll 

write quickly, you’ll really get into it.  Some days it’ll be slower.  Just 

make sure that whatever you’re writing with is moving.  OK?  The second 

bullet is what we’re going to do today.  I’m asking you to write about a 

first day of school.  It could be yesterday, your first day of seventh grade.  

It could be your first day of kindergarten.  It could be a day that hasn’t 

even happened yet.  You could decide to write about your first year in high 

school, you know, first day of freshman year of high school or first day in 

college.  It doesn’t matter.  It can be real or it can be fictional.  It could be 

that you want to write about yesterday only aliens landed at Washington 

yesterday.  Totally up to you.  If it helps you I have a phrase up there you 

can start with, ‘I remember the first day clearly…’  You can start however 

you want.  You can start it that way.  We’re not going to write for 

five minutes because it might be too long, but we will work up to five 

minutes.  So we will do about three and a half minutes today. And I will let 

you know when we are about thirty seconds from the end so you know 

when to wrap it up.  Any questions before we go?  Let me get to a page.  I 

am going to start a new one.  I did the same one all morning but now I am 
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going to do a different one.  OK.  You ready?  Write.”  (Researcher flips 

back to the top page of her clipboard then looks around at the other five.) 

Teacher: I don’t want students to get caught up in what color pen they have to write 

with or how they have to write the date on the page or whether or not they 

have to skip lines or write on the back of the page. 

Mother: If there are too many rules, it isn’t as much fun.  The other thing is they 

see seven teachers a day who each want things done differently.  It can be 

overwhelming for them to try and get it right for each teacher.  Each 

teacher has a different set of requests, a different way that students have to 

do things.  I looked back at the supply list we sent home for students.  It 

makes it clear that each teacher has a different set of requirements for 

what students should bring to class.  So many binders and folders and 

notebooks.  Who can keep it all straight?  I don’t want them to feel 

anxious about HOW to write.  I want them to write. 

 Teacher: I want to take form out of their thinking.  I want them to have the 

experience of writing, to use language.  I just want them to write.  The 

biggest thing at the beginning is getting them in the practice of writing 

continuously for the time.  Ralph Fletcher mentioned the word stamina 

and I think that makes it clear.  I want them to develop writing stamina.  

Daughter: I remember how the details were so important when I was in middle and 

high school.  We had a specific written format—put the proper heading on 

your paper or you will lose points—and were required to use it on all of 
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our papers.  Any writing we submitted had to be done in fountain pen.  

Oh, and it had to be cursive.  (She shivers at the memories.) 

Mother: (Mother wants everyone to be aware of how this was certainly more 

painful for some students.)  Can you imagine how painful that was for 

students who struggled with handwriting and writing neatly?  It must have 

taken some of them hours to write a simple composition.  And what did 

that place value on?  It valued the form rather than the words on the page.  

It valued grammar.  (She has become angry by the end of what she has 

said.) 

Daughter: Grammar in middle and high school English classes involved extensive 

sentence diagramming.  (Daughter smiles, stands up and goes to board; 

she writes a sentence on the board: At first, I was a daughter and a writer, 

but now I am a daughter and a writer and a wife and a teacher and a 

mother and a researcher. She begins an elaborate sentence diagram while 

she continues to talk.)  Each year we learned more about diagramming so 

that we could diagram more complex sentences.  In sixth grade, we began 

with simple sentences and moved on to compound, complex, and finally 

compound-complex ones in high school.  Warriner’s English Grammar 

and Composition Book was the resource for how to draw the lines and 

place the words.  Sentence diagramming involved precision; there was one 

right way to diagram any particular sentence.  Our headmaster, Dr. Fynch, 

delighted in creating sentences for us to diagram that went beyond the 
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rules and examples provided by Warriner’s. (Daughter, still facing board 

and diagramming, launches into a lecture given to her by Dr. Fynch, the 

headmaster; she tries to mimic his voice.)  Who do you think you are?  

The Queen of Sheba?  The Japanese are taking over and you sit there and 

talk while you should be working.  You will be driving a Japanese car and 

you will be living in a Japanese country, but it will be right here.  The 

Japanese will take over this country.  Japanese students are in school 

12 hours a day.  Youth culture.  What are you doing?  The youth are doing 

nothing to prepare.  You can’t even diagram the sentences on the board.  

Television.  You sit and you watch television and you learn nothing.  It 

takes away your brain.  The Japanese want you to watch television.  Go 

ahead.  Watch.  You will be working for them soon.  (She pauses and then 

explains his speech; she is still working on the diagram, which has become 

huge, taking up the entire board.)  Dr. Fynch did not approve of talking in 

class.  If caught talking or engaging in other activities that were not 

preparing us for our futures, he launched into a tirade involving the 

Japanese and youth culture.  He felt strongly that sentence diagramming 

was important to our future and the national security.  Catching me 

talking, he referred to me as a Queen of Sheba.  Whenever I—or anyone 

else—showed independence, no matter how discrete, he began some form 

of this lecture.  I was scared of him and usually quiet in class.  He rarely 

bestowed compliments, but was known for his tirades.  He thought each 
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student needed to work harder.  His lectures were intended to strike fear, 

fear that would make us work harder.   

Teacher: (shaking her head)  Dr. Fynch was one of my models for an English 

teacher.  I didn’t spend a lot of time thinking about how Dr. Fynch should 

have taught.  It wasn’t until I sat down at my graduate school interview 

and was asked to articulate my thoughts about grammar instruction that I 

began to analyze Dr. Fynch’s teaching methods.  In becoming a teacher, I 

began to reflect on my experiences as a student.  Positive and negative 

experiences helped inform my emerging teaching identity.  If Dr. Fynch 

were still alive, I think I might be willing to stand up to him. 

Daughter: Wouldn’t the Queen of Sheba that is inside me expect me to? (She turns 

around triumphantly and the diagram on the board is seen by the other 

five characters; she recaps the white board marker and returns to her 

seat.) 
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 (once seated she continues) So, we didn’t have informal writing.  Our 

writing was focused on specific conventions.  Writing was about 

diagramming sentences ad nauseam.  I don’t want them to get caught up in 

rules like I did. 

Teacher: Content, not form.  I want them to write.  I want them to play with 

language.  I want them to feel the power of words.  Words about unreal 

trees or words about what to do about a friend who has changed.  The 

imagined and the real. 
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Mother: The other thing that is critical is feeling comfortable.  I try to make it clear 

that I only want them to write.  I am not going to grade for spelling or 

grammar.  I want them to feel like their journals are a place to write and 

scratch out and write things that never make it into a longer piece of 

writing.  Stuff they just feel the need to say or write about. 

Researcher: I mention that I will be writing, too.  Why is this important? 

Writer: I want them to begin to see me as a writer.  It isn’t a chore I am assigning 

them, but something I am doing, something I want to do.  I want them to 

see how important it is to me, too. 

Teacher: Paolo Freire’s notion of modeling a non-oppressive pedagogy of not 

teaching to someone but with someone.  I try to get them to see me as a 

learner, too.  I sit at a student desk and I write.  I talk about what has gone 

well for me in my writing.  I share.  I don’t assert my authority.  I give my 

authority to them, to their voices.  Modeling is critical.  They see me doing 

it, and they do it, too.  I also don’t rush to correct them. 

Mother: It could be a bad day or the prompt is really hard for them.  I try to give 

them time to get into the routine.  The beginning of school is difficult and 

they need time to process. 

Teacher: The first couple of days I just look up to notice who is not writing, but I 

don’t do anything.  I look back down and keep going.  I try to sit in 

different places each day. 
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Mother: But I want them comfortable.  I want them to be able to push anything else 

to the side and write.  Unless they need to write about something that is on 

their minds.  In that case, I want them to feel like they can.  When I am 

having a tough day or if a prompt is hard for me, I tell them so they see 

what my experiences are, too. 

Researcher: Is there anything else that sticks out for you about the writing routine that 

pertains to one character specifically?  Anything I should take notes 

about?  (looks up and pauses giving the characters a minute to reflect and 

see if they have anything else to say) 

Daughter: I think it’s important to talk about how I share writing and ask them to 

share.  I tell them that first day that if I’m going to make them share I will 

tell them before we begin writing.  Sharing—reading your writing out loud 

to a group—can be very scary.  I was always scared I would be laughed at 

or lacked the confidence to share my work because of what the responses 

might be.  I don’t want anyone to feel like that.  I want them to share and 

make mistakes and not care.  I want them to share and get excited when 

others in the class enjoy listening to them.  I also remember being called 

on, hearing my name and knowing it meant I would have to give an 

answer.  I lacked confidence.  I wanted to give the right answer.  I want 

my students to know there isn’t one answer, and the classroom is a place 

to get it wrong.   



 

 263

Wife: I try to acknowledge it when I get it wrong.  I used to be annoyed if a 

student shared a typo or mistake and now I look for them myself and try to 

laugh at things.  I know I don’t have as much time to get it right or check 

things as closely.  I wish I did, but I have to be honest that there are times 

when I just know I need to leave school and head home and decide that is 

more important than proofreading something. 

Teacher: I want them to share.  I use writing groups so they share their writing with 

a small number of students.  I do other things involving sharing writing so 

it is important to begin to build the culture of writing and sharing the 

writing from the start. 

Mother: (speaking up to remind the characters about students’ feelings)  But it’s 

important for them to be comfortable.  There are some students who are 

never comfortable sharing.  I always wonder if something happened to 

make them feel that way.  I would be so upset if a teacher impacted Rachel 

in that way.  I know what I say is very important and saying the wrong 

thing can have a lasting impact. 

Researcher: (grabbing on to the word “impact”)  Impact.  Let’s get back to that.  Let’s 

examine how we impact other things in the classroom.  The things that 

happen after the writing.  What roles do we each play in the other things 

that happen in the classroom? 

Daughter: I think we could each share an example of something that has happened 

that reflects each of us. 
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Researcher: I like that idea.  (looks at the clock, frowns, writes something on 

clipboard)  Unfortunately, we have to take a break now and go to the staff 

meeting. (Everyone either groans or sighs; looking dejected, the 

characters gather their things up and move out of the classroom slowly.) 

 

Scene 2 

Setting: Back in my classroom.  Writer, Mother, Wife, and Daughter are back seated at 

one of the groupings of student desks.  Teacher is at her desk focused on her laptop 

screen.  Researcher is back standing with a clipboard. 

Mother: (clearly frustrated) That was a long meeting.  I’ll have to leave soon to 

head home.  Now I won’t get nearly as many things done as I’d hoped to.  

Ugh!  I need to help Rachel with her homework.  Her homework folder is 

due back on Friday, and we have two more activities to do as well as the 

extension activity if she wants to do it. 

Wife: And tomorrow is the bowling party with Colin’s office, so it needs to get 

done tonight. 

Daughter: And mom comes the day after to watch Rachel.  I need to get the guest 

room ready and wash the towels.  Mom was the last one here, so I think I 

can skip washing the sheets.  Compromises.  Compromises.  Not sure I 

could get to it anyway. 

Teacher: I need to finish tomorrow’s lesson. 
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Researcher: OK.  Lots to do.  Everyone take a breath.  Let’s explore that for a moment.  

How does all of this impact what happens here? 

Writer: We have so much going on in one day—so many things related to each of 

us—things dealing with our personal selves and our professional selves, 

and they all happen simultaneously.  Nothing is compartmentalized.  The 

week of Back to School Night is a great example of how everything 

happens at once.  Each of us is everywhere and there are no limits, nothing 

defines our space or time.  I think writing can help to show you that.  I 

remember I couldn’t believe how much I had to do.  I was so amazed at it 

all that I wrote about it in my journal.  (She flips in her journal and reads 

aloud…)  “9/27/10  Today was a bit of everything.  Monday.  

Overwhelmed almost immediately.  School at 7 with my usual Starbuck’s 

stop.  Iced grande Americano in a venti cup with room.  I felt like I had 

too much to do right away.  Rushed feeling.  Students were doing several 

things in class.  Started with writing for five minutes.  Then asked students 

to write an item from a previous activity on an index card so I could 

create a bulletin board for Back to School Night.  Afterwards, students 

used laptops to work on their writing pieces focusing on paragraphs.  

Mini-lesson on paragraphs.  Students had to rewrite the first sentence of 

each paragraph to make it grab the reader’s attention.  Then students had 

to save so I could print.  All this in one period.  Writing pieces were going 

to be mounted on large paper for graffiti board peer review the next day.  
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Students who didn’t finish had to come back at lunch.  After three morning 

classes, I raced to a team meeting which lasted over an hour so I had 

fifteen minutes before students showed up at lunch.  The room was 

jammed with students who needed help and needed to print.  I can’t 

remember what I ate.  Already 12:45.  Rush again with my last two 

classes.  Then the bell.  Load and plug in laptops.  Stack chairs.  Show me 

your agenda with your homework written down.  Then lots and lots and 

lots of clean up.  Time to get a few things done.  Computer crashed.  

Network down.  Grades lost.  No time to re-enter.  I left school and picked 

up Rachel to take her to jazz.  How was your day?  What was your special 

today?  Eat your snack.  Quickly.  Get to jazz and grab the bag with jazz 

clothes and head in.  Change.  Tell her I will be there when class is over.  

Drycleaning to pick up my Back to School Night dress.  Groceries.  

Hurried back.  Got Rachel and did more errands including weekend 

bribery deal of trip to toy store.  Discussion.  Debate.  Purchase.  

Overpriced underdressed Barbie.  Grabbed dinner next door at Crisp n’ 

Juicy.  Got home.  Unloaded.  Got mail.  No time to change clothes.  

Switched laundry.  Put dinner in oven.  Colin’s parents came for dinner.  

Caught up.  Thought Colin would be home at 6:30.  Instead, call at 6:30.  

‘Leaving now.  Go ahead and eat.’  Colin arrived at the end of dinner.  

Cleaned dishes and told Rachel to take her shower.  Pulled Rachel’s 

homework folder to see what we had to do this week.  Rachel returned and 
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read me a book and completed her reading log.  Colin’s parents left and I 

caught up with Colin.  Kissed Rachel goodnight and drove back to school.  

Fifteen minutes to find an open door.  Worked on Back to School Night 

materials and next day’s lesson.  School closed at 10:30 and I headed 

home.  Forgot to call mom.  Too late but left Colin a note to have Rachel 

call in the morning before she left on her trip.  Folded, ironed, and 

organized.  Tidied.  Got out day and night outfits for tomorrow.  Looked at 

Rachel sleeping.  Colin already asleep too.  12:30.  Wrote in journal.  

Then bed.”  (She closes her journal and looked at the other five.)  See.  

We are all in there in one day.  Pulling at each other.  Trying to do the 

things we know need to get done.  For students.  For Rachel.  For 

everyone. 

Wife: Life is no longer compartmentalized.  When I started teaching, school 

happened at school and home happened at home.  Now I work on 

everything everywhere, and the one is definitely part of the other.  How 

many times did I run home in the middle of the day while they were 

working on our house to look at something or make a decision? 

Teacher: How many times have I left home after Rachel has gone to sleep to come 

back here so I can work?  Working until I get kicked out by the custodians 

at 11 p.m.  A building that I don’t have a key to and can’t get in on the 

weekends unless there is an event.  Don’t even get me started about how 

ridiculous that is. 
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Researcher: (shakes her head in agreement)  Look, it’s about managing everything and 

getting it done in whatever ways I can.  Everything gets done, but the 

worlds are not separate. 

Mother: Remember camp?  (Mother giggles, Teacher looks annoyed)  I wanted to 

enroll Rachel in camp, and the registration was online and opened up on a 

Thursday at 9 a.m.  I am teaching at 9 a.m.  I didn’t care.  Colin was on a 

plane, so he couldn’t do it.  I knew the camp would fill up in the first 

10 minutes.  So, what did I do?  I gave my students something to do and 

told them.  Risky, probably but I told them I needed five minutes to get 

Rachel enrolled in camp and to leave me at my computer. 

Researcher: How about today’s meeting?  How does something like that impact our 

work? 

Teacher: I am concerned with where things are headed.  I support increasing student 

achievement.  Who wouldn’t?  My concern is how.  Will we be forced to 

adopt specific strategies?  Will we all be doing the same thing?  It is 

ironic.  When I came here to Washington, I enjoyed collaborating with the 

other seventh grade English teachers.  We developed some powerful 

lessons and units and were able to bring students together for them.  But it 

was something we chose to do.  Now, I feel forced to collaborate and the 

teachers are not the same.  We see things differently.  The earlier 

collaboration I did has been used repeatedly by the administration as an 

example of what everyone should be doing, but it leaves out something 
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very important.  We wanted to work together.  The collaborative 

relationship is challenging when the teachers working together do things 

differently.  Today’s staff meeting seems to be setting the groundwork for 

a uniform approach to what takes place in the classroom.  Goodbye, 

creativity and independence! 

Researcher: Can anyone put this in terms of the students?  What does this mean for 

them? 

Writer: I know I will be writing about this all year, this tension I am feeling 

between what I feel is right and what I am being told to do. 

Researcher: What about students, though?  Will they see the tensions? 

Teacher: I have often wondered if they can see the tensions.  Or feel them?  They 

definitely know when I am not my usual self. 

Researcher: (trying to reframe the discussion)  But aren’t some tensions useful?  Does 

school always have to be agreeable?  This raises the issue of where 

knowledge comes from and how it’s made and who makes it.  Dewey 

talked about how a child encounters a problem, and the problem generates 

a process for searching, creating, or finding a solution.  In the process, the 

child may gain knowledge.  This recursive process is personal, 

meaningful, and systematic.  Dewey talks about the theater of possibilities.  

(Researcher pauses, looks around, spreads hands wide to either side with 

one hand still holding the clipboard as an acknowledgement of the stage 

and the characters, and then looks and nods at audience at specific 
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reference she has just made to theater.)  The tensions I am facing can be a 

lesson for me and for my students, and I have to be honest with them.  I 

have to share some of it with them.  Think about Herbert Kohl sharing 

students’ test scores with them.  It was a powerful way to acknowledge the 

tensions and allow students to see the tensions and use their own power to 

turn things around, to turn things on their head.  I need to be clear about 

the power that resides outside my classroom that extends into my 

classroom, but I can be honest with students about the tensions I am 

feeling.  I need to work it out.  I can show students how I am trying to 

make sense of things.  That gives them a model.  There is usefulness in 

tensions and how we manage them. 

Mother: I try to talk to students about what I’m dealing with if things outside 

school are impacting me.  I let them know if I’m worried about something 

if it has to do with Rachel. 

Daughter: (with emphasis)  Or mom. 

Wife:  (with emphasis)  Or Colin. 

Teacher: They definitely notice relationships, so I’m certain that they can see the 

tensions that exist if I am feeling that with the other two seventh grade 

English teachers. 

Researcher: How does this impact our teaching identity?  What we do in the 

classroom?  The tensions are here. 
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Mother: I am going to have to figure that out.  I have to do what is best for my 

students.  I have to do what I KNOW is best for them.  I can’t ignore that.  

My first obligation is to my students.  I feel that passionately and am 

willing to take risks because that is what I believe.   

Daughter: They will know if I am doing things I don’t want to do.  I could always tell 

when a teacher didn’t like something like the book we were reading.  At 

the time, I didn’t think as much about the choices, but I do now.  I realize 

that my teachers had to negotiate within restrictions. 

Teacher: I remember when we were told we HAD to teach Tom Sawyer.  I didn’t 

enjoy the book, so teaching it was painful.   

Mother: (looks at her watch, shakes her head, starts packing up; shoves lots of 

things into her bag and purse)  I have to go.  I am supposed to be home in 

15 minutes. 

Wife:  And I need to go by the dry cleaners on the way.   

Teacher: That means an early morning tomorrow.  I’ll have to get here an hour 

early to finish everything I didn’t get to today. 

Researcher: I don’t think we have all the answers to this now, but I think we have a 

better sense of who each of us is and how we work together in the 

classroom and out of the classroom.  We’re working through this.  It’s 

clear that the students are the focus and doing what is best for them is 

what is critical.  I’d like to continue this conversation.  I think … 
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Mother: (interrupts as she thinks about the number of minutes needed to drive 

home with the dry cleaning stop and still get home on time)  Tomorrow.  

This has to be tomorrow.  I have to go. 

Teacher: I need to take students’ drafts home to read.  I should have gotten them 

back to them today. 

Wife:  Maybe I can work on them while Colin and I watch Glee. 

(The characters hastily pack up and leave with two bags and a purse.  Each character 

has something that will go in the bags, so the bags end up being very full.  Each 

character contributing an item to a bag represents their work together and how each one 

has been in the classroom, but each one will be present elsewhere.  Teacher and Mother 

each carry one bag, while Wife carries the purse.  As Teacher leaves, she looks back at 

her room when she turns off the light.  Mother, Wife, and Daughter move very quickly.  

Mother stops Wife and checks front pocket of purse to make sure her iPhone is there.  

Wife pulls keys from purse, ready to unlock car, jump in, and drive.  Stage darkens.  Fade 

to black.) 
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Chapter VII: Summary: Conclusions, Implications, and Recommendations 
 

This chapter will present conclusions with regard to the research questions.  The 

primary research question for this study was, What is the nature of my teaching identity 

at this moment in time?  The related subsidiary questions were: 

1. What relational roles do my multiple personal and professional selves 

play in the formation of my teaching identity? 

2. How do these selves become manifest in the classroom? 

3. How can writing help me understand the nature of my teaching 

identity? 

4. How can the nature of this data be usefully represented? 

 

In order to answer these questions, in Chapter II I reviewed the relevant literature 

about teaching identity—how narrative, social contexts impact teaching identity, 

beginning teachers and teaching identity, experienced teachers and teaching identity, 

teachers as researchers, and Luigi Pirandello’s work Six Characters in Search of an 

Author.  In Chapter III, I examined the specific methodologies I used to address the 

questions: autoethnography, performance autoethnography, writing, and multigenre 

writing.  In Chapter IV, I furnished carefully written artifacts to suggest each character’s 

identity.  I offered end notes intended to provide a deeper context for the written artifacts 

in Chapter V.  In Chapter VI, a one-act play based on the characters defined and 

explained in Chapters IV and V allowed the characters the opportunity to interact.  Based 
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on this data, writing artifacts, end notes, and script, I present a number of conclusions 

based on the research questions.   

 

Research Questions 

Primary research question:  

What is the nature of my teaching identity at this moment in time? 

 My teaching identity is defined by relationships and beliefs.  My relationships 

with students and my strong desire to create a community within the classroom where 

students can participate in natural and comfortable ways characterize my teaching 

identity.  With all that I do and say, I think about the impact on students. My focus has 

always been on students, but that focus has shifted to be more personal and connected. 

 I view students differently because of my expanded roles.  Becoming a mother 

has changed the ways I regard students; I am deliberate in my interactions with students 

in ways that acknowledge them as sons and daughters.  I have an expanded notion of 

relationships to include what happens beyond the classroom.  Previously, I focused on 

establishing student relationships with little regard for their lives outside school.  Now, I 

take time to understand the whole student. 

My personal selves of daughter, wife, and mother impact my teaching identity.  I 

cannot separate the personal from the professional; the two labor alongside each other.  

Rather than compartmentalize my selves and my life, I believe it best to allow the six to 

operate together.  Having these characters on stage in my classroom has added a depth 

and richness to my pedagogy, which benefits students. 
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 One way I foster relationships with students is through writing.  Writing has 

become essential; it is how I share my selves with students and allow students 

opportunities to share their selves.  In Chapter IV, I included Introductory Letter to help 

define Teacher.  I give students this letter that provides them with personal information 

about me.  This letter shows students I will be sharing with them, and I expect them—I 

want them—to share with me.   

Writing has become an important tool for allowing students to explore realities 

and possibilities.  I have attempted to create what Jeff Park (2005) calls a riparian zone 

with writing.  A riparian zone is the forested land by water that provides shelter and 

nourishment for animals.  For students, this is a place where students can find refuge and 

safety, but it is on the edge so it allows them to explore and negotiate meaning between 

themselves and the world outside themselves.  A riparian zone is a different—more 

ecological—view of Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development where students move 

from their present level to their potential level.   

Writing enables me to model for students what I value not only as teacher, but 

also as daughter, wife, mother, writer, and researcher.  Through writing, I open myself up 

to be not in control, allowing students agency and identity (Park, 2005).  The culture of 

writing I strive to establish reflects the relationships and beliefs that comprise my 

teaching identity: 

The teacher, operating from a non-authoritarian position of power, becomes a 
facilitator encouraging the expression of each writer’s ideas.  In this sense, the 
teacher operates from a level of power that is perceived as being equal to the 
students.  All the participants are honored and respected as equals, and all have 
the right to voice their ideas.  Yet at the same time the teacher holds a non-
judgmental, yet authoritative, power that protects all members.  The teacher has 
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the responsibility to create a sense of trust and confidence within the membership 
so that group members eventually protect themselves and each other within the 
space. (Park, 2005, p. 154)  
 

Writing has the ability to create a community where students can explore themselves, 

their worlds, and the possibilities—what is on the lines as well as what is between the 

lines. 

 In Chapter VI, Daughter shared stories about Sheena and Julian, painful memories 

from my first years teaching.  Through writing, I have come to view these interactions as 

powerful learning experiences that changed my teaching identity.  I was unable to 

connect with or understand them.  My assumptions and biases became visible.  I saw how 

I affected these students and came to understand the possibilities: how different actions 

on my part could have fostered positive relationships.  These two experiences helped me 

understand the types of relationships I want to have with students. 

 My teaching beliefs center on students; I believe strongly in doing what is best for 

students.  As a result, I question external power structures.  I try to align what I know is 

best for my students with what I am asked by those outside my classroom.  My beliefs 

about what is best for students have given rise to tensions.  The tensions have been 

created as forces outside my classroom have come to bear on what takes place within my 

classroom; being forced to collaborate in ways that don’t support the ways in which I 

believe students learn best is a conflict for me to negotiate.  My beliefs guide my actions.  

Power is an important component of understanding my beliefs. 

It has been important for me to recognize the power that comes into play in the 

form of external forces as well as the ways in which I handle those forces.  In Chapter IV, 
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one of the primary writing artifacts for Teacher, Journal Entry, details my response to a 

mandated content grade-level meeting.  The artifact explores my frustrations to an 

administrative requirement that I collaborate with the other seventh grade English 

teachers to develop common assessments.  To an extent, my teaching identity is defined 

by this constant mediation of the tensions related to power outside my classroom. 

I also need to balance what I know is best for teaching with the relationships I 

have outside my classroom.  Life is complicated and messy as the various worlds in 

which I operate come into contact with one another.  My beliefs about what is best for my 

students are increasingly informed by relationships outside school.  As a mother, I have 

certain criteria for the classroom environment; it needs to be a supportive place that 

recognizes differences.  Through my experiences with Rachel I have come to understand 

how much effort is required. 

 I have become more reluctant to speak out about what I know is best, and I need 

to reclaim my voice.  Because of the increased roles, I have started to hide.  It is 

important to have my voice heard in decisions made about instruction.  These decisions 

are impacting me, and I have been reticent to get involved.  It has been easier to go in my 

classroom and quietly do what I believe best.  I have more responsibilities now that I am 

a wife and mother, but I cannot ignore the power of my voice.  I need to legitimize what I 

am doing and get my ideas to resonate with others.  Moving forward, I must make time 

for this. 

 Creating the script for Chapter VI made me realize my actions must align with my 

identity.  Seeing the six characters focus on the tensions that exist both inside and outside 
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my classroom made me realize how I can negotiate those tensions differently.  Writing 

enabled me to become aware of the tensions and begin to explore the possibilities for 

handling them.  Many of the tensions relate to power outside my classroom and the ways 

in which power structures reach into my classroom. 

 In Chapter VI at the end of Scene 1, the characters end their conversation because 

they have to attend a staff meeting.  When the characters return for Scene 2, they are 

upset about the meeting.  Teacher responds to the presentation on uniform instruction and 

common assessment among teachers that seems to be the latest focus of the school 

administration.  All six characters are very independent and focused on the ability to 

make their decisions. 

 Both the primary writing artifacts in Chapter IV and the script in Chapter VI 

enabled me to uncover some of the power structures I had not seen.  I truly saw my 

classroom and the influences; some of the power at work outside my classroom had not 

been visible to me until I spent time depicting my classroom and my school.  Also, I 

came to see how I am impacted by what takes place outside my classroom.  In examining 

what I do with students, I realized that some of what I do is not based on choice, but on 

appeasement.  There are certain concessions I have made based on external expectations. 

 Although I work to empower students, this study has prompted me to reclaim my 

own power.  I feel confident in my ability to make the right decisions.  The characters of 

Mother and Daughter are firm and ferocious in beliefs and actions; I need to work to 

transfer these qualities to my work as a teacher.  In many ways, those decisions are about 

creating curriculum and determining what is best for students.  Knowing what is best for 



 

 279

students is having power.  This research has awakened me to become a teacher activist 

who argues for what is best for her students. 

 Relationships and beliefs shift.  The relationships and beliefs that constitute my 

teaching identity at this moment in time are changing as I write this sentence.  The 

shifting requires continuous reflection and revisiting.  Reading a selection from Matilda 

to Rachel before bed tonight as Mother will change my teaching identity.  Talking to my 

mom on the phone tomorrow about plans for Thanksgiving as Daughter will change my 

teaching identity.  Understanding the ways in which everything I do has an impact on my 

teaching identity has been a powerful learning of this work. 

Through this research I have come to understand and appreciate the relationships 

and beliefs that constitute my teaching identity at this moment in time.  I realize the 

complexities of my roles and the ways in which they interact.  I am a different teacher, 

one who does not see things through one lens; the multiple perspectives of the six 

characters add layered richness.  This change is evidenced by the complete blending of 

my six selves in the public and private spaces they inhabit.  This research has been 

powerful; it has been an emotional journey into my past and present that has left me with 

deeper knowledge of myself and ideas about changing myself. 

 

Subsidiary research question #1: 

What relational roles do my multiple personal and professional selves play in 

the formation of my teaching identity? 
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 All six selves, all six characters, are present in my classroom.  The six characters 

are in continual discourse; with every decision, each character exerts influence.  The 

presence of these six characters creates opportunities for me to work with students in 

deeper and more meaningful ways.  Mary Catherine Bateson (1989) considers the 

possibilities when a person is in fact a collage, or a combination of influences, “It is time 

now to explore the creative potential of interrupted and conflicted lives, where energies 

are not narrowly focused or permanently pointed toward a single ambition” (p. 9).  

Through conflicts, creativity emerges.  My six selves are conflicted in what each wants at 

a given moment, and these conflicts give rise to creativity in both public and personal 

spaces.  Each time I have a conversation with a student, I negotiate the discourse as 

Daughter, Wife, and Mother in addition to Writer, Teacher, and Researcher.  Each 

character’s voice is present.  Some voices may be louder, but the influences, which are 

the facets of the characters that impact my work, are present. 

As a script with the six characters on stage together, Chapter VI created a portrait 

of the relational roles the personal and professional selves play in the formation of my 

teaching identity.  The study made me look more carefully at the roles of Teacher and 

Mother.  As Mother and Teacher work inside and outside of the classroom, there are 

conflicting interests between students’ needs and Rachel’s needs.  Negotiating whose 

needs are greatest at any given time impacts what happens inside and outside the 

classroom.  Part of my struggle is determining which characters emerge as dominant and 

for what reasons.  By establishing the six roles as separate characters and staging them 

through performance autoethnography, I was better able to understand how, and for what 
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purposes, they acquiesce and disagree.  Moreover, Chapter VI allowed me to explore 

some of the unvoiced ways in which these six separate characters combine to form my 

teaching identity. 

 In Chapter VI, each character spoke about her contributions to the formation of 

my teaching identity.  Daughter’s parent relationship influenced classroom interactions.  

As Daughter came to appreciate her relationships with her parents through writing, her 

teaching identity expanded in the ways she communicates with students and parents.  

Daughter spoke specifically about being embarrassed by her dad and using that memory 

to ensure she did not embarrass students in the classroom.  Daughter shared her 

awareness of her parents’ vulnerability, using that to understand what students might be 

facing as they become cognizant of their own parents’ imperfections. 

 Wife talked about how she contributed commitment to my teaching identity.  As a 

result of her relationship and marriage, Wife had increased consciousness about success 

and failure of relationships.  This knowledge was important for how she interacted with 

parents, especially parents who shared details about their own relationships.  Wife 

recognized how students struggle with their parents’ relationships, and it may affect them 

academically and socially.  Wife’s grasp of the complexity of relationships changed her 

teaching identity by fostering deeper commitments to students. 

 The characters work together and compete against one another.  In Chapter VI, 

the characters answered Researcher’s questions while focusing on individual tasks.  Wife 

completed a “To Do” list with all she needed to accomplish.  The list was not specific to 

her role as Wife, but contained items connected to each of the six characters.  The 
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“To Do” list represents the ways in which all characters are connected; all that I do brings 

the characters together with each one pervading all that I do.  Which tasks get 

accomplished and the order in which they get completed is based on a complex set of 

priorities that I, through the six characters, negotiate. 

 I have always been responsive to student needs, but I am more responsive now.  I 

spend more time thinking through the needs of individual students.  I have an increased 

awareness as a result of my increased roles.  Establishing relationships with students has 

become more critical to me.  I focus on knowing my students at a greater depth so I can 

better understand them.  I am more aware of the complexities that exist outside the 

classroom that we all bring with us into the classroom.  I have tried to foster more 

openness; I am more open with students and have tried to create an environment that 

allows them to be more open as well. 

 I have come to recognize that there are times when school is not and cannot be the 

top priority.  At times students are facing things that are more important and need to be 

resolved before students can shift their focus back to school.  I acknowledge these things 

to students and parents.  I continue to be Teacher but recognize that sometimes they need 

Daughter, Mother, or Wife instead.  I try to bring forward the character who will provide 

the greatest assistance. 

 In Chapter VI, one of the primary writing artifacts for Mother is Splashes.   

The artifact covers a series of summers and my time spent with Rachel.  Seeing how 

much she has changed and grown in six years has made me appreciate the changes and 

growth in students.  In the same ways that I have come to savor my time with Rachel, I 
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appreciate the interactions I have with students and try to slow down and really hear what 

students are telling me.  Being a mother has made me recognize the importance of 

working to understand my students, getting to know them beyond the traditional work 

that takes place within the classroom. 

 I nurture relationships through the ways I design curriculum for students.  The 

artifact Seventh Grade English Project Handout details a project students complete at the 

end of the year.  For the project, students select a quest to pursue and represent it through 

visual and written elements.  The project is designed to give students choices while 

sharing about themselves as well as what is significant to them.  This project shows 

students they are important and can make a difference.  They are empowered to work 

towards a goal.  At the end of the project, parents come to a gallery night to see their 

work, which also impacts their relationships with their families.  Curricular choices are a 

way to make connections with and among students. 

 

Subsidiary research question #2:  

How do these selves become manifest in the classroom? 

 All six characters are present in my classroom at all times.  All are visible in a 

physical sense, represented by objects.  Some are silent; others are outspoken.  All six are 

involved in decision making to differing degrees.  Sometimes, one character is 

outspoken.  At other times, all six are shouting at once.  The situation dictates which 

characters are speaking.  Students, if they choose to do so, might see the characters and 

participate in the drama, too. 
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 Students are aware of my multiple selves because I share what I am doing as 

Daughter, Wife, and Mother as well as Writer, Teacher, and Researcher.  As my roles 

have expanded, so has my communication about them with students.  I am more explicit 

with students about what is happening and why.   

 The characters are present in a physical sense through biographical objects.  In 

Chapter VI, the audience sees my daughter’s artwork and writing displayed on storage 

cabinets.  In Chapter VI, Writer shared an old journal selection, something I do with 

students so they see me as a writer.  Also in Chapter VI, Researcher and Teacher refer to 

books located on my shelves, indicating reading I have done related to research and 

pedagogy.  The items students see and those I refer to represent the six characters.   

The very first thing I share with students is Introduction Letter, which tells 

students about my past and present outside school.  I choose to share with students; the 

conscious decision to do so has expanded my communication with students and students’ 

communications with me.  My openness to share my roles, showing students all six 

characters, has encouraged them to share with me. 

 The roles are visible in both simple and complex ways, in understanding and 

action.  Daughter empathizes with students struggling in their relationships with their 

parents because of her own struggles.  Parent relationships are significant to adolescents; 

students need ways to explore those relationships to better understand them.  Daughter 

allows me to connect with students’ experiences and to offer suggestions. 

Because Mother does not always get everything done, I am more accepting of 

students who encounter difficulties.  I am no longer able to grade and return writing in 
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one day; there are times when I don’t get something done that I told students I would do.  

Something may come up with Rachel and my time gets taken.  I try to be understanding 

when something similar happens to students; unexpected things can get in the way. 

 As the characters present and discuss their roles and responsibilities in 

Chapter VI, it is clear how the private and public worlds operate together and separately.  

All six characters are present within the classroom but also outside the classroom.  When 

the Wife shares her “To Do” list, it contains items connected to both personal and 

professional.  The two places are not separate, and the six characters are present in all 

situations. 

 When I began teaching, I stayed in my classroom very late preparing for the next 

day.  I cannot do that any longer.  My responsibilities have expanded, and I must meet a 

larger number of personal and professional commitments.  There are tensions present as I 

work to manage everything.  I am often faced with making decisions about what to 

accomplish within an allotted period of time.  There are times when things do not get 

done.  I have learned to accept this and work towards deciding what has to get 

accomplished. 

 Despite the tensions, there are benefits.  Complexity adds depth.  The additional 

experiences I have had as a daughter, wife, and mother influence and impact work with 

students.  Although my responsibilities are greater, I have a stronger sense of what is 

truly important and convey this to my students.  Students have the ability, if they choose 

to, to see these separate characters.  All six are manifest in multiple ways within the 

classroom. 
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Subsidiary research question #3:  

How can writing help me understand the nature of my teaching identity? 

Writing was integral to this research.  Daily writing helped me comprehend the 

power writing could hold in sense-making; it has had a profound impact on my teaching 

and teaching identity.  Writing has become both habit and practice.  I write daily, on my 

own and with my students.  Writing has changed me in powerful ways.  I am clearer 

about what is important; I am aware of what is happening around me as well as inside 

me.  Writing has enabled me to define my teaching identity at this moment in time, but it 

has offered me much beyond this research. 

Writing is a recursive reflexive process.  Through writing I made sense of my past 

to understand my present.  Writing is ongoing; as soon as a moment passes, things 

happen that need to be examined, which requires more writing.  Experiences are better 

grasped through writing.  I have been able to step back and step outside, writing about 

past events through different lenses.  Thinking about an event does not offer the same 

depth as writing.  Through writing, events become complex and simple at the same time.  

Britton (1970/1985) suggests language enables sense-making: 

What is organized is far more than words, but words provide the means by which 
we organize it.  It often happens that as we try to recall an event, to revive some 
vague memory, we find ourselves searching for a word, the name of a place or a 
person perhaps.  And with the word, when we have found it, the whole thing 
comes into focus.  It is as though language were the Ariadne’s thread by which we 
penetrate the maze. (p. 56) 

 
 Through writing, my experiences have been clarified to allow me to comprehend how 

the experiences contribute to my teaching identity.   
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 In constructing the primary writing artifacts, I was able to separate myself into six 

characters.  Although I am one person, experiences combine to create that person; 

individual experiences are often connected to one character.  Dealing with my dad’s 

illness was unique to Daughter.  Watching Rachel swim was unique to Mother.  The 

multigenre writing enabled me to define the characters in ways that clarified their 

influences.  Writing about them as separate characters allowed me to take my 

dimensioned and tangled self and create a sharper, focused image for each of the 

six characters.  The process of crafting the primary writing artifacts was moving; 

revisiting the past through writing was emotional. 

 The process had a profound impact on me; it stirred up memories and emotions 

and was painful, yet powerful.  In particular, the primary writing artifacts for the 

character of Daughter were difficult to compose.  Many of my constructed notions about 

my childhood surround my dad.  In choosing how to represent the character of Daughter, 

I came back to the same experiences, all of which were connected to his health.  In 

writing Decisions, I relived the experience of helping my mom get her house ready to 

sell.  The writing involved facing memories.  Writing about the mundane process of 

sorting items helped me revisit what was going on beneath the surface. 

 In the primary writing artifact The Skin Underneath, I focused on my identity as a 

teenager.  Writing camp was significant because it allowed me to explore my identity and 

act differently.  Writing about the experience enabled me to see how powerful it was both 

at the time and later.  Through writing, I was able to make connections between my 
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experiences at camp and the ways in which I began to distance myself at school, wanting 

to be more true to myself. 

Constructing the primary writing artifacts in Chapter IV was part of a healing 

process.  I had not revisited these memories for a long time.  For some of the artifacts, the 

revisiting was necessary, yet difficult.  For others, the revisiting brought back the joy that 

I experienced when I lived them.  For each artifact, I came to stronger understandings of 

the experience itself and the impact it has had on individual characters and my teaching 

identity.   

 Writing the script for Chapter VI was an aesthetic process.  Having to negotiate 

the relationships between the six characters brought them to life for me.  All six 

characters reside within me, but each one has a clearly defined role within my classroom.  

Each character is an advocate coming from a unique perspective.  Writing my teaching 

identity as six characters on a stage enabled me to untangle the messiness of my teaching 

identity to see how it is a series of components: characters who work together, 

interacting, debating, and engaging in discourse to determine outcomes for students. 

Creating a script enabled me to define my identity in a specific way.  Because the 

script can be performed, the writing has the power to extend boundaries in ways other 

writing and research methodologies cannot.  The script is a unique form of writing 

because it works in multiple ways and can be read or performed.  Readings and 

performances are different; the impact this writing has is dependent upon how it is 

presented.  Readers will have a different experience than audience members.  In this way, 

writing has allowed me to define my teaching identity in multiple ways with one piece. 
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The writing in Chapters IV and VI focused on understanding myself, my selves, 

and my teaching identity. Through writing, I have come to distinguish past experiences.  

Writing has become an essential daily practice.  I continue to make sense of things 

through writing.  Writing offers me a time and place to analyze.  After analysis, I am able 

to act.  After processing through writing, I am better equipped to make decisions. 

 hooks (1994) talks about the importance of self-actualization.  Writing has 

enabled me to go through a process of discovery and healing.  The benefactors of this 

process are the people who surround me—my family and my students.  To better 

understand my students, I need to better understand myself.  I have closely examined my 

life through writing.  This close examination has enabled me to uncover some of the 

issues that remained unresolved.  Bringing them to the forefront has been painful, yet 

necessary.  Writing has allowed me to face my past in specific ways that have brought me 

greater understandings and have allowed me to feel resolution. 

 Completing this research has changed me and allowed me to see myself 

differently.  I see how the things I have been through and my relationships impact all that 

I do and am.  This is true for students as well.  My deeper understandings of myself have 

enabled me to see the ways in which experience informs their identities. Much of 

seventh grade is about figuring things out; I recognize students need to engage in writing 

to understand their emerging and constantly shifting identities. 
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Subsidiary research question #4:  

How can the nature of this data be usefully represented? 

 Because autoethnography privileges the individual, my data has been represented 

as a script to evoke a response from the audience (Muncey, 2010).  The research is about 

me; it is my story.  In presenting my story, I wanted to take the audience inside my story 

to experience it the same way an audience might experience a performance.  The script is 

intended to bring to life the six characters as “an artistically constructed piece of prose, 

poetry, music or piece of art work that attempts to portray an individual experience in a 

way that evokes the imagination of the reader, viewer, or listener” (Muncey, 2010, p. 2).  

Performance autoethnography is intended to impact the audience, making the audience 

connect with my story in very real and personal ways. 

Utilizing multigenre writing was a unique way of presenting and analyzing my 

data.  I crafted the primary writing artifacts and the script in purposeful ways to produce 

data and make meaning; together, these writing pieces create a portrait of my teaching 

identity.  The writing process itself served as both data creation and analysis.  In writing 

the primary writing artifacts, I struggled to see myself as six different characters.  

Because life is tangled and messy, the writing forced me to separate things out, 

untangling myself into six different strands and allowing those strands to stand alone and 

be depicted through writing. 

Researching the self is difficult because it is by its very nature a search of self.  

Using multigenre writing enabled to come to richer understandings in ways that other 

forms of writing would not have afforded me.  I could see myself through other 
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perspectives by writing multigenre pieces from different points of view.  I reveal myself 

not just from my standpoint alone, but also through those of others whose perspectives I 

took on in some of the primary writing artifacts; Colin and Rachel are present in the 

primary writing artifacts. 

The creation of multigenre writing pieces to define the six characters offered a 

creative way to present myself to myself and to others.  The representation of the data is 

critical for others and for me.  By creating a script, I attempted to bring the six characters 

to life for readers.  The characters all reside within me, but they wrestle with one another 

as if they were indeed separate characters.  At times, their interests are divergent and each 

character is trying to have her voice heard. 

Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis (1997) state that context, or the setting, is crucial 

to understanding experiences.  Creating a script set in my classroom enabled me to 

establish the context for the audience.  Having these characters on stage together allowed 

me to represent the struggle in ways that make it visible, audible, and real.  The script can 

be performed or read, but it allows readers or audience members the opportunity to 

become part of the research.  In joining, the audience is called to action to understand my 

selves and how they constitute my teaching identity. 

Although this research has been about my search, it has also been about how to 

share that search and provide a means for others to pursue a similar search.  The writing 

pieces provide a model for others to examine their selves, their roles, and their teaching 

identities.  Dewey (1934) wrote about the ability of art, writing or performance, to create 

richer experiences: 
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Tangled scenes of life are made more intelligible in esthetic experience: not, 
however, as reflection and science render things more intelligible by reduction to 
conceptual form, but by presenting their meanings as the matter of a clarified, 
coherent, and intensified or “impassioned” experience. (p. 290) 

 

Representing the data and analysis through multigenre writing and a performance 

deepens the experience of the researcher and the reader.  The possibilities for a deeper 

and more meaningful experience are present through such representations.  Using 

multigenre writing and performance autoethnography opens up different possibilities and 

interpretations for reader or audience: “Data might be better conceived as the material for 

telling a story where the challenge becomes to generate a polyvalent data base that is 

used to vivify interpretation as opposed to ‘support’ or ‘prove’” (Lather, 1991, p. 91).  

For each member of the audience and for each reader, this research provides a unique 

experience in which he or she may take away different meanings. 

 To understand myself at this moment in time, I have had to look backwards.  I felt 

a need to explore my past to better understand my present.  Maxine Greene (1995) 

suggests there must be an awareness of the past, of something left behind, in the 

formation of something new.  To create a definition for my teaching identity, I had to 

examine what I had left behind.  My past involves tensions.  To better understand those 

tensions, I created the multigenre writing.  By using my imagination and writing, I was 

able to explore the tensions.  The creative process of multigenre writing enabled me to 

give meaning to my past experiences, which is something Dewey (1934) saw as 

necessary to making sense of the present. 
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Tessa Muncey also sees the importance of looking inward, “It is our capacity for 

reflexivity, the awareness of being aware, that allows us to represent and re-present the 

products of our imaginations in a variety of ways” (2010, p. 55).  Our own experiences 

and those we share with others are best understood by using our creativity to order and 

represent them.  The acknowledgement that we are, in fact, using tools such as our 

creativity to make sense of our world allows us the opportunity to explore it in richer 

ways. This study has been grounded in that awareness. 

 It is in the search for answers to problems that creativity—an essential component 

of human experience—emerges.  This research has been about my experiences and my 

attempts to understand them in order to define my teaching identity.  My challenge was 

deciding how to present my personal and professional selves.  In sorting through the 

tensions of defining the characters in meaningful ways, I decided to create multigenre 

writing pieces.  Multigenre writing is not typical in research, but it served my purposes; 

the choice arose from my desire to present the characters in a different way. 

 Meeting with Dissertation Chair, a primary writing artifact for Researcher, details 

in a fictionalized account my efforts to convince my dissertation chair about this research.  

I knew I wanted to do something that would broaden the conventions.  I felt strongly that 

the research had to be meaningful to me.  I recognized that I wanted to present the 

research in a different way.  All of these things were in opposition to most ways in which 

doctoral students approached research at my institution.   

 I decided to pursue autoethnography, specifically performance autoethnography, 

because I was intrigued by the possibilities.  It meant constructing a new set of methods 
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and working to ensure that they would be seen as valid.  My desire to do something that 

was not “traditional” helped me develop my research questions and methodology.  For 

me, there was a tension between safety and risk-taking that helped me be creative in my 

research and how I represented it.  Creativity has been a critical component by allowing 

me to make sense, in a variety of ways, of the experiences I have had, which come 

together to create my teaching identity at this moment in time. 

 

Implications for Future Research 

 This study researched one teacher’s identity at a specific moment in time 

employing the methodologies of multigenre writing and performance autoethnography.  

Further kinds of similar research exploring this topic from other teachers’ perspectives 

would be enlightening.  Perhaps other teachers in other socio-cultural settings or from 

other backgrounds might research teaching identity, or frame similar kinds of research, 

differently.  A cross-cultural study investigating teachers at similar stages in their 

teaching careers who are interested in exploring their teaching identity might be helpful.  

Such a study could provide evidence of how such research could be framed as well as the 

methodological approaches employed.   

 Multigenre writing and performance autoethnography are but two ways of 

structuring research of a teaching identity—might cultural differences exist among 

teachers in other non-suburban, non-middle-class settings who are similarly engaged in 

exploring the nature of their teaching identity?  If so, what might such research look like, 

and how could it be expressed?  Would the research result in different scripts?  If so, 
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what might scripts on this research look like?  What might those understandings 

contribute to the larger discourse of research on teaching identity?   

 Perhaps a comparative investigation focusing on still more experienced or novice 

teachers’ explorations of their teaching identity might be useful to determine the 

meaningfulness of such study at different points in teachers’ development. Perhaps a 

longitudinal study, using the same methodological approaches of multigenre writing and 

performance autoethnography, might yield especially meaningful evidence: Do teachers’ 

identities change or remain constant over time? In what ways do they change?  What 

characteristics remain the same?  Perhaps a play that was created from such a study might 

provide an even deeper, more complicated understanding of a teaching identity. 

 More research is also needed on the design and usefulness of multigenre writing 

and performance autoethnography for exploring a teaching identity. I used multigenre 

writing because writing was a way I could explore past experiences, and the multigenre 

format allowed different points of view and genres.  I used performance autoethnography 

because I was able to study myself and present the research in two ways: a script that can 

be read or performed.  These methodologies were useful because they allowed me to be 

creative; I could fictionalize elements for emphasis and choose genres to provide unique 

insight into my experiences.  Such a structure might easily have been inappropriate, 

however, leading to a non-empirical or superficial portrayal of my teaching identity.   

More research incorporating such methodologies would be welcome to confirm 

the usefulness of multigenre writing and performance autoethnography.  Such studies 

might also extend the possibilities for further research and exploration.  In particular, at 
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the preservice, in-service, and administrative levels, multigenre writing and performance 

autoethnography offer possibilities.  At the preservice level, these methodologies would 

provide a means for preservice teachers to more actively consider their developing 

teaching identities.  It would afford them the opportunity to deconstruct the complexities 

of field experiences and determine how those experiences align with their developing 

identities.  For inservice teachers, these methodologies would allow them ways to explore 

their positionings both inside and outside of the classroom for greater understandings of 

what takes place on the lines as well as between the lines through writing.  For 

administrators, such methodologies would increase their awareness of the distinct yet 

connected roles of teachers and administrators.  Also, administrators would have an 

increased repertoire to call on as they puzzle through their role as an administrator and 

their work with teachers. 

 

Limitations 

 As noted in Chapter I, results may not be generalizable to other teachers because 

this study researched my own personal teaching identity at one moment in time.  Others 

may choose to replicate the methodology as part of their research, but my findings are 

limited to my own teaching identity.  This research is about my search to understand 

myself and define my teaching identity.  In this sense, the research is very much one 

person’s story.  This research can provide others with insight into their own teaching 

identities through textual connections.  However, others interested in defining their own 

teaching identities will need to conduct their own research. 
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 Because this research was conducted in my classroom, I was both teacher and 

researcher.  Although I was continually aware of my subjectivities, I served dual roles 

that can be seen as an additional limitation of this study.  Researching the self—

autoethnography—is difficult, yet powerful.  Because I was subject and object, I had to 

maintain an awareness of which role was being performed at which time.  The 

complexity of being teacher and researcher made the research difficult, as I was 

continually focused on validity.  However, the dual roles of teacher and researcher may 

have allowed me a greater depth to my search and findings.  The artifacts—the 

multigenre writing in addition to the script—work to support each other in ways that 

confirm the conclusions.  The triangulation of data supports the conclusions by providing 

multiple sources. 

Lastly, the findings are limited by time; I defined my teaching identity at one 

moment in time, so the definition is contextualized based on what I knew at the moment.  

My understanding is limited to this moment.  New experiences will alter my teaching 

identity by adding to the dimensionality of the individual characters.  The complexities I 

have worked to untangle will reform; at this moment, my teaching identity is perceptible.  

As I write this sentence, my teaching identity is shifting.  Each encounter changes me in 

subtle or profound ways, adding richness and depth. 

 

Recommendations 

Several recommendations emerge from this research.  First, this study suggests 

the importance of reflective writing in teachers’ professional lives as teachers move 
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towards a fuller understanding of their teaching identity.  In this study, writing helped me 

make sense of my work in the classroom and the larger world I inhabit.  Writing was 

critical to understanding myself and exploring my teaching identity.  To sustain and 

develop such understandings, I must continue to write in order to continue to make sense 

of myself and my teaching identity.  Because I am shifting, I need to continue my 

explorations to maintain these definitions. 

Second, the evidence in this study strongly suggests that I am not one person in 

the classroom.  The six characters I defined work alongside one another to constitute my 

teaching identity.  These characters influence my work with students.  Each character has 

a role in defining my teaching identity.  As my life has become more complex, the 

characters have added depth to my work with students.  Things are not as straightforward, 

yet the complexities add depth to the community I have created in my classroom. 

Third, the evidence supported by this study suggests I must be explicit with 

students about the power struggles I am experiencing.  I can empower myself and my 

students, but let them see the tensions that are present and the ways in which I wrestle 

with and manage those tensions.  Up until now, I have been reluctant to share with 

students about the external pressures that impact the classroom.  However, students can 

sense the greater forces at work.  Because I believe it is critical to create relationships 

with students, I need to share with them.  Knowing what is going on can empower them 

as well. 

Fourth, this research has made me recognize a few aspects of my teaching identity 

that I want to change.  For a variety of reasons, I have become reluctant to question 
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authority.  I found passive ways of dealing with differences.  I need to alter my approach 

to include a willingness to learn from others while standing up for what I think is best for 

students.  Currently, I shut the door to my classroom and do what I think is best for my 

students, but I need to share these ideas with others so they can understand my rationale 

for doing things differently.  I do not want to continue to hide what I am doing in my 

classroom.  Rather, I need to be supportive of difference, but ensure others know what I 

am doing and why I am doing it.  I know that my students are benefiting from my choices 

and I need to find ways to share the results beyond my classroom in ways that can 

transform the discourse with my colleagues. 

Lastly, this study of my teaching identity has awakened me to the need to involve 

students in determining which characters are connected to specific actions and words.  

Students themselves are not singular, unified identities, but like me, students are 

characters themselves who possess multiple characters.  Students may not have six 

different characters, but they have more than one.  The number is unimportant. What is at 

issue is helping them to begin to see themselves in ways that allow them to better 

understand and imagine themselves and the many ways their experiences can be powerful 

forces for exploring their place in the world.  Students are struggling with identity, and 

examining their characters will foster increased understandings.  Having them see which 

of my selves is present at a given moment will provide a model for them to do the same. 

Other teachers, teacher educators, teacher education programs, and professional 

development programs may benefit from these recommendations.  As noted more 

explicitly previously in the concluding section on Implications for Future Research, 



 

 300

such systematic and institutionalized investigations might provide richer understandings 

of the complexities of teaching identities.  Teaching identities are not fixed; continuous 

exploration allows teachers—perservice and inservice—opportunities to better 

understand their work with students and their positionings inside and outside classrooms.  

These investigations can also provide increased understandings for administrators and 

teacher educators who work with teachers. 

 

Concluding Comments 

Living, telling, retelling, and reliving mark the qualities of a life. 
     Clandinin and Connelly, 2000, p. 187 
 

This research was about story.  My search began with a desire to understand my 

teaching identity at this moment in time.  As part of the search, I used writing to capture 

my story.  In telling my story, I had to go back in time to relive and retell my past, 

looking back at people and places from my current position, sifting through memories.  

My teaching identity at this moment in time is a bricolage—a creation of who I was 

before as well as who I am now. 

To define my teaching identity, I had to demarcate my life, past and present.  My 

life and my teaching identity are entwined; to understand one I have to understand both.  

Through story, I have come to better know myself and see my life in new and different 

ways. Revisiting past experiences and exploration of current situations is my story: my 

life and my teaching identity.  Story grounds this research and how it is presented. 
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 Our experiences help create characters and shape their roles.  The roles are the 

representations of those experiences.  The six characters who interact within my 

classroom have come about through experience.  The experiences have shaped the 

characters and help them to act and react to situations within the classroom.  Each day, 

new experiences shape some or all of the characters.  Examining these characters has 

helped me understand the past experiences to see their impact on my classroom at this 

point in time. 

 Going through this process has reminded me of what I want: my personal and 

professional goals.  I want to be in my classroom with my students.  I want to be in my 

home with my family.  The six characters reside in these two places.  There are tensions 

present in both, and an increased awareness of those tensions can help me negotiate them.  

I need to strive for balance between the worlds and understand the blending that takes 

place. 

 For me, teaching is a drama.  The methodology of performance autoethnography 

allowed me to tell my story through performance, “Performance can be seen as the 

embodiment of story” (Muncey, 2010. p. 31).  The struggles and rewards present in most 

plays are present in this story, both in the overall representation of my teaching identity 

as well as the individual characters.  On any given day there may be multiple plots taking 

place.  The world my students and I have created on that stage is a world I enjoy 

inhabiting. 

 Each day, I provide opportunities for both my students and me to write.  Writing 

brings me contentment and a sense of understanding.  Writing fosters engagement.  By 
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writing and analyzing what takes place in my classroom, I was able to create and acquire 

knowledge.  Writing is a sense-making act.  The knowledge I have gained from this 

research has come through the writing and the ways in which the writing required 

creativity and imagination. 

 I realize now that this research has made it possible for me to stay in my 

classroom.  When I began this process, I thought the research would take me away from 

my classroom.  This search has been what I needed to keep me there.  My improved 

understandings of myself have made me realize that I am exactly where I want to be: 

surrounded by students in my classroom and family at home.  The research journey has 

allowed me to more clearly see where I am right now and how I got there.  This research 

has also helped me imagine where I would like to go.  I want to remain in my classroom 

and continue to explore myself and my identity.  This research has helped me realize the 

fulfillment I receive from work with students.  I now comprehend the deep and strong 

connections I have that are due, in part, to my various roles.  The increased number of 

roles has added richness and depth to my work with students and completeness to the 

teacher I am and want to be. 

 This research is intensely personal.  In sharing the writing, I am sharing myself 

and very intimate information.  Creating these snapshots of myself has provided me with 

answers.  These snapshots are intended to provide others with answers as well as a 

process for themselves or others to use.  Being the subject of my research, I have been 

both participant and observer.  It has been painful, yet illuminating.  I have reflected on 

who I am and what I do in very concrete and specific ways.  I know what has brought me 
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to this place at this time.  I better understand the experiences that have joined together to 

form my teaching identity.  I also have constructed ideas about the ways I want to 

change. 

 This has been an intense process of critical awareness.  I am better for having 

embarked on the journey, but it has brought a range of emotions that I have had to 

contend with while sifting through the data.  This is not a journey to be undertaken 

lightly.  Others should be aware that digging into the past can be unsettling as well as 

fulfilling.  If others are considering embarking on this journey, they should be prepared 

for the flood of emotions that will surface as they stir up past experiences. 

 This research has helped me better understand myself.  I have enjoyed the process 

of figuring out more about myself, but I am ready for the process to end.  As I write about 

each of the roles, I am reminded that being Researcher has taken energy from the others. 

As I have sifted through the data and made sense of myself in the classroom, my husband 

has been entertaining my daughter.  There have been occasions where I have had to 

choose between spending time with my family and working on this research.  The 

tensions exist because both the work and my life outside the work are essential. 

 I feel strongly that I must continue my work to understand my teaching identity.  

However, I also need to strengthen the relationships outside the classroom.  Finishing this 

work means I can return to a more balanced existence.  I will always be a researcher.  I 

have imagined my next project, but I know I cannot be consumed in one space or the 

other; I need to seek balance between the six roles so that my personal and professional 

selves can work equally to help me establish a balanced life.  Questions are important in 
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all that I do.  I need to ask the questions and seek the answers.  The questions can be 

related to any of my roles and come from the personal and professional spaces I inhabit. 

 I have begun to see the work as never-ending.  Indeed, defining my ever-changing 

identity is a lifelong pursuit.  This research has provided an initial framework for me to 

understand my teaching identity, but it changes daily.  Each new classroom event or 

personal experience changes me and changes my teaching identity.  This research 

supports the notion of regular written reflection to better understand practice.  In addition, 

this research supports doing that writing in unique ways.  The exercises and formats have 

supported my understanding in ways that traditional written reflection would not.  I will 

continue to look for different ways to explore myself and my teaching identity in a 

variety of written forms. 

 For now, I need to step back and look at what has been accomplished.  I have a 

strong sense of how I work within the classroom.  I can now see myself as an outsider 

stepping into my room might.  I can better comprehend the ways in which my roles come 

to play at this moment.  I know the roles will change as I move forward.  My identity will 

shift with time.  I recognize the importance of continued questioning to better understand 

my teaching identity.  It will be a recursive and continuous process moving forward.  

Calvino (1988) provided insight into the possibilities that exist with the exploration of 

each experience: 

Someone might object that the more the work tends toward the multiplication of 
possibilities, the further it departs from that unicrum which is the self of the 
[author], his inner sincerity and the discovery of his own truth. But I would 
answer: Who are we, who is each one of us, if not a combination of experiences, 
information, books we have read, things imagined? Each life is an encyclopedia, a 
library, an inventory of objects, a series of styles, and everything can be 
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constantly shuffled and reordered in every way conceivable. (p. 124) 

In some ways this dissertation has provided—and continues to provide—a multiplicity of 

possibilities through a series of methodological approaches as research into my teaching 

identity.  I hope this encyclopedia, library, inventory of objects, and series of styles 

suggest the constantly shuffling layering of one teacher’s identity. 
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