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“I AM . . . NOT YET”:
EXPLICATING MAXINE GREENE’S NOTION OF NAMING AND BECOMNG
Christine Debelak Neider, PhD
University of Pittsburgh, 2016

I identify and study Naming, within the existential and phenomenological work of Maxine
Greene, as a praxis for teachers. As a teacher, I am wondering if Naming is a useful
philosophical orientation for teachers so that we can counter the data-and-expert-driven, studentas-product, teacher-as-mechanized-cog-yet-solely-accountable narrative about education and
open space for ourselves to engage in teaching as human beings. Can a Naming praxis encourage
our own Becoming? Can a Naming praxis help us more closely align our teaching with our
ethics? I make my inquiry by writing my experiences autobiographically and critically
interpreting them in dialogue (a Naming itself) with other teachers, with cultural voices, and with
discourses of scholarship. Further, conducting my study “upon myself,” I enact a Naming praxis
and may therefore determine whether I find myself able to imagine alternate possibilities for
Being and whether I am more closely aligned with my ethical sensibilities. In my portrayal, then,
I provide an aesthetic experience for my fellow teachers to Name and Imagine their own praxis
or orientation toward teaching as a human being. The work of this study demonstrates a normed
understanding of the role of teacher and how that mindset might limit teachers in their ethical
iv

Becoming with their students. I offer a Naming praxis as a possible orientation countering this
mindset and action toward a teacher’s ethical work and life.
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PREFACE

The work of this dissertation emerged as I took to heart Laurel Richardson’s notion that writing
is a way of coming to know. Because the narrative unveils over not a few pages, I want to set a
clear and concise path in this preface. But I do hope the reader might also rest in the process,
spending time to allow her own interpretation and understanding to speak as mine unfolds on the
page. Perhaps we will have a conversation.
I portray the work of this dissertation study in letters to educators. Teachers foremost, but
curriculum scholars and those invested in teacher preparation, are my audience. The recipients
represent specific educators with whom I am engaged in ongoing dialogue related to the content
of the letters. The conversations and their content represent the significance of drawing on
multiple interpretations for the work of Becoming unveiled in this inquiry. Beginning with letters
to Maxine Greene, the letters unfold from my mindset as a teacher encompassing hopes,
commitments and troubles. Through discursive deliberation I represent encounters, especially
early on when I was introduced to Greene’s work, which disturbed and disrupted this mindset as
I journeyed through doctoral study. I describe in dialogue with her the alternatives she presented
to my thinking and to my Being in the world, which also brought me to this inquiry regarding the
notion of Naming within her philosophic work. In my next set of letters, to my colleague, I
discuss our shared understanding of research and the way that understanding troubles our
confidence that we can trust our teacher knowledge born through reflective, critical
x

understanding of our practice. As I speak directly to my fellow teacher and myself, I lay
considerable and firm discursive groundwork in research discourses to assure us both that our
teacher knowledge can be legitimate, that intentional cultivation of our understanding through
practice may be significant to who we are as Beings and as teachers; that attention to our Being
in this way may impact our ethical relationships with children. When I write to new teachers, I
engage my inquiry by enacting a Naming praxis. I narrate vignettes of my early teaching
experiences, mostly those that bothered me unexpectedly. Through discursive study I create a
rich fabric of multiple interpretations to study my experiences and Name them. I discover and
explore the possibilities which the Naming praxis engenders. In my final set of letters to a
mentor in my discipline, I locate connections and a potential space for Naming praxis within
present Curriculum Studies movement and understandings of teaching as a profession. As I
complete my study, I write again to Maxine and ponder with her what our conversation through
my dissertation study has meant for me.
Because this is a work in letters to private individuals, it is important to understand my
assumption that these letters are also public. Thus, I assume each recipient is privy to the content
of the other letters. Nevertheless, out of respect for the audience, I am also careful to reintroduce
and reframe themes which may have been previously introduced. In some ways, then, the letters
may also be seen and read as stand-alone pieces.
Due to my audience of teachers, I have tried to address in footnotes or in text concepts
which may not be as familiar in practice, for example: praxis, dialogic, epistemology, etc.
However, the key concepts of this work are so familiar that they too need special attention.
Several concepts in this dissertation are capitalized throughout the document. The intent of this
odd punctuation is to single them out as the focus of the conceptual work of this study. These in
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some form, include: Naming, Being, Becoming, and Imagining. These are clearly common
words and thus, I believe, require this special treatment to facilitate the reader’s understanding.
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1.0

LETTERS TO MAXINE

1.1

PROLOGUE

Dear Maxine,
I learned of your passing today. And I wept. Isn’t it odd? We never met, and yet I mourn.
I think this speaks to the power of the dialogic. My engagement with your work, your text, was
an engagement with you; thus, I was changed by knowing and being with you. You see, in your
work, I found the language to Name what troubled my heart and inspired my avocation.
A teacher in search of his/her own freedom may be the only kind of teacher who
can arouse young persons to go in search of their own…and children who have
been provoked to reach beyond themselves, to wonder, to imagine, to pose their
own questions are the ones most likely to learn to learn.1
Your personal reflection embodies the path before me. “Who am I? I am … not yet.”2
I am thankful today for your life and work, and I join many, many scholars who wish to
honor you in some way. What I can do, I realize, is to continue to do what you inspired when I
first encountered you. I can honor you and your work by pressing on with my own, facing
forward to the questions and disquietude, expecting then to find openings for greater and richer

1

Maxine Greene, The Dialectic of Freedom (New York: Teachers College, Columbia University, 1988), 14.
William Pinar, ed., The Passionate Mind of Maxine Greene: “I am not yet,” (London: Falmer, 1998), 1. Maxine’s
response when asked, “Who are you?”
2
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possibilities for living and working together with my fellows – teachers, students, friends and
citizens alike.
As I attempt to craft a dissertation framed by your work, I find I simply must talk to you.
Objectivity and functional, formal academic writing do not permit me to access both my rational
and intuitive considerations for this project. Aesthetically, the traditional tools of academia do
not suit the personal-professional Becoming which I hope the dissertation will represent. By
writing to you, I hope to enter the on-going dialogic engagement among you and scholars so
vividly portrayed in the personal, public letters of Robert Lake’s edited collection Dear Maxine.3
Rather than morbid fascination, I hope this work addressed to you recalls the imaginative mode
you heralded as a necessity for teachers like me.
Sincerely,
Christine Debelak Neider
June, 2014

3

Robert Lake, ed., Dear Maxine: Letters from the Unfinished Conversation, (New York: Teachers College Press,
2010). I began this work prior to Maxine’s passing. Due to the personal nature of my engagement with her text, I felt
personally connected to her, all the more so reading the intimate connection many have felt through letters addressed
to her over the years.
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1.2

MINDSET

Like Jonas himself I find myself traveling toward my destiny
in the belly of a paradox. – Thomas Merton4

Dear Maxine,
I embark upon this dissertation with no small amount of trepidation. Not only is this my
first foray into formal scholarship, but I have chosen to explicate a concept in your educational
philosophy. Maxine Greene! I might as well be an NBA recruit attempting to refine the jump
shot of LeBron James. In public. Before an audience of Wilt Chamberlain, Michael Jordan, and
Dennis Rodman. I recognize my hubris. Your work, Maxine, both prolific and profound, shaped
scholarship and practice in a number of discourses and disciplines in the field of education,
especially in philosophy of education, curriculum studies, and aesthetic education. For me to
interpret a concept, “Naming,” which you yourself did not explicitly expound, despite its
emergent presence in expression after expression of your thought, decade after decade – is an
enormous responsibility.5 In my discomfort and grappling, I recalled some thoughts of
Madeleine L’Engle’s, which I read the summer before my doctoral study began.

4

Thomas Merton, The Sign of Jonas (New York: Harcourt, 1953), 11. Throughout this document, I intend
to use theological or religious-like sources and language. I assert the value of understanding curriculum as a
theological text as documented by William Pinar, William Reynolds, Patrick Slattery, and Peter Taubman in
Understanding Curriculum (New York: Peter Lang, 1995/2008). Scholars who represent these discourses such as
James McDonald, Dwayne Huebner, David Purpel and Marilyn Llewellyn, argue that spiritual or religious language
counters the technical, skilled based framing of practice and the “obsessive criticism of the status quo” of
educational scholarship. In doing so, it foregrounds the moral, ethical and aesthetic dimensions of education,
refocusing our attention to consciousness and the human situations existing between people in educational relations.
These are central concerns of mine and of Maxine Greene, and thus I find this language enriches the complications
and possibilities within this work. See Bibliography for full citations of these discourses.
5
I wish to convey my understanding that naming is a contest concept. While generally it is agreed that
naming represents the centrality of language to a person’s ability to make or bestow meaning and in education can
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The artist is a servant who is willing to be a birth giver…but the artist must be
obedient to the work, whether it be a symphony, a painting, [a dissertation!] or a
story for a small child. I believe that each work of art whether it is a work of great
genius or something very small, comes to the artist and says, ‘Here I am. Enflesh
me. Give birth to me.’6
L’Engle shares wisdom from author Jean Rhys in support of this thought.
Listen to me. All of writing is a huge lake. There are great rivers that feed the
lake, like Tolstoy and Dostoyevsky. And there are mere trickles, like Jean Rhys.
All that matters is feeding the lake. I don’t matter. The lake matters. You must
keep feeding the lake.7
I read this in contemplation of my impending doctoral journey. A great deal of angst
arose as I considered my work and how I might change the world or at least the things that
troubled me. Reclining on my porch, I sighed to dispel the tightness in my chest. For a moment, I
listened. The sun bathed me, and I drew soul-warmth from my grandmother’s shawl. The trees
rustled the quiet of my backyard. A calm rested on me. And the still, small voice in my heart
lifted a request. I want to serve.
For me, that lake – the writing, the art, the creation – was about each of us doing our part
toward speaking and living a human experience that contributed the well-being of humanity.
Service. The lake was an ethical commitment. I understood my part, as it unfolded presently, to
be doctoral work and a future career at the intersection of education and humanity. And in this
sense if this was a way to be of service, then I and my shaky self-esteem didn’t matter. My

be seen as a concept in literacy development, my use of Naming stems from a critical orientation. This perspective
suggests that the ability to Name implies human agency in the human being’s quest for freedom. My study further
differentiates Greene’s existential and phenomenological notion of Naming, which, unlike pure critical theorists,
sees the search for freedom an existential one with social consequences rather than a purely political one.
6
Madeleine L’Engle, Walking on Water: Reflections on Faith and Art, (Colorado Springs, CO:
WaterBrook Press, 1980/2013), 10.
7
Ibid., 16.
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experiences, beliefs and attitudes had brought me to this point and they would serve me moving
forward, positioning me for the coming Work.
But even though I was clear about a calling to serve, I came into graduate school
conflicted. While I was so sure about the problems I encountered in my practice, I was uneasy
about my attitudes toward people I’d encountered within it. My own actions and rumblings and
disturbances from my practice-oriented past thrust uncomfortably into my clear minded solutions
to the problems in American education.
Doctoral inquiry seemed the next logical step in a quest to fix the problems I had
encountered as a practitioner. The drumbeat of my quest was “Teachers need to be critical
thinkers.”8 Teachers who think critically would be the antidote to what ails K-12 education, the
relief to my mindset and frustrations with teachers, schools and learning. If teachers thought
critically, then they wouldn’t be so narrow-minded and rootless, hitching their practice to each
trendy educational bandwagon as they passed. Historical context and discernment would ground
their decision-making. If teachers thought critically, they would know their subject well; they
would be facile with engaging the depth and breadth of their discipline according to students’
abilities and interests.

Teachers who thought critically would also be aware of how their

Critical thinking emerged in the early 1960’s from the work of Robert Ennis who defined it as
“reasonable reflective thinking that is focused on deciding what to believe or do” and claimed it consisted of
particular thinking skills. Harvey Siegel insisted that critical thinking is tied to principles upon which reasoning
might be founded. John McPeck argued that this kind of thinking must be domain and content specific for its richest
uses, and Barbara Thayer-Bacon hoped that critical thinking might also engender self-awareness. Critical thinking in
the last forty years has become an educational ideal, Richard Paul (1992) asserts, which “extends far beyond the
conception of critical thinking as a course of study, and even beyond critical thinking seen as a set of skills and
dispositions. As an educational ideal, critical thinking is an image of the ends of education: students who are rational
and autonomous, who can apply critical thinking in their courses of study and in their lives as members of a social
and political community.” See William Pinar, William Reynolds, Patrick Slattery and Peter Taubman, ed.,
Understanding Curriculum, (New York: Peter Lang), 773. It is this notion of the educational ideal which imbued my
posture that teachers themselves had to be critical thinkers.
8
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pedagogy, content and classroom environment fit into a larger whole within a school’s system of
education. All of this mattered because children need to be critical thinkers. Critical thinking is
an essential component of democratic citizenry and an essential component of engagement in
one’s own well-lived life. How could a teacher create experiences to engender and develop
critical thinking if she herself was not familiar with the process, rewards and pitfalls of thinking
critically about her own life and practice?
I saw plenty of teachers who fell short of these aspirations. In my undergraduate
experience, we history majors read multiple books a week, learning to synthesize and analyze
historically as we wrote paper after paper in our seminars. You can imagine how we looked with
condescension on the education majors who just seemed to do a lot of coloring. As I watched
them make math games, carefully cutting patterns, I felt affirmed. I selected my major for the
intellectual rigor the education courses would “never” afford. I proudly entered Teachers
College, Columbia University because it promised to elevate the education of teachers to a more
rigorous level, in my mind, than most teacher education programs. As a teacher, I witnessed
colleagues shun historical context in favor of the latest fad in math education. Others refused to
engage in school-wide conversations about students’ educational experiences in favor of their pet
curricular choices or to avoid any contention at work. At professional conferences, a surprising
number of faculty goofed around in the back of auditoriums, dying for lunch and free time. Most
of my colleagues (and I) complained a lot about the conditions in which we taught, the
administrators and the parents who didn’t support us professionally, the way no one listened to
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us or had our best interests at heart. Victims. Unable to even muster the will to try things
differently.9
There were a few teachers who represented my aspirations every day. Their gumption
and thoughtful probing were the thorns in the side of, well, everyone. When they observed issues
problematic to their concept of quality education, they wouldn’t let them go. They derailed
faculty meeting agendas to force conversations beyond dress code to issues of significance, like
cohesion across disciplines and grade levels. They tried to coordinate with each other for the
kids’ sake. They operated from clearly articulated theories about science pedagogy and what it
cultivates in middle school children, for example. They stayed on top of their field, wisely
choosing, separating wheat from chaff in research and pedagogy. Despite honorable work and
intentions, they had to fight so hard to be heard. This was especially poignant when I substituted
in the public schools at the inception of No Child Left Behind. 10 Based upon their experience
working with children in the classroom, teachers had little trouble explaining cogent rationale for
why high stakes accountability would not get every child reading. Most of them, however, would
only talk about it among themselves. A few spoke up in faculty meetings. Even fewer teachers at
this time spoke publically. No one asked them. But a critical thinker would recognize her
responsibility to bring to the light the piece that only she could see.
My focus on teachers was virtually all-consuming. When I thought about students, I had
two reactions. First, by default they were the impetus for my moral call to train teachers to be

Alan Block succinctly captures the frustration. “Though we teachers continue to complain vigorously, we
remain subjugated. We too often refuse to make payment. Ultimately, we complain because we feel powerless; we
forget what it is we have to offer as payment. We complain because complaint is action without cost. We are not
free and we remain enslaved. But I think we have to learn to pay for our tickets.” Alan Block, Ethics and Teaching:
A religious perspective on revitalizing education, (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), 6.
10
Or NCLB, the 2001 Act of Congress which reauthorized the Elementary and Secondary Education Act.
9
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critical thinkers. They are the object of all educational endeavors: we do it for the children, of
course! But secondly, I tried not to think about them too much specifically. I definitely rejoiced
when old students reached out, but for the most part, I had feelings I couldn’t identify related to a
number of children in my care. Either way, my feelings were stuffed so far down, they appeared
not to affect my intellectual thinking anyway. Intellectual, rational, logical thinking was what
mattered anyway.
My clarity in doctoral study was forcefully claimed. I came to the program desirous to
support teachers but also embarrassed by and judgmental of them. To be frank, I had participated
in much of the positive and negative experiences I just described. I was both fulfilled and
ashamed of myself as a teacher. Throughout my teaching, I was driven by similar emphatic
clarity, but I also experienced a confounding paralysis when it came to asserting myself for
change. In fact, I had even experienced disillusion. By the time I embarked on doctoral study, I
had no way to hold these apparent contradictions in my hands at the same time. My certitude
about teachers as critical thinkers masked disquietude. Parker Palmer illuminates my dilemma in
his book on the Promise of Paradox.
Contradiction, paradox, the tension of opposites: these have always been at the
heart of my experience, and I think that I am not alone. I am tugged one way and
then the other. My beliefs and actions often seem at odds. My strengths are
sometimes canceled by my weaknesses. Myself, and the world around me, seem
more a study in dissonance than a harmony of the integrated whole.11
And Palmer’s further note on contradictions reveals my own response to them is not
uncommon but resounds in much of humanity.

11

Parker Palmer, The Promise of Paradox: A Celebration of Contradictions in the Christian Life (San
Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 1980/2008), 2.
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[She] really did have a choice. Instead of accepting, she could have rejected the
complexity and contradictions of life, trying – as many people and belief systems,
secular as well as religious do – to reduce it to a few variables to create the
illusion that things are simple and we are in charge.12
Ah! How could we acquiesce and yet stringently claim ideological certitude?
I found promise in the paradox, when I encountered you in The Dialectic of Freedom,
when I discovered naming in the context of your philosophy. There was resonance within me.
And even more – there was intangible hope.
Far more is possible for individuals than is ordinarily recognized, (but) they do
not reach out for fulfillment if they do not feel impeded somehow, and if they are
not enabled to name the obstacles that stand in their way.13
The Work came to me.
You spoke of critical thinking but you wrote about more than thinking and knowing, you
illustrated Being.14 You wrote about Becoming in connected ways with others and for the sake of
greater justice. At the time, in my first semester of study, I could not articulate or even
understand what your ideas meant to me. In retrospect, L’Engle best describes the resonance.
Instead of understanding – that intellectual understanding which we are so fond of
– there is a feeling of rightness, of knowing, knowing things which we are not yet
able to understand.15

12

Palmer, xxxvi.
Maxine Greene, The Dialectic of Freedom (New York: Teachers College, Columbia University, 1988), 5.
14
“Being” or “becoming” as I use them in this study bear the mark of an existential, phenomenological
philosophy. I describe this in greater detail through an exploration of Greene’s philosophy in subsequent letters. I
also find it useful to think about Being or Becoming, in relationship to education, as educational growth. As Dewey
and then Henderson explain, this “growth” is not measured by how much more content or how many more skills a
student has acquired. Rather, “does this form of growth create conditions for further growth, or does it set up
conditions that shut off the person who has grown in this particular direction from the occasions, stimulus, and
opportunities for continuing growth in new directions? What is the effect of growth in a special direction upon the
attitudes and habits which alone open up avenues for development in other lines?” John Dewey, Experience and
Education, (New York: Touchstone, 1997), 36. Also, see James G. Henderson and colleagues, Reconceptualizing
Curriculum Development: Inspiring and Informing Action, (New York: Routledge, 2015), 6.
15
L’Engle, 15-16.
13
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Repeatedly in the ensuing six years of coursework the theme of an ontological
commitment to educational practice emerged. Within various concepts I studied: Noreen
Garman’s dialogic classroom, Alexander Sidorkin’s dialogic ways of knowing and being,
William Pinar’s notion of study, John Dewey’s democratic ways of being together, Michael
Gunzenhauser’s creative intersubjectivity, and Parker Palmer’s emotional intelligence; 16 I
identified my ethical commitments and ontological framework for practice. Only in your work,
Maxine, did these notions fit together holistically with the paradoxical tensions of my mindset.
Through your work I recognized the significance of Naming the paradoxes of my Being
(personally and professionally) to the kind of freedom that may render the larger commitment to
living and teaching possible. The study that unfolded – and continues to do so from my
comprehensive exams to the overview proposal to the dissertation – has been an attempt to
understand, to enflesh understanding in language, and give birth through language to insight I
could only once feel but am coming to embody as I write.
To this point, my dissertation begins perhaps solipsistically, Maxine. Of what relevance
is my experience to the practice and scholarship of education? The more I engaged with you,
Maxine, the more I felt your resounding affirmation of the relevance of paying attention to my
experience. At the heart of this affirmation is your belief that education refers to “multiple modes
of becoming, of confronting life’s situations, of engaging with others, of reflecting, forming,

16

Noreen Garman, On Becoming a Dialogic Classroom (unpublished working paper, 2007); Alexander
Sidorkin, Beyond Discourse: Education, the Self and Dialogue (Albany: SUNY Press, 1999); William Pinar, The
Synoptic Text Today, and Other Essays (New York: Peter Lang, 2006); John Dewey, Democracy and Education,
1916; Michael Gunzenhauser, “From Empathy to Creative Intersubjectivities in Qualitative Research”, in
Qualitative Research: A Reader in Philosophy, Core Concepts, and Practice (New York: Peter Lang, 2011); Parker
Palmer, “A New Professional: The Aims of Education Revisited,” Change, Nov/Dec 2007.
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choosing, struggling to be.” To be educated, then, is to make my own way as a person. I am
educated so that I may create myself. Therefore, a teacher,
must engage…fully in the classroom life so that she can deal with each student as
an individual with her own particular structure of cognitive capabilities. She must
be ready to take the risk of making decisions without support and, frequently,
without hope of justifying them in any final sense. At the very least, she must
make decisions authentically and sincerely; she must take responsibility for every
act which she performs.17
It is incumbent upon me to take account. As a teacher, it is imperative to understand and
engage in the lived experiences, the curriculum, which my consciousness has chosen for making
sense and lending direction to my Being.18 I hope that my narrative exploration of that
experience might speak to an essence of truth in the heart and work of my and my fellow
teachers, which is why this study is comprised of letters to my colleagues as well. The stories we
tell ourselves about our work and our lives invite the paradox, the truth, the ethics of our living
amongst each other, while they provide space for the possibility of our living with one another in
greater freedom of Being. My story, then, is just another rivulet to feed that lake.
Excited to embark with you,
Christine

17
18

Maxine Greene, Existential Encounters for Teachers, (New York: Random House, 1967), 4.
Maxine Greene, “Curriculum and consciousness,” Teachers College Record 73, no. 2 (1971).
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1.3

JOURNEY TOWARD MAXINE – TROUBLING EPISTEMOLOGY

To say that man’s essence is his rationality is to say nothing about the existing
being, with all his shifting moods, feelings, impulses, fantasies, who is struggling
to cope with the world. – Maxine Greene19

Dear Maxine,
As I write, I consciously join numerous scholars and teachers in dialogue with you across
time and space.20 Alive or beyond this world, you speak through your work, always inviting and
provoking your readers to attend to our conscious being-in-the world as teachers. We who
endeavor to live in the space of “not yet” find in your work profound ideas that speak to our
ontological engagement with the world, enabling us to grapple with our ethical and moral
commitments. In this letter, Maxine, I would like to explore with you the possibility of an
ontological commitment to teaching as opposed to an epistemological one.
I met you through the Dialectic in my first semester of doctoral study, and I read this
book as a divided soul. Personally, I had begun to run up against previously unseen obstacles to
reaching my adult ideals. The ugly side of religion, cracking marital ideals, infertility, addiction,
voices in my head intensifying in the “shoulds” of a well-lived life. Because some of these began
to surface, I began to “see” life differently than I had imagined it. Thus, in the summer before
entering doctoral study, I lived in a tension of frustration/disillusionment and new possibility.
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Professionally, I was divided in my concern for my fellow teachers. I had become
disgusted by a victim mentality in my colleagues and our profession as a whole, driven, I
surmised, by a lack of critical thinking about our work and our own lives. I was equally
compelled, however, to be a support to teachers. I greatly admired these people for responding to
an ethical calling in a profession robbed of resources, autonomy, and honor. I wanted to help
them be everything they wanted and needed to be in service to children. My chorus rang in “if
only’s.” If only they were equipped with the knowledge and skills and habits of mind. If only
they practiced them in their own lives as well as in their practice. If only, they could bring
children into the same acquisition and practice of knowledge skills and habits of mind that we
hope will equip and lead children into a well-lived life in our democratic society.
I wanted to help teachers according to this perspective, and in order to provide the
necessary support, I needed to arm myself through doctoral study. I intended to take coursework
and/or study history of education, history of the disciplines and their habits of mind, institutional
history of schools, psychology, or studies that helped me consider not only the mind but also the
culture and background of children in schools. All of this, I hoped would help me to shape
teacher education practice in ways that would introduce teachers to the ways of thinking that
would, in turn, better help them be effective, ethical educators.
My encounter with you in some ways affirmed my assumption about the relationship
between the teachers’ lives and experiences and their effect on the children they taught. As I
mentioned in my first letter, I was delighted to find this thought in your work:
A teacher in search of his/her own freedom may be the only kind of teacher who
can arouse young persons to go in search of their own…and children who have
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been provoked to reach beyond themselves, to wonder, to imagine, to pose their
own questions are the ones most likely to learn to learn.21
I was aware that I did not know exactly what that meant. I took freedom to mean
something related to democracy, but I felt I was onto something that both confirmed my intuition
about critical thinking and yet opened a door to something richer and more profound than I could
yet imagine. This quote from The Dialectic became bedrock for my studies; I derived from it a
certainty about my intuition that I previously doubted.
I gleaned another idea from my first read of your book. It wove its way in and out of my
studies and became a profound way of seeing in my personal life as well.
Far more is possible for individuals than is ordinarily recognized. . . but they do
not reach out for fulfillment if they do not feel impeded somehow, and if they are
not enabled to name the obstacles that stand in their way.22
This thought about intentionally articulating, or putting language to what troubled me,
was intriguing—even more intriguing was that the act of creating these words created new
possibilities. Again, I did not know quite what I was touching, but I could not put it down. Over
time, I found that what drew me was the way in which Naming honored my Being.
~
Accepting loss becomes the very force of learning, and what one loves when
lovely knowledge is lost is the promise of thinking and doing otherwise.23
Maxine, my journey through doctoral study, framed by my initial reading of your
work in the first semester, could very well be described by Patti Lather. At the inception
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of doctoral study, mine was an epistemological position24, no, commitment to the
teaching profession. Frankly, I wouldn’t have known the term “epistemological” at the
time, but I was resolute in this commitment. If teachers had enough of the right kind of
knowledge and ways of thinking about their profession, then they could do what was best
for the children in their care and bring respect to the profession. I was not alone. I knew
critical thinking scholars supported this epistemological position toward ethics.25
Through my doctoral coursework, I studied the discourses of Instruction and
Learning,26 which represented the very best thinking in this epistemological vein. In an
effort to uplift the profession and provided a skilled workforce in the schools, Deborah
Ball, rooted in the work of Lee Shulman,27 developed with others an epistemological
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this course “The Study of Teaching” attempted to cross disciplines through instruction of this epistemological
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Lee Shulman, an educational psychologist, first expressed that teachers’ knowledge might best be
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framework for “the work of teaching: the core tasks teachers must execute to help
children learn.”28 The following really captures this professional perspective, Maxine:
No one balks at “medical training” or blinks at disciplinary scholars-from
historians to mathematicians-who refer to the skills, habits of mind and ways of
asking and answering questions that they developed through their “training.” Far
from reducing practice in these realms to “mindless routines,” this kind of
“systematic instruction and exercise” defers to the highly skilled nature of
professional practice… Training-a term embraced with ease in other professionsis in fact fully worthy of the intricate demands of teaching.29
Numerous scholars have built and are building currently on this premise -accumulation of
the right knowledge and right habits of mind - within the discourse of Teaching and Learning. In
an attempt to capture the knowledge that is unique to teachers, differing from those in a
discipline field but not a teacher of that discipline, Ball created six realms of knowledge that
teachers need to know to be effective.30 Hiebert and colleagues suggest an inquiry stance rooted
in the scientific method.31 Putnam and Borko create new knowledge domains and construct
teacher learning activities accordingly.32 Fernandez has popularized a Japanese teacher learning

knowledge. Lee Shulman, “Those Who Understand: Knowledge Growth in Teaching,” Educational Researcher, 15,
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Deborah Ball and Francesca Forzani, “The Work of Teaching and the Challenge for Teacher Education,”
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Profession, ed. Linda Darling-Hammons and Gary Sykes, (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1999). And see also,
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activity called lesson study in which teacher colleagues conduct their own learning within their
practice with this scientific method.33
The standards for this epistemological commitment to the work of teaching seemed
rigorous and exemplary, worthy of the high calling and ethical responsibilities of teaching in my
mind.34 They were delivered to me by professors and researchers with a no-nonsense urgency.
There was no room for talk of teaching as an art. Those days were over. Those days robbed
children of high quality teachers. This epistemological work was for the sake of children; it was
ethical work.35 In discovering these discourses, Maxine, you would have thought I’d found my
people, my justification, and a rich mine of treasure for my passion. But I was troubled as I
confronted the very best articulations of my problem and my assumed solutions.
~
Fortunately, I had encountered conversations which complicated36 my epistemological
entrenchment in the fields of Social Foundations of Education and Curriculum Studies.37
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Murray, The Teacher Educator’s Handbook: Building a Knowledge Base for the Preparation of Teachers. (San
Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 1996).
35
Ball and Foranzi, 508. The ethics here seem to be tied to a sense of professionalism as well as to a sense
of urgency “in the context of deep concern about poor and uneven learning in our nation’s school.”
36
William Pinar introduces the concept of complicated conversations. “Informed by theory in the humanities, arts,
and interpretive social sciences, curriculum theory is the scholarly effort to understand the curriculum, conceived
here as ‘complicated conversation.’” As for curriculum itself . . . “Through study of the school subjects, individual
human subjects come to form in society, at particular historical moments, with specific and changing cultural
significance. Because the curriculum is that complicated conversation between teachers and students over the past
and its mean for the present as well as what both portend for the future, curriculum theory is focused on educational
experience. Through the study of academic knowledge, we articulate our experience in the world so that we may
understand what is at stake in what we read and say in schools and in other educational settings. The curriculum is
our key conveyance into the world.” William Pinar, What is Curriculum Theory?, (New York: Routledge, 2012), 133
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Scholars and discourses claimed by these fields had begun to reorient my seeing, as experiences
in my personal life had begun to do prior to doctoral study. Road signs emerged through study
and helped me Name my disquietude with the epistemological commitment to teaching.38 In fact,
the idea of putting language to my troubled soul, found in my initial reading of The Dialectic,
became a practice and dialogical tool in my study. As I Named, my grip released on lovely
knowledge, my need to be right diminished, my compassion emerged, and I learned to honor and
follow my intuitive, ethical inklings into new ways of Being.
Maxine, I will briefly mention some of those signs that directed me toward you, toward
an ontological commitment to teaching through Naming. The first sign was my own discomfort,
and Parker Palmer gave me permission to direct my attention to that “feeling.” Those scare
quotes are for the lack of respect I held for emotions in scholarly, or even just educational,
encounters. Feelings were not substantive enough to even be recognized without a caveat.
Palmer’s argument, however, in his article on the new aims of education gave me permission to
explore the troubled feeling and shook my ingrained deference to the rational, logical,

2. My curricular conversations were perhaps thin due to the narrow introduction to education provided to me
through teacher prep courses and professional development.
37
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“intellectual,” ways of knowing.39 I was not comfortable after engaging with this epistemological
argument for teaching. I felt disturbed. Palmer allowed me to ask “Why?” And Palmer urged me
to honor that feeling, and so I took the time to mine my thoughts and emotions.40
Through reflection, I recalled my professional experience. I knew a number of highly
intellectual teachers, disciplined in their practice, critical thinkers.41 But I saw some of them
close their classroom doors so that they could teach without the noise of politics in the halls,
offices, and polls beyond. Grumblings slipped out: that no one listened, that they couldn’t change
anything but the minds of children in their care, anyway. Staying quiet, or being silenced, about
the experiences of children in our care didn’t quite seem right. In these considerations, Noreen
Garman’s imperative resonated, delivered drip-by-drip in study group dialogue and always
evoking the wince of my soul:
We force students, by law, to go to a place each day for years of their lives, a
place where some children learn that they are very good, some learn that they are
adequate, and some learn that they are failures. We have designed these places.
Schools are contrived structures for learning and we tend to forget that. I see this
as a moral dilemma that we are obliged to struggle with.”42
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We are morally obligated to our students. This was my second sign; students are children,
and in many epistemological discourses merely represented as tools for assessing whether
teachers have done their job, as the end product of our social experiment. Morality or ethics were
assumed, tied to the acquisition of knowledge in the articulation of the epistemological
framework. This second sign gave me pause, though I could not yet understand how knowing
enough was not enough.
The field of Social Foundations of Education introduced me to critical theory and critical
pedagogy.43 My goodness, what an eye-opener, Maxine. The critical perspective awakened me to
the political, institutional, socioeconomic, cultural, and historical structures that inhibited
individuals from realizing their full potential and exercising their democratic capacities. This was
something new for me, steeped in a culture which saw the rise or fall of a person’s life as the sole
responsibility of that individual. I shared the American Dream idealism: If you really want it and
work hard enough, you can make something of yourself. You can “pull yourself up by your
bootstraps.”44 I saw in these discourses the moral imperative to confront and speak to the social
injustice. That knowledge, as well as the habits of mind of the critical theorists, struck a blow to
my sense of self. My good heart and noble aspirations for children and a democratic citizenry

43

Some of these discourses can be found in the following: Michael Apple, Teachers and texts, (New York:
Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1986). Henry Giroux, Teachers as intellectuals: Toward a Critical Pedagogy of
Learning (South Hadley, MA: Bergin & Garvey, 1988), Jean Anyon, “Social Class and the Hidden Curriculum of
Work,” Journal of Education 162, no. 1 (Fall 1980). Joel Spring, Deculturalization and the struggle for equity: A
brief history of the education of dominated cultures in the United States, (Boston: McGraw-Hill, 2009). Philip W.
Jackson, Life in Classrooms (New York: Teachers College Press, 1990).
44
This sentiment pervades American culture supported by a liberal political tradition which suggests that if
an individual has political liberty, that she is free to make of her life what she chooses. This tradition does not
contextualize the individual within her historical, socioeconomic or cultural circumstances. See the following as an
example of how entrenched this idea is as well as the typical critique it attracts. Carmen Rios, “Debunking the ‘Pull
Yourself Up by Your Bootstraps’ Myth,” Everyday Feminism, (May 17, 2015), http://everydayfeminism.com/2015/
05/debunking-bootstraps-myth .

32

were a bit like a fairy tale and even naive. I recognized the profound need to include this
knowledge and critical habits of mind into teacher education – perhaps added to the
epistemological framework. Teachers had to understand what it was they were walking into!
They needed the habits of mind to critique their circumstances and not take things at face value.
Ball’s genres of knowledge did not include a framework for social justice and it certainly
did not account for these domains of knowledge, but critical educators like Gloria LadsonBillings and Lisa Delpit brought the critical stance out of theory and into the relentless practical
world of teaching and learning.45 Nevertheless, within Teaching and Learning even the efforts to
learn enough and ask the right questions for the right perspective, felt confining. In some ways, I
had added another knowledge realm to my epistemological stance, though perhaps a more
pointedly ethical one.
I was troubled by the addition of greater standards of knowledge acquisition, and your
good friend William Pinar gave me pause, language and another sign. I was captivated and
bothered incessantly by his counter to a basic cultural/professional premise:
Attention to pedagogy, teaching, instruction sets intellectual and political traps for
the teacher. Power and responsibility accompany the command of attention. . .It
becomes the teacher upon whom the student depends in order to learn. That is the
intellectual trap. It is the teacher who becomes responsible for student learning:
that is the political trap. The locus of responsibility, the very site of education, is

45
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the teacher, then, not the student. But the truth is quite different. Teachers provide
educational opportunities; students are responsible for taking them.46
In this light, the effort to thoroughly and precisely develop the epistemological
framework for teaching serves to strengthen the historical tendency toward social engineering
and instrumental rationality. In essence, the framework says, “If we only make the proper
adjustments in teaching, learning, assessment, then we’ll get the right product in the end.” While
I greatly admire the work of Ball and her colleagues and (still) believe it has a place in the work
of teaching, I had to see the sign. An epistemological approach in this vein ultimately
emphasizes the process rather than the human Beings and their respective responsibilities.47
Pinar pointed me to another sign. His turn to “study” struck a deep chord for me, loosing
a binding thread. Study, as differentiated from teaching and learning which disseminate
knowledge, enables understanding. It is the means by which we “impose our character upon our
roles in life… It is grounded in individuality, autonomy, and creativity. . .and [allows us to]
refashion ourselves by engaging freely and creatively with our circumstances.”48
My mind returned to the Dialectic of Freedom, to the morning dew expectancy of
something new rising in my soul. Something is different; yet reminiscent of my parents’
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nurturing view to strive for a well-lived life, beyond the grades, the knowledge and the skills.
Pinar reminded me of my original call to teaching. He reminded me of my first scholar-friend
Dewey. His belief that education is life itself was my own.49 Formal, intentional education
should only avail to the human being engaged in it the opportunity to grow along human lines of
possibility: to thrive, to grow, to become more human in the most beautiful ways (to borrow a
notion from Aristotle as well).50
Your good friend, William Ayers, affirmed my commitment to the intellectual work of
teaching, but he also pointed me toward these philosophical roots when considering my ethical
commitment, which inched me even closer to an ontological stance toward teaching. He wrote,
Schools are set up to induct the young, and so, whatever else they do, they enact
partial answers to humanity’s enduring questions: What does it mean to be
human? What is society good for? What is the meaning of life and what is “the
good life”? What can we hope for?51
The epistemological discourses in Teaching and Learning, with the exception of critical
pedagogy, did not ask me to do this, but I took these questions to heart and reexamined my
understanding of my old friend Dewey in this light. I had taken the social aim, educating for
democracy, to be rooted in a political notion of selfhood. I taught toward democracy so that the
individuals in my classroom could be good citizens to promote and protect democracy. But a
deeper reading of Dewey illuminated democracy as an ethical ideal and a way of being together.
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Specifically, I found his notion of “function,” the partnership between an individual’s capacities
and a particular environment, provocative.52 Because, in Dewey’s estimation, procuring
another’s identity was an impossibility, realization of selfhood could only occur by the self.
However, the process of self-realization was entirely social.53 As you know, Maxine, in “Ethics
of Democracy,” Dewey suggested society offered the individual the “full significance of
personality…in objective form” and was the “chief stimuli and encouragement to realization of
personality.”54 An individual could only understand herself in the context of her society by
identifying the possibilities for her growth and the avenues and environments by and in which
she might engage in growth. An individual was free when she was exercising her function.
Situating herself within a place in society, dedicated to realizing her well-being through the
development of common interests with other members of society who situated and dedicated
themselves similarly, an individual found positive freedom.55 Her enactment of Being in freedom
opened possibilities for others to do the same, thus upholding the ethical ideal in her very
existence.
This study supported a growing understanding of your idea of freedom, Maxine, in terms
of a situated, connected person being able to participate in her life by choosing. 56 This work also
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recalled your emphasis on dialogue among others who share a common interest in social/cultural
context. I tingled, as neurons connected for me slowly but surely between my old friend Dewey,
my new friend – you, Maxine Greene, and my own intuition of what felt true. This sign, through
Ayers and Dewey, pointed me toward Being and Being together, toward an ethics within this
dialectic.
I was thrilled then to help create a pedagogical encounter crafted by another friend of
yours and my mentor, Noreen Garman, which sought to nurture the capacities for democracy
referenced by Dewey. Together with our study group of Social Foundations’ teaching fellows,
she nudged me to look beyond the intellectual capacities to the human will. The dialogic
classroom, an intentionally created pedagogical encounter for democratic, deliberative dialogue
around issues of social justice in education, relied on the willingness of its participants.
Supported by Jerome Bruner’s assertion that education should also serve as a strengthener of the
will to explore alternate versions of the world,57 Noreen writes, “Although class members
embody (these) rich capacities…they may, for whatever reason lack the will to bring them to the
group.”58

self. Without the power over his own accomplishment (positive freedom), individuals are left rootless, captive to
the ideas, directions and suggestions of others. Individuals must have the freedom to determine, deliberate, and
invent in order to engage his capacities with his environment toward the achievement of his well-being. Maxine
illustrated the complexities of freedom as a dialectic: freedom from and freedom to. She situated Becoming in
freedom, noting that individuals need freedom from obstacles which create inertia, but individuals also require
freedom to Become what they will become. As individual’s engage in their own Becoming they must engage the
internal/external dialectic as well. This dialectic is contrasted with notions of one or the other: freedom means leave
me alone or freedom means I can do whatever I want to without regard for the possible effects on others.
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Yes, I could see the lack of will to contribute to the whole, especially in ethical capacities
and contexts. In the Social Foundations classroom, we were concerned with social justice. The
intent of the educational encounters was to bring to light the injustice of what is rather than the
possibilities of what could be. And this is where frustration came and I saw Noreen’s point. With
some degree of surprise, similar to my alarm when I entered the profession and witnessed the
same in myself and colleagues, I observed my bright, idealistic students shrink from engaging
with complicated, or complex, issues in education.

As we read Jean Anyon, Michael Apple,

Joel Spring, Phil Jackson, and others many of my students became disillusioned rather than
enlivened and impassioned by the injustice.59 A resounding urge to blame the individual and
their families or cultures echoed semester after semester among my mostly white, female, middle
class students. I was honestly flabbergasted at the unwillingness to look at multiple perspectives,
or themselves, in an effort to think more critically about our democracy and the education that
was meant to support it. This matter of the will was a critical sign. Unaddressed, it didn’t matter
how much good knowledge one accumulated or skills one developed. Teachers still had to exert
their will to use that framework to enact thoughtful, ethical even efficient practice. I too had to
resist an overwhelming sense of defeat as I sensed the enormity of tackling immovable, invisible
structural forces. My teaching memories of knowing the “right thing” and the lack of will to do
the “right” thing intensified my fear of facing even greater challenges to my ethical
commitments.
Oh Maxine, the lovely knowledge lost. As I traversed the doctoral journey, these signs
were transformative in terms of orienting me toward something other than an epistemological

59

See note 25 above. Also, Joel Spring, The American School¸ (Boston: McGraw Hill, 2004).

38

commitment. That commitment represented something hard and fast, a demand, a mold. But all
of the other knowledge I accumulated, the critical habits of mind, these were not the entire
picture either. In some ways, I had only enlarged the epistemological framework. In doing so, I
had created an even higher standard. I had placed another demand upon teachers. And my
experience as a teacher taught me that teachers already come into the profession with lofty goals
and intentions to reach their very best for the sake of the children in their care. But a worrisome,
tiring, frustrating, and sad number of times, we who are teachers simply could not follow through
with our best intent. We could not BE who we wanted to BE and so could not ACT according to
our best ethical, thoughtful selves. And I could not ignore this any longer.
Sharon Todd confirmed this for me. Her thought hammered the last nail in the coffin of
the preeminence of epistemology to teaching and learning for me. And it set me on my path with
you to find a way of being that matched my ethical commitments. Her concern is that ethics in
education is built upon the assumption that teachers act based upon their knowledge: knowledge
of the good, knowledge of the best outcomes, or knowledge of others and their concerns.60
Ethical action based on teachers’ knowledge creates the potential for violence, Todd implies as
she writes. “Exercising my knowledge over the Other…the Other becomes an object of my
comprehension, my world, my narrative, reducing the Other to me.” 61
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This wasn’t an epistemological problem. It was an ontological, relational problem. What
was in the way of our Being? Further study elicited more signs toward naming within an
ontological stance in teaching, and I will address these in coming correspondence.
Sincerely,
Christine
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1.4

IMAGINING ONTOLOGICAL POSSIBILITIES

Looking back, I attribute my choosing of questions to my being a woman (and a
wife and mother), to my involvement with literature and the other arts, to the
persisting conversations with students, to my friendships, and to my awareness of
the darkness, of the silence that greets or longing for some cosmic meaning, for a
‘truth.’ – Maxine Greene

Dear Maxine,
This sense that I was coming to a reckoning with vague standards was new
professionally, but I had had some experience grappling with unseen forces in my personal life.
There was a time when the standards for motherhood, my work, and, frankly, my womanhood
were principles to stand for, live from, and defend. As I matured and found new ways to look at
the world, the pendulum would swing. Women should stay home with their children! (Just like
my mom and other Christian women did). Women should work! (I exclaimed as I graduated
college and found the world my oyster). But each version of an ideal became a demanding,
confining standard, too high and too far to meet. And at either end, I could never listen to my
fear. It was too dangerous. If I gave in to a fear, I might knock myself off a “correct” path. Or by
listening I might see my confinement and confirm my paralysis, thereby increasing the
suffocating power of a standard. It was too scary to let fear speak. Until it was too scary not to.
As I mentioned in my earlier letter on my personal journey, by engaging in dialogue, I found a
way through the dichotomies, the standards of being, and paralyzing fear to a sense of selfhood.
I didn’t have this phrase “engaging in dialogue” through most of this process but I did, in fact,
confront each standard (and sometimes I faced the sources of these standards). I listened to its
voice, questioned its arguments and persuasions, held them up against my experience with them,
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and made determinations about whether the standard actually reflected something I wanted to Be
or Become.
At this time, I began to recognize my fear as my friend, a rich resource communicating
understanding of my “self.” I saw that whenever I acted based upon my fear, I could bank on that
action adversely affecting my “self.” That fear exposed my vulnerability; it cautioned me,
“someone may expect something from you that you are not able to give, Christy. What are you
going to do?” By hearing this fear, I recognized the red flag and examined, by habit now, what
forces were at work. I found in my head my parents, my professors, and some kind of personalspiritual duty each urging me to think and act from a particular perspective. Even further, I
interpreted that I should (this word is another red-flag in my process) “be” a certain way if I am
to retain love, acceptance and respect. Having faced this fear over and over through the course
of the last ten years or so, I know this fear can be irrational but my experiences also proved there
was some truth within the fear. And yet, I also know now that I don’t want to live beholden to
fear and others’ perceptions of me. I began to see that a conversation with the voices of the
“shoulds” in my life was a way to take care of my “self.” I felt more, less condemned, less
isolated, less defensive. I think, I live more fully and I am more able to care for others
meaningfully and genuinely.
I found scholarship that helped me to understand this personal process. My work with
Noreen and our study group prompted further study of a Bakhtinian notion of the dialogic, which
Sidorkin attempted to clarify as an ontological notion. These ideas provided language and a
sign, toward Being rather than merely Knowing. Dialogue, he argues, is not merely a method of
communication; rather it is the very essence of human existence. Dialogic ontology claims an
individual values her existence and understands it in relation to how one makes sense of the
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existence of other individuals. An individual transcends her own situatedness within familial,
social and cultural contexts and identifies with others on the basis of shared humanity. For
Bakhtin, that transcendence and connectedness allows individuals to discover new and integral
aspects of being human. Ideas are birthed at the point of dialogue between human beings.
Sidorkin believes those points of contact where different voices meet is where the “truth about
myself is born.” Self-realization cannot be produced from within an individual but by being
open to the polyphony of human voices. For Sidorkin, those voices exist within and without the
individual. Our ability to make moral choices, he says, relies on a multitude of perspectives
available to us through internalization of views and voices that belong to “our significant others”
which have the ability to reason and persuade. The growth, development, and learning of
individuals, then occur within dialogic relations. Thus, while humans can exist biologically, full
existence occurs when humans know and value the dialogic relation. The authentic human is in
an open process, not unlike Dewey’s concept of function, of tuning in to one’s unique position
among other people by the peculiarities of every particular dialogue with particular human
others.62
I don’t want to sound like I’m lecturing you on theory here, Maxine! I really just could
identify with this ontological theory. Here I am, a single entity and yet, I make sense of myself to
the extent that I am aware and engaged with others in a conversation that could potentially alter
my Being in the world! I mean, holy smokes! Does this not sound like my personal experiences,
Maxine? It also clarified some of my discomfort with critical theory. While the claims to
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political oppression ring true, as an individual, I do not experience them as oppressive in their
overarching meta-narratives, critiques of narratives though they may be. I experience them in
embodied form, within my immediate community and in my own head. I could Name them and
what I perceive they stand for. I could engage with them and find openings for alternate ways of
seeing them or their confining argument.
Further into study, Foucault helped me to see that oppression does not necessarily take
the form of overt political limitations on my freedom. His concept of subjectivity, constructed
through the norming of my being-in-the-world by the exercise of disciplinary power relations,
resonated.63 So much of my existential pain seemed to come from my understanding of the world
in terms of standards – standards that often times I experience as embodied but at other times
seem to be “just the way things are.” This was clear personally and professionally. Zembylas
described what was happening to me in my teacher role. I “learned to internalize and enact roles
and norms assigned to [me] by school culture through what are considered ‘appropriate’
expressions and silences.”64 Oh my goodness, Maxine, this explained so much of my
professional experience: trying to be a good teacher!
The explanation of normative assumptions in this light could have made me feel
powerless; instead, my study of Foucault profoundly relieved me. One of my mentors, Michael
Gunzenhauser contends that we “underestimate our complicity with normalization” for our
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exercise of power equates to our choosing among possibilities.65 He argues that resistance is not
simply reactive, rather it “emerges from critique…exposing the historicity of normalizing
practices.”66 Here again, I found critique as a way of creating openings toward freedom; the kind
of freedom you suggest, Maxine, that allows for choosing oneself among a multitude of
possibilities. The “it’s just the way things are” argument was built layer by layer historically
through language, structures, and habit, all of us contributing knowingly or not. Foucault posited
that we, as constituted subjects, have a choice creatively to constitute or be constituted by power
relations at work in our lives. Name or be named.67 These nameless, personally experienced
oppressions now had language and discourse around them. It made sense to me with my critical
thinker’s background, supported by critical theorists’ charge, that I could question them! I could
get to the root of them! I could decide if I wanted to give them power or if I wanted to live by
alternate standards or ideals. Foucault’s work, as a sign, suggests knowing the “right” only
indicates the recognition of a standard, of a normed understanding of the possibilities for one’s
Beings. In a Foucauldian sense, knowledge could be relevant in so far as it opened alternate
possibilities for a subject’s Being.
And yet, even Foucault troubled me. I could not completely buy the post-structuralists’
argument that contributed to the death of the “subject,” that we are only an accumulation of
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power relations operating upon us.68 This came from my engagement with feminist discourses
and my growing feminist self – another sign, pointing me toward an ontological stance and away
from the prioritization of the epistemological. I think, Maxine, that you might understand this
journey of mine. I will digress just a bit to share a significant feminist Naming experience,
supported by these discourses, most importantly those embodied in Adrienne Rich’s poem
“Diving into the Wreck.”69
I came to explore the wreck
The words are purposes.
The words are maps.
I came to see the damage that was done
and the treasures that prevail. . .
the thing I came for:
the wreck and not the story of the wreck
the thing itself and not the myth
In a “ways of knowing” course, I wrote a response to the epistemological question: How
do YOU know? (emphasis mine). In this question, I read aggression. I read, who do you think
you are to make these claims of truth and reality? I read, your claims are suspect because of how
you come to know. I read this question and I was vulnerable. My vulnerability stemmed from
several roots. Most deeply, I held an old understanding that there is only one way to come to
know. That way has several names, I suppose: the rational, the logical, the analytical…By any
name, I saw it in my father, my brother, and my husband. This way of knowing is linear; it has
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little use for narrative; it directly leads to a point; the point has inherent value and is privileged as
the way to understand whatever spare description precedes it.
We joke in my family about how long it takes my mother and I to tell a story; my sister
and I call each other specifically to luxuriate in the communication of the minutia of our lives.
As one of us- my mother, myself or my sisters- inevitably becomes side tracked by another story,
which we believe has some merit in the larger narrative, it’s typical for one of us to point out
how we could only do so because we are talking to each other. And we quickly affirm one
another: we want to hear it all! If it is important enough for you to talk about, if you want to talk
about it, then it is meaningful… It is meaningful to me. But we can only do this among
ourselves because we know it isn’t the most logical way to talk, and we believe it isn’t worth
hearing outside of our relationship. There is inherent devaluing of how we make meaning and
what is meaningful for us. As a result, I attempted for many years to be something other than I
am. I tried very hard to be logical, to get to the point, and to avoid descriptive narrative,
especially in a clearly demarcated intellectual realm and especially around men. I was never
safe, never comfortable in my own skin and thus, I think, detached and unable to make “real”
sense out of my experiences in those environments. Usually, I found I had a grasp on something
if a peer or friend or my husband gave me the space to talk it out. Journals became useful tools as
well; my entries were imagined conversations, reflections upon my experiences.
In addition to a learned way of knowing through family relations, I believe that those
experiences also reflected an inherent dichotomy of the masculine and feminine.

A

sociocultural, historical privileging of the masculine reinforced my family’s way of being and
my learned way of knowing. While I had begun to recognize my need to talk to understand, I
truly embraced it in the last few years after I had my son. The complexities of motherhood
47

dynamically affected me and compelled me to talk to other women more frankly and
authentically than I ever had before.

I found in most other mothers willing and grateful

companions in dialogue about the experience of motherhood.

The minutia MATTERS in

mothering. The implications of every little mothering move feel enormous, almost too much to
bear alone. And many of us found that fathers, our husbands and partners in many ways, did not
experience parenting in the same way. The isolation could not be borne and, in this way, I found
kinship in strangers, depth in acquaintances, and mutuality in friends.

Through sharing

experience and finding those experiences shared, we reflected together. We made sense of our
lives. Our relation encouraged particular values that imbued our way of being with meaning.
And we came to appreciate, even rely upon, this particular way of knowing together. About the
same time, I began to read feminists and read about feminism for school. I engaged in a deeper
way than ever before because I was coming to honor women’s ways of being and knowing in the
world.70 I read to understand myself, my friends and our historical moment. The discourses,
both in their historical formation and their arguments, affirmed me.71 For centuries, women have
been gathering together, talking and reflecting on their experiences as a way of knowing, to
name and/or to change their historical moment. The scholarship of women in the last century
demonstrates women’s ways of being and knowing as meaningful and valuable in myriad
circumstances. As I have read, written and thought about these discourses, I have come to value
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myself, my way of making sense of the world, and I am becoming more and more intentional
and creative in my way of being in the world.
And so Maxine, I could not fully embrace the constituted subject. Nel Noddings Named
my frustration and wrote that many feminists questioned with me: Just as I am beginning to
claim my subjectivity, the subject is “dead”?! These feminists claim instead “a partially
constituted subject – one who is shaped in large part by her situation in time and place but also at
least in part by her own decisions and actions.”72 Thus, I searched for a notion of Being which
engaged the dialogic, a critical stance, and a personal intuitive inkling toward the world.
I felt so very near a sacred truth in my Being (and experience) as I read Freire, a final and
confirming sign toward an ontological notion of teaching and learning. His work teased my
memories of The Dialectic: ontology, freedom, language in naming/dialogue and personal/social
transformation. Freire establishes the need for an ontological commitment and a praxis of
Naming. I want to specifically call forth his related ideas because you align yourself closely with
them.
Humans, however, because they are aware of themselves and thus of the world–
exist in a dialectical relationship between determination of limits and their own
freedom…(I)t is not the limit-situations in and of themselves which create a
climate of hopelessness, but rather how they are perceived by women and men at
a given historical moment: whether they appear as fetters or as insurmountable
barriers.73
Therefore, ontologically, we require Naming:
To exist, humanly, is to name the world, to change it. Once named, the world in
its turn reappears to the namers as a problem and requires of them a new naming.
Human beings are not built in silence, but in word, in work, in action-reflection.74
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Naming, though, occurs within dialogue with others who want to Name the world and who have
taken it upon themselves to speak their word. Thus, one cannot Name the world for another.
Dialogue imposes itself as the way by which they achieve significance as human
beings…It is an act of creation.75
Friere goes on to suggest that dialogue is mediated by the world, which must be confronted to be
transformed.
Reflection upon situationality is reflection about the very condition of existence:
critical thinking by means of which people discover each other to be “in a
situation.” Only as this situation ceases to present itself as a dense, enveloping
reality or a tormenting blind alley, and they can come to perceive it as an
objective-problematic situation –only then can commitment exist. Humankind
emerge from their submersion and acquire the ability to intervene in reality as it is
unveiled. . .a step forward from emergence.76
Both personally and professionally, as a woman and a teacher specifically, Naming and
human freedom resonated with me.77 And like my encounters with Sidorkin and Foucault, I
thought initially that I had discovered my philosophical kindred spirit in Friere. But with each,
there was a space unaddressed or overlooked, slightly off from the ethical project that tugged at
my heart. Sidorkin’s dialogic ontology caused me to re-imagine being but ultimately he focused
on the web of relations as opposed to individuals. Foucault’s subject, historically constituted,
was fruitful to my seeing; missing from his work, however, was the visceral experience of the
“single one,” and therefore also missing was the effect on emotion and will in the existential
crisis that was proving central to my way of Being in the world. Freire, too, rooted in Marxist
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critical theory, focused on the oppression evolving from socioeconomic class. Though
ontologically he addressed individuals, he does so primarily within a political framework,
humans as political beings. Dewey’s reconstruction of experience within his democratic theory
enticed me in what I thought was the end of my search. Ultimately, his faith and prioritization of
a scientific method of self-creation for social ends over the on-going challenge of human beings
choosing themselves were not closely enough aligned with my concerns.78 Noreen listened as I
groped for a firm philosophical foundation and, knowing how often I returned to you,
encouraged me to read more of your work. I cannot wait to discuss with you my engagement
with it!
Sincerely,
Christine

Dewey’s confidence in a scientific method seemed to ignore that individuals may not chose to use it.
Noddings, Philosophy of Education, 67. Also, as Henderson argues, Dewey’s communitarian emphasis may
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1.5

NAMING AND BEING

A self is not something static, tied up in a pretty parcel and handed to the child,
finished and complete. A self is always becoming. Being does mean becoming,
but we run so fast that it is only when we seem to stop – that we are aware of our
own isness, of being. – Madeleine L’Engle79
When language is limited, I am thereby diminished, too. – Madeleine L’Engle80

Dear Maxine,
To this point, I’ve described my interpretive journey through doctoral study. Moving
forward, I imagine us in deeper conversation, perhaps in your living room “salon.” Had this
privilege been mine, I might have heard you speak from the breadth and depth of your work. My
own engagement would have been reflected in what my interpretive lens brought forward from
the landscape of your work. Thus, here, in the remaining portion of my letter to you, I am using
quotations of your work as one might in an academic article; however, for me, these quotes
represent your voice in our conversation. And I respond. My interpretive lens has framed the
meaning I have made of your work.81
As I delved into your work, I found you were concerned, as am I, with “the single one.”
This did not discount the external structures addressed by critical theorists or the Foucault’s
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exercise of power relations both of which foregrounded forces at work in human freedom or selfcreation. I hear you suggest, they are not determinant, rather
No external categorization, naming or definition can touch that crucial awareness;
each man relates himself to the world around from a perspective that is within.82
You focused on the need for the existing individual to create himself, inwardly conscious
of his own being and, yet as a being-in-the-world, obliged to relate himself to the situations
marking his life in time.83 Consciousness, phenomenologically speaking, helped you to explain
the dialectical relation of the individual to the world.84 Constituting one’s world becomes a
search for coherence in response to the existential sense of incompleteness or meaninglessness.
The existential response is to confront the unease, “the inevitability of such feelings and moods
and to live them as aspects of the human condition.85 An individual in opposition to this stance
would merely exist as one of many. This kind of person becomes automatic, thinking in
stereotypes, unable to learn or become. And you call my attention to our interpretations of the
world.
The crucial point is that we, as conscious beings, constitute the world we inhabit
through the interpretations we adopt or make for ourselves. To take that work for
granted as predefined or objectively there is to be uncritical, submissive, and
submerged.86
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The emphasis in existential thought and in your own is that self-creation, this Becoming,
is intentional. You address this by the existential fundamental project, first. Just as my parents
urged me, “put yourself in circumstances that will help you grow and become who you are,
Christy!” the existentialists’ fundamental project is the intentionally created or demarcated space
and conditions for self-creation.
Early in your writing, you define your space of study within the lives and work of
teachers. Maxine, you had me at “hello.” Yes! I agree that individuals who choose to teach must
see teaching as
His fundamental project, his means of creating himself…[for] his effectiveness,
like his authenticity, depends to some degree upon the nature of his personal
commitment. He must acknowledge he cannot live in two domains-private and
professional… [And thus a] true account of teaching is one which can take into
account the intention of the living individual who is making choices, guiding
discoveries, identifying possibilities.87
But, Maxine, in my own life, somehow, deciding to make teaching my fundamental
project was not enough. Conversely, I began to see that my desire to live my life to its fullest
and continue to grow was not enough to overcome some roadblocks in my teaching.
Professionally, I discovered that my best effort to be an effective, caring teacher was not enough
to navigate through politics, my colleagues’ opinions, and parents’ and students’ needs and still
make choices that aligned with my ethical and professional commitments. It is only in hindsight
that I recognize this as my experience. At the time, and for years what I felt was nagging
discomfort after making a decision, feeling somehow I did not care for the student adequately
and yet convinced I had no other way to act in the circumstance. I felt diminished in some way.
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I know I mentioned earlier that personally, as I matured into adulthood, I experienced
oppression, marginalization of my own sense of Being. “Shoulds” and “musts,” principles of a
well-lived life for a woman, wife, mother, daughter, student, Christian, citizen, embodied in the
voices of people I loved and respected all echoed in my head, even arguing with one another.
The cacophony disturbed my ability to make decisions.

I felt paralyzed by contradictory,

opposing, or sometimes just different versions of who I was or was supposed to be. I fought
depression and addiction, actively, but many times resigned myself to a smaller existence than
what I had hoped for.
This was my central frustration: this slip into submergence, this inability to become what
one imagines possible. “Apathy, withdrawal, paralysis” this, too, has been your deep concern
through the length of your work.88 How can one move from the decision of the fundamental
project to actual participation in one’s Becoming within the framework of the project? You detail
the possible obstacles, where freedom leaks out. They may be mundane habits or routine 89 or the
experiences of human suffering. What Hannah Arendt calls “the rule of Nobody,” which you
believe is exacerbated by that the positivistic separation between knower and known and the
subsequent link to “technological controls,” contributes to this feeling of imposition.90 This
results in “the sense that the self as participant, as inquirer, as creator of meanings has been
obliterated.”91 You feared individuals would numb themselves and not take responsibility for
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their own creation. You borrowed Freire’s term false consciousness, “a confinement of
experience, a restriction of meaning,” to further illuminate this point.92
Maxine, your specific illustrations of the dilemma of teachers in this light provoked me. I
am saddened that your description of this dilemma as early as 1967 has only intensified in the era
of neo-liberal, high-stakes accountability and the corporatization of public schools.93 Their
“individual potency is somehow drained away [as]…”
They have faced apathy and withdrawal in their classrooms; they have felt the
disenchantment of children who cannot “believe.” They have been asked to
govern their curriculum planning with considerations of “national policy” rather
than thorough consultation of the requirements of the individual child. They have
administered countless tests; they have grouped and classified in ever more
elaborate categories. They have become aware of moral ambiguities and the
rejection of traditional codes…94
Yes, I shake my head in recognition and am stirred by your clear identification of the problem, in
compassionate and rousing tones, about the oppression of teachers from without.
Because teachers are living beings, they suffer objectification like other members
of society; they are also thrust into molds (and) play roles in many ways defined
by others, although their interpretations of these roles must in some manner be
grounded in an understanding of themselves.95
Ah, the problem of our cultural machinations and teachers’ internalization of cultural
expectations are both are to blame!
When I hear the language of “best practices,” I am reminded of your emphasis on
educational talk as a significant barrier to becoming. These days, we are supposed to think of
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ourselves as “facilitators.” You know, we don’t deposit knowledge; we facilitate students’
acquisition of it. *eye roll* I can see why, in your opinion, this kind of language reduces
teaching work to images too solidified to be questioned, too trite to render much meaning to
teachers’ work but that nevertheless provide a safe and superior rational for apathy.

The

language hangs like veils between the teacher, with the capacity for existential response, and “the
phenomenology of the situation.”96
Later, you highlighted the education and credentialing of teachers as problematic in this
vein, referring to the latter as inhumane in that it sorts and ranks people according to market
demand. In an era when national accreditation is a coup for a teacher, and competency can be
evaluated from several videotaped lessons with accompanying standards-based lesson plans,
your words from so long ago do not ring hollow. Technical training or a “competency based
approach” may cause teachers to see themselves as “mere transmission belts or clerks.” 97 You
also worried that, facing myriad issues that children bring to the classroom as the result of the
depersonalizing of society, teachers will become “drifters” or “authoritarians,” unable to cope
with the unimaginable difficulties of the students’ and their circumstances.

Finally, the

increasing pressure on teachers, demanding “basics, discipline, and preparation for the world of
work” obscures the purpose of education which addresses “the question of their students’
endangered selves.”98 This kind of oppression, you insisted, has led many teachers to take on a
“rock-like self, the more he identifies with a doctrine, a single idea…and we are left with a
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thousand unresolved questions. Is it possible to transcend “chance, circumstances, [and] the
time?”99
I propose the angry coalition of educators that is the Badass Teachers’ Association as
evidence of the maddening frustration and paralysis of policies and practices you identified
decades ago.100 Teachers post in the online forum, weeping and screaming, the conditions of
their working environment and the effect of policy on the children they teach. While the mission
of the organization is to resist these policies, day after day their online presence represents
teachers’ inability to Become.
And herein the existential condition of freedom leaps to the fore, demanding attention.
There is the question of being able to accomplish what one chooses to do. It is
not only a matter of the capacity to choose; it is a matter of the power to act to
attain one’s purposes. We shall be concerned with intelligent choosing and, yes,
humane choosing, as we shall be with the kinds of conditions necessary for
empowering persons to act on what they choose.101
You first address the intentional work toward freedom when you moved in your work to
explicate Schutz’s notion of “wide-awakeness.” The opportunity to live fully cannot be grasped
without attention to the possibilities of freedom. Early in your work you note his definition:
Heightened consciousness and reflectiveness are meaningful only with respect to
human projects, human undertakings, not in a withdrawal from the intersubjective
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world…Human beings define themselves by their projects and that wideawakeness contributes to the creation of the self.102
When I think of wide-awakeness, I imagine myself inhaling, eyes forward, spine
outstretched, tippy-toes engaged, expectant, watching. For what? For freedom: its opportunities
and impediments for my Being. The inclusion of wide-awakeness in your philosophy seemed to
me to be your pedagogical move to “awaken people to their freedom.” 103 But later in your life,
Maxine, you spoke to your good friend Janet Miller and clarified your meaning of wideawakeness.
It’s a matter of breaking with the natural attitude, the passive acceptance of the
way things are, of what those around us keep insisting is normal…We have to
move beyond the moments of mere passive empathy, working through if, at all
possible, our own feelings of unease, of helplessness or blindness, along with our
longings to take refuge somehow at the center. It’s what I draw from Schutz, that
emphasis on wide-awakeness. Consciousness is not an inner state. Acts of
consciousness grasp the appearance of things, jut into the world. Consciousness
always OF something, never empty. So, wide-awakeness, for me, is not just
awareness, but more like Freire’s ability to name the world and act on it.104
Wide-awakeness, then, is a specific action of attention but it is also one of critical
interpretation and action. This comes to light specifically as “Naming” when you directly
addressed freedom in The Dialectic of Freedom.
Prior to this work, primarily in conversation with teachers over the course of your
scholarship you include freedom as both the goal and the condition of human becoming, but your
emphasis was different. From whetting our imaginations with the possibilities of the existential
life, to prompting our intentional stance as stranger to unshackle ourselves from preconceived
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notions, from painting a phenomenological picture of attention to our Becoming, to urging us
into countless aesthetic encounters to imagine our lives, our teaching and our world differently,
Maxine you endeavored to lift our eyes beyond our circumstances to ignite the striving within
each of us. You provided myriad opportunities to engage in our Becoming. But it was not until
The Dialectic that your vision of freedom and its key were brought to the fore. Maxine, within
several paragraphs of The Dialectic, you announce vivid concern for a precise notion of freedom
in relation to the existential project of human becoming individually and socially, drawing as you
do on the work of colleagues, history, and literature.
Rather than the contemporary definitions of freedom, “untethered” notions which entitle
humans to be left alone and unengaged with themselves or their communities, Maxine, your
focal interest is “in the capacity to surpass the given and look at things as if they could be
otherwise” with others who share this project.105 Drawing on Foucault’s notion of thought as
freedom, I hear you suggest that
Thought, after all grows through language; without thought or “freedom in
relation to which one does,” there is little desire to appear among others and speak
in one’s own voice.106
And it is here that my kinship with you grew, Maxine, because you write that we do not
grow or change or become different simply by our desire to do so. You remind us that many
experience ourselves as limited and overwhelmed, “victimized and powerless.” But how are we
to counter what Foucault called “’power,’ that which inheres in prevailing discourse, in
knowledge itself?”107 I hear your response,
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There is general agreement that the search for some kind of critical understanding
is an important concomitant of the search for freedom. There is also agreement
that freedom ought to be conceived of as an achievement within the concreteness
of lived social situations rather than as a primordial or original possession. We
might, for the moment, think of it as a distinctive way of orienting the self to the
possible, of overcoming the determinate, of transcending or moving beyond in the
full awareness that such overcoming can never be complete.108
In your work, it seems, we know the experience of freedom when we are able to choose
and act within and in response to our social and cultural context. Enacting this praxis, which you
borrow from Freire, we see not only our own fuller becoming but the possibilities for social
transformation as well.109
Now, Maxine, some refer to your concept of Imagination as this praxis, this re-orienting
of our Beings. Of course, you spend much time in your scholarship on “Imagination” as a
requirement of hope. But, Maxine, you do not talk about imagination explicitly in this carefully
articulated argument for a definitive notion of freedom in the same way you discuss “Naming.”
Instead, Imagination and Naming are distinct yet interdependent parts in the existential project of
Becoming, an important dialectic for freedom I believe you argue throughout your work. Is this
an accurate assessment? You begin with the Existentialist’s use, with Sartre:
For Sartre, they do not reach out for fulfillment if they do not feel impeded
somehow, and if they are not enabled to name the obstacles that stand in their
way. At once the very existence of obstacles depends on the desire to reach
toward wider spaces for fulfillment, to expand options, to know alternatives.110
Anyone who has studied your thought to some degree may easily see your notion of
Imagination in this second sentence. And certainly, the significance of nurturing the aspirational
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qualities of our Becoming cannot be over-emphasized. Curiously, however, not many have
elaborated on this verb or action “Name,” as they have done with “Imagination.”111 You are not
surreptitious with its use in The Dialectic and once noted, it is hard not to see this concept
throughout your work.
Building on Sartre, Dewey and later Charles Taylor, you initiate discussion of “Naming”
in the context of perception and acceptance. Situated freedom necessitates the acceptance of our
defining circumstances as ours.112 You acknowledge the substantive barrier of fear in facing such
circumstances; however, once owned, aspects of the lived world as experienced by the individual
can then be perceived as resistant to the freedom required for one’s Becoming. 113 Naming, as
critical interpretation, “reveals lacks and deficiencies…and may open the way to surpassing and
repair.114
Naming, then, is a kind of understanding enabled through calling out the dialectic, its
themes and symbols, in language. Maxine, you want to dismantle dichotomy, highlighting
instead “a dialectical relation marking every human situation: the relation between subject and
object, individual and environment, self and society, outside community, living consciousness
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and phenomenal world.”115 I know you emphasize that while these are distinct, apparently
opposite poles, we can presuppose a mediation between them. In using language, your hope is to
bring to light the tension within the mediation, not as a problem to be solved; rather, you write
that “freedom is dependent on understanding these ambiguities and developing a kind of critical
distance with respect to them.”116 Often times, you refer to whether or not one can “feel the
weight.” With Sartre, you suggest, “All have…to be perceived as obstacles, if freedom is to be
achieved…”117
As we have come to expect from you, Maxine, much of this book is comprised of
aesthetic encounters that help us to “see” what you mean. Vividly, you illustrate through history
and literature individuals reaching for freedom through Naming. You explain your purpose in
writing The Dialectic:
We are going to look at how some of them, naming what stood in the way of their
becoming, were able to posit openings in what appeared to most observers to be
closed situations, openings through which they could move.118
First, there is Hannah Arendt’s portrayal of the French Resistance, as remembered by
René Char.
He spoke of the ways in which the members of his group came together …how
they felt they had been visited for the first time in their lives by an “apparition of
freedom.” (T)hey had become challengers, had taken initiative upon themselves
and therefore, without knowing or even noticing it, had begun to create that public
space between themselves where freedom could appear. They had, as it were,
posited what the Nazis were doing in France as obstacles to their own projects,
affronts to their own chosen principles, barriers to their self-realization…By
naming the atrocities and the repression as obstacles to their shared existential
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undertaking, they focused attention on them as factors to be resisted, to be fought,
perhaps to be overcome.119 (emphasis Maxine’s)
In this, we see a reaching for freedom: the weight felt by each one, the taking of responsibility
for themselves situated in their lived world, “seeing” these aspects as resistant to their Becoming,
the importance of Being together for their own projects, and this Being together initiated a
shared, social project as well.
With the example of The Color Purple¸ you clearly demonstrate the significance of
Naming obstacles in order to perceive alternate ways of Being, to freedom in Becoming.
Through connection, [Walker] moves Celie not only to put questions to her
familiar world, but to begin to name it and act so that she can transform, through
her own actions, her own life . . . Not noticing, she could not question. When she
questions, a space opens for her; she knows she has to take initiatives, that she has
to name the “man” if she is to see. She has been, in some familiar and deadly
way, oppressed.120
In the instance of the Civil Rights movement, Maxine, I noticed the emphasis on
the shared project, toward what you would later call “social imagination.”
[Martin Luther King, Jr. and Rosa Parks] came together to name the obstacles –
the unjust laws, the segregation codes, the fire hoses, the clubs, the power
structures themselves. Having named them, having found them obstacles to their
own becoming, they took action together to overcome … they chose themselves
in all their diversity as morally responsible for kindred goals.121
How these pieces fit together in a holistic view of your scholarship comes up in
conversation with Janet Miller, again. She explains,
In relation to “wide-awakeness,’ Maxine conceptualizes actions taken in naming
the world as grounded in what she calls social imagination.122
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In your elaboration, you assert the importance of the individual’s becoming to social
imagination. “Let it begin with me,” if you will.
Social imagination has to do with the recognition of the need for and shaping of a
social vision. It has to do with the possibilities of desirable changes in the social
world –the fight for justice, for equality, for a decent and humane way of living
together. I want people to become wide-awake enough to come together to act on
the possibility of repair.123 (emphasis mine)
If in fact, Naming is so central to what you and I claim to be the project of human
existence, then what does it look like? I found clear direction in your illustrations of the work of
women in The Dialectic: you frame the project as “telling the truth” because the “not yet” is
always to a degree concealed” until a “human being tries to tell the truth and act on it.”124
The first step, as all, is (to use Martin Heidigger’s term) to ‘unconceal’ (1971,
p.54 ff). Concealment does not simply mean hiding; it means dissembling,
presenting something as other that it is. To ‘unconceal’ is to create clearings,
spaces in the midst of things where decisions can be made. It is to break through
the masked and the falsified, to reach toward what is also half-hidden or
concealed.125
You suggest making one’s lived world visible and questionable through language by the
categories and labels which organize it .126 You encourage engagement with the dialectic in this
sense.
Surely, it would have made a difference if they came to realize that what they
took for granted as ‘natural’ and inexorable was a human construction, susceptible
to reinterpretation and change. It would have made a difference if they could
reconstitute their own internalized visions of themselves. We are back to the
dialectic, back to the subject/object relationship and the realization that freedom
can be achieved only in an ongoing transaction, one that is visible and legible to
those involved.127
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You want to draw attention to the growing capacity to express thought and by such
expression become more and more aware of what is there. “I am eager to think in terms of the
inner experience of language…to view it as a gradual, cumulative overcoming of
inarticulateness, a breaching of boundaries, a bringing of the world (or aspects of the world) into
visibility.”128 Earlier in your work, without using the word “Naming,” you describe this process
phenomenologically in your understanding of consciousness.
Consciousness does, however, have the capacity to return the precognitive, the
primordial, by “bracketing out” objects as customarily seen. The individual can
release himself into his own inner time and rediscover the ways in which objects
arise, the ways in which experience develops. Not only may it (interior journey)
result in the effecting of new syntheses within experience; it may result in an
awareness of the process of knowing, of believing, or perceiving. It may even
result in an understanding of the ways in which meanings have been sedimented
in an individual’s own personal history.129
How does one identify what so often are normative ways of being? Where the desire to be
different may not be enough…where does one start? You write earlier in the book and in your
work of the feelings associated with naming: weight, disquietude, tension. These emotional
responses to one’s lived world are “flags” beckoning attention. In this chapter, you also address
other emotional responses that may be indicators of obstacles. For example, the Grimke sisters
take action toward an alternate envisioning of their world, prompted by “their own
observations,” coupled with shame. It seems the negative emotional response, such as shame or
fear, is an intuitive nudge to attend to our Becoming. Likewise, frustration, which so easily
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surfaced as women began to write their own stories in the nineteenth century, could be seen as
another such nudge.
The truth about themselves, when revealed, had to do with what it meant to
struggle against confinement and constriction…of daily life. They were unlikely
to name their men as their oppressors, nor the inequitable system that deprived
them of civil rights and equality of regard. It was, most often, the infinity of small
tasks, the time consuming obligations of housework and child care that narrowed
spaces in which they could choose.130
At other times, it is in the futuring of consequences131 or at times, the reflection upon
those experienced that direct us to see our relations as confining. Your inclusion of James’
Portrait of a Lady serves as a warning. The main character, Isabel,
did not realize that she had been caught in the ‘traps and treacheries’ of a
moneyed and stratified society until she suddenly became privy to Gilbert’s (her
husband) intimacy with her admired friend Madame Merle –and recognized that
she been betrayed, actually ‘sold.’ Only then did she allow herself to name her
predicament and acknowledge her unhappiness. Only then did she see that she
had ushered herself, her felt autonomy, into ‘the house of darkness.132
It was also useful to me that you consider “gaps” as obstacles as well. My journey
through doctoral study might be framed as such. That, in fact, it may not be that one experiences
“outright coercion” or even “walls.” Instead, there may simply be a sense of something missing.
In writing of the struggles of minority writers who found ways to tell their stories, you conclude:
In most cases, they felt and named a gap between what they were and what they
desired to be; and, making an intentional effort to cross the gap, knowing it was
an alternative to remaining where they were, they felt provisionally free.133
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Finally, through your stories of the work of women and later as you present the American
struggle for civil rights, Maxine, it is clear how significant multiple perspectives are to human
Becoming for the purpose of identifying the obstacles that stand against individual and social
freedom. Multiple interpretations of shared worlds enlighten one’s own experience, presenting
itself as possibly resistant to the individual’s free pursuit of Becoming.
Human consciousness is always situated; and the situated person, inevitably
engaged with others, reaches out and grasps the phenomena surrounding him/her
from a particular vantage point and against a particular background
consciousness.134
Further, you argue, Naming begins with the individual’s own landscape which by nature
is limited and requires multiple perspectives for the opening of possibilities.
On the ground of pre-reflective landscape or understanding, the individual
develops or learns to take a variety of perspectives on the world. The
perspectives available are always partial. The individual sees profiles, aspects of
the building entered in the morning, the school or the agency…There is always
something more to be discovered each time he/she focuses attention. As
important, each time he/she is with others – in dialogue, in teaching-learning
situations, in mutual pursuit of a project – additional new perspectives open;
language opens possibilities of seeing, hearing, understanding.
Multiple
interpretations constitute multiple realities; the “common” itself becomes
multiplex and endlessly challenging, as each person reaches out from her own
ground toward might be, should be, is not yet.135
Maxine, in fact, you encourage the intentional taking of alternative positions in order to
counter one’s own perspective, “to see” what was previously invisible, to make strange the
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familiar.136 Of your own journey toward Becoming, you write, “I came to see that the taking of
odd or unaccustomed perspectives can indeed make a person ‘see’ as never before”137and so:
I wanted to see through as many eyes and from as many angles as possible; and I
believe I deliberately sought visions for a long time that might enable me to look
from the other side of the looking glass, to begin to feel what Alfred Schutz called
the multiple realities or provinces of meaning that mark lived experience in the
world.138
Multiple perspectives for you are always embodied, however.
through connection.

They always occur

For women, you look to Carol Gilligan’s work and explain that the

existential risk incurred by Naming requires experiences of friendship and sisterhood in order for
them to question their world. While mutuality and care may not be enough to enable the freedom
of your concern, you determine that spaces for freedom, public spaces, must be established “so
that what is indecent can be transformed and what is unendurable may be overcome."139 Maxine,
your examples in history and literature of people defying oppression represent individuals who
come together or who are provoked by their connection with others. They are people who felt
victimized but “acted to make a space for themselves in the presence of others.” 140
Herein we see a vision of social imagination. The requirement of multiple perspectives
for the individual’s Naming toward Becoming also creates a space for shared visioning of social
responsibility, a project of imagination and Naming. The mutuality of individual and social
Becoming is made quite palpable in your telling of the narrator’s decisions and perspective at the
end of Ellison’s The Invisible Man.

136

Maxine Greene, Teacher as Stranger.
Maxine Greene, “Blue Guitars and the Search for Curriculum,” in Reflections from the Heart of
Educational Inquiry, eds. George Willis and William Schubert (Albany: SUNY Press, 1991), 110.
138
Greene, “Blue Guitars and the Search for Meaning,” 112.
139
Greene, Dialectic, 86.
140
Ibid., 56.
137

69

He says that “the mind that has conceived a plan of living must never lose sight of
the chaos against which that pattern was conceived. That goes for societies as well
as individual” (p. 502). What he speaks of as “chaos” may be the weight of what
cannot be changed but can be understood: the deceptions of upward mobility; the
plunging ‘out of history’ on the part of so many the falsifications of ideologies;
the dead ends of violence. His determination to invent a plan of living represents
his refusal to be what the world has made him. And, it may be, because he speaks
again of social responsibility, that his plan will bring him into a changed
relationship with others to challenge what has been taken for granted and to
transform the world.141
I believe, in a sort of conversation with you in your work, I’ve laid out a clear picture to
this point of how central is the concept of Naming to your overall existential and
phenomenological philosophy. In partnership with imagination, Naming – critical interpretation
and understanding through language - becomes a way of Being toward realizing the freedom
required for existential Becoming. It is an action to be taken, where lack of will, apathy or
paralysis may otherwise stand. Once taken, once one sees differently, choices open where there
was once only a normative way of being. And it is within this experience of freedom, in which
the individual may continue to choose to create himself. I would contend, however, and I think
you’d agree, Maxine, that praxis, as Naming, is in itself a choice to become. It is the choice to be
in the “not yet” of our Becoming.142 It is resistance to stasis and the blasphemy that we are
finished. It is an act of honoring our Being and its possibility.
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dialogue disrupts the dichotomy of the past-ness of theory (in educator training) and the present-ness of practice,
while engaging in the hope of the future. Multiple perspectives emerge regarding experience through discourses
represented within theory, permitting space for imagination toward educational and social action through the
interpretation of experience.
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In my next letter, I want to address how you have explicitly addressed the concept of
Naming within educational encounters. I am excited to “do” philosophy with you, Maxine!
Sincerely,
Christine
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1.6

NAMING, LEARNING, AND SOCIAL IMAGINATION

To teach in the American school today is to undertake a profoundly human as
well as a professional responsibility. – Maxine Greene143

Dear Maxine,
What I love about you, Maxine, is that it has never been enough for you to think
philosophically. You do philosophy, and you have done it within the field of education. 144 Your
existential concern for the “single one” and her self-creation extends to every human being in the
educational encounter. Most philosophers of education are concerned with the learner and
learning in the encounter, and in this, you also have a perspective, (though your central concern
is the teacher for the sake of the learner). Learning itself, you offer,
is a conscious search for some kind of coherence, some kind of sense…The
activities that compose learning not only engage us in our own quests for answers
and for meanings; they also serve to initiate us into the communities of
scholarship and (if our perspectives widen sufficiently) into the human
community, in its largest and richest sense.145
There it is! Naming…as learning! In the search for coherence. In the introduction to
discourse communities. Learning is a Naming process when learning orients the student to his
own Becoming.
The point is that learning must be a process of discovery and recovery in response
to worthwhile questions rising out of conscious life in concrete situations. And
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Greene, Existential Encounters for Teachers, 1.
Greene, Teacher as Stranger, 6-7. In this section, Greene draws on Arendt, Sartre and other
philosophers to contemplate “doing philosophy.” She contrasts knowing what philosophers have thought in the past
to a way of approaching knowledge. Philosophy might be a way of “framing distinct sorts of questions having to do
with what is presupposed, perceived, intuited, believed, and known…a way of contemplating…what is taken to be
worthy of commitment. To do philosophy is a way of becoming “highly conscious of the phenomenon and events in
the world as it presents itself to consciousness.”
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learning must be in some manner emancipator, in the sense that it equips
individuals to understand the history of the knowledge structures they are
encountering, the paradigms in use in the sciences, and the relation of all of these
to human interests and particular moments of human time. . . If learning focuses
upon lived life, it should enable persons to recognize lacks in the situations
through which they move. Recognizing lack or deficiency (infringements on
personality, exclusion, or neglect), they may learn how to repair and transcend.
Much depends on how their life situations are understood, on the degree to which
they can avoid taking what is for granted, on what they are willing to risk.146
And of course, you address curriculum and pedagogy, potent ingredients in the educational
encounter.
Curriculum ought to provide a series of occasions for individuals to articulate the
themes of their existence and to reflect on those themes until they know
themselves to be in the world and can name what has been up to then obscure.147
You argue that the “text” of curriculum and the interpretive activities surrounding that
text are essential for Naming. “If curriculum is regarded as an undertaking involving continuous
interpretation and a conscious search for meanings, there are many connections between the
‘grasping’ of a text and the gaining of perspectives by means of the disciplines.”148 Historical
texts, for example, become “an initiation into the history to which we all belong…the effort to
grasp the self-formative process may become grounded in an ongoing interrogation of the social
world we and our fellow human beings have constructed over time.”149 What these texts and
acts of interpretation accomplish is a participation that allows self-perception.

The text

foregrounds a problem that the student may find personally relevant against his background
consciousness or landscape, offering an opportunity to perceive his own meaning-making
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process and possibly reconstitute the meaning of his experiences.150 You provide the experience
of Karl in Kafka’s Amerika as an example of such a process:
At this point, however, once the specific problem has been determined to be
thematically relevant for him, it can be detached from the motivational context
out of which it derived. The mesh-work of related perplexities remains, however,
as an outer horizon, waiting to be explored or questioned when necessary. The
thematically relevant element can then be made interesting in its own right and
worth questioning. In the foreground, as it were, the focus of concern, it can be
defined against the background of the total situation. The situation is not in any
sense obliterated or forgotten. It is there, at the fringe of Karl’s attention while
the focal problem is being solved; it is to an extent “bracketed out.” With this
bracketing out and this foreground focusing, Karl may be for the first time in a
condition of wide-awakeness, ready to pay active attention to what has become so
questionable and so troubling, ready to take the kind of action which will move
him ahead into a future as it gives him perspective on his past.151
Providing structures of knowledge, which present itself to the consciousness as
possibility, requires that the student himself be engaged in generating the structures and lend the
curriculum his life. In other words, committed action is required of him.
There is, however, a pedagogical problem. Few students come to the curriculum with a
wide-awake consciousness.

Maxine, you describe young people who “withdraw from the

challenge of learning and growing. They are the sort who must be urged into the disquietude, the
sense of crisis in which existential awareness begins.”152 You reminds us that they too are part
of a social culture in which,
Everywhere, guidelines are deteriorating; fewer and fewer people feel themselves
to be answerable to clearly defined norms…. because of proliferation of
bureaucracies and corporate structures, individuals find it harder and harder to
take initiative. They guide themselves by vaguely perceived expectations; they
allow themselves to be programmed by organizations and official schedules or

Greene, “Blue Guitars,” 115.
Greene, “Curriculum and Consciousness,” 145
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forms…For far too many individuals in modern society, there is a feeling of being
dominated and that feelings of powerlessness are almost inescapable.153
Thus, the pedagogical challenge “is, in part, to remind people of these things, to arouse
them to some degree of committed rationality.”154 You write,
It is because of the apparent normality, the given-ness of young people’s everyday
lives, that intentional actions ought to be undertaken to bring things within the
scope of students’ attention, to make situations more palpable and
visible…Without being “onto something” young people feel little pressure, little
challenge. There are no mountains they particularly want to climb, so there are
few obstacles with which they feel they need to engage…155
Students need help to “see,” to go beyond, to find reasons to ask difficult questions and to
engage in naming/learning. They need a kind of futuring and spark of curiosity only accessible
by the individual’s imagination.
Your response to the pedagogical problem is, of course, through aesthetic encounters in
education that are “bound to disturb”156 and alight imagination.
Imagination [is] that particular cognitive capacity that is too often ignored in
educational talk and yet is so fundamental to learning, to being in the
world…Imagination [allows] us to move into the “as-if” – to move beyond the
actual into invented worlds, to do so within our experience. To enter a created
world, an invented world, is to find new perspectives opening on our lived worlds,
the often taken-for-granted realities of everyday.157
You recommend the arts, literature, and opportunities for multiple perspectives to tap into
students’ curiosity and imaginations.
For those authentically concerned about the “birth of meaning” about breaking
through the surfaces, about teaching others to “read” their own worlds, art forms
must be concerned of as ever-present possibility…(The) arts will help open the
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situations that require interpretation, will help disrupt the walls that obscure the
spaces, the spheres of freedom to which educators might someday attend…With
situations opening, (then) students may become empowered to engage in some
sort of praxis, engaged enough to name the obstacles in the way of their shared
becoming.158
Maxine, I have come to see that most of what you write concerning children/students is
for an audience of teachers. And you do so to portray the shared goal of the educational
encounter: both students and teacher are human beings endeavoring to engage in their own
Becoming. Time and again, you insist that the educational experiences described above which
might enable learners to transcend and commit to their own Becoming can only be created and
nurtured by teachers who attend to their own becoming. The requirements for these experiences
then are two-fold: 1) these experiences must be the goal of the teacher’s work and 2) the teacher
himself must be “in search of his own freedom” in order to arouse the same search in young
people.159 Both requirements, you assert, depend upon the nature of our personal commitment,
our fundamental project - our means of creating ourselves.160 This is so very different from my
earlier epistemological conceptions for educational encounters. The disturbances I felt as I
reached for these conceptions prompted me to search multiple perspectives for alternate
interpretations through language and imagine with others rich ontological possibilities like this.
From a concrete, practice perspective in the educational encounter, when you write for
teachers, you attempt both to inspire our imaginations and to help us to Name potential obstacles
in our lived-teaching-world. You note “contemporary schooling resigns teachers and students to
functionaries” and offers “no space for dialogue, no use of the arts for disrupting the status
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quo.161 The status quo for teachers is particularly debilitating for existential work in public
schools due to the hierarchy of authority, routinized curricula and experiences, and inauthentic
interactions with learners, who seem more and more to be products rather than subjectivities.
You understand, Maxine, that teachers,
fearful, perhaps irritated or skeptical, will be likely to accede. Their acquiescence
may have nothing at all to do with their convictions…They simply see no
alternatives. The reality they have constructed and take for granted allows for
neither autonomy nor disagreement. The constructs they have inherited do not
include a view of teachers as equal participants. That, they are prone to say, is the
way it is.162
Such a perspective renders teachers artless and weary. “They have neither the time, nor
energy, nor inclination to urge their students to critical reflection.”163 And this, for you, is
simply unacceptable, not only for the sake of the students but for the sake of the teachers’ own
freedom and Becoming.
You invoke our aspirations as well, by asking us to recognize our role in our students’
humanization, both in terms of student’s freedom as well as their ethical existence, and then to
take action, by Naming, to that end.
I am convinced that if teachers today are to initiate young people into an ethical
existence, they themselves must attend more fully than they normally have to
their own lives and its requirements; they have to break with the mechanical life,
to overcome their own submergence in the habitual, even in what they conceive to
be the virtuous, and ask the “why” with which learning and moral reasoning
begin.164
Thus, Naming as praxis is a central component in the life and work of teachers as
well. You spent much of your career and scholarship calling out the questions and
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imagination of teachers. You encourage us to be “personally engaged with [our] subject
matter and with the world around.”165 We must be “alert to the models and paradigms
affecting our vision so that [we] can break through the screens of seductive abstractions
when we confront the individuals in our classrooms-and take the risk of intervening in
their lives.”166 You insist we come not only to love the questions167 but also “to be made
aware of how (we) personally confront the unnerving questions present in the lives of
every teacher, every parent: What shall we teach them? How can we guide them? What
hope can we offer them? How can we tell them what to do?”168
Threaded throughout your work is a gentle prodding, a reminder to teachers of the
subjectivities of our students and the possibilities of our intersubjective, dialogic
engagements with our students when spaces are opened in communities of trust. In this,
you suggest the ethical relation within this ontological commitment.
Knowing we are “other” with respect to [the student], we can nonetheless work
for encounters with him for the sake of his authenticity and our own… We may
succeed in entering an “I-Thou” relationship; we may dare to engage in dialogue
with him and open ourselves to him as he opens himself to us. But we recognize
if we do this, that we are opening the way to tensions and anxieties, the
disquietude that is so essential to growth… Tranquility will not pervade such an
atmosphere; the members of the class will not be put at ease. But neither will
they be dealt with as objects, cases, specimens. Engaged as subjectivities as well
as minds, they may discover the possibility of being with others and at the same
time being themselves. They may learn one is not doomed to be a thing in an
objective, public domain, so long as one ventures out of coolness and separateness
–so long as one rebels through questioning and forming, and insists on the right to
grow.169
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I believe your conclusion might be that such encounters, birthed by the praxis of their
teachers, empower students “to engage in some sort of praxis, engaged enough to name the
obstacles in the way of their shared becoming.”170
~
Ah, Maxine. Your work is really quite beautiful. I have been so struck, as you can tell,
with Naming within your philosophy and its power to cut to the quick of the ethical gaps of an
epistemological framework for teaching and teacher learning. It has engendered a reprioritization
of my philosophy so that ways of knowing are relevant in so far as they open possibilities for
ways of Being. Equally compelling has been the possibility of a Naming praxis to help me to live
and teach in ways that may align more closely with my ethical intuitions.
For this reason, Maxine, I am drawn to a study within Curriculum Studies in which I
might explore Naming as praxis within teacher’s lives. As I’ve noted, you address this in your
work and you provoke our taking responsibility for our Becoming as teachers. I believe your
writing and speaking bloomed from your own Naming praxis and imagination within your
everyday world of teaching and Being. I would like to take on an autobiographical project in
which I Name the disquietude of tension in my life, most specifically related to my early
teaching experiences. I wonder what intentional Naming will afford in terms of new ways of
seeing the experiences of new teachers, new ways of seeing my own practice and ethical
commitments, and new possibilities for Being teachers today. I hope that my own process might
also provide a way for me to walk alongside fellow teachers, as you have done, as they develop
their own Naming praxis.
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I consider this dissertation a leap into my own process, and as I move forward, I hope to
do so before an audience of teachers. In the coming letters, I write to educator-colleagues and
converse with them as you have done for years in your Lincoln Center talks. I endeavor to
embody the humility and disciplined engagement you exemplified, searching for language and
interpretation to Name and Imagine our mutual Becomings.
Sincerely,
Christine
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2.0

LETTERS TO MY COLLEAGUE

It is “exhilarating to be alive in a time of awakening consciousness, and also
confusing, disorienting, and painful…Sleepwalkers are coming awake and for the
first time this awakening has a collective reality. It is no longer such a lonely
thing to open one’s eyes.” – Adrienne Rich1

2.1

TOWARD A METHOD OF INQUIRY FOR A TEACHER

We who are teachers must be freed to consult what we truly know, and freed to
select the projects by means of which we define ourselves. When we are
compelled or lured to remain passive receivers of discrete parts of a curriculum,
say, obliged to speak in a manner others determine and to follow some extrinsic
logic, we become disempowered. – Maxine Greene2

Dear Kathy,
I am writing to you today in an attempt to explain what the heck I’m doing with this
dissertation. I think a letter to you will buoy my confidence and also give me an opportunity to
really flesh out with another teacher how our teacher understandings have come to seen as
legitimate knowledge.

Adrienne Rich, “When We Dead Awaken: Writing as Re-Vision (1971),” in On Lies, Secrets, and
Silence: Selected Prose, 1966-1978, (New York: W.W. Norton and Company, 1979), 35.
2
Greene, Variations on a Blue Guitar, 126.
1
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You are, of course, my dearest friend, who has seen me become who I am, but you are
also an intellectual and a fellow teacher. I watched you, over the years, thoughtfully and humbly
develop content, pedagogy, even artistry to create challenging and dynamic educational
experiences for your students. I have great respect for how you think about teaching and also
how you orient yourself to the possibilities of serving and growing within your community — be
it classroom, school, neighborhood or city. Always your strong mind considers the context and
particular characteristics of your encounters. Always your full heart drives your consideration.
As I write this thing, I often think of you. I wonder and hope that what I am doing might
be useful to someone like you in your work and life. I often think of teachers, of intellectual,
reflective care-oriented human beings as if we are in conversation. I listen to you and hope what
I say might be a support to your pursuit of a well-lived, and I think you might add, helpful life.
You and I know others who have attempted a doctorate, most of whom we respect and
most of whom have told us to stay away from such an “opportunity.” (And yet my idealism has
me in this predicament despite the warnings!) We also know education. We know the kinds of
things that pass for research. It’s “data-driven.” It’s “science-y” in a really narrow way. It is this
kind of shared knowledge that prompts me to write to you. Because, as you know my dear, I am
not science-y and I have not approached my doctoral work conventionally. And, as you also
know, this terrifies me. I have difficulty even explaining and describing the nature of my
dissertation study. When people find out what I’m doing, I want to put a banana in their mouth
and run away. Don’t ask me to tell you what my dissertation is about!! In fairness, I realize that
others in my position may feel this way. But my fear is primarily driven from a place of
uncertainty and insecurity: Can I reveal and defend my way of knowing to the world? Will
anyone care about or need the work that I have found so gratifying?
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I cannot foresee the future, of course. But my way of knowing? Yes, I can reveal it. I can
speak it. In fact, it is defensible! (Haven’t I come a long way to even suggest this?!) With this
letter to you –my intimate and my colleague, I hope to create a safe enough space for myself to
step out into what feels like significant vulnerability. I am not doing this the way I am supposed
to do it. Is it still intellectually respectable? Does it smell reputable enough, strong enough to be
a credible study? Is it legitimate? To write an interpretive, narrative, autobiographical and
epistolary piece is to say “I am Christine. This is how I make sense of the world.” It is to say “I
cannot do it someone else’s way anymore.” At once, I claim myself and also allow a version of
myself—the one who strives to be good and will compromise herself to be ok with you and you
and you — to sit in the backseat for a while.
My goodness, I do need a good friend right now.
Writing to you also gives me permission to really tell you what I’m doing and share this
awakening and satisfying experience with you. How I come to create meaning, with this
dissertation, I believe, is well warranted by scholarship which has come before me. If I can
communicate to you the logic of how a study like mine can be justified, then I may be close to
the possibility of sharing this understanding effectively with more teachers. You see, ultimately,
I hope this study encourages other teachers to envision how they might claim their own ways of
knowing and being in the world. It seems to me that following through with our moral and
ethical commitments has a lot to do with how authentic — how close to ourselves, how honest
with ourselves — we permit ourselves to be.
To begin, allow me first to summarize the study itself – my elevator speech, if you will. I
am identifying and studying Naming, within the existential and phenomenological work of
Maxine Greene, as a praxis for teachers. I am wondering if Naming is a useful philosophical
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orientation for teachers so that we can counter the data-and-expert-driven, student-as-product,
teacher-as-mechanized-cog-yet-solely-accountable narrative about education and open space for
ourselves to engage in teaching as human beings. Can a Naming praxis encourage our own
Becoming? Can a Naming praxis help us more closely align our teaching with our ethics? I make
my inquiry by writing my experiences autobiographically and critically interpreting them in
dialogue (a Naming itself) with other teachers, with cultural voices and with discourses of
scholarship. Further, conducting this study “upon myself,” I enact a Naming praxis and may
therefore determine whether I find myself able to imagine alternate possibilities for Being and
whether I am more closely aligned with my ethical sensibilities. In my portrayal, then, I provide
an aesthetic experience for my fellow teachers to Name and Imagine their own praxis or
orientation toward teaching as a human being.
~
Where are the numbers? Where are the interviews? Where is the neutrality and
objectivity necessary for scientific work in an autobiographical project? Where is the
triangulation for validity? How is it reliable? What are you testing? How can this be legitimate,
rigorous scientific research?! These questions come to mind – and are so numerous – because as
teachers we are inundated with measurement and data that is supposed to objectively define
whether or not human beings are “learning.” We are told that measurement indicates whether or
not tweaking and adjusting the simple equation: teacher + right method + content = student
learning/strong economy/international prestige for the USA. Isolate the variable, accumulate data
and dispassionately analyze it. The assumption here is that this equation amounts to good
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education.3 So many of us know that this simply isn’t the case.4 Learning isn’t just about whether
kids know the right answer to content questions. We crave ways to explain and describe what
happens in our classroom, what seems to happen when a child grows, and what we have to think
about to create a space where that might happen. The kind of “research” that gets funding and
publicity doesn’t match what we know or how we know what we know. This kind of research
excludes teachers and assumes we are the problem, a problem that needs to be attacked, adjusted
and solved.
Well, research extends beyond this paradigm of “rational” objectivity.5 Research, as
disciplined inquiry for the sake of coming to know or making sense of the world, can also take
into account the messiness of the human beings involved in education.6 It can claim that the
“capacity of human beings to make meaning of life events and to exercise a sense of agency in
their lives is not considered a confounding variable to be controlled through research

3

See Ellen Lageman in An Elusive Science who describes the confinement of education research to
positivist and post-positivist knowledge assumptions. The earliest educational research came to be defined by three
principles as claimed by Edward Thorndike, preeminent and early education researcher. First, learning as stimuli,
responses and the connections between them came to be so narrowly defined by the thrust of behaviorism in
educational psychology. Second, those components of learning could be quantified and in this way research became
excessively quantified to the extent that course work in education research were “for all intent and purposes”
manuals of statistics. Finally, due to Thorndike’s fixation with genetic determinism, psychometrics and test
development testing and tracking became the primary preoccupation of education.
4
See the following blogs as examples of educators attempting to counter this premise and articulate
education otherwise. Peggy, Peg With Pen, http://pegwithpen.com; Steven Singer, Gadfly On the Wall, https://
gadflyonthewallblog.wordpress.com; Anne Tenaglia, Teacher’s Lessons Learned, http://teacherslessonslearned.
blogspot.com; Anthony Cody, Living in Dialogue¸ http://www.livingindialogue.com.
5
“Scientific research has begun to be recognized as one among several of its species of knowledge
generating.” Elliot Eisner, “The promise and perils of alternative forms of data representation,” Educational
Researcher 26, no. 6 (1997), 4-10.
6
“In our work with autobiographical texts of educational experience, Pinar and I have substituted
hermeneutics for the positivism of the social sciences that still dominate curriculum research. As we concur with
Richard Rorty's claim that hermeneutics has displaced epistemology by providing another politic for scholarship that
refuses the dichotomization of subject and object, we invite endless problems of interpretation, not as impostors at
the banquet planned for the truth but, indeed, as the guests of honor.” Madeline Grumet, Bitter Milk: Women and
Teaching, (Amherst, MA: The University of Massachusetts Press, 1988), 60.
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procedures.”7 This is the stance of the interpretivist research tradition in an entirely different
paradigm.8 It assumes that humans make meaning and that meaning is embedded in the action
they take as they live.9 This is actually quite similar to Dewey’s idea of the reconstruction of an
experience.10 The experience does not shape us, rather the meaning and significance we make of
it does. What shapes us is the story we tell ourselves about what we encountered. 11 Thus, an
interpretive study pays attention to the human action and queries about the deeper meanings that
have been constructed within as a result of that action. Such a study attends to the interpretive or
discourse communities that have helped the human make meaning.12 What existing stories help
to define the meaning or create new meaning? How has this human being interpreted experience
to make sense of it for her Being in the world?

7

Maria Piantanida and Noreen Garman, The Qualitative Dissertation, (Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin,

2009).
“Interpretivism emerged in contradistinction to positivism in attempts to understand and explain human
and social reality. As Thomas Schwandt put is (1994, p. 125), ‘interpretivism was conceived in reaction to the effort
to develop a natural science of the social. Its foil was largely logical empiricist methodology and the bid to apply
that framework to human inquiry.’ A positivist approach would follow the methods of the natural sciences and, by
way of allegedly value-free, detached observation, seek to identify universal features of humanhood, society and
history that offer explanation and hence control and predictability. The interpretivist approach, to the contrary, looks
for culturally derived and historically situated interpretations of the social life-world.” Michael Crotty, The
Foundations of Social Research, (Los Angeles: SAGE, 1998), 66-67.
9
“Interpretive researchers are concerned with the personal and social meaning that human beings
construct beneath all the observable behaviors…The “loose” qualitative counterparts (of scientific,
quantitative folks) are concerned chiefly with the content of the story: is it credible? Does it contribute to
the larger sense-making conversation?” William Ayers, “Keeping Them Variously: Learning from the Bees
Themselves, in Teacher Lore: Learning from Our Own Experience, eds. William Schubert and William
Ayers, Schubert, (New York, NY: Longman, 1992), 151.
10
In Democracy and Education, Dewey defines education as “that reorganization or reconstruction of
experience which adds to the meaning of experiences, and which increases ability to direct the course of subsequent
experience.” (p. 89).
11
Paul Ricouer, Hermeneutics and the Human Sciences: Essays on Language, Action, and Interpretation,
trans. John Thompson (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1981).
12
Stanley Fish, Is There a Text in this Class?: The Authority of Interpretive Communities (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1980. See also Noreen Garman, “Imagining an Interpretive Dissertation,” in The
Authority to Imagine, eds. Noreen B. Garman and Maria Piantanida (New York: Peter Lang, 2006).
8
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This research tradition is helpful for me as I consider how I make meaning, how I
interpret my experiences and the made decisions about my life. I come to understand and choose
who I am “on the boundary of my Self and the outside world.”13 There is a dialectic that I engage
in dialogically. In other words, I have to use language and have conversations to hear and tell
these stories that offer interpretations of my experience to help shape my meaning-making.14
Being human, engaging in my own Becoming, exercising my choice—these are dependent upon
my dialogic engagement in the world.15 How free I am to choose who I am Becoming is
dependent upon the nature of my engagement and the interpretations with which I am engaged. If
I approach my Becoming passively, as a matter of course, then the strongest interpretation,
discourse community, or narrative may define the limits of my existence. If I am open to, even
expectant for multiple discourses and I have conversations and deliberations with them, I allow
for the possibility of alternate ways of Being. The richer the interpretation, the greater resources
my imagination may have to draw upon for my agency in the world, or to conceive of going
beyond my current state.16 You could say that I AM the discourses or interpretations. They
constitute me. The me as a teacher, the me as a woman, the me as a mom—each of these Selves
is constituted discursively.17

Garman, “Imagining an Interpretive Dissertation,” 4.
“For the interpretivist, the world is constructed by each knower/observer according to both subjected and
intersubjective dialogical exchanges.” Garman, “Imagining,” 2.
15
Alexander Sidorkin, Beyond Discourse.
16
Bronwyn Davies suggests agency is never freedom from discursive constitution of self, but the capacity
to recognize that constitution and to resist, subvert, and change the discourses themselves through one is being
constituted…it is through the intellectual freedom to recognize and critique multiple readings that one can resist
being positioned by (more powerful) others. In “The Concept of Agency: A Feminist Post-Structuralist Analysis,”
Social Analysis 30, 42-53. See also William Pinar, “Currere: Toward Reconceptualization,” In Curriculum
Theorizing, (Berkley, CA: McCutchen Publishing, 1975).
17
While the existentialist is concerned with “the single one,” that individual need not be taken as an
essentialized, one-dimensional Being. Pinar explains this clearly, “The self is undeniably plural. While it is so that
13
14
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A quick and narrow example. I have offended a friend of mine. My first resource is to
understand the situation through my opinion in my own mind. Was what I did bad enough to be
offensive? Is this friend easily offended? These questions (and their answers) are shaped by
stories I’ve used to make sense of what “bad” means, what constitutes “offensive,” whether
being easily offended is something to pay attention to in a friendship. These might come from
my parents or from Sesame Street or from discourses about ethics. And each of those items are
conceived through interpretations of other human beings. Right there, I have three layers of
interpretations: 1) what appears to be my gut reaction and 2) the interpretations that shaped my
immediate reaction and 3) the stories that shaped those interpretations! I could reach for multiple
perspectives, like my friend’s or our mutual friends. They would then have quick and deeper
layer interpretations that, when shared, might also inform my understanding of our situation.
These might flip my own interpretation on its head, or make strange what otherwise appears to
be a given.18 I then have an opportunity, conversing with these perspectives, to determine what
kind of friend I am and what kind of friendship I want. In this way, my understanding (through
multiple interpretations) informs my Being and future Being in the world, in my relationships.
But I could also just trust my immediate reaction. My experience of Becoming then would be
limited to the stories that are so ingrained and taken-for-granted, that I don’t even have to think
about how I want to BE or act in this situation.

the self is an interactional self, the self is also capable of singularity and solitariness, a ‘room of one’s own.’ Being
in relation to others does not deny singularity. Besides being in profoundly formative relationship with others, one is
oneself a shifting configuration of introjected as well as self-dissociated fragments of (past) others, in kaleidoscopic
reconfigurations located in place and across time, structured in gendered, racialized ways.” In “Autobiography: A
Revolutionary Act,” What is Curriculum Theory? (Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Publishers, 2004),
38.
18
“To take a stranger’s vantage point on everyday reality is to look inquiringly and wonderingly on the
world in which one lives.” Greene, Teacher as Stranger, 267.
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If we recognize that when it comes to relationships, we see or understand only partially
due to how we are situated in the world, I would think we might want (at least a few) sufficiently
rich perspectives, so that we have a greater chance to see and Be in ways that allow us to do the
least harm to one another.19 If I am going to pay attention to interpretation instead of going it
“lone wolf,” then I need some humility. And I need a sense of belonging to something greater
than myself. Probing my experience with multiple interpretations seems to create a space for me
to attend to my relationships. In this sense, interpretative inquiry might foreground the ethical
possibilities as well as the human being acting in the world and her the dialogic relations.
Thanks for being in this with me!
Christine

“The figure is never fully illuminated. Light moves through time as well as space, and so clear seeing is
burdened with all the limitations of human consciousness, always situated in spatial perspectives and temporal
phases.” Grumet, Bitter Milk, 60-61.
19
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2.2

(RE)CLAIMING INTERPRETATION – CURRERE

And the Word became flesh, and dwelt among us. – John 1:1420
Autobiography is an architecture of self, a self we create and embody as we read,
write, speak and listen. The self becomes flesh, in the world. Even when authentic
and learned, it is a self we cannot be confident we know, because it is always in
motion and in time, defined in part by where it is now, when it is not, what it is
not. The self who welcomes the dawn is a self constantly expanding to
incorporate what it fears and resists as well as what it desires. – William Pinar21

Dear Kathy,
I think that we teachers need to be assured that how we come to meaning and
understanding is legitimate in terms of creating education. We know what we know is “true” on
some level but no one listens and we doubt ourselves anyway. So here I am again with you to
demonstrate the fact and the reasoning for how and why our ways of knowing can be trusted and
valued. In my last letter, I left off with considering the ethical implications for multi-dimensional
thinking.
Access to multiple interpretations is a significant issue in terms of staying connected to
our human need to keep growing, our ways of making sense of our world and experiences, and
our ethical commitments to each other and our communities. And access to interpretations has
been a problem for teachers. Historically, political, cultural, academic, and professional
narratives marginalize teachers’, their experience and interpretation, as well as their ethical
commitments. We are scapegoats or technical advisors. Many of these discourses narrowly

20
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New American Standard Bible.
Autobiography, Politics and Sexuality: Essays in Curriculum Theory, 1972-1992 (New York: Peter Lang,

1994).
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define and thus confine teachers’ Becoming. Today, in American education, teachers often are
not even permitted to speak about what they encounter, let alone how they make sense of it.22
Maxine Greene summarizes this troubling situation well:
People who lack access to language of power, who are inarticulate even about
their lived lives, are unlikely to “surmount the boundaries in which all customary
views are confined, and to reach a more open territory” Yes, becoming literate is
also a matter of transcending the given, of entering a field of possibilities. We are
moved to do that however, only when we become aware of rifts, gaps in what we
think of as reality. We have to be articulate enough and be able to exert ourselves
to name what we see around us —the hunger, the passivity, the homelessness, the
“silences.” 23
Limited access to language and interpretation is unsurprising in a feminized profession,
where the people in the professional role as well as their knowledge have historically been
marginalized.24 Thus, it made sense for me, as a woman and a teacher, to grapple with feminist
and Curriculum Studies’ forms of inquiry that attend to this issue of access to language and
interpretation.25 In the early seventies, feminists turned to autobiography, comprised of lived,
situated experience and relationships, to legitimatize their interpretations and counter the
dominant, traditionally male, more abstract and rational (read: sans emotion) stories about the

See, for example: “Section 6.10.7.11 of the NMAC deals with staff responsibilities regarding testing, and
it includes a list of ‘prohibitive practices’ – things that staff are forbidden to do. At the end of the list, that it shall be
prohibitive practice for the staff member to ‘disparage or diminish the significance, importance or use of the
standardized tests.’” Peter Greene, “NM: Defending the Test,” Curmudgucation: Trying to Make Sense of What’s
Happening in Education (blog), March 16, 2015, http://curmudgucation.blogspot.com/2015/03/nm-defendingtest.html.
23
Greene, Releasing the Imagination, 111. See also Grumet, “The Politics of Personal Knowledge,” in
Stories Lives Tell: Narrative and Dialogue in Education, eds. Carol Witherall and Nel Noddings (New York:
Teachers College Press, 1991), 69. Grumet describes storytelling is a negotiation of power as seen discourse
traditions in ethnography and anthropology. That narrative is the cultural symbolization of the life of a community;
thus the implication is that access to that narrative grants power to contribute to shaping the life of that community.
24
I detail teaching as a feminized profession in the proceeding section, Letters to New Teacher Friends. For
further study, see seminal work such as Grumet, Bitter Milk and Jo Anne Pagano, Exiles and Communities:
Teaching in the Patriarchal Wilderness (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 1990).
25
Pinar suggests that for women and African American’s who are “already on the margins, when testifying
to subjective experience the dominant regime fails to recognize, self-writing may help form a mobilized, coherent
self in solidarity with (subjugated) others,” in “Autobiography,” What is Curriculum Theory, 51.
22
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world and women’s lives. Feminist poet, Adrienne Rich, initiated and inspired women to
theorize autobiographically in her essay “When We Dead Awaken.”26 While Rich hesitates to
use herself as an illustration, she convincingly lays out an argument of the necessity of such an
autobiographical project not only to herself, but for women, the women’s movement, and
society. In an Ibsen reference, Rich writes that she engages in “woman’s slow struggling
awakening to the use to which her life has been put.”27 Her purpose is to foreground the
assumptions (the stories and interpretations) that define the possibilities of women’s existence in
order that women may begin to know themselves.

She commends to her listeners an

understanding of revision as “Re-vision, the act of looking back, of seeing with fresh eyes, of
entering an old text from a new direction.”28 And in doing so, she frames the issue troubling her
as an act of survival to counter the self-destructive trend for women in a male-dominated society.
Autobiography, thus, permits me to interpret my experiences and investigate my interpretations;
I am therefore free to make choices about my Being in the world based upon how I make sense
of it.
History also demonstrates the transformative potential of Rich’s autobiographical move
early in the feminist movement to establish “women’s ways of knowing” as legitimate and useful
to research queries.

Feminist researchers resisted the notion that only abstract or testable

information counts as knowledge, and they emphasized concrete, lived experience as rich
resources for understanding.29 In addition, human relationships also became a source of
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Rich, When We Dead Awaken
Ibid., 34.
28
Ibid., 35
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Sandra Harding and Merrill B. Hintikka, eds., Discovering Reality (Boston: D. Reidl Publishing Co.,
27

1983).
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knowledge as some studied specifically how women come to know the world.30 Autobiography
as a legitimate warranting of one’s knowing and being is in its nascent stage when Rich speaks at
the MLA conference in 1971, but in the years following, it becomes a primary method of inquiry
in the feminist movement31 and provides the basis for investigation of feminist epistemology.32
Subsequently, feminist epistemology becomes a way of knowing to investigate phenomena in
human Being, sociologically, philosophically and even scientifically.33
At about the same time, curriculum scholars began to reconceptualize the field of
Curriculum Studies, shifting its focus from developmental psychology approaches for curricular
design to inquiry rooted in the humanities around the nature of the experience of educational
encounters.34 They gave autobiographical inquiry a prominent place in the field. Scholars had
begun to account for knowledge and knowledge production in schooling as fraught with issues of

Belenky, et al., Women’s Ways of Knowing.
Florence Howe, Women and the Power to Change, (New York: McGraw Hill Book Company, 1973);
Nancy Harstock, “The Feminist Standpoint: Developing Ground for a Specifically Feminist Historical Materialism,”
in Discovering Reality, eds. Sandra Harding and Merrill B. Hintikka (Boston: D. Reidl Publishing Co., 1983); Linda
Nicholson, The Second Wave: A Reader in Feminist Theory, (London: Routledge, 1997); Shari Benstock, “The
Female Self Engendered: Autobiographical Writing and Theories of Selfhood,” in Women and Autobiography, eds.
Martine W. Brownley and Allison B. Kimmich (Wilmington, DE: Scholarly Resources, Inc., 1999); Linda
Anderson, “Autobiography,” in Encyclopedia of Feminist Theories, ed. Lorraine Code, (London: Routledge, 2000);
Tess Cosslett, Lury, Celia, and Penny Summerfield, Feminism and Autobiography, (London: Routledge, 2000);
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Concepts in Literary and Cultural Studies, Vol. 1, ed. Mary Evans (London: Routledge, 2001); Patricia Collins,
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Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 1992); Londa Schiebinger, “The exclusion of women and the structure of
knowledge” in Feminism: Critical concepts in Literary and Cultural Studies, Vol. 1, ed. Mary Evans (London:
Routledge, 2001).
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Feminist Epistemologies (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishers, 1999); Jane Duran, Worlds of Knowing: Global
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a Double(d) Science).
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Pinar, et al., Understanding Curriculum, 187, 211-212. See also Pinar, Curriculum Theorizing, (Berkley,
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social justice.35 While the question, “whose knowledge is of most worth?” remains an important
political critique of official knowledge and a significant inquiry in the field of Curriculum
Studies, interpretative inquiry around ways of knowing shed light on injustice done to students’
possibilities for learning and Being.36

When students’ ways of knowing are marginalized, for

political or pedagogical purposes, students’ freedom and Being are limited.37 Thus, teachers’
study of their own knowing and Being is significant work toward ethical practice. Who teachers
are, how they are constituted, the possibilities for their ethical being in relation to children—
these considerations contribute to the kinds of educational experiences in which children might
engage.

In this way, teachers’ self-excavation has transformative implications for social

construction. Pinar and other curriculum theorists reasoned that like the feminist movement from
the particular to the social, individual autobiographical work of educators may manifest larger
social issues.38 He states:
There may exist fundamental structures or processes that are observably quite
different when manifested in individual personality but are the same when studied
at the level of their roots. These might be basic structures or processes of the
educative process in the humanities.39
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Currere, a form of autobiography, emerged as a unique method of inquiry and theorizing
within the field of Curriculum Studies.40 It is the living and encountering of curriculum, defined
by the reconceptualists as the materials, conditions, and institutional structures that comprise
one’s educational journey.41 Currere “seeks to understand the contribution academic studies
makes to one’s understanding of his or her life (and vice versa) and how both are imbricated in
society, politics, and culture.”42 It is what one does with the curriculum, how one experiences it,
“the active reconstruction of his passage through it’s social, intellectual, physical structures.” 43 In
this sense, “the autobiographical process is not an act of ‘consciousness, pure and simple’ as it
must refer to ‘objects outside itself to…events, and to…other lives;’ it must participate in the
‘shifting, changing unrealities of mundane life:’ it is never atemporal.”44 We have the
opportunity to envision and negotiate the tension of difference, the dialectic (internal/external,
individual/community) that is the subtext of all educational narratives.
Currere might then be an “attempt to reveal the ways that histories both collective and
individual and hope suffuse our moments, and to study them through telling our stories of
educational experience.”45 In our story-telling of our educational experiences, Currere asks that

Pinar, “Currere: Toward Reconceptualization,” in Curriculum Theorizing, (Berkley, CA: McCutchen
Publishing, 1975).
41
This is James Macdonald’s thought incorporated by Pinar in Curriculum Theorizing. Pinar also defines
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we consider past, present and future. It involves four phases. 46 The phases are not conceived
linearly, but in a cycle of self-reflectivity. They are: regressive, progressive, analytic, and
synthetic. The regressive phase begins with the description of one’s educational past. What is
there in one’s consciousness. One “returns to the past, to capture it as it was, and as it hovers
over the present.”47 In the progressive phase, one imagines what might be possible in the future,
including “expressions of who one is not now, of material felt to be missing, sought after, aspired
to. It is discerning how who one is might hide what one might become.”48 The analytic phase
creates distance from one’s past, present and future, in which to freely “bracket the educational
aspects of our taken for granted world [so as to] loosen one’s usual holds on thinking that reflect
cultural conditioning and results in vaguely instrumental and sharply other-directed
thinking….[This] requires loosened identification with contents, hence a perspective not
equivalent to them.”49 The final phase, the synthetic, “totalizes the fragments of educational
experience and places this integrated understanding of individual experience into the larger
political and cultural web, explaining the dialectical relations between the two.”50
Rooted in existential phenomenology, psychoanalytic and feminist theory, Currere
illuminates the possibility of reclaiming interpretation and agency. Elucidation of one’s journey
and probable concomitant cultivation and awareness of one’s existential freedom all lie, in a
sense, in a broader social context. One’s existential freedom is necessarily and importantly
Pinar, “The Method of Currere (1975),” in Autobiography, Politics and Sexuality: Essays in Curriculum
Theory, 1972-1992 (New York: Peter Lang, 1994).
47
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48
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colored by one’s practical and political freedom. . . this kind of analysis is useful only as it
widens our understanding of the nature of the pilgrimage.51
Currere and feminist autobiography confirm that my experience and my meaning-making
are worthwhile “subjects” for exploration, necessary even for my ethical concerns as well as for
this specific project of explicating Greene’s Naming. These methods of inquiry help me get to an
authentic place, as close to my Self as possible as a teacher. In this space, I may confront my Self
and my responses and interpretations of lived experiences. I have the opportunity to question,
critique and reinterpret my Being in the world so that I have access to greater freedom, to more
choices about who I might Become.52 To do so within my teaching work, I believe, has
possibilities and consequences for the other human beings with whom I am connected. That
gives me a lot hope and some degree of relief.
Whether this method functions as the appropriate inquiry stance for this dissertation,
however clearly it responded to the problem of access to interpretation, is unresolved. More on
this dilemma in coming correspondence.
Thanks for walking beside me through this,
Christine
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2.3

ENGAGING TEACHERS IN INQUIRY – TEACHER LORE

The wilderness has many aspects, of course; the demons have many faces. What
is happening makes me wish, more and more desperately, for authentic dialogue
among educators. It is time our own voices are heard with greater clarity, the
voices of those who engage with the young in their concreteness and particularity.
– Maxine Greene53

Dear Kathy,
As a teacher-inquirer, my aim for study is how teachers make meaning, make it together,
and make it public to support the most ethical, just conditions for the education of children.
Currere and autobiography, while unsolipsistic in their active and intentional inclusion of
multiple perspectives, still seem somewhat removed from the conversations I want to have with
other teachers about Naming and within a dialogic Naming praxis that is this study. It is
important to me to write with my teacher voice for an audience of teachers. And it’s not that
there isn’t precedent for teacher memoir. Of course we are familiar with teacher memoirs like
Mike Rose’s Lives on the Boundary, which through autobiographical account elucidated
reflective practice within concrete and lived experiences. But, you know me, I do not have the
hubris to imagine that my memoirs are significant at my age. More significantly, I have been so
accustomed to the idea that teacher knowledge is not “officially sanctioned.”54 We are rarely
invited to participate in the creation of knowledge about our own work because we are viewed as
static and mechanical technicians embodying “someone else’s sense of our classroom life.”55
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Research conducted on teaching and learning has long oriented itself toward objectification of
teachers, “in much the same way that ethologists study baboons,” rarely incorporating teachers’
understanding of curriculum.56 Harsh, I know, but this contrast of inquiry orientations, of
watching/studying teachers versus recognizing that teachers create curriculum, whether that
creation is sanctioned or not, is powerful. Powerful enough to make me tremble when I
considered how to honor the quiet voice in the deepest recesses of my intuition insisting that
teachers have something to add to the understanding of “education.” Beyond contribution, given
access to our own meaning-making, perhaps we might be more authentic and engage with
children in ways that don’t trouble our ethical sensibilities quite so often.
My advisor pointed me to Teacher Lore as a possible framework of inquiry, and I have to
say that I was immediately intrigued. “To capture the discoveries of teachers, their insights ‘in
the making,’ is a central mission of Teacher Lore. To enable these missions to be shared with
other teachers is its further mission.”57 Yes! Right up my alley, honoring teachers, suspecting
there is so much there understand! Scholars such as William Schubert, William Ayers, and their
colleagues and students at the University of Illinois at Chicago were frustrated by the lack of
teacher participation in the understanding and creation of curriculum. They wondered what

William Ayers and William Schubert, “Teacher Lore: Learning about Teaching from Teachers,” in
Teachers Thinking, Teachers Knowing, ed. T.S. Shannahan (Urbana, IL: National conference on Research in
English and the National Council of Teachers of English, 1994), 107. See also Schubert, “Teacher Lore: A Basis for
Understanding Praxis,” in Stories Lives Tell, ed. Carol Witherall and Nel Noddings (New York, NY: Teachers
College Press), 211. Schubert found this to be the case in the third edition of the Handbook of Research on Teaching
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wisdom was being lost.58 You see, these scholars who conceptualized Teacher Lore sought to
prioritize praxis, “which assumes a continuous critical reflection that joins and mediates theory
and practice.”59 An emphasis on praxis upholds a Deweyan and pragmatic tenet that truth values
of a proposition be determined in the consequences of its use. Dewey claimed that knowledge
gained through the head, heart and hands of the educator, “render the performance of the
educational function more enlightened, more humane, more truly educational than it was
before.”60 This claim upholds the idea that what teachers have learned from their experience is
what lies beneath the educational environment they create. Thus, educational theorizing can
actually be conceived as praxis itself! Schubert suggests, “the lived experiences of teachers as
well as the idea that teachers are themselves creators of knowledge and theory that can illuminate
an understanding of curriculum, teaching and the educative process.”61 The focus is on the
teacher as agent within this educational web.
So let me briefly describe how these scholars understood “Teacher Lore.” They derive
the term lore from anthropological studies pertaining to the broad array of knowledge and
learning acquired through the experience of a group,62 but their emphasis is on the lore of
teachers, and they “characterize teacher lore as the study of the knowledge, ideas, perspectives,
and understanding of teachers.”63 Teachers relate their knowledge most often, however, through
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the stories they share about their practice. I am delighted by the premise that teachers capture
experience and understanding together as a unique community! And, Kathy, when I encountered
Teacher Lore, you came to mind. How often you express gratitude for your colleagues, how
much you believe you learned from them about teaching, even about how to BE in the world. I
think it’s useful to provide a vivid image which mirrors your belief in the power of a community
of trusted colleagues. Janet Miller provides a rich telling and reflection of this in her
autobiographical essay in the seminal teacher lore text.64 She describes the third period
gatherings of several teachers, including herself, during the “free period” they shared, and the
stories told to one another based upon their daily, practical experience. Bear with me, as I want
to share her description in some volume here for a fuller picture of this teacher-phenomenon.
Our conversations were ongoing, usually concentrating on particular
students’ antics or on questions of method and content…Our talk was seamless,
fragmented only to those who did not share the synchronous rhythms of ringing
bells, rotating students, and shuffling papers and texts…We shared similar
concerns, questions and frustrations about the ephemeral nature of our work as
high school teachers.65
I valued those communal explorations with my colleagues, those
conversations …I had not only a sense of common grappling with those
experiences but also a sense of knowing that could only be easily communicated
among those who worried and wondered each day about the often seemingly
capricious processes of teaching and learning. That knowing did not reflect a
certainty about the approaches and techniques to which our work as teachers was
often reduced by others who watched us through the windows of our classrooms
or evaluated us through the student achievement scores published in the town
newspapers. Rather that sense of knowing signified an awareness of the variety
of our own and our students’ experiences, backgrounds, and understandings that
influenced, in complex and often hidden ways, the constantly evolving nature and
forms of our interactions.66
Ours was a form of inquiry spurred by our daily encounters with
colleagues, administrators, parents, and students, and framed by the ringing of
Janet Miller, “Teachers Spaces,” in Teacher Lore.
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bells and the testing of students’ understanding or at least memorizations of the
“snippets” from our disciplines that we had presented in our classes…Our kind of
talk about teaching, because of its apparent meandering and wondering nature,
seemed virtually impossible to categorize, to replicated, to control, or even to
share with those who did not teach.67
Thus, as my colleagues and I huddled together in our morning oasis, our
questions and our common as well as unique experiences of the classroom
coalesced as forms of knowledge about teaching that could be easily
communicated only to one another. We shared our evolving knowledges not
through sets of goals and objectives or measurable means or standardized
checklists of our behaviors, but rather through the stories that we told to one
another.68
In this sense, Teacher Lore is an attempt to capture what already occurs between and
among teachers. A sharing of knowledge acquired, within experience, through stories. An
opportunity to reflect on one’s practice through the sharing of those stories. An extension of the
oasis created when teachers gather together and share the stories of their experience in teaching.
The term ‘lore’ thus captures the intuitive, the informal, the spontaneous and
subjective undersides of what, in recent years, have been codified as planned,
predictable, controllable, and objective elements of “effective” teaching. Lore is
what we know to be similar in our teaching experiences, even as we tell our
stories in order to point to the differences among us. And, over time, the telling
of our stories allows us to hear our own changing and evolving understandings of
ourselves as teachers.69
This was the kind of research that seemed to match my philosophical tendencies. Teacher
Lore drew first from the pragmatic philosophy of Dewey, but I found much contemporary
philosophy echoed those tenets. The scholars who conceptualized Teacher Lore as inquiry saw
teachers not as objects but as human beings, who “seek to create meaning and purpose through
interaction with and reflection on the contexts of their experiences.”70 And the premise of the
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meaning-making is a Deweyan notion of the individual interacting with a troubling situation that
demanded critical reflection, interpretation, and action inevitably leading to social
(re)envisioning as well.71 In other words, the premise of Teacher Lore inquiry begins with
attention to the teachers Being and Becoming through critical interpretation of their experiences.
Further, Teacher Lore leans on an ethical premise that assumes human goodness and
compassionate interaction between human beings. Teaching then could be conceived as a
relational, moral craft.72 The logic of Teacher Lore is visible in the everyday dilemmas – ripe for
individual reasoning – and incorporates the logic of Deweyan deliberation through democratic
interaction. Teacher Lore is a call for a logic that moves beyond archaic dualistic debates and is
instead grounded in the practical tasks of dialogic communities.73 This same democratic faith
informs the theological underpinnings of Teacher Lore. The “curricular questions, what
knowledge and experiences are most worthwhile to pursue are the basis for asking what is the
good life, how can I lead a good life, what is a good society, and how can I contribute to it.
These questions are so fundamental that their intense pursuit is religious in character.”74 How
often I have sensed that the work of teaching, that the experience of education is sacred in its
poignant humanness? Finally, the aesthetic dimension of Teacher Lore comes from a Deweyan
notion that we can come into expressive knowing through our aesthetic awareness in the patterns
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and images of everyday life. In this way, Teacher Lore sees teachers as the aesthetic
interpreters.75
It turns out we have a lot of cheerleaders — scholars struggling to include teachers in
meaning-making about the world of education. Through Teacher Lore, these scholars attempt to
“capture the disparate literature, giving it a rationale and language as well as a bridge to the more
formal idea of research on teaching.”76 They address first a theoretical framework for this
inquiry, although these scholars resist a rigid framework in the interest of providing adequate
space for teachers to tell their stories as authentically as possible. They fear a strong theoretical
framework might stifle deeper inquiry by separating learning from spontaneity, limiting the
reflection of the practitioner in the course of action.
Nevertheless, as scholars, they cautiously offer discourses and discourse traditions into
which Teacher Lore might be situated.77 First, they locate the emergence of Teacher Lore in two
specific discourse communities: curriculum studies and supervision.78

Second, as a

methodology, Teacher Lore can be situated within the qualitative research tradition of
Curriculum Studies.

The field draws on “a wide array of research traditions, approaches,
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methods and techniques,” but the “main focus is on an in-depth exploration of the diversity and
complexity of experience of individuals groups families, tribes, communities, and societies that
are often at controversy, underrepresented, or misrepresented in the official narrative.” 79 In fact,
Teacher Lore responds to critics who demean teachers’ decision-making processes, citing an
apparent lack of theoretical foundation. The methodology itself serves to “respect teacher voices
and recognize that building teaching theory is personal rather than academic, practical rather than
distant.”80
In addition to these roots of Teacher Lore, this method of inquiry resides in an
overarching tradition of teacher research, specifically drawing on teachers’ knowledge, some of
which was developed in a similar vein resistant to objectifying teachers. 81 I am going to briefly
list strands of teacher research to strengthen our sense that our stories can and should be told.
Our perspective, experience and knowledge count as research. The following traditions are
illustrative of work in progress along this line: first-person teacher accounts offer – “a glimpse of
the knowledge and values of the theory within these teacher-authors;”82 phenomenological
renderings -- such as van Manen’s The Tone of Teaching;83 action research – conceives of
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teaching as intellectual experimental work84; teacher-as-researcher – pairs teachers with
university researchers for collaborative inquiry85; reflective practitioner -- respects teachers as
people who reflect in action86; educational criticism – posits that people who do the rich complex
work of education must be connoisseurs of what they observe, describe and interpret 87; personalpractical knowledge of teachers – values the thinking processes of teachers88; and
autobiographical and biographical accounts.89 Teacher Lore scholars espouse these accounts as
the best sources for understanding teachers: [our work] fits within these streams or traditions,
sometimes overlapping several of them, drawing insights from many, and hopefully contributing
to each in some fashion.” 90
Methodologically, Teacher Lore is interpretive inquiry into teachers’ praxis. It attempts
to answer questions such as: What beliefs, values, and images guide this teacher’s work? What
teaching philosophies are embedded in her practice? What are the insights this teacher has
acquired through her practice? What has this teacher learned from experience in her work?
Teacher Lore also serves as a “basis for teacher reflection.” But it attends to these questions in
response to Robert Coles’ call for narrative, story, autobiography, memoir, fiction, oral history,
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documentary film, painting, and poetry in inquiry in order to respond to the contradictions,
diversities, and complexities of human experience.91 The narrative and interpretive traditions
cause Teacher Lore researchers to seek “truth-likeness” as opposed to objective truth, which is
not context sensitive.92
Further, Teacher Lore highlights the dialogic nature of praxis as it serves to substantiate
the reflective sharing of stories and knowledge that already exists. Miller writes that she and her
colleagues did not have a way to frame their third period conversations that would reveal them to
be fruitful as “forms of curriculum creation or research or teachers’ knowledges.” 93 For her the
word “lore” is significant as it captures the intentions and knowledges of wondering, involved,
caring teachers.”94
What the concept of teacher lore now provides for me, then, is a framework or
scaffolding upon which to build understandings of myself as an active creator of
knowledges about teaching, curriculum, and research. The notion of teacher lore
confirms and affirms the necessity of dialogue among teachers as a way of
creating and revising our knowledges about teaching and learning.95
Thus, the inquiry of teacher lore not only provides understandings for research on teachers,
teaching, and curriculum, it may also serve the growth of the teachers themselves.
Representation of Teacher Lore, however, potentially becomes a tricky business. While
the lore may begin with the teacher’s story and possibly even the teacher’s interpretation of the
story, the final “product,” so to speak, usually passes through the researcher. Therefore, it seems
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important to proceed with caution as a researcher with this methodology. Miller has concern
about the relationship between teacher and researcher. She worries
about the possible impositional nature of this relationship if teachers’ research is
still set within the contexts of others’ research on those processes …I worry about
the impositional possibilities of the research relationship if the direction as well as
the evolving interpretations of the particular research focus are not constructed as
a form of praxis (Lather, 1986) and are not enacted as reciprocal, negotiated, and
constantly evolving understandings.96
In response to her concerns, to avoid “baboon study,” Miller encourages those involved
with Teacher Lore and its interpretation to reflect as the teachers do and mine their own
assumptions about teaching and research and to recognize changes that might have occurred as a
result of their interactions with those involved with their research. Schubert, Ayers and the
authors of the book’s essays concur and they each include autobiographical context for the work.
They write,
Teacher lore can be presented through teachers’ own words, and through the
interpretations provided by experience teacher/researchers who interview and
observe teachers. Each of us who contributed to this book is an experienced
teacher. Therefore, at one level, we reveal our own stories and at the same time
we report on and interpret stories of other teachers who have influenced our
perspectives on teaching.97
Schubert notes the role of the interpreter as one of the important findings of the Teacher Lore
Project.98
Even though my study does not explicitly include other teachers’ stories, I raise this issue
of the ethical complications of engaging with someone else’s stories. First, for me, it exemplifies
how critical my own autobiographical mining is if I want to be involved with teachers’ growth in
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ethical ways. Second, how careful these Teacher Lore scholars have been verifies the
significance of teachers’ knowledge in and of itself. Finally, the exemplar within Teacher Lore is
teacher’s experience and knowledge layered with multiple interpretations, indicating the possible
significance of a dialogic and deliberative stance toward teachers’ growth in Being.99
I am sure it is clear, Kathy, that the promise of Teacher Lore is undeniable for me. It
allows us to understand more clearly, with greater nuance, the work of teaching, 100illuminates
that which we cannot see in the daily grind of teaching work, encourages the contribution of
every teacher to the broader understanding of teaching by honoring the work of the individual
teacher, empowers teachers to’ imagine socially transformative and potentially emancipatory
experiences,101 and enables teachers’ agency in making sense of their work.102 It disrupts
normative understandings of teachers and teaching,103 and counters contemporary notions of
school reform:
The dominant metaphor of the rich and powerful posits schools as businesses,
teachers as workers, students as products and commodities, and it leads rather
simply to thinking that school closings and privatizing the public space are natural
events, relentless standardized test-and-punish regimes sensible, zero-tolerance a
reasonable proxy for justice—this is what the true-believers call “reform”…The
gravitational pull of this narrative is so great that everyone finds themselves re-
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voicing the deceptive goals and the phony frames. This is the power of narrative
and points to the necessity of counter-narrative.104
My own rationale for my study was further strengthened, especially by Bill Ayers’
interpretation of the contemporary educational atmosphere and his call for counter-narratives.
Surely, teachers like me and you are well-suited to thoughtfully tell these counter-interpretations
of American education. Teacher Lore provides a solid foundation in which to stand to engage in
disciplined, interpretive inquiry about my experience and work. My stories, richly embedded
with multiple interpretations of discourses communities and other teachers, told overtly to
teachers may also contribute to other teachers’ praxis. I become a voice with which to engage
dialogically about teachers’ own practice and Being as a teacher. Janet Miller expresses this
potential well, and I’ll end this letter with her thoughts:
I wish that early in my teaching career or in my preparatory studies, I had been
introduced to such a way of thinking about my own teaching…divergent visions
of what it means to be a professional teacher…I might not have struggled so much
with my own sense of disjuncture and fragmentation within prescribed versions of
“good” or in today’s terms “effective” teaching…I regret that I had no formal, or
in a sense, validated “divergent visions” from which to draw as I began to
teach…(And later, as a teacher, with others) we all might have been able to see
those daily encounters as a form of inquiry that honored our own changing and
developing understandings of our work as teachers, had we the conceptual frames
and rich descriptions that the examples of teacher lore here presented provide.105
Wouldn’t it have been something to start our professional life in this mode, poised and
open to the Lore of our colleagues?
Creating Lore with you,
Christine
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2.4

LOGICS OF A NAMING STUDY

I had to either consider myself a failed woman and a failed poet, or to try to find
some synthesis by which to understand what was happening to me. What
frightened me most was the sense of drift, of being pulled along on a current
which called itself my destiny, but in which I seemed to be losing touch with
whoever I had been” – Adrienne Rich106
There is the effort to invent a situation in which there can be spaces for doing,
spaces for attending, spaces for becoming. And spaces for action. – Maxine
Greene107

Dear Kathy,
To this point, we’ve discussed some rich possibilities for justifying teachers’ knowledge
and experience, but now let’s return to my little study. How might I study an existential and
phenomenological concept of Naming in the context of my experience and understandings as a
teacher?
I determined that an interpretive research tradition would serve me well, and I soon
discovered that it would do so exceptionally in an intimate dissertation study. Noreen Garman
and her colleague Maria Piantanida thoroughly addressed the interpretive dissertation within
significant scholarship, and I found it mirrored my intentions and orientation.108 Working from
an interpretivist perspective means that I claim that the meaning of human action is inherent in
that action, and these scholars believe that this perspective allows me, within a small education
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study, to unearth the meaning inherent in classroom action.109 Further, I myself become the
instrument of research, rather than say an “experimental design” within a traditional postpositivist research tradition. That means I need to hold myself “alive and open to hear what
Being may speak,” which “requires nimbleness, a fine-honed sensitivity in order to let oneself be
the vehicle of whatever vision may emerge, a degree of attention, and an active listening.”110
Knowledge then is considered (inter)subjective because context (socio-historical-politicalgendered-ethnic, etc.) really matters. This is where the dialogic comes in again, and it is assumed
in this interpretive dissertation that “dialogue is central for defining the core of one’s
practice.”111
It makes sense then that the interpretive dissertation would manifest a deliberative and
tentative character. Deliberation eschews certainty and simple answers in favor of grappling with
diverse sources and ideas to come to thoughtful, wise action.112 Discursive deliberation is not a
comfortable orientation. It assumes that the researcher will be “working on the edge of one’s
knowledge and skill,” which “implies entering new conceptual territory, pushing beyond the
comfort zone of one’s assumptions, challenging one’s understanding of self, others, and the
nature of one’s field of study.”113
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My task for this study, I learned, is to move from the situational to the conceptual. The
first person position indicates the source of interpretation. And this self-study is formed and
challenged by
A balance between the way in which private experience can provide insight and
solution for public issues and troubles and the way in which public theory can
provide insight and solution for private trial. [This] forms the nexus of self-study
and simultaneously presents the central challenge to those who would work in this
emerging area.114
These scholars suggest that rather than articulating the method (procedures and
techniques) involved in making these conceptual leaps, the interpretivist focuses on a logic of
justification. In other words, what are the logical issues and justifications that inform my stance?
I am to look to my philosophical orientations as well as to a specific research genre in terms of
its language and conventions to construct my warrants for my inquiry. Of critical importance is
the “extent to which my ‘procedures’ fit with the knowledge generating assumptions embedded
in the genre claimed for the study.”115 For the interpretivist must go beyond description and
answer “why.”
Therefore, I must claim a form of inquiry, so as to clarify my logic of justification for this
study. I believe a blended inquiry of the autobiographical method of Currere and Teacher Lore is
possible and imperative to my study. The tenets of Teacher Lore, as well as examples by its
theorists Schubert and Miller especially, permit me to theorize autobiographically. In fact, the
conclusions of Teacher Lore scholars seemed to suggest this as an ethical imperative before I
consider involvement with other teachers. Teacher Lore offers a big umbrella for inquiry around
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teachers’ knowledge. While Schubert extensively claims Deweyan pragmatic foundations for
Teacher Lore, the emphasis of the inquiry on interpretative modes of knowing allows for various
epistemological traditions that prioritize teachers’ Becoming. In this way, the psychoanalytic
roots of Currere, for example, would be welcome as well as the existential ones.
The boundaries and horizons of Currere provide a disciplined approach to my personal
narrative. You will see in my narratives all four of the “phases” of Currere, not necessarily
presented linearly; rather, my writing within and across the phases further encourages multiple
interpretations. My theorizing begins with concrete, lived experience but is not limited by the
dimensions of my interpretation within or just after that experience. I am to investigate my selfformation in relation to my “education” writ large. Currere also pushes me to engage with
broader social and cultural contexts and implications within the four phases. Inevitably, these
multiple perspectives permit me to pursue richer possibilities for my freedom in Becoming. But
to write autobiographically in this way within Teacher Lore also substantiates my knowledge as
public, intended for understanding amongst teachers, while demonstrating the possibilities of
teacher’s knowledge to broader educational issues. A study within a dissertation confined to
discursive deliberation further demands careful attention to language and interpretation for the
express purpose of challenging and potentially transforming my way of Being in the world.
A study in which these inquiries fold into one another is in fact a demonstration of a
teacher’s praxis with an emphasis on her human Becoming. Up to this point, I have referred to
my desired outcome from praxis: that a teacher is more authentically connected to herself and
therefore more free to choose ethical possibilities for her encounters with students. My reading
of Piantanida and Garman aligns this act of discursive deliberation with Greene’s Naming. By
intentional critical engagement in our fundamental project of teaching, a concrete and practice114

based space, we create the possibility for alternate ways of Being. They argue, “Of critical
importance is the idea of challenging our self-understanding because in practice-based research,
professionals are calling into question what they think they already know. Expert practitioners,
working at the leading edge of their own knowledge and skill, presumably have developed
theoretical sensitivity through knowledge of ‘best practices’ and nuances of classroom life.”116
With some awe, Garman and Piantanida, describe these expert practitioners:
[And yet], they are still willing to call that knowledge into question for
themselves. In doing so they open themselves to confusion and uncertainty,
creating the possibility of transforming their way of being educational
practitioner. Such transformations, when they happen represent a reforging of
one’s ontological stance. With a different stance, new perspectives, new insights,
and new understandings might be gained –the type of wisdom that Flyvberg
(2001) and Schwandt (2001) associate with phronesis.117
Using this blended inquiry –Teacher Lore and Currere, I am able to enact Naming as I
explore its explication and potential to my own Becoming as a teacher. Further, as I do so within
conversations with teachers, I make public understandings and interpretations thus far relegated
to my own mind and my own classroom. Without further ado, then, let’s get into the nitty-gritty
of the logics of justification and what I’ve done here in this study.
A significant feature of interpretive research is “text.” Drawing from post-structuralists,
interpretive inquiry claims that everything –life experiences, events, relationships, activities,
practices, cultural artifacts and so forth – is a text. Thus, the possibilities of directly encountering
and knowing “the reality of human experience” are encounters with text.118 Text therefore stands
in the place of “data.” It is the representation of situation and meaning, potentially fruitful for
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deeper insight into complex human affairs. Piantanida and Garman organize text into four types
of text: raw, experiential, discursive and theoretic.
The raw text is every text assembled, or information gathered, in the process of studying
the phenomenon in question. For me, this included Maxine Greene’s work, discourses in feminist
theory, Social Foundations of Education and Curriculum Study, inquiry-based discourses on
autobiography, narrative, memory, and Teacher Lore, jotted notes of memories of my teaching
experiences, literature and art and philosophy and essays. Anything I studied to better understand
Naming. I used my journals, my favorite poetry, and my go-to sites of cultural and political
critique. My conversations at school, with you, with colleagues at Curriculum Studies
conferences were all raw text as they supported my exploration of the questions: what am I really
trying to understand and what types/sources of information can support this? Here is one area I
can address a mainstay of “science-y” research: rigor. Traditionally, rigor can be demonstrated
by attention to generalizable patterns and delineating the line between cause and effect related to
an external encounter. My goal in this interpretive study is not generalizable patterns but
differences. Rather, the rigorous quality of the investigation at this juncture occurs in how I, as
the researcher, resonate with the raw texts over extended time. In this time, “alternative
interpretations are formulated, interpretations are compared and contrasted. [They are] visited
and revisited to see if different aspects of the text become more salient as other aspects
seemed.”119
The experiential text involves a creative and profoundly interpretive process to portray
the problematics of a phenomenon. The real task of the experiential text is to construct an
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inviting context with which to portray the phenomenon and theorize within. While a scientific
approach would reduce data to summaries, the experiential text must be sufficiently nuanced and
textured so as to reveal possibilities for interpretive exploration and meaning-making. The
experiential text represents the choices I make to highlight various meanings, decisions about
details, and faithfulness to genre in order to reveal a layer of meaning that may have significance
in relation to the phenomenon under study. These experiential texts are fictive in the sense that
their representations are limited by the boundaries of my situatedness as the interpreter. My aim
with these texts is verisimilitude, a vitality that feels “true” to my reader and thereby contributes
to the believability and credibility of my study.120 Verisimilitude also demonstrates rigor. It is the
outcome of resonating of the raw texts. In a sense, I mediate between and among narratives and
discourses to challenge myself and my reader to question normative assumptions, simplistic
interpretations, and prescriptive solutions that “feel true.”
A well-crafted experiential account … by evoking [such] questions, sets the stage
for theoretic text which will offer concepts— a heuristic map—that help others to
discern what was important in the experience and what might constitute wise
action.121
But before we can get to the theoretical, we must engage discursively, so let’s discuss the
discursive text of a study like mine. As I begin working with the experiential texts, I enter a
recursive process with discourses. The dialogic engagement here is quite apparent. Discourses
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represent a way of thinking and talking about a phenomenon agreed upon within a community.122
Post-structuralists suggest that the discourse is specifically “our social relatedness as inscribed in
and expressed through language.”123 It is also the institutional system for the production of
knowledge. At this point, my diligence in seeking out multiple perspectives, especially within
these scholarly discourses, represents the move in a more scientific paradigm to be precise and
replicate my experimental procedures. My dialogic engagement with discourses enlarges the
conversations that were raw texts. I am now conversing with communities of scholarship and
demonstrating how these substantiated ways of understanding phenomenon warrant my
experiential and ultimately theoretic texts. My interpretations are potentially richer with
discursive text as I engage in the public space of intellectual dialogue, which these discourses
represent. I can both legitimize my theorizing while also guarding against an autobiographical
proclivity to narcissism. The discursive text helps to create a heuristic to other agreements
reached by communities of scholars regarding aspects of self, others and human affairs.124
Coherence among interpretations, within the heuristic, is my standard, rather than a strict
correspondence to “reality,” which science-y people require.
~
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Before I move on to discuss what the theoretic text represents, I am going to pause here,
Kathy, to describe my particular process of working with and through raw, experiential and
discursive texts for this dissertation. If the specific work of the study is not made apparent, then
my theoretic text will feel like I’m reaching for pie in the sky. My conceptual leap to the
theoretic text necessitates a clear picture of my work.
The decision to conduct interpretive inquiry emerged from raw textual study of research
discourses. I situate this study in the interpretive research tradition, specifically “the way of
hermeneutics.”125 As I’ve mentioned, this is a tradition supported by discourses in Curriculum
Studies.126 In this philosophical tradition,127 understanding is not a procedure or a solution to a
particular problem.

Instead, understanding is interpretation, it is “engaging in a dialogic

encounter (with text or human action)…, where meaning is negotiated mutually in the act of
interpretation; it is not simply discovered.”128 Gadamer’s historical hermeneutics suggests the
interpreter must be front and center in her research. 129 The historical traditions of the interpreter
are a “living force that enters into all understanding…, conditioning our interpretations…, thus
understanding requires engagement of one’s biases.”130 You can see how the interpretive
tradition embodied my philosophic stance.
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It was not a simple decision to write an autobiographical dissertation.131 You may have
noticed, given the multi-letter exploration I detailed to you! I knew that I wanted to illuminate
the concept of Naming in Greene’s work, but as I mentioned, I was afraid, to do so with my own
experiences. Thus, my raw text study initially included a lot of genre reading. While I considered
other qualitative methods, in the end, I really felt like I needed to experience the kind of selfexcavation those in Curriculum Studies suggested would bring to light normative assumptions
about the how and why of one’s teaching work. This was especially necessary if I found it
significant to a Naming praxis and wanted to demonstrate it (or help other teachers understand
and do it themselves!) I then read around the personal essay and narrative genres as well as the
autobiographical work in feminist studies and the method of Currere.132 I ruminated with these
and Teacher Lore through writing, grappling with their possibilities in light of my concerns.
I did have to confront the idea that memories could be reliable sources of information
upon which to build a study! Thus, in my raw text study, I read extensively in cognitive
philosophy discourses as well as in narrative discourses. Just this week I came upon an article in
The Atlantic which echoed the interpretation in my experiential text.
Though perhaps the facts of someone’s life, presented end to end, wouldn't much
resemble a narrative to the outside observer, the way people choose to tell the
stories of their lives, to others and—crucially—to themselves, almost always does
have a narrative arc. In telling the story of how you became who you are, and of

131
While this mode of inquiry is now over 40 years old, I would argue that many teachers, steeped as I
have described in a normative post-positivist education culture, may have a difficult time with this decision.
132
Exemplars representing grappling with research discourses similar to my own include: on the personal
essay, see Maria Piantanida, “Speculations on the Personal Essay as a Mode of Inquiry,” and Marjorie Logsdon,
“Writing Essays: Minding the Personal and the Theoretic,” both are in The Authority to Imagine, eds. Garman and
Piantanida. On narrative inquiry see Patricia McMahon, “Narrative Yearnings: Reflecting in Time through the Art of
Fictive Story,” in the same.

120

who you're on your way to becoming, the story itself becomes a part of who you
are.133
To be clear, as an autobiographical piece, the study relies upon what cognitive scientists
call autobiographical knowledge, defined as the reflection upon memory episodes. Cognitive
scientists and philosophers also support the idea that reconstructing autobiographical knowledge
is an integral part of the way in which we create identity and maintain a continuity of self while
looking toward the future.134 They have found a primary function of autobiographical knowledge
“appears to include making sense of the past so to have a coherent view of the self with which to
direct future behavior.”135 This warrants my use of memory experiences, autobiographical
knowledge, as a text to study teacher’s self-creation or Becoming.
Autobiographical knowledge quite commonly embodies a narrative mode. Curriculum
Studies discourses ground narrative research within the interpretive tradition by the work of such
scholars as Jerome Bruner.136 Narrative modes of knowing center around the broad, inclusive
question of the meaning of experience; whereas the paradigmatic mode centers on the
epistemological question of how to know the truth. The narrative mode “establishes truthlikeness or verisimilitude.”137 Moreover, this mode, as others within the interpretive tradition,
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strives for coherence, rather than correspondence, in order to provide a “vivid picture and the
meanings about the experience under study.”138
This further strengthened my inclination to work in story in the autobiographical mode. I
believe I have made quite plain my reasoning for choices in terms of what I selected of this raw
text to contribute to crafting my experiential texts. But quickly I want to illustrate that within my
field, curriculum studies, this type work has yielded significant meaning in terms of
understanding curriculum more broadly and critically;139 of challenging ahistorical, essentialized
notions of selves;140 of negotiating the tension between the personal and the public.141 Stories
such as these “are a means for interpreting or reinterpreting events by constructing a causal
pattern which integrates that which is known about an event as well as that which is conjectural
but relevant to interpretation.”142 Specifically, for this project of Naming, I focus on memory
episodes (autobiographical episodes) which bear the mark of pain, discomfort or tension (more
on how I came to that decision in a moment). McMahon eloquently articulates my aim.
All of my stories, be they mildly or “wildly” fictive, are born of difficulty; as
Pinar says, “whatever difficulty exists, there is a story behind it, often ‘whole,
bright, deep with understanding’” (1981, 173-88). I write because I am trying to
reach a place of understanding. I am working out a teaching problem that
presents itself to me in a way I cannot ignore or define. Something has created a
dissonance within me, but I am not sure enough to label what it is exactly because
it seems complicated or because it presents itself to me as uncomplicated. Either
way, I do not want to rush to terminology that does not reflect the layers of
meaning I suspect lie beneath the interactions of the classroom. I want to write
my way into understanding what it is I feel and think about the situation. I write
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my literary narratives because, in doing so, I come face to face with the nature of
my unrest.143
When I created the raw text from my memories, I jotted descriptions of the ones which
bore some angst in my remembering. This was important to me because Greene considered
discomfort or disquietude a kind of red flag requiring Naming. These feelings or emotional
responses to my experiences needed exploration through critical interpretation because they may
indicate an obstacle to my existential need for freedom in Becoming. So I mined my memories.
It wasn’t hard. These teaching experiences had gnawed at my soul for years. I ended up selecting
those tensions that still strongly resonate with me today, those which I still see around me and
still bother me. Those which have offered me little resolution or peace.
The challenge was then to craft an experiential text of these memories. I had to pay
attention to the details of the narrative genre in order to create verisimilitude around the
disquietude. I zeroed in on moments, thoughts that represented tensions, disquietude, frustration,
confusion, certainty or uncertainty. I wrote to foreground these feelings. I had to identify the
details that brought potential meaning to the tension I experienced. It had to feel consequential
and worth exploring by you, Kathy. The narrative genre insisted on my considerations of time
and place, which are essential to its structure. The character details needed to feel “real” as well.
Along the way, to attend to my narrative responsibility, I asked a fellow teacher, who is also a
creative writer and editor to read for narrative quality, voice, and verisimilitude. I continued to
write and revise with her suggestions in mind.
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An important part of this was to try to compose these vignettes as if I was reflecting upon
it almost immediately after it occurred. I wanted to capture what I thought then was happening. If
I could do this, then I could open avenues of interpretive exploration regarding possibly
normative assumptions I carried with me. I paid attention to voice, my voice as it sounded to me
then (though it was difficult not to project judgement from the present on that voice and
thinking).144 I also addressed, in my narrative telling, how the experience and my reconstruction
of it at the time oriented me toward future experiences. What “position” or decision was adopted
to move forward?
I made two more significant decisions when crafting my memories as experiential texts.
At some point in this process, I discussed with my dissertation study group how much shame
surrounded these episodes. I struggled to see myself in any way other than in the narrow light
that I hadn’t know what to do in this circumstance. I had somehow failed the system, myself and
the child. We discussed the possibility that chronological sequencing of these stories could
reduce the conclusions to a linear narrative that “I was young and foolish and now I’m older and
wiser and I know better.” In fact, they suggested, when I described other encounters with
children as a teacher and other teaching scenarios, it seemed to them that I was also a wonderful
teacher. I realized that I had essentialized myself. I had smoothed over the alterity of my own
Self in favor of a one-dimensional version who just couldn’t seem to get it right. I considered
how I might portray both the “wonderful” teacher and the “conflicted” teacher. To this end, I
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included in the narratives the professional judgement, pedagogical thinking, and curricular
deliberations which I embodied and felt proud of myself for having done so. I included the
perceived consequences that led me to shame or to pride, usually found in the children’s
responses to my work with them.
Conversation with those same teachers, who happened to be burgeoning scholars as well,
also bore fruit in terms of my decision to include personal experiences that may seem unrelated
to my teaching. They reminded me that Maxine discouraged the personal-professional
dichotomy. It was true. Naming had entered my life even before I met Maxine and knew what it
was! The grappling with Naming in my situated and contextual selves (teacher, mother, woman,
wife, daughter, scholar and friend) potentially demonstrated the power of a Naming praxis if we
envision each context as a project of our Becoming.
Having written the memory vignettes as experiential text, I returned to them as texts to
study. I combed through the pieces looking for language of tension, certainty or uncertainty,
frustration, or the sense of something missing. I ascribed a word or phrase to describe the nature
of concept in tension: power, authority, professional responsibility, compliance, victim, students,
ethics, good student=good teacher. Throughout, I engaged in discursive deliberation, creating my
discursive text. I played with what these words represented. I found issues of power (professional
responsibility, authority, compliance); issues directly related to ethics; issues related to aims of
education; issues related to students. I used words from the narratives but eventually I began to
tag themes with some language from the discourses as well. I immersed myself in the narratives
several times. I went through pieces again and looked for what was in conflict. Surprisingly, I
began to see that the conflict occurred within a situation related to students…and I was always
left alone with the feelings of disquietude, uncertainty, or bewilderment.
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One of the raw texts that continued to resonate with me was Parker Palmer’s discourse on
paradox.145 It proved a useful heuristic for bringing to light the texture and nuances of the
phenomenon. Further, I hoped that as an interpretation it would enrich my understanding of
Naming as I moved into the theoretic text. So, with my next task, using the language of paradox,
I described the nature of the tension in each situation involving the specific connection to the
student that left me with those feelings. I juxtaposed the pull of a normative assumption with the
red flagged feeling triggered by student response. I created tension diagram statements for each
specific situation. Some examples include: I could feel the tug of professional responsibility for
order simultaneously with my frustration and embarrassment when my students in Harlem who
would not comply when I did what I was supposed to do as their teacher; I was overcome by a
powerful pressure to get in line with my institutional team’s wisdom regarding Marty and also
baffled by a feeling Marty had been harmed by that decision, that something wasn’t right,
something was missing. Those statements of paradox supported my engagement with the
discourses in the experiential text meant to portray how I might Name those teaching experiences
and come to ontological freedom as a teacher Being. The paradox made my troubling
circumstances visible and tangible in language and juxtaposition, and I began to taste from
freedom. I had something to study in context, rather than fixed knowledge to apply regardless of
circumstances. A promise of alternatives lingered as a result of such a study.
In terms of the raw text of discursive scholarship, I responded most predominately with
historical discourses. They represented seminal historical texts from the 19th, 20th and 21st
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centuries. They represented historiography of the dominant groups in education (white, male
administrators and scholars) as well as critical theorists, feminists, and curriculum theorists. I
layered the discursive, experiential text with multiple interpretations to conjure multiple
possibilities for Naming what may have stood in my way of ethically relating to children and
myself. In doing so, however, I noted that, in the difference and nuance, a strong assumed or
expected identity of myself as an American Teacher emerged. Despite the difference in
discursive explanations across time and the situatedness of the interpretive community, they
consistently reinforced an archetype. At this point, I framed this experiential text with the raw
textual discourse of Foucault I had studied. While I knew I couldn’t do a definitive “genealogy”
study of the American Teacher, this Foucauldian concept certainly contributed to my
interpretation and the possibility for theoretic meaning-making.146
~
The theoretic text represents my conceptual leap, from context to meaning. If I have done
my job to this point, Kathy, I should have bridged the concrete encounter, elucidating key details
through interactive interpretation to “imbue the account with verisimilitude so that a conceptual
issue might be examined.”147 In the theoretic text, I make meaning of the experiential and
discursive text, and I put them into perspective. This is when I am permitted to exercise my
authorial right to put forward my understanding of the phenomenon.148 I am not suggesting that I
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have discovered THE CONCLUSIVE meaning. But the work of the study should warrant my
theoretic contribution to scholarship.149 In this way, my truth claims, or conceptual explanations,
emerge out of complicated conversations.150 I do not wish to enumerate the raw discursive texts
that support my theoretic text as this is the work of my final letter.
You and other teachers can judge for yourself whether this study is legitimate. The
criteria for a study such as mine is straight forward. Here are some of the questions which
represent a high standard of quality. Does it hang together in a structurally sound manner? Is it
intellectually honest and authentic, ringing true in terms of the quality of the discursive text? Is it
rigorous in the quality of thought that went into the inquiry and in its connection to the
aforementioned questions of integrity and quality? Is it useful and relevant to a professional,
scholarly audience? Is the study communicated in such a way as to feel meaningful? Is it
powerful, provocative, evocation and moving?151
Ultimately, my aesthetic portrayal of the study contributes to the rhetorical quality of the
study. In terms of my portrayal, I wrote letters, incorporating the epistolary genre, to emphasize
my desire to be in conversation with teachers, to extend the dialogic possibilities for the reader

pragmatically in lived experience. These discourses are represented in Dale Bauer, “Authority,” in Feminist
Pedagogy (Baltimore, MD: The Johns Hopkins University, 2009).
149
Eisner in Piantanida and Garman, Qualitative Dissertation, asserts that qualitative inquiry is ultimately a
matter of persuasion, of seeing things in a way that satisfies or is useful for the purpose we embrace. We take
evidence from multiple sources. We are persuaded by its “weight”, by the coherence of case, by the cogency of
interpretation. In the end what counts is a matter of judgement.
150
“[Complicated conversation] is conversation with oneself (as a ‘private’ person) and with others
threaded through academic knowledge, an ongoing project of self-understanding in which one becomes mobilized
for engagement with the world. Conceived as complicated conversation, the curriculum is an ongoing effort at
communication with others that portends the social reconstruction of the public sphere.” Pinar, What is Curriculum
Theory?, 2012, 47.
151
Piantanida and Garman, Qualitative Dissertation categorize the criteria in this way: integrity, verite,
rigor, utility, vitality, and aesthetics, 193-197.

128

and for myself as I wrote.152 The epistolary genre also makes public private interpretation;
affecting change beyond myself is my hope after all. I wanted to make visible my student (at
Greene’s feet), colleague, mentor, daughter, and scholar Selves transparent in these letters as
well. The inclusion of literature and art was my attempt to represent the imaginative possibilities
Maxine so fervently asserted when we engage dialogically with them. Every quote, excerpt and
pictures functioned as an impetus for Naming or Imagining in my life. Perhaps their indirect
manner create opportunity for your deeper interpretation of my work. Perhaps they make
possible richer interpretation of the idea of Naming toward teachers’ Becoming. Hopefully, my
aesthetic decisions invited you into dialogic engagement with something that felt worthwhile in
its meaningful possibilities for your own Becoming as a teacher. Perhaps ethical and wise action
feel within reach?
Thanks so much for being on the other end, Kathy. While I’ve certainly listened in the
past to move into the dialogue represented in these letters, I can’t wait to hear how and what you
think about all of this. Let’s talk soon, my friend.
Yours,
Christine
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3.0

LETTERS TO NEW TEACHERS

It may be that education can only take place when we can be the friends of one
another’s minds. Surely there will be much to discover if we put our stories next
to [one another’s]. – Maxine Greene.1

Dear Ruth and Joy,
I just finished tidying up after you left tonight. As I tossed the tea bags and rinsed
the cups, I could not ignore my full heart and racing mind. You brilliant women, in the
infancy of your teaching careers, invigorated me with your vitality and thought expressed
through your frustrating and exhilarating stories working with children in schools. I am
so thankful we grabbed a moment in our very busy lives to sit around my fire and finally
talk about how you are experiencing teaching fresh out of challenging undergraduate
programs in other fields. I’m humbled and honored that you are asking me questions and
listening intently to my teaching stories, searching for some wisdom amongst them.
I shoveled ashes over the fire and considered how rarely we as teachers have the
opportunity to fan our own flames of passion and inquiry and wisdom, permitting our
fires to catch with one another. A bit corny perhaps, but I feel so alive after our gathering.
I’m imagining in metaphor!
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And I have an idea. Because you asked, because you seek connection with me in
our shared teaching projects, because teaching for you is about Being the kind of human
Being you hope to be, and because we are incredibly busy, I wondered if you would
permit me to write to you. I thought I would put in letters my stories, my journey of
Becoming who I am, and some insights that might be useful to you. What do you think?
I’d like to start by sending you some narratives I’ve written of my early days in
teaching, a bit of the good with the bad. Then I’ll relate to you the way I’ve grappled with
them over the years to come to interpretations that have freed rather than confined me as
a teacher and a human Being. Sound ok? If we ever get a chance to sit down, I would
love for us to extend the letters into our conversations, as I know you both: you will be
bursting with your own stories and insights! I love that about you!!
Thank you for your humility tonight, for including me -- in my “ancientness” -- in
a vibrant conversation about life and teaching! Can’t wait to connect again.
Basking in the joy of our time together,
Christine
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3.1

TEACHING VIGNETTES

3.1.1 Choosing to Become a Teacher

Following three years of intensive study of history through my university’s honors tutorial
program, I was no longer merely passionate about history. I had ambitions to do important
scholarly work as a historian. Without much guidance, I whipped through five or six graduate
school applications to prestigious doctoral programs in history. As almost an afterthought, or
maybe I couldn’t resist the multi-generational pull to become an educator, I applied to the
Master’s program in Social Studies at Teachers College, Columbia University. In addition, I
found a federally-funded scholarship which supported graduate study in history for teachers
committed to teaching the Constitution at the secondary level. In the course of completing these
last two applications, I encountered the question “Why do you want to be a teacher?”
I paused. I closed my eyes and considered my experience in education. I recalled my
first history teacher, my mother (you remember, of course, that my parents started a school when
I was in third grade?). At the front of our classroom or in the front of our car, my mother’s
passion for all things historical ignited something in me at an early age. I learned to honor the
past every time we stopped the car because there was another brown historical marker
commemorating some past person or event. We would climb out of the car at other times and
my mother would stir my curiosity as she pointed out the topography and wondered aloud at the
kind of life one might carve out if a person found herself here without other human beings. I
found inspiration upon her introduction to the biography section in the library and I encountered
one fascinating human after another: people who accomplished great things or overcame
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awesome odds. Time and place became relevant when I heard her, exasperated, bickering aloud
in the kitchen to her imaginary pioneer woman friend,
“You may have had a lot on your plate going where no one had gone before; feeding and
clothing your family from scratch; never getting a nice, hot bath. But you didn’t have the
technology that makes my life so breathtakingly fast; and you didn’t have children to run to
swimming, gymnastics and piano and somehow feed them a nutritious dinner; and you didn’t get
your master’s degree while teaching full time, playing cabbie to these adolescents! I say we call
a truce. No comparison!”
History, people of the past, these were resources to draw upon for understanding while
striving toward a well-lived life.
As my Social Studies teacher through middle school, my mother established and
managed an educational experience on which I draw to this day. She wove into her curriculum
National History Day, a history program/competition for students in grades 6-12. Every year,
the program provided a theme, such as “Revolution, Reaction and Reform in History.” We
students selected a topic in history which we believed fit the theme.

My mother always

encouraged us to choose local topics; then we could use the resources of the Western Reserve
Historical Society, the Cuyahoga County Archives or the Cleveland Public Library for our
primary source research. She then organized her instruction around the skills we might need to
thoughtfully research, synthesize and analyze our topics. For five months, we approached our
projects as historians, learning how to take notes, learning how to read primary and secondary
sources, learning how to use an archives, learning how to organize notes into themes and keep an
annotated bibliography, and learning to synthesize our notes into understanding and frame our
research around a thesis rooted in the theme. For culmination of the practice and application of
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these skills, we could decide to present our work in a paper, museum display, audio-visual piece,
or stage performance.

Each of these presentation categories had their own standards of

excellence which helped us to learn how to communicate our argument cogently and effectively.
District, state and national competitions allowed us to hone and revise, clarifying and solidifying
our work for stiffer competition. Three years of this experience taught me to value disciplined
thinking and filled me with confidence as an adolescent. I was doing the work of a real
historian! It was hard work, the work of courage and perseverance. But oh did it feel good to
share my work and proudly answer questions about a topic only I knew so well.
And then there was Mr. Tottenham, the ex-Merchant Marine, who taught my tenth grade
European history course. He was British but he didn’t exactly speak the Queen’s English. His
lectures, chocked full of anecdotes of the antics of royalty, were peppered with the language of
his first career. Elizabeth, he would say, didn’t give a rat’s tit if Parliament agreed. She would
have her way and show them who was queen! In story after story, animated in language and a
fervent pacing from the black board to our faces, Mr. Tottenham created characters with motive
and feelings, agency in their world. The textbook’s timeline made sense because he showed us
the people and intrigue pulsing through time, their actions and reactions marking that time in
memorable events. As entertaining (and shocking!) as his instruction may have been, Mr.
Tottenham expected cogent, thoughtful essays. In preparing for his essay exams, I discovered
that history could also be framed by analytical themes. Mr. Tottenham charged into the past
uncovering human nature with ferocity and demanding critical and thoughtful attention to the
way in which human agency caused history to unfold.
In college, I studied with professors individually, one per semester as a requirement and
benefit of my university’s honors program. We studied a topic of my choosing within their
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expertise. Two of these professors, Dr. Jellison and Dr. Martin, fed my passion for the study of
the social and political role of the family, particularly the mother, in American history but
expected me to learn history as a discipline. Dr. Jellison would not allow me to read merely for
facts to assemble evidence for my thesis. We examined and judged sources, weighing how the
authors framed history might determine the facts I would in each source. Dr. Martin emphasized
historical context as I studied the social expectations and stories of immigrant families in
American history.
“Big picture, Christy! He bellowed enthusiastically across his small desk to me. “You
can tell the story with the details of this family’s life, but it’s not the whole story! They are in
those particular conditions due to larger forces as well! Rewrite this with the context in mind. It
will be great! I can’t wait to read it!”
For my honors thesis, Dr. Jellison gave me permission to tackle what in her mind was an
enormous topic: a comparison of the Puritan Goodwife, the Republican Mother, and the True
Woman. Deftly, she guided me to and through resources, asked me questions that led to my
rethinking how I framed the project as a comparison, and by her subtle but undeniable
intellectual support, I reimagined the paper not merely as a comparison but as a social evolution,
critically examining that evolution in light of the experience of the woman in each era. The
completed project surprised and satisfied us both. Neither of us considered the possibility which
emerged as my conclusions. We were both really proud of my work.
These were just my history teachers! I had a language arts teacher in elementary school
who instructed us to write new stories and essays almost every week. We learned to diagram
sentences for every part of speech, even gerunds! (I remember that was quite a feat!) My French
teacher, who taught me as an upper classman, kept me honest as I tried to take advantage of
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junior/senior privileges. She checked up on my reasons for sub-par work, calling my parents,
making me look her in the eye until I squirmed and vowed to do my best the next time. Early in
ninth grade at the height of my adolescent naiveté, my biology teacher observed some boys and I
in the hallway. After class the next day, he pulled me aside and advised me to keep my wits
about me when boys gathered and I was alone – advice that has helped me with safety decisions
ever since! Of all of my teachers, I could name only one or two who negatively affected my
well-being. Most garnered my respect through their expertise, integrity, high expectations or
attention to my personal character development.
I emerged from this meditation on my education as if waking up to a calling. I had to
teach! I’d been given so much! I had amazing teachers and knew what it was to be in
educational cultures that helped me to grow academically and as a person. Why do I want to be
a teacher? I responded to that application: Because when so many riches have been deposited
into me, I have to give back! I owed it to my teachers, to my parents, to carry on what they had
put into me. How could I be anything else?!
In a moment, I knew I wouldn’t be a historian, at least not in the traditional sense. But
history would be the means by which I would reach children and help them to think about who
they wanted to be in the world.
My completed applications bore fruit. Teachers College accepted me for enrollment the
following summer, and I received the fellowship as well. Years of hard work, of aiming high
and learning to follow through to reach my goals seemed to pay off. I was headed to TC, once
home to Dewey, and I was set to embark on a career of enriching and changing lives.
~
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That June, I made my way through the underground maze of hallways between graduate
student housing and Grace Dodge Hall, the main classroom building at TC. Smells of mildew
and old paper, the scent of scholarship and history, accompanied me as I eagerly anticipated my
first course, Social Studies methods. With my background, my history with history education, I
felt a deep sense of belonging. I AM a history teacher. And today is my beginning.
I soon discovered that I was by far the youngest student in my class with the least amount
of teaching experience.

Teachers in their thirties and forties were returning to school for

advanced degrees. Those closer to my age had at least experience as substitute teachers or as
instructors in summer and after school programs. But actually, this didn’t faze me. I knew what
good education and good teaching looked like. I was called to this profession, and I was
passionate about history. I also had an education in education being around my parents for so
many years. I knew Dewey and Adler and Plato, though admittedly, I hadn’t read any of them
yet. I felt, nevertheless, pretty confident in my background and in my abilities as a learner. I just
had to tackle what they put in front of me.
Three weeks into this six-week course, the instructor required us to teach a lesson to the
class on any Social Studies topic. The assignment challenged me initially. Any topic? And
what would I do with that topic? I flipped through a textbook from back to front, and just as I
was losing hope, inspiration struck at the Declaration of Independence. I could teach them how
to read the Declaration of Independence for the principles of America democracy! Invigorated
with historical passion and charged with a sense of duty, I created a lesson plan that consisted of
my asking the students what I thought were Socratic questions in the hope of creating a Socratic
discussion. I intended to lead the class to the principles through my questions. Inspired, my
heart beat rapidly with exuberance. I couldn’t wait until class the following day.
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I sat through one teacher performing a rap and asking us to deconstruct the rap in small
groups and make comparisons to a slave spiritual, and then I participated in a text study during
which my group responded to document-based questions similar to an AP exam. I evaluated my
peers as having done a good job, impressive even, but again, I felt confident in my own plan.
Energy still coursing through me, I distributed copies of the Declaration of Independence
and asked them all to read the preamble. Then, I asked a question, really quite loudly, it seemed.
And the room remained silent. No one responded. Silence greeted my follow-up question as
well. I was dumb-struck. A veteran teacher sitting near the front of the room leaned toward me
and wondered if I was really asking a different question. I realized that my question did not
make sense to them. They didn’t understand what I wanted from them!
My palms grew moist. My energy level remained high but now it centered in the pit of
my stomach and blood seemed to drain from my brain. I stood at the head of the conference
table, facing my peers, without a clue how to proceed. Grabbing my lesson plan from the table, I
turned to the blackboard behind me. My fingers couldn’t quite hold the chalk, but I clung to this
instruction tool, shaking with determination. I wrote another question on the board. The words
were almost illegible. I stopped mid-sentence, frantic. I turned slightly to the right, to my
instructor and silently pled for help. She nodded and encouraged me to take my time. I stepped
to the front of the table and again assumed a position of authority.
“Okay, um, let’s try this…” I flipped through my plans and notes. “Umm.” I pushed
papers to this side and that. “Ahh. . .”
Bent over the rough wooden table, my carefully arranged long hair tumbling to shield my
face, I exhaled one sob, releasing my exuberant, confident, passionate energy. Deflated, I
quickly wiped the tear that leaked from my left eye and raised my head to my peers.
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“I don’t know what to do.”

I straighten up and backed away from my presumed

authority, defeated.
My instructor came forward and explained that my failed attempt would be useful as a
learning experience for the class. She dismissed me.
To return to my seat, I had to squeeze behind the other students or step over their feet, so
try as some might, they couldn’t avoid me. Some whispered comfort and others shifted with
discomfort as I passed. Numbly, I took my seat and heard, as if through Broadway traffic at
Lincoln Center, my peers deconstruct my lesson and point out each failing and flaw.
What happened? How could it have happened? I’ve seen this kind of lesson, this idea of
questions and discussions, and the goal of teaching skill and content to develop citizenship…I’d
seen it all done before! I know what this is supposed to look like, and yet no one was engaged
by my energetic provocation to thinking critically. Maybe, I just didn’t prepare hard enough. I
would have to work harder next time. I know what I’m doing. I just didn’t do it well. That must
be it, but it was unacceptable. I pushed the failure down and moved forward. I would do better
in the next task.
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3.1.2 Becoming a Teacher (in Harlem)

Ira, a graying hippy and member of the intelligentsia (it appeared), spoke rapturously about a
different kind of progressive “inner city” school. The ten of us in my Social Studies Methods
course at Teachers College, Columbia University (TC) had gathered in a basement room of the
institution and listened to Ira discuss the work he and other teachers at an alternative public high
school in Harlem were doing. It was a radical approach to traditional schooling, built on
progressive thought, which had found great success in the last decade. My ambition to teach well
and in educationally sound ways rose to meet his call for student teachers. I HAD to teach there.
I HAD to go where I was needed, to a poor, urban neighborhood of minorities in a school led by
critical thinkers. I met him after class with my response and he eagerly embraced my offer,
asking me to visit the school with two other interested student-teachers.
Of my introduction to the school itself, I remember most vividly the conversation I
shared with Jack, one of two ninth and tenth grade Humanities teachers. We had spent a little
time with a younger female teacher who taught seventh and eighth grade Humanities, but she
struck me as overly ambitious, like she had something to prove.

I could not imagine us

connecting in a way in which we respected each other’s ideas. I wasn’t sure I could learn from
her because of her inexperience but also because it felt like the flow of our relationship would be
ideas and knowledge deposited from her and into me. I think I was worried that I would be
confined by her. My pride caused me to react viscerally and negatively when I considered
working with her.
Jack, however, rumpled polo shirt partly tucked into faded brown corduroys, spoke to me
with ease behind his scruffy beard. He seemed to welcome my passion for American history, the
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basis for the annual curricular theme “What Justice Means to Me,” and he beamed when I
spouted my favorite passages from To Kill a Mockingbird, a central text of the course. Jack told
me the students called him, and all of their teachers, by their first name. He laughed gently at my
surprise and off-handedly mentioned the goal of breaking down traditional barriers to learning
for these particular students. The informality of first names fostered relationships among equals,
he told me, as if only speaking out an assumption he presumed we shared. I bristled at how he
embraced this sign of disrespect with such nonchalance, yet he, the curriculum, and the school
intrigued me. When I learned that of the three student-teacher candidates, Jack chose me to help
him teach two classes of sixteen students, I was surprised and honored. It seemed like a badge of
approval for an experienced educator to include me in this project, which TC so clearly found
exceptional and worthy of its support.
~
Living in New York City was exciting and lonely, and traveling into East Harlem to carry
out my student teaching responsibilities intensified both feelings. Early in the year, before the
cold sent me on the M22 bus, I walked across the island from my little room in graduate student
housing on W. 123rd and Amsterdam down to 110th to cross at the north end of Central Park.
There was a terrific hot bagel cart there, so I had a fresh sesame to warm my hands in the brisk
fall air as I traversed the park, trees and green and cyclists to my right, stone and glass in Art
deco rising from my left. I walked with a greater sense of ease as the year passed and the city
became more familiar, but I could never quite shake the discomfort that gurgled in the pit of my
stomach when I stepped out of the park and into the streets of East Harlem. I had a full block
east and three blocks south to walk before I was safely in the building. Sometimes consciously,
sometimes not, my pace quickened onto 5th Avenue and I tried not to see or to pretend I didn’t
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care that everyone else on the street was some shade of brown to my white. I was becoming a
worldly-wise woman after all. These things didn’t matter to me. I belonged here in Harlem,
working hard to help people. And yet, I did walk pretty fast, and I did breathe easier once I had
been cleared to enter the building by the security guard at school.
Once in the door, I navigated several corridors and two sets of stairs to my classroom.
The hallways were bustling with lively 7th-12th grade students, who called to one another and
laughed loudly but never with anger or aggression. Hallways and bathrooms were bright and
free of graffiti. Except for the security guard at the door, who asked me my name until she knew
me, and the children who bore little resemblance to friends, family or neighbors in my life, I
never felt like I was in an “inner city school.”
~
In the first week of my first semester of student teaching, Jack and I took the classes
down to the school library to select books for their personal reading. It was a large space, the
equivalent of two classrooms, with a long wall of north facing windows which greeted us with
bright sunlight as we entered, illuminating and introducing me to the school’s voluminous
treasure of books.

Shelves filled with books lined the four walls of the space and jutted out

toward the center of the room every six to eight feet. Gently used round tables and chairs were
tucked within the spaces between shelves. The students fanned out when we entered the room,
as if they had been there before and knew where to go for their favorite genres.
A few students walked a bit aimlessly, unsure of themselves. The part-time librarian was
not in that day, so I approached Ruby, a fourteen-year-old girl who could best be described in
one simple word: sweet. Seriously sweet. Ruby was Dominican, I think, but her skin was olive
rather than the darker shade of some of her Dominican peers, her eyes a stunning blue. Her full,
142

thick sandy hair was always pulled away from her cherubic cheeks with a headband, a different
color every day. Ruby’s petite stature carried her gentle kindness well. She was well-loved and
respected, giving pause to friends when they noticed she might disapprove of their behavior. Of
course, I loved her right away and responded immediately to her reach for connection. When she
needed a book recommendation, I did not want to let her down. And, frankly, this was my first
“assignment;” I confess that I felt I had something to prove.
It didn’t feel like a difficult assignment. I have loved to read since elementary school. At
the time, when people asked if I loved to read, I told them I was “voracious.” I like the sound of
that word and what it might tell people about me: a lover of literature, a connoisseur, an
intellectual. Reading held a place of honor in my family. And we didn’t read just anything. My
dad stocked his study shelves with non-fiction, vintage sets of Winston Churchill’s History of
England, Wilson Quarterlies and biographies, while my mom’s library began on the surface of
her nightstand with recent Newberry Award winners, memoirs of missionary women, copies of
Pride and Prejudice and the like flowed down into stacks on the floor and early Newberry’s
intended for review before an upcoming unit cascaded out from a stuffed Cleveland Public
Library tote bag. I’d be lying if I told you that this is all they read, but reading was nourishment
and as such the bulk of our family’s reading diet was “meaty.” Early in my Library Summer
Reading Club days, my mother – reading teacher extraordinaire - taught me the difference
between “candy” books and great literature. She pointed to the work of specific authors,
Madeleine L’Engle’s Wind in the Door and Katherine Patterson’s Bridge to Terabithia
outstanding, worthy literature; Judy Blume’s work, good; Francine Pascal’s Sweet Valley High
series, definitively candy.
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Beyond that, I learned to distinguish great literature by how it might affect my person.
For this, I observed my family. My mother descended from a line of scholars and theologians
for whom reading was an intellectual activity – being well-read a sign of a good upbringing
because it meant one had a sure foundation and steady path forward toward growth in a life welllived. On my father’s side, there was always at least one large print book open on my Grammy’s
kitchen table. Her father was a book binder, who read every single book he bound, from fiction
to engineering textbooks. Grammy’s pattern and the lore about my great-grandfather
communicated a responsibility to me about reading and being a human being. My father
descended from blue collar immigrants, but in his adult life, he actively studied the lives of great
men and women in an aspirational intent to become more than what he was raised to be. I had so
much respect for him, for both sides of my family. In them, I witnessed an intentional quality to
the selection of books and literature in my home. Concepts like the “Western Canon” and Great
Books were not unfamiliar to me as a young person, as they were used as guides in literature
selection, helping to separate the wheat from the chaff.
I understood my assignment for Ruby to be one that was thick with meaning. The book I
selected for her needed to be great literature in order to both feed her intellectually and be worthy
of her time. I went straight for Jane Eyre. She had just finished a Jodi Piccoult novel, so I
estimated that Ruby was a strong reader, albeit misguided spending her time in a “candy” book.
But Jane Eyre was a classic, and I loved it as a teenager. Perfect selection! I was silently
triumphant, but beaming at Ruby as I turned from the shelves with the book in my hand.
Ruby’s eyes brightened at my attention and she earnestly listened to me describe the plot
to her. My enthusiasm seemed contagious. She stretched for the book, flipped to the first page
and sank into a chair as if she believed she’d need the seat once she got lost in the book’s world.
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Jack’s wide-eyed response to my selection came with a light-hearted laugh, “Wow.
You’re hard core.” This puzzled me. I thought that as her teacher, and as the intellectual that he
was – working on a graduate degree in philosophy from Columbia – Jack would recognize the
merits of my selection. But I was just a little bit proud, too. Yes, maybe I was hard core. It’s
important to aim high.
The following week, when we headed to the library again, Ruby carried the book down
with her. I hadn’t seen her with it all week but assumed she’d taken it home to read.
“Are you finished already?!” I wondered.
Ruby’s rosy cheeks brightened. “No.”
“Well, what part are you reading now?” I asked, skimming the most dramatic scenes in
my memory, wondering which ones we might be able to discuss.
Her blush deepened to crimson, and Ruby opened the book to the middle of the first
chapter. I glanced at the dense, Gothic description of setting. “Oh, just keep going. It gets
good!” I encouraged her. She nodded slowly and smiled kindly at me, but her eyes gave me
pause. Several weeks passed and I overheard her comparing notes on Wally Lamb’s She’s Come
Undone with Jack. Her eyes danced and the volume of her voice rose above its typical calm
tenor. When Jack returned to our desks at the front, our eyes met and he said, “She really got
into that book!”
“So she finished Jane Eyre finally?” I asked. He shook his head in response. She never
read it. My heart fell in disappointment. Why didn’t she like it? How could she not finish it?
~
Nate lived with his grandmother. His mother was in jail; for what, I’m not sure.

Her

absence came to me in whispered undertones, a colleague’s head bent toward mine as children
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milled and wrote and traded barbs around us. We spied Nate and exchanged knowing glances.
Nate’s father…well, I don’t know where his father was. He came up in conversation vaguely
and infrequently. Nate’s teachers took his father’s absence for granted. But, there was nothing
unclear about Nate’s residence. Decidedly, Nate lived with his grandmother. Perhaps his
grandfather sheltered him as well. His grandmother, however, lived in Nate’s presence at school.
All of the children at this school arrived at the prompting of some adult in their lives. It
was not a neighborhood school, which traditionally schooled children in the local vicinity
because they were legally obliged to enroll. Instead, it was an alternative school in East Harlem,
established within the public school system but outside of the restrictions and obligations of
institutional rules and policy. And to participate in the education of this school, a child needed
an advocate in their life who could exercise their right to remove the child from the
neighborhood school by filling out the necessary paperwork, speaking to the right people,
finding an alternative school, and enrolling their child (with more paperwork).
So in Nate’s presence, we did indeed see his grandmother. The existence of caring adults
in the lives of these children spoke through their attendance here. I could never say these
children were to be pitied because they didn’t have family who cared about them. In fact, that
narrative was quickly put to rest in my mind when I understood this condition of the children’s
enrollment in this school.
Nate possessed a grand aura. We all laughed when Nate laughed, and we reflected upon
our own beliefs when Nate opined. He regaled us with tales, a broad smile across a soft round
face, a booming heralding voice recalling adventures. Nate’s body, two years older than most of
his peers, enfleshed his personality perfectly. I am not a petite woman; in fact, my pediatrician
lovingly referred to me as “perfectly proportioned for strength.” Still, I was diminished when
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confronted by his physicality. I had to look upwards to make eye contact, and that was after
craning my neck and rocking back onto my heels. When Nate’s humor turned to wise cracks and
creative excuses to ignore his school work, my pointer finger was hard at work in admonition
while his grin stretched through his thick, round shoulders extending far beyond my own. I
could hug him if he wasn’t so infuriating and, frankly, scary.
In the midst of an in-class writing assignment on “What justice means to me in Their
Eyes Were Watching God,” I noticed Nate stretching with a huge, full-bodied, and vocal yawn,
resting once his hands supported the back of his head. A blank notebook decorated the table in
front of him. “Nate, get started,” I called to him from a table across the way where I was sitting
with Manya, coaxing an opinion from her to start her essay. He hunched over the notebook with
his pencil poised to write. But it never moved. Within a few minutes, Nate was up wandering
around the room, poking classmates as he passed by. He eventually landed at the pencil
sharpener where he very, very slowly cranked the gadget. Nate glanced over his shoulder,
grinning, and caught the eye of Shanda. Shanda giggled, as he knew she would. She shared
Nate’s sense of humor, and I struggled to help her focus on school work in the same ways I did
with Nate. Once Nate had her attention, he shook his booty in rhythm with the cranking motion,
speeding it up and slowing it down to a beat in his head. Shanda’s giggle turned into a guffaw
and vigorous elbow-jabbing to John sitting beside her. Soon her whole table bopped their heads
and tittered and whispered in response to Nate. With an indulgent smile, I called in a deep,
warning cadence to each of them: “Nate….” And then, “Shanda….” Shanda quieted with an
endearing, “C’mon Christy, we just having some fun.” Unspoken was the “you know we don’t
mean any harm.” Shanda tended to reach for a connection to me even when she did something
she knew I might not like.
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Nate kept sharpening his pencil. Defiantly, it seemed. I marched across the room to his
side. I heard a few ominous “ooos” from students, a soundtrack to confrontation. In a quiet,
calm but firm tone, I asked Nate to take his seat. Still goofing around, Nate laughed, “I’m just
sharpening my pencil.” I spoke more firmly and insistently. “Nate, take your seat and get to
work.”
He turned to face me, just a foot away. Nate looked down at me, but square in the eyes.
“I don’t want to write.” My sense of righteousness was outraged by his blatant lack of respect
for me, his disobedience. And so, despite his looming presence and the nausea building in my
gut, I raised my voice to make it full and wagged my pointed finger at his face, “Nate, I don’t
want to ask you again. Please sit down.” His chest and shoulders swelled and I fought to
maintain my power in his massive presence.
Our stand-off held briefly. Jack casually called from the back of the room, “Nate, come
on. Grab your notebook and try the hallway.” Immediately, Nate turned in response to him,
complaining, “Aww, Jack…” and yet he walked to the table, retrieved his notebook and exited
the room.
I tried not to miss a beat, bending to the table in front of me to inspect the progress of the
students sitting there. As if unfazed, I engaged with each of them, read a few sentences, and
answered questions along the lines of “Is this enough?” I worked my way through that table of
students and out into the hallway. I could not let that stand-off define my relationship with Nate.
On either side of the hallway, a handful of students sat alone trying to compose their
thoughts on paper. They were relatively quiet. Nate joined them, squished into a right-handed
desk meant for a leaner body. His notebook open, he propped his elbow on the paper and rested
his head in his hand as he stared at the paper, flicking it with his pencil. I turned out of the
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classroom and caught this image. This was not the picture of defiance. Nate seemed lost and
tired.
When I approached him, I knelt at his desk. “Nate, can I help you?” He didn’t look up,
but he mumbled, “Christy, I don’t have anything to say. I don’t know what to write. This is
dumb.” His pencil tapped and tapped.
“Nate, I remember in our discussions that you had a lot to say about this book. What did
you like about it?” I inquired.
“I don’t know,” Nate stonewalled.
“Really?! You were pretty darn loud about your opinion. What got you going?”
“I don’t know. It just bothered me how much shit Janie took.”
“Nate, write that down,” I instructed. I wanted him to get something on the page.
“Write what?”
“It bothered me how much shit Janie took.” I repeated that line several times as he
slowly scrawled it. We proceeded to write line by line his responses to my guiding questions, as
I pressed him to describe what he meant by “shit” and how Janie “took” it. The pencil lead
crowded out the white space and, by the time class ended, Nate had written a page and a half
back and front.
“Nate, look at what you accomplished,” I made him look back over the pages. “You did
that in 15 minutes! You just need to write another page, probably two more paragraphs, to
finish!”
“Yeah, I guess. Oh yay, homework!” He began with a hidden grin but then quickly
changed his demeanor back to jokester as he feigned disinterest and cluttered his stuff into a pile.
I was proud of him. Of us. Of our work together. Of myself.
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When I collected the essays the following day, Nate’s essay had not progressed. I felt
defeated and confused. I had gotten him off to such a good start. Why didn’t he finish?
~
Jack left me alone with the class of 16 about two thirds of the way through the year. I
stood in front of the class and buoyantly announced our agenda, to hearty cheers…a movie with
our lesson today! A PBS special on Lincoln. The opening credits rolled, and we settled in.
Sometime between narrations by famous actor X and another historian’s backstory filler, I
sensed a shift. The whispers began. I sat up straight in my chair and looked over at Nate and
John with my stink eye. They quieted momentarily, but the shift was foundational. Voices
around the room rose. The class tittered and chatted and cajoled. I leapt to the VCR and paused
the movie. I turned and faced the class. In my most, “hey, we’re on the same team but I mean
business” voice, I bargained.
“Here’s the deal, guys.” (My university supervisor told me I used “here’s the deal” too
much. After her two observations, she had only two other pieces of advice, so “here’s the deal”
must have been a glaring and big teaching no-no. Shame and incredulity kept her words with
me). “We have half an hour left and then we can get into our next project. Hang in there. Pay
attention!”
“C’mon, y’all! Shut up!” Manya, an imposing, vocal, and vibrant girl shouted in support.
The class quieted. Nate and John exchanged sly smiles. A few of the girls rolled their
eyes at the boys. I pressed PLAY.
Within minutes, the whispers began again.

Someone tossed a paper ball.

Chairs

squeaked as students moved in conversation. My stomach knotted and I stomped to the screen
and raised my voice. “Look, I asked you to stop. Cut it out!” I trembled a little. Nate had
150

begun to talk in a normal voice and now he turned his back to me and continued his
conversation. Another table of students, boys and girls followed suit. I turned to pleading and,
frankly, lying, to get them to respond to me in a way I wanted them to. I felt a kind of
desperation. I couldn’t figure out how to elicit cooperation. How to make them OBEY ME.
“Guys, we had a really cool activity planned but it’s taking us so long to get through this
video, we might not have time for it.” I lied. There was no such cool activity planned. Time
was dwindling and I had resorted to manipulation.
“Hey, shut up!” Cooperative students chimed in. “Come on, everybody, let’s do what she
wants.” I could tell a few of them took pity on me.
A disgruntled and half-hearted hush fell over the room, and again, I pushed PLAY.
When the volume rose, yet again, I was just baffled. What was wrong with me? Why couldn’t I
get them to respect me? Why wouldn’t they listen? I asserted my authority again.
“Hey! Enough! I’m turning this off until you are quiet.” I startled them into silence, but
then Nate kind of chortled, looked at me, tilted his chair back and turned to his friends to resume
his storytelling.
“I’m going to leave the room until you can get your act together.” Grasping for another
tactic, I walked into the hall and shut the door.
The chatter continued, so I charged back in, calmly pleaded, “Be quiet.” I pushed PLAY.
For ten more minutes, a few students watched, others doodled, most whispered and
giggled. I shot them all dirty looks. When the clock’s second hand finally inched to the end of
the period (no bells at this progressive school), I stood on my proverbial soap box and firmly told
them to stay in their seats. They were not dismissed. I then laid on the thickest guilt trip I could
conjure.
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“I told you we had a really terrific surprise planned for you. I mean it was really great.
But you couldn’t keep it together. I’m so disappointed in you.” I bent my head and shook it.
My voice was sad and just a bit whiny, maybe on the brink of tears. My hope was to shame
them into remorse and reestablish myself as the one to whom they were accountable.
As I dismissed the class, sweet Ruby reassured me with pity in her blue eyes. Manya told
me, “It’s ok. You did ok.”
“Forget about them, Christy” another boy called out. Most students left the room,
passing me in the doorway as if nothing traumatic had happened. Conversations continued,
though a few pointedly looked away from me. Nate especially avoided my eyes, but his chin
was out and shoulders back. He laughed with friends and shoved his way into the hall.
I tidied the room in a daze of shame and fury. What wasn’t I getting? What was wrong
with these kids? Argh…I lied! I was manipulative!
As I packed my teaching bag, I packed away these feelings as well. I was embarrassed.
And I didn’t know how to handle the pain of not being able to handle them. I had to just figure
this out and NEVER let it happen again!
~
“You know, Christy, it took me an hour to get here on that damn bus?” Manya laughed
and called to me from across the room, as the rest of her peers read To Kill a Mockingbird
silently. Her vocal tone was as deep and rich as her brown skin.
“That’s a long time, Manya. How ‘bout you get back to reading?”
“Awww, you know I don’t like to read. The sun is too bright in here. It hurts my eyes.
You know what we gotta do, we gotta have you read to us.” Facing the window, she shielded
her eyes and batted her lashes.
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I sighed. Manya always had an excuse. And I was a no-excuses kind of teacher. You do
the assignment you are told to do. No questions asked. I believed that children often resisted
what was good for them. School, this assignment, and the effort required to complete the
assignment were all good for Manya. I needed to make her do the work for her own good. This
was especially true, in my estimation, because Manya was pulled out for support services. It
wasn’t clear why she required the support; to me, she seemed slower when she did her work
from time to time, but I didn’t know her diagnosis. Manya was also vivacious, good- natured
and, well, a stinker. She loved goofy chatter and play, always rounding out the fun with the
heartiest of laughter. And yet, Manya was formidable. I respected the inner strength I sensed in
her soul and bore on her strong frame. I wanted what was “good for her.” I wanted to be good
for her.
“Manya, I’ll read to you on Friday. For now, get to work, girl.” I smiled, but I spoke
firmly, looked at her meaningfully and walked away. She was quiet but distracted. I caught her
reading from time to time but the period ended and she didn’t seem to have turned a page.
Concurrently, I was enrolled in a required course entitled “Accommodating the needs of
diverse learners in the regular classroom.” Honestly, I felt like this course contributed to the
watering down of high expectations in American education. Don’t get me wrong. It’s not that I
didn’t believe children with learning disabilities didn’t need support. Or that they didn’t merit
inclusion in the regular classroom. Rather, the flavor of the class seemed to draw from the soft,
“mamby-pamby” sentiment of the worst in the progressive tradition of child-centered education.
It seemed to emphasize honoring the whims of children who didn’t know what was best for
them. Despite my concern and irritations, I completed the assignments to the best of my ability,
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never voicing my criticism or asking questions. I just grumbled and got an A because that’s
what I knew how to do: respect the authority of the classroom, follow the rules, and do my best.
The following week, I received an assignment to describe an experience when I
accommodated the needs of one student through a practical adjustment in the classroom.
Needless to say, I could not think of one, but an opportunity arose when I heard the familiar…
“Christy, what kind of bagel did you get today? You know you love those raisin bagels.
I don’t eat those things. Too sweet.” Manya chided me with a guffaw, ignoring the writing
assignment I just instructed the class to begin.
“Oh, Manya. Get to work!” Shaking my head, I spoke gently but emphatically from the
front of the room.
Manya complained, “It’s too bright, Christy. How do you expect me to work with that
sun comin’ in here like that? You know my eyes can’t take it.”
I took one step toward exasperation when I remembered the assignment. I bent to the
desk in front of me and retrieved my sunglasses from my purse. I carried them over to Manya.
“Here. Try these. They’ll help with that bright sun.” I extended the sunglasses to her.
Manya’s eyes popped as she reached for them. “What? Really? I can wear these?”
“Yep. “I grinned. “Now get to work!”
And you know what? She did! It was my turn to marvel. Were her complaints not about
getting out of work? Was the sun really too bright? Or maybe she was trying to get out of the
work. It was a cloudy day. I had no idea what diverted her focus and effort. Either way, look
what happened when I listened to her and made an attempt to meet her spoken need! Something
shifted between us, in her attitude and willingness, and frankly in my own heart.
mystified, but I noted this moment and tucked it away.
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I was

3.1.3 Becoming a (Substitute) Teacher

With a month or so under my belt as a substitute teacher – a plethora of worksheet completion
overseen, quizzes administered and games of “Heads Up, Seven Up” dangled and played for
good behavior – I headed into Chase Middle School with a bag of sub tricks that assured a pretty
decent day for me. Chase may have been the neighborhood school serving the “other side of the
tracks” in this racially diverse Chicago suburb of socioeconomic extremes; it may have been the
“bad” middle school, but I just finished a year teaching in East Harlem, for goodness sakes! I
was a graduate of TC who knew a thing or two about progressive education. I was a sub instead
of a teacher in this district by choice. I wanted to enjoy my first year of marriage to an NCAA
wrestler still competing in graduate school –perhaps travel to tournaments with him, spend after
school hours learning to cook – and get the lay of the land professionally before I settled down,
unleashing my ambition and service.
I remember a quintessential fall day. The air was crisper than cool as I strode up the path
to the main entry. It was Halloween. The wind flicked my hair about my face, but it was fresh
and mimicked the rush I seemed to get almost every time I’d approached school in the last year.
I was excited to be a professional, an adult with a purpose and place.
I maneuvered through the buzzing hallways and found myself standing at the entrance of
a classroom full of African-American students. I wasn’t late. But there they were.
My heart caught in fear. Was it my heart? It was something deep. Primal.
But there I stood. There was the customary bright folder on the desk containing lesson
plans, but as it was Halloween, the school scheduled a dance mid-day. The daily rhythm was
adjusted, disturbed accordingly.
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Perhaps there were plans. Maybe I organized the students into groups and instructed
them to spread out to different areas of the room. I may have done this. There is so little of
which I am certain that day except for the visceral feelings accompanying the events that
followed.
Someone turned a radio on, quietly at first, the bass and a faint melody audible. The
students were talking, their volume growing despite my stern requests for quiet work. They
weren’t talking about their work. They weren’t even pretending to.
A boy cranked the radio from the back of the room. Someone started to dance.
“Would you please turn that down?” When no one acknowledged my request, I raised my
voice, “Turn that down, please!”
Laughter.
From the other side of the room, chairs scraped as kids got out of their seats and walked
toward the radio.
“Sit down! Go back to your seats!”
There was some laughter, but for the most part, no one was even looking at me.
I became frantic. I pushed past students huddled and lounging at the front of the room. I
stumbled over a shoe, my sweater caught on the back of a chair, and I tripped several paces into
the crowd around the radio. Mid-trip, I rose to steady myself and shoved into the back of a boy.
“Hey, watch it!” The gang of students started to guffaw at me. Some looked angry and
aggressively echoed their friend, “Get off him!”
My throat caught and eyes widened at the insinuation that I could be “foe.”
I pleaded, “Off!” and reached for the radio. A faceless student swept it from my grasp.
“Just please keep it down,” I said and turned to the whole class. “Please be quiet.”
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The chatter became cacophony.
I couldn’t catch anyone’s eye. I couldn’t charm or manipulate or threaten or engage
anyone.
I panicked. The chaos of disobedience was more than I could bear. I couldn’t speak for
fear my sobs would signal total defeat and a successful mutiny.
I hurried across the room, certain that the behavior I encountered was dangerous to me
and to the students. It had to be stopped. I pressed the intercom for help.
“Please, send someone to help me in this room,” I called in indignant frustration.
The intercom crackled in response. As I waited for reinforcements, I shrunk into the
corner between the door and the wall, distancing myself from the uncontrollable. My face was
hot and tears leaked from eyes. What was happening here?!
I must have been relieved and sent to the office to get a hold of myself or get my next
assignment because I can’t remember who came to restore order and rescue me or how I came to
be alone in a corner of the main office. Without eyes on me, a sob heaved in my chest and burst
from my tongue. As I gasped in outrage, I trembled.
I heard movement behind me, and I straightened my back and wiped my eyes. When I
turned to identify the movement, I saw a man walking into the vice principal’s office and taking
a seat behind the desk. The school secretary followed him in, and I watched them whisper and
glance at me. When the secretary emerged, she held me in her gaze until she settled into her
perch overlooking the entrance to the main office.
“Have you pulled yourself together? Are you ready to try again?”
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Her condescending inquiry and tone stunned me. She, and by extension the man in
authority, sees me as the problem?! My incredulity quickly receded into my utter embarrassment
and shame. My face grew hot and I summoned my go-getter mask.
“Oh my goodness, I’m just fine. Where to next?” I looked her in the eye, beaming
cheerful obedience through my gaze. She led me to the gym to chaperone the dance and as I
walked, I scolded myself.
How did you let those kids get the better of you? Why couldn’t you control them? Get it
together! Make it happen!
I chaperoned the crap out of that dance, ingratiating myself to kids and playing the part of
responsible colleague checking the bathroom stalls. I was certain that my shame was plastered
all over their conversations. Everyone knew of my failure. I worked harder to prove that it
would never happen again.
When the dance concluded, the crowd of students herded me through the gym door and
back into the nip of fall. My head bent, I plodded against the wind to the curb, waiting for the
buses to pass so I could cross the street to my car. Still lost in my failure and gazing toward my
feet, I caught the flash of yellow as a bus accelerated slowly passed me. As I watched it move
past me, my eyes were blinded by wet, hard, cold…pellets. . .liquid? I heard peals of laughter.
The taunting, empty Styrofoam-cup-holding culprits hung out of the windows, some still
pointing at me as the bus proceeded along its route and I wiped ice and soda from my eyes.
Since that moment, I have held in my heart righteous anger...but also penitent acceptance
of just punishment for my failure.
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3.1.4 Becoming the (Ideal) Teacher

My parents enrolled me in the Cleveland Public School System when I approached kindergarten
age. The system’s stellar reputation in the sixties had taken a hit through busing and redistricting
in the seventies, but many Clevelanders still felt the system held promise by the early eighties.
My dad was one of them. My parents were happy with my kindergarten experience at my
neighborhood elementary school, but they were quite dismayed by my social interactions in the
first few weeks of first grade. In fact, my mother was horrified by the language little boys used
when they spoke to me. My classmates, most likely mimicking older siblings, called me hot
stuff and insinuated inappropriate activities we could do together at recess. By October, I found
myself in a Lutheran elementary school which my parents hoped would be a healthier and more
protected environment for me. I lasted until the end of the year.
My father and mother viewed my formal education as a tool in my human development;
they believed that with a challenging academic curriculum I would learn to set goals, persevere,
and practice diligence, and that I would develop other character traits allowing me to build
competence and a sense of self-worth. This little Lutheran school provided an environment
where I could excel, but without much effort. In addition to citizenship awards, I won every
academic prize the school had to offer. And so, second grade brought a second attempt at my
neighborhood public school.

The gifted program started in second grade; perhaps higher

expectations and a richer curriculum might provide a healthy classroom environment and require
me to engage my person more deeply into the educational experience.
The gifted program did not deliver as my parents had hoped, and so that year, they toiled
with several friends to establish a new school that mirrored their values. By providing an
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academic curriculum tailored to the instructional level of each child, they hoped that these
children might use their educational experience as a way to shape their character. Thus, by third
grade, I was in a private school, taught by my mother and a few women from our neighborhood,
and headed by my dad. I continued there until eighth grade. Following my parents’ vision to
use a challenging academic environment to help me grow as a person, I studied for entrance
exams into the area’s elite private schools. Again, the public options in Cleveland did not offer
anything close to what my parents felt they needed in terms of an educational partner in raising
me. I attended Hawken School, an institution founded in the spirit of Dewey and his fellow turnof-the-century progressives.
While my experience at an elite high school was far outside my lower middle class
family background, I took for granted that I might teach in a private school by the time I was
looking for gainful employment after graduate school. Instead, my first teaching experiences
were in Harlem and the inner suburban ring of Chicago – public schools – and I considered the
idea that maybe these schools, accessible to all children, needed teachers committed to their
education. I saw how my talents and experiences could be useful to children in public schools.
My conscience awoke in the midst of these considerations. I began to wonder, to whom am I
accountable? For whom and to what end do I work? With my background in American history,
I had been drawn to a Deweyan notion of preparing our children to participate in and experience
a democracy. What was more democratic than public schooling? Did these children not deserve
a challenging and engaging educational experience to help shape their sensibilities and character
toward a productive life among their fellow citizens in this democracy?
~
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My inspirations were soon overshadowed by my desire to find work. My grandfather’s
former student teacher and good friend was the Lower School Head at a wealthy suburban
independent school with an open position for middle school history. I applied for that position,
and Paul, my grandfather’s friend, placed my resume on top of the Middle School Head’s desk.
When I interviewed for the position, I taught a sixth grade lesson on latitude and longitude. The
students read the textbook’s description the night before, so I began by asking what they
remembered from their reading of the text. Then we played with the words; I gave them
pneumonic devices and actions to help with their recall and understanding.
“Latitude is flat-itude,” I pronounced as I bent my arm horizontally and parallel to the
floor.
“Loooooooooongituuuuuuude,” I exaggerated and I stretch my hands and arms vertically
and simultaneously toward the floor and ceiling.
The students mimicked me and we verged just shy of crazy-silly as we acted out these
geographic terms for one another. We transitioned smoothly from the hilarity; the novelty of a
new teacher enabled quick response time, perhaps.
With their atlases opened on their desks and working in pairs, the students followed my
demonstration, placing their fingers on the X and Y axes at the degrees I called out, slowly
following the lines until their fingers met at a city. The pace of this activity picked up as the
students mastered the finger connections, so we moved on to another activity in which I hoped to
address their competence with this new skill. We rearranged the desks and tables so that there
were two aisles on either side of a row of desks facing the front, and I divided them into two
teams. Atlases on the front desk, two 12-year-olds bounced from toe-to-toe anticipating my
question as I called out a city or a location.

The students raced to find the coordinates,
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exuberantly shouting their find and leaping triumphantly to the back of their lines—hardly
waiting for my confirmation, so certain were they of their new skills.
The atmosphere was intense and joyful…electric. I could feel the awe and approval from
the history department, three men over the age of 55, at the back of the room. The Middle
School Head was equally enamored through the course of our interview when I spouted theory
and how I saw it implemented in practice. Specifically, he was impressed with my facility with
Howard Gardner’s multiple intelligences theory, considering different abilities and capacities in
middle school children.
I got the job. I felt affirmed and was practically bursting with pride. My ethical
dilemma, scratching at my enthusiasm, rose to challenge my easy acceptance of the position, but
as I discussed my discomfort with my uncle he suggested that perhaps I could learn to teach at
this school. Having learned classroom management and how to teach Social Studies, maybe then
I could find a job that would also require me to learn how to negotiate a more challenging
environment. Sold! His advice was logical, even wise, I thought, so I dove into being a history
teacher, my dream and avocation.
But throughout my time at this school, the wealth and privilege of these children and their
families troubled me. No, the children’s entitlement and their parents’ hubris could irritate me.
What troubled me was whether or not my presence at this school was ethical, given the privilege.
How could I make a difference? What difference was there to be made? I wondered if my
colleagues felt the same. Many had taught at this school for the entirety of their careers, ten –
fifteen - even twenty-five years. I asked them, and I asked my peers who joined the profession
as recently as I had. Their responses and rationales for teaching in this environment, offering
their service to these children, shared a common theme resembling an altruistic calling of sorts:
162

“These children will be leaders in this country. We need to make sure they develop into
thoughtful, generous, wise adults.”
For most of my tenure at this school, I appropriated this logic because it fit within my
philosophy of teaching for democracy. That is, I saw my work as preparing citizens to become
critical thinkers, able to recognize multiple perspectives so that they could function to perpetuate
American democracy. Function, for me, implied service and sharp thinking. When I fought
battles over dress code or half-hearted efforts or insular condescension, sometimes I cringed at
how small, how very, very small were the educational problems of the wealthy. But then I’d sigh
and remind myself that these children needed help to grow up as healthy, competent, kind people
– just as every other child did.
This thought was not merely convenient. Perhaps instilled by my parents in their
decisions and conversations about my own education, I was drawn to the intersection of
education, school, and the development of human beings. I believed in the empowering
possibility of educational experiences to support the growth of an individual to live a full, rich,
and meaningful life. I clung to this notion and found myself stumbling upon it through my
pedagogy, student discipline, and my experience with colleagues and our administration.
~
In my first year, teaching eighth grade, I embraced my inner Jack Keating, passionate,
outside-the-box, subject expert and lone, daring educator of Dead Poet’s Society fame. I took the
mantle from Mr. Tottenham, but instead of profanity-filled stories, I wooed my students into
historical thinking, clear communication and hard work with Howard Gardener’s multiple
intelligences. I required them to outline texts to learn to read carefully and identify themes. We
carefully walked through their outlines together. We memorized states and capitals. We read
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Across Five Aprils to enrich our study of the Civil War. We recited American poetry through the
ages and embarked on large and small research projects to learn the historical method. I left the
product of some of these projects open-ended, allowing the students to write a paper, perform a
skit, or prepare a visual presentation. My class leapt at the chance to perform, and this became
particularly apparent as we studied Native American history.
I isolated this thread of history as a unit to look at the Native American experience across
time. For eight weeks – four weeks past the intended scope of the unit – we read portions of the
textbook to set the stage for a new era and then the students broke out into groups to research and
study the Native American perspective of that time, each project typically ending in a
performance. The highlight of the unit was a class movie, totally student-driven, in which they
acted out the parts of Cherokees and President Jackson through the Trail of Tears. The students
came to class with the idea, inspired by Parker – our class documentarian, as all of his projects
culminated in a video presentation (he is now a film-maker in Hollywood). Day after day for two
weeks, they burst into my classroom with anticipation for their film work. We trampled through
the wet leaves on the soccer field, cameras and scripts in tow. Classmates huddled together,
weeping and trudging the trail. Jackson haughtily looked on with his advisors.
I stood in awe of their motivation, thrilled by their joy and experience of history. I
boasted of their engagement, proud of them and of myself. Deep inside, there were flickering
moments of wondering if I was a fraud. Were we merely playing? I dismissed this thought as my
insecurity in the face of the students’ delight. In fact, I reframed my curriculum from that point
forward. The complexity of the notion of Manifest Destiny, its multiple perspectives, and farreaching consequences was so evident to the students that I took that theme throughout the rest
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of American history. We weighed “American interests” against those people affected by those
interests.
While I stumbled through teaching sixth and seventh grade, with their younger children
and World Cultures curriculum, that year with my eighth grade students remains a hallmark in
my mind of my own teaching and my own learning. I was feeling my way through, going with
my gut, but adjusting my plans according to my students’ needs and to align with the
expectations of the curriculum. The only mar on that year was an incident of plagiarism.
A research paper was the eighth grade curricular staple. I tried to work research skills into
the units preceding the research paper, which traditionally fell just after the mid-term, prior to
Spring Break. Having never planned an entire year of curriculum, it was difficult for me to plan
ahead and figure out how long it would take us, realistically, to make it through my plans. I often
sacrificed skill-building for covering content. I had to get to the 1980s at least by the end of the
year. By January, we were only just approaching the Civil War!
By the time we reached the research paper milestone in the year, we had practiced notetaking and recognizing relevant information by our weekly practice reading texts and creating
outlines of our notes; and the students practiced organizing information around a thesis or theme
through their mini-projects in every unit. The assignment itself, written at least a decade earlier,
included a step-by-step approach to the research process; thus, I felt comfortable assuming the
students had the tools they needed to complete the assignment (though, ever critical or ever
primed to "grow and do better" I knew that I would have to focus more on the skill build-up to
the assignment next year).
You can imagine my surprise, then, when two papers shifted from pubescent formality to
absolute scholarship for three to four paragraphs every two pages. Plagiarism! I was astounded.
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I was offended! My sense of righteousness was almost outraged. The papers belonged to Jacob
and Dustin, bright boys but not particularly high-achieving. I often commented on the lack of
effort in their work, while praising their ideas. They were full of fun and quite engaging, even
during academic tasks in our classroom. But I was not surprised that it was these two boys who
plagiarized. They needed to be taught a “lesson,” but my difficulty with confrontation and my
need to be liked tempered my outrage.

I went to the division head, arbitrator of student

discipline and parental issues.
Mary had taught math for many years, and just that year, she assumed the position of
Upper School head. Having been six months under her leadership, I felt she was fair, wise, and
supportive of teachers. In her estimation, and in the opinion of a few other teachers and
administrators she consulted, the boys needed a lesson that would leave a mark. Those involved
in the conversation seemed to share my offense and disbelief that the boys thought they could get
away with it. Who did they think they were?
Mary called their parents into the office, and we met with each boy and his parent
separately. Dustin's dad, the CEO of an international, multi-million-dollar pharmaceutical
laboratory, turned to his son upon hearing our indictment. The husky boy cowered, slowly
leaking tears. His father's voice boomed, too loudly for the confines of the office. The man's
reprimand expressed a kind of disappointment and scorn that suggested this incident only fed a
narrative the man told himself about his son. Inwardly, I cringed. It was too hard. It was too
much.
Jacob's mom was a thirty-something divorcee whose inherited wealth permitted
ownership of a lake house and a ranch and a lifestyle which included pursuits of further
education, hobbies and philanthropy without traditional employment. Jen and I had become
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friendly throughout the course of our conversations about both of her children whom I taught.
She respected both Mary and me. Jen met our report agreeably with measured concern. Under
the surface, however, there was a levity I couldn't quite put my finger on.
A tiny feeling emerged when Mary informed me of the boys’ punishment: three days’
suspension, and it resurfaced a bit more strongly after the interactions with both parents. Was the
punishment itself too much? Suddenly it occurred to me: did the boys even understand what
plagiarism was?! That thought was almost too much to bear. I could not entertain it. I buried it
and told myself that this was an important lesson for the boys. I stuck to my guns. When the boys
returned to class, they were somewhat sullen. With the force of my personality and pedagogical
resources, I willed them to engage and have a good time. They couldn't resist participating in the
WWI trenches I had created with overturned tables, a video All Quiet on the Western Front
playing loudly for ambiance, and crumpled paper for ammo. Our relationship was never the
same. As they graduated and we said good-bye, I wondered if I'd violated something between us
or if I just didn't like it when people didn't like me. Again, it was pretty painful to even consider.
I bore anguish when I considered Jacob and Dustin.
~
Except for that hiccup, I soared as an eighth grade teacher in my own estimation; but oh,
those sixth and seventh graders gave me a run for my money. I just couldn’t seem to adjust to
how young they were relative to the high school students with whom I began my career.
I also taught a class of seventh graders comprised of a good number of boys. Seventh
graders, I learned, were an interesting bunch. The most challenging age in middle school.
Hormones kicked in and freshly shaven young men played kickball alongside little boys their
same age. Girls wore clothes too tight or too baggy, and touched their faces constantly, were
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confounded by things popping up on their bodies. Are these bumps good things or bad things?!
Oh and the moods! Aggressive teasing, dramatic encounters, crying, embarrassment, and
revenge. Seventh grade seemed an excellent soap opera from the outside, but to teach these
children was to play Russian Roulette with one’s dignity.
This class was consistently out of my control. I shouted. I cajoled. I pulled tried
and true manipulations, incentivizing good behavior with fun activities and candy. One day the
chaos reached a fever pitch, based on the gauge of my nerves. I raised my voice and ordered the
students to quiet down and get to work. Three boys in the corner of the room, Milo, Nathan, and
Preston could not pull themselves together, so angrily, I threw Nathan out of my classroom. I
told him to wait in the hall. My heart tore a bit as I did that. Nathan and I had jovial relationship.
He was endearing, though defensive at times. But out he went, a sacrifice to the gods of
Classroom Management.
The room hushed for a time, until one of the boys, Milo exercised the plaintive call of
self-righteous. The round, Greek, mama’s boy tattled. “Mrs. Neider, Preston keeps pushing my
paper.”
I reacted in a lesser version of rage, but quickly. “Preston, get out! I will not tolerate this
behavior.”
Preston, a naughty prepster in the making, with his collar flipped up and his feet slipped
into sockless loafers, blushed but stood defiantly, knocking back his chair. Then he casually
picked up his books, smirking from the side of his mouth, and headed for the door. A final hush
fell over my class and the students worked productively for the last fifteen minutes of the period.
After class, I brought Nathan and Preston into the room and turned on my stern charm.
Nathan showed some remorse and Preston grinned, employing his own charm to return to my
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good graces. They agreed to reel it in under penalty of being taken to the next level of authority
and then their parents. I agreed to let them try again.
By the end of the day, I learned that Milo had a bloody nose. Preston and Nathan were
the culprits. Apparently, Milo generated the energetic naughty behavior in my classroom,
according to these perpetrators, in addition to tattling on Preston. My sources told me that they
plotted their revenge while out in the hallway, banished from my room. I had created the perfect
conditions for their diabolic planning, what a disaster! What a miserable classroom management
failure!
All year, I taught from a place of disoriented anxiety. I could not trust myself to get
control of these children and never knew when the hormonal beast would rear its head. We
enjoyed moments of pure delight as they sat for an hour listening to stories I wove of the Masada
and Chinese folk lore. Individual children thrived as they learned to test their critical thinking
and communications with debate over the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. I saw these children grow!
But I taught in tension, fear and hope confounded; I never felt like I was a good teacher to them.
~
A year later, I applied my creative energy to my sixth grade class. Having a year of
World Cultures under my belt, I felt more confident straying from the old syllabus and
employing the tools I had acquired through the “History Alive!” Professional development
course I took over the summer. The course provided practical strategies for applying Gardner’s
Multiple Intelligences in the Social Studies curriculum. The theory was all the rage in graduate
school and it had been trickling into pedagogy for the past few years. It made sense to me and
my philosophy to do whatever I could to meet the needs of every student and challenge them so
that they could grow in my class. In fact, the theory and its Social Studies pedagogy seemed an
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all-inclusive tool and so I set about using it with vigor, designing every unit with every
intelligence in mind. I coupled it with my historical method/thinking pedagogy and felt my
classes were pretty strong as a result, rigorous and engaging for every student.
Christopher’s mother disagreed. She perceived my project-based instruction as fluff. She
advocated for her son with the Upper School Head. Mary defended me and even sat in on the
parent-teacher conference. We educated this mother on the theory of multiple intelligences and
its applications in my student-centered pedagogy. We explained to her how this pedagogy was
better for Christopher and his classmates. She complained that he wasn’t challenged and insisted
that Christopher receive the kind of educational experiences constructed by my colleague, Joe.
Joe was a sixty-something retired lawyer who saw teaching as the do-gooder phase of his life. He
loved history and pontificated from the front of the classroom, often regaling students with his
stories gleaned from his travels and reading. He expected his students to take detailed notes and
he tested them regularly on their retention of his lectures. Joe was old school and so proud of it
that we couldn’t have pedagogical conversations in our department meetings. Any other method
of teaching was a waste of time and he certainly had nothing more to learn. His knowledge
deposited into his students was education. Period. Full stop.
I was irked by this mother’s assumption that I did not know what I was doing and
infuriated that she found Joe’s teaching superior to mine, and yet, her advocacy of her son called
attention to a slight disturbance that had registered in my considerations of Christopher.
Something about my instruction did not quite fit Christopher. His projects consistently shattered
even my highest expectations both in the quality of thought and in the execution. Christopher
meticulously completed assignments; engineers with drafting boards could not match the
precision of his visual projects. His written work expressed analysis beyond the contours of the
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given assignment in cogent, persuasive form – with handwriting that may as well have been
typed it was so neatly shaped. When engaging in group assignments, Christopher’s quiet,
agreeable disposition was not an asset. Both he and his group inevitably became frustrated when
Christopher’s ideas and work consumed their time or pushed the group to do more than time or
individual capacities allowed.
Sweet, curly-haired, blue-eyed and polite, Christopher became the bane of my existence
that year. I could not make him fit into the theoretically ideal educational experiences I created.
And his mother’s opinion of me and my rival colleague only made the situation more untenable
for me. Christopher and his mother made me question my professional expertise, only I could not
do that because I did not know what else to do. I was enacting the current best practices in my
field for the grade level I taught. I even attempted to differentiate by giving Christopher
assignments with a bit more rigor, such as adding a higher level of question from Bloom’s
taxonomy or allowing him to work alone instead of in a group. When I did this, though, I felt
like a hack. I felt like I wasn’t equipped and so couldn’t do a good job. I couldn’t sit with that
level of insecurity, so I blamed Christopher’s mother. My colleagues, my friends, supported me
with the usual attack on parents at this school: entitled elites used to getting their own way even
if they had no idea what was what…you couldn’t tell them anything. It was an easy narrative to
buy into. Later that year, when the parent committee bestowed their “Caring Teacher” award on
me, we all gloated that Christopher’s mother was in the audience and I showed her! This
distinction, recognized for my efforts “above and beyond the call of duty” spoke volumes about
my teaching. In our minds, the majority opinion silenced hers. It was not valid.
And yet, Christopher lingered in the discomfort in my heart. Did I not fulfill my
responsibility to him? Or was the problem with him and his mother?
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~
The long-standing and storied promise of autonomy bestowed on teachers in a private
school still drew and held many of my colleagues to their jobs at this school. We had freedom to
select our content and our methods of instruction, as well as our assessment tools. This is what
many of us believed and valued. But this firmly held tradition in the hearts and minds of the
teachers could have negative consequences for students.

Furthermore, great tension arose

between faculty and administration that seemed to belie respect for teachers’ autonomy, both on
the side of the faculty and on the side of the administration.
But I will begin with the students. Because the individual teachers had control over the
curriculum of the course they taught, they were not accountable for the experience of the
students year to year. The first through fourth grade math teachers loved a new program called
Everyday Mathematics for the conceptual understanding and practical application it promoted.
The fifth grade teachers found the incoming fifth graders ill-prepared for the fifth grade
curriculum, which required a strong algorithmic foundation. These teachers fought quite bitterly
about which program was better. You could feel their disdain for one another around the faculty
lunch tables, muffled by stiff, polite smiles. In private, or when a rival wasn’t present, these
teachers bemoaned the lack of quality education received by the children in the other math
classes, but few seemed to prioritize the experience of the children over their preferred
pedagogy.
This problem existed in other departments, though to a lesser extent. We rolled our eyes
quietly at Joe’s pompous proclamations of how best to teach history, but the Social Studies
department could still do a tequila shot together at the annual holiday party. Despite our shared
joviality, the children in our care bounced between varying philosophies of education and every
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year they were subject to their teachers’ pet preferences and projects in history. This was a
similar trend throughout the school. Some classes learned about frogs three years in a row
because their first grade teacher loved frogs, their second grade teacher kept a frog in the
classroom, and their third grade teacher relied heavily upon a textbook in which frogs featured
prominently in the unit on amphibians.
Revisiting subject matter was not what troubled me. Instead, it was the lack of attention
to the children’s total experience as they progressed through the school. In fact, even within a
grade level, teachers held vastly different expectations for the children’s organization, including
whether or not they wrote their homework assignments in a notebook or had to bring pencils or
pens to class. Teachers rarely spoke with one another about their standards for skills shared
among the disciplines, such as note-taking or writing. I was greatly discomfited that we
prioritized our teaching autonomy above a thoughtful, coordinated educational experience for the
children in our care.
This problem of autonomy was further frustrated by significant tension between the
faculty and the administration. The current headmaster, Karen, replaced a man who had served
the school for almost thirty years the year prior to my arrival. Karen’s entrance coincided with
revelations about the previous headmaster’s tenure. He had paid teachers according to his
discrimination, starting from the premise that if the teacher was not supporting a family then they
didn’t need as much money. You might imagine the kind of old boys’ club he fostered during his
tenure. The men he left behind pined for him and interpreted Karen, our new head, and her
strong, brash leadership style as bitchy and undermining. Many of the women on staff joined
their grumbling and gossiping, distrustful of any administration supported by the same board of
trustees who allowed the injustices under the past headmaster.
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The tension and negativity

stunned me, though I will admit that being welcomed into conversations with these adults and
fed juicy tidbits of gossip felt pretty great. I participated at first, reveling in the salacious details.
Over time, however, it became frustrating. My colleagues and I complained a lot. We were
victims of parents, victims of an administration who didn’t protect us or look out for our needs,
and victims of a board who cared more about façade – literally putting millions into new,
arguably necessary construction – than about salaries and compensation. Some of my colleagues,
the ones I began to admire because they maintained a positive attitude, shared their philosophy
with me: “I shut my door and I give my students my best. I don’t get into the rest.” The prospect
of confining my perspective to my small classroom, combined with the nagging suspicion that
the children and their education were being compromised, kept me from embracing this
philosophy.
Thus, when the headmaster announced that the school would undergo a period of selfreflection and strategic planning, I leapt at the chance to serve as a faculty representative to the
steering committee. She embraced my participation after hearing how passionate I was about
addressing the big picture. In a large meeting with board members and alumni, my fellow faculty
representatives and I offered our take on the lack of a unifying curricular mission. This created
some angst initially because the headmaster and members of the board thought we had one
already. To their credit, they listened to the teachers who regularly had to function without an
organizing, coordinating framework.
A curriculum committee was formed and from their work, the headmaster brought in an
expert on curriculum mapping. This tool, both a framework and software program, allowed
teachers to journal their curriculum as they taught it over the course of the year. It was a living
document as opposed to a binder of intentions left on a shelf to be consulted when a new teacher
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took up a position at the school. But the hope was that this living document might be a
communication tool among the faculty where we might recognize replication or gaps, for
example. The framework also prompted teachers to consider the essential questions and rationale
underlying their curriculum, and so it was an opportunity for teachers to reflect and think
critically about their work, as well.
As a member of the committee, I became a mentor for my colleagues as they attempted to
frame their practice with this curriculum mapping tool. A few teachers already intuitively
approached their practice this way but many more were frustrated. They were used to thinking
about their practice in terms of units of content, the knowledge or specific skills they wanted
their students to learn. Framing content by discovery was unfamiliar. Even pinpointing specific
learning objectives mystified some who had for some time driven their content with pet projects
and fun activities.
Through the mapping process, some teachers went from defensive despair to a bright,
engaged thoughtfulness. The transformation was something to witness with one particular fourth
grade teacher. As a result of her engagement, she was no longer a victim of the project. She was
driving her curriculum but from within a context that expected her to stretch beyond her former
way of seeing. While she endeavored to grapple with unfamiliar ways of thinking and see her
work differently, she knew that this work would be shared with her colleagues so her energy,
thought and creative growth would be shared as well. I myself moved from a sympathetic, yet
self-righteous mentor to a team mate and believed that she and I were laying the groundwork for
real teamwork among her grade level colleagues.
I’m not sure all of the teachers had such positive experiences with mapping, but I did feel
the whole school effort to move everyone to the same page contributed to an overall enlivening
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of the faculty. For about a week after these professional development sessions, the atmosphere of
the school was different. There was a bit of hopefulness in the air.
The hope dwindled, inevitably. A new Upper School Head, Steve, replaced Mary and he
contributed to the administration/faculty contention by having the audacity to take Karen’s side.
Despite my attempts to rise above the fray after my first few years, I could not stay positive. I
found myself grumbling a lot, a victim to Karen and her policies. Midway through what would
be my final year at the school, I received word that Karen would not fund my travel to a national
history competition in DC for which my students qualified after two earlier levels of competition
and a lot of hard work. I relayed this information to my colleagues. They pounced on my
grievance and we quickly formulated that this was yet another example of Karen abandoning the
teachers. I did not have the funds for this trip and I was indignant that Karen would not support
me when my work reflected so well on the school. I took my case to Steve, who listened stonefaced to my complaint, which I squeezed out through the self-pitying sob in the back of my
throat.
“Christy, didn’t you just submit a receipt for payment for a professional development
course?” Steve spoke dryly.
“Yes, but that was for last summer!” The sob released in a tidal wave of selfrighteousness. Dogs barked across the neighborhood at the pitch of my cry.
“But you waited to submit it and now it is taken out of the budget for this year. You’ve
used up your allotted funds.” And he turned his back and walked away.
Confusion whirled in my head. But, but, but…Shouldn’t she still support me? My god, is
my lack of responsibility screwing with my ability to support my students?! Shouldn’t she have
budgeted for me this year the same amount? Wouldn’t there be a surplus? Oh, oh…Karen did
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lecture us about submitting our receipts in a timely way. She gave us strict but clear boundaries
for funding this year. Oh, god, am I in the wrong?
“No way!” My colleagues exclaimed. “She should support you!” “She’s arbitrarily
exercising her power!”
When the newsletter mentioned my students’ achievements without the usual thanks to
the teacher, my colleagues and I confirmed that this was Karen’s hand. Karen was exacting her
revenge because I was leaving the school that year to teach at the school led by Paul, our former
Lower School Head. To Karen, it may have felt like a slap in the face. I wasn’t leaving to try
public schools, as I thought I might, or to teach high school, another reason I submitted when I
resigned. My future institution differed ever so slightly. In fact, she confronted me.
“I thought you wanted a change? I didn’t know you wanted to teach fourth grade. You
should have said something. I could have found something for you here!”
Many of my colleagues shared her confusion. I had been talking about getting involved
with the National Teachers Academy, established that year by the Chicago Public Schools. It was
a neighborhood middle and high school in which master teachers would not only teach children
but also mentor new teachers. It seemed to fit me. My nagging ethical dilemma about caring for
the needs of less privileged children in public schools never went away and the joy and
fulfillment I felt working with my colleagues during the curriculum mapping experiences left me
aching for more. But as I jumped through the bureaucratic hoops of CPS and state licensure,
waiting endlessly for someone with the NTA to return my calls and emails, another offer came to
me. Paul, the family friend who brought me to my current school, reached out to me. He left the
school a year before to assume the headship at a private elementary school for gifted children,
also outside of Chicago. When he heard through the grapevine that I wanted to leave, he
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approached me. I was languishing on a bureaucratic limb waiting for everything to come
together for the public school option and soon realized it may not come through before the next
school year. Paul’s offer was a gift – a job – at a school led by an honorable, exciting educator. I
took it even though it so closely resembled my current employment.
And so, I stammered a bit when asked, “Christy, really, tell us the real reason you are
leaving.” I felt accusation and judgment from Karen and sense a conspiratorial tone from other
teachers. I told them I needed a job closer to home. I wanted to try teaching gifted children, after
my experience with Christopher, which was the mission of the new school.
But the real reason I left was the tension between faculty and administration. By the end
of my final year, I read every move of the administration as an assault. And the self-victimization
of the faculty was palpable. In my mid-twenties, I was still working on establishing who I
wanted to be as an adult. This environment created constant tension in my soul. I didn’t want to
turn into a person who couldn’t work with my colleagues, including the school’s leadership. I
didn’t want to ignore school-wide, student experiences for the sake of self-preservation. And I
didn’t want to swim and breathe in stormy, negatively tainted waters. If stayed there another
year, I would either burst at my seams with untapped passion and underdeveloped practice or
shrink to a version of myself I could not respect.
Upon exiting that school, I carried with me shame for my complicity in a negative work
environment. I was embarrassed by my self-pity, confounded by how little we teachers exercised
our voice in productive ways, and enraged at the deaf ear turned toward teachers’ concerns by
those in authority.
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3.1.5 Becoming a (Professional) Teacher

When I asked Paul why he thought I, a passionate and skilled secondary Social Studies teacher,
could teach the fourth grade, he told me that I had a quality – a gift, a perspective – that would
enable me to teach anyone. Paul, the headmaster of an elementary school for gifted children,
flattered me, no doubt, but I did feel drawn to thinking about teaching and learning in many
contexts. Why, just last year, didn’t I lead the curriculum mapping initiative with teachers at the
Day School? I had been thrilled by the opportunity to walk alongside my colleagues in their
frustration and excitement as they reflected upon and framed their practice. So, maybe Paul was
right. Maybe I could teach fourth grade despite having training and experience only in 6th-12th
grade Social Studies. Several experiences made me wonder.
~
Leonard was a quiet but mischievous fourth grade boy with a mop of bowl-cut brown
hair framing his bespectacled brown eyes, cheeks with remnant of baby chub and a big goofy
mouth he was still growing into. Leonard was gifted. His IQ tests qualified him for a place at
this private school for gifted elementary and middle school students. Leonard excelled in math.
No, Leonard thrived in a relationship with mathematics. He devoured problem solving cards
designed for use with grade levels far above his own. Night after night, Leonard dug into the
boxes of cards or rustled through the folders of extra practice to “play” with math at home.
But Leonard’s teacher possessed experience and training in 6th-12th grade Social
Studies, and I had stopped taking mathematics seriously when my tenth grade math teacher, aka
Hotpants McCants, took up some bizarre form of competition with me, humiliating me in front
of my peers and vindictively rounding grades down on my progress reports. It didn’t help that
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I’d bitten off more than I could chew the year before taking on honors geometry as a freshman.
With some embarrassment, I dropped down to regular geometry after six weeks of high school.
Never mind that all the way through elementary and middles school, I worked at least two grade
levels above most of my peers in math. By the time I was an adult, I felt out of my depth in
mathematics, frequently joking of my mathematical ineptitude. Needless to say, I did not feel
prepared to engage or challenge children with exceptional abilities or interest in math.
As Leonard’s teacher, I shared teaching responsibilities with a co-teacher. Together we
taught 32 children in two adjacent rooms and split teaching responsibilities along disciplines. As
the teacher with lesser seniority, I taught the subjects rejected by my partner: Social Studies
(yay!) and math (yikes!). We shared language arts in order to share the burden of grading
writing assignments. My preference would have been to spend five days a week, two hours a
day on Social Studies and humanities projects and lessons. The school’s curriculum, national
standards, and parental pressure made my desire a moot point. Math and reading held the place
of honor in the class schedule: an hour of each before lunch, recess and maybe art in-between.
Daunted by the professional challenge before me, I assumed I could at least rely on the
trusty textbook and teacher’s manual to guide me, as I had done during a long-term subbing
assignment in science years before. I soon learned that I was required to use the University of
Chicago Math system and curriculum. Everyday Math was the latest trend in math education. It
eschewed “skill and drill” algorithmic pedagogy for “conceptual understanding.”

Children

learned complex and multiple algorithms for computation, for example, in order to tease out
numeric concepts.

This program stood in direct contrast to the way I was taught math. In

addition, the students’ workbooks were arranged thematically, covering a variety of topics. The
workbook assumed every child in the course grasped concepts in a synchronized and uniform
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manner, and it did not offer extra practice. The idea was that students would continue to revisit
these concepts and understand them over time.
Initially, I panicked. Not only would I have to teach math to gifted children, but I would
have to do so using very unfamiliar pedagogy. And I questioned the pedagogy. No skill work?
No problem solving? No alternate pacing possibilities? I chafed at the obligation to strictly
adhere to the workbook and program. I called my dad and my good friend, both math teachers at
two different levels of experience in their practice, seasoned and early career. Both teachers
were familiar with the program; my friend Mel struggled within her math department trying to
determine its value and place in the middle elementary school years. Both teachers concurred
with my assessment of the program, shaking their heads in frustration at the ever-present
bandwagon effect in education: everyone jumping onboard and throwing the baby out with the
bath water.
I tucked away my intuitive nudges and the confirmation of trusted colleagues for the first
six weeks of school. I plunged into Everyday Math. Actually, I found that some of the new
algorithms helped me to understand computation at a conceptual level. I discovered that a lot of
my mathematical knowledge consisted of knowledge of rule application. It felt wonderful to
know something deeply, owning it, rather than apply the rules with crossed fingers trusting the
magic to work because I followed instructions. Score one –Everyday Math.
My personal discovery occurred at the blackboard in front of the children as I fumbled
through a long division problem. I got the answer wrong twice while applying the rules. Finally,
I turned to the students with a big confident smile and said, “I’m just trying to see if you can do
this! Who wants to show me what I’m doing wrong?” Hands waved excitedly, children tickled
that they could help their teacher.

It was a successful move pedagogically to engage the
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children, and I’m so thankful I possessed knowledge of that kind of pedagogy in my tool box.
But as I “aha-ed” with new conceptual understanding through observing my students apply that
same knowledge – inwardly, I felt like a fraud. I was having light bulb moments and learning
content right alongside of my students…not even the night before in preparation!
As I observed and came to know my students a bit better, my intuitive inklings about
Everyday Math as the sole determinant for the curriculum were confirmed: the children all
needed greater challenge. Every single child in that room was academically talented. To say any
struggled, without providing the context that they were all at or above grade level, would not
convey an accurate picture of my dilemma. I sought to challenge and engage my students with a
curriculum and pedagogy that was unable to do so in its current implementation. To leave things
as they were would have been to teach to the middle of the group and designate the rest as “low”
or “high.” I wanted to provide a learning environment in which they all had to strive and engage
to grow. No easy A; no debilitating failure. Through this lens, I could see some required more
practice; the thematic presentation of content was too diverse and they had difficulty
transitioning between skills.

Other students raced through the workbook pages, without

requiring much instruction. They sought, even demanded deeper thinking and an accelerated
pace.

Leonard was one of the latter.

The fifth through eighth grade math teachers, my

colleagues and yet the final authority on my curriculum, would not allow deviation from the
school’s commitment to Everyday Math. I decided then to supplement the program.
To differentiate my instruction, I needed to address the pace, depth, and complexity of
the children’s experience with mathematical concepts and understanding. I knew I needed
materials and I knew I would have to adapt my instruction. I designed my response by drawing
from knowledge I felt in my bones, old knowledge gleaned from and deposited by my parents’
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conversations, sometimes including me, as they wrestled with the application of gifted education
research in daily practice at the private, independent school they started when I was in third
grade. The summer before I started teaching at this school, comprised exclusively of children
who measured “gifted” on the Stanford-Binet, I borrowed books from their personal-professional
library to connect research and literature to the professional knowledge forged at my family’s
kitchen table. That fall, the entire school attended a regional independent school conference, and
I participated in a workshop on differentiation. I returned confirmed and inspired to do the work
that would enable me to meet the needs of my students.
So on this base of knowledge –warranted by my parents and research, I created a plan
that was focused on the students in my room.
Based upon my understanding of the students, I placed them into four groups (I saw
fifteen at a time, while the other half of the class participated in their reading class): one group
generally paced more slowly and needed more skill practice, one group devoured math work
quickly and sought more, and two groups of students varied by concept and interest. I added the
students who it seemed had greater capacity than interest to the group that was paced more
rapidly. In doing so, I hoped the challenge and excitement demonstrated by that group might
encourage deeper engagement by the uninterested students.
In my mind these groups were not fixed. Every unit included a pre-test. All of the
students completed this assessment and I organized the groups based upon their current
understanding, keeping in mind the factors above. At times, I found that once I began instruction
a student might struggle or excel in a way I hadn’t anticipated, so I simply moved the child after
we talked about my observations and he or she appeared to understand my rationale. Thus, the
groupings were somewhat fluid by concept and level of engagement.
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I tackled resources next.

I explored the back rooms of the school, and I went to the

dollar store and the book store in search of practice problems, extension ideas, and problem
solving materials. Before every unit, I would spend several evenings standing over the copy
machine. Having estimated how much practice each group might need and what kind of depth or
extension activity might be appropriate, I Xeroxed and organized worksheets into folders. Each
group had their own folders arranged in order and set up in a designated area of the classroom.
The folders contained work that required repetitive practice, application of the concepts, and
additional related concepts. There were more or less of each category depending on the group.
The children could then work independently and ask each other for help around their group’s
round table, as I provided direct instruction through manipulatives or board work, initiated
activities, or assessed the children one-by one.
To the independent content work and my differentiated instruction, I added the selfdriven problem solving work. The school had several product lines of problem-solving cards in
varying levels and we participated in a number of math competitions that provided practice
resources. Students were free to do as much or as little extra problem solving work as they
desired (beyond the scope of the problem-solving embedded in the curriculum I constructed
related to the content). I provided charts and stickers so the students could keep track of their
work. I also incentivized the more complex competition problems which usually required more
time: five completed problems for a miniature candy bar. This approached seemed to induce
students who were reluctant to take the risk of engaging in unfamiliar or outside-of-the-box
mathematical thinking.
What remained was to introduce this idea to the students. My teacher partner Linda and I
wanted to counter the narrative that differentiated instruction affected children’s self-esteem.
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We had a sense that self-awareness and a sense of accomplishment would do more for children’s
self-esteem than teaching the group as a whole and pretending they all worked and understood to
the same degree, at the same depth of understanding, and at the same pace. To that end, we
imagined a classroom in which the children honored themselves and one another for who they
were – struggles, accomplishments, and personalities altogether. We decided to have a naming
ceremony. We considered the children’s characteristics and named them in silly but dignified
ways according to their gifts and possibilities. A smiling but easily frustrated girl became
Princess Positive, for example. We designed place cards with their new names and drew up
programs for our ceremony. When they returned from gym early in the second quarter, I held
them outside my door while Linda finished arranging the room.

The class buzzed with

excitement and rushed to their seats to see what was the big deal. One by one, we asked them to
stand and we “dubbed” them with their new name, encouraging applause and hoorays. Each
child giggled as they rose to receive their new name: some stood proudly, others were
embarrassed but grinning. We munched on some treats together in celebration, and then I stood
and explained that we are group of wonderful and very different people. I tried to inspire them
to honor this as we worked together.
As we shifted into math and reading classes, I explained to each class how this would
apply in math. I pointed them each to a designated group and table. Each group named itself,
which I allowed in an attempt to cast a shadow on which group was the “highest” or “lowest.”
They figured it out quickly, but thankfully I had the language from our naming ceremony to
construct another way to think about our groups. We settled in. The combination of these
accommodations to content, pedagogy, and environment seemed to work for my class. We
hummed along together for a few weeks. Until Leonard became a problem.
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Leonard flew through the content work, although it seemed that once he figured out how
long this kind of work might take, he slowed and chatted with friends. But his work was always
completed on time. His approach to our hands-on activities and projects were thoughtful, more
than cursory attempts to follow the directions and finish the assignment. As I mentioned earlier,
Leonard exuberantly tackled the problem-solving work. At every free moment, he asked to do
problem solving cards. He requested five competition problems every night. He and his dad
worked on them together, as a bonding experience his mother related to me. All of this did not
seem to be enough. Leonard showed signs of boredom with the regular content. I felt, while he
was learning new concepts, everything I provided for him did not cause him to engage his
person. In other words, he didn’t have to work very hard. It was all coming too easily – with the
exception of some of the competition problems. I ensured that there were always plenty of
problems and added more with greater complexity.
The trouble was that if Leonard could not find the answer to a problem and did not
understand how to find the answer, often, I could not do the math or I could not explain how to
do the math. Thankfully, the competition problems came with explanations in the answer key.
When Leonard brought me such a problem, I would buy time. If I couldn’t get away with taking
it home and working it out with my engineer-husband, I would distract Leonard with a task or
busy work and then discreetly pull out the answer key. Hunched over my desk with my arms
hiding the book, I would frantically try to piece together enough understanding to explain
Leonard’s missteps in solving the problem. Linda was a co-conspirator; she did her best to keep
the students occupied when I would find myself in this predicament. One awful time, I couldn’t
figure it out either. Leonard’s dad asked for the answer key and determined there was a typo!
Again, deception served me well and ate at my soul.
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I met with Paul, the head of school, my partner teacher, and the fifth through eighth
grade math teachers. I described my observations and suggested that Leonard’s needs could be
met in part by an accelerated math curriculum. He simply did not need the time most children
needed to understand new mathematical concepts. It was as if he almost understood them
intuitively after glancing at the first presentation of the new skill or concept. Could he not join
the fifth grade for math? He could at least be taught by a math specialist who might better
differentiate due to her content knowledge. I was met with an unequivocal “NO!” by the math
teachers. Their reasons were two-fold: first it would be too complicated to adjust the curriculum
year after year for him, and that it would be inappropriate for him to be with older peers. “We do
not skip children here.” The headmaster, only two years into his tenure, acquiesced to tradition.
I returned to my classroom baffled. My best efforts pacified Leonard and offered only
glimmers of possibilities for his giftedness (or simply capacity, talent, and interest) in
mathematics. He was in a school whose mission it was to serve children exactly like him, but the
school’s way, it’s best intentions, did not serve Leonard or honor its own mission. And I was
complicit. I felt like I had to do SOMETHING to help Leonard engage in math in a way that
helped his person grow. I zeroed in on Leonard’s Achilles heel: his very sloppy, elephant-letter
handwriting. I justified taking points off his homework assignments because his manuscript
demonstrated a lack of care for his work. I kept him from getting an “easy” A. All year, I felt
as if I did him a great disservice by my lack of content knowledge. And even though I
maintained my tough position on handwriting with Leonard, I didn’t fool myself.

That

pedagogical and philosophical choice did not allay my regret for Leonard’s experience as my
student.
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Contrary to Leonard’s experience, I believe my differentiated, tweaked Everyday Math
curriculum supported Benjamin in a wonderful way. A small, bony boy with enormous blue
eyes, Benjamin’s mousy light brown hair reflected his aura. His personality didn’t grab you; he
didn’t lead his peers.

But oh, was he delightful.

Benjamin’s disposition was sweet and

respectful. He loved to be in on the joke and laugh and laugh. Benjamin loved math, but he
worked slowly and often did not grasp concepts even after the third and fourth time. He needed
lots of practice problems to support his understanding, and I found them for him. He did not
seem to mind his group placement. In fact, Benjamin seemed content. He worked at his own
pace, but because I designed the whole curriculum to address their various needs, he often
finished his work in time with his peers. Benjamin enjoyed the problem-solving cards, taking
some home every night. Actually, Benjamin’s only problem, I think, became ME when I reacted
to his parents.
Benjamin’s dad was a mathematician. His mother may have been as well; what I
remember for sure is how highly the family valued mathematics. This information came to light
just prior to spring parent-teacher conferences and the final written progress reports. You see,
we made decisions about middle school placement at this time of year, and Benjamin’s dad was
determined to have Benjamin placed in the upper level math class in fifth grade.

Two years

previously, Benjamin’s sister had not been placed in the upper level. Benjamin’s parents and the
fifth through eighth grade math teachers went twelve rounds before, during, and after the
placement. The teachers finally acquiesced and placed her in the upper level, but felt Benjamin’s
sister suffered in the subsequent two years, and they were resentful because they had to support
her far more than they needed to support other students at that level. They did not believe she
was appropriately placed.
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When Benjamin’s dad insisted that Benjamin follow his sisters’ footsteps, I was unaware
of their history with math placement at the school. I was a bit surprised by this request, at first.
Did Benjamin’s parents really believe he could handle advanced math? I realized they did not
have the context of Benjamin’s progress relative to the rest of the class and my differentiated
instruction and content. I went to the head of school and he organized a meeting with the upper
level math teachers. As they spoke about this family, the faces of these middle aged women –
who dedicated themselves through a career of diligent service to this school and to gifted
children – flushed and their nostrils flared. They were indignant that this family was challenging
them yet again. They argued vehemently against the parents’ wishes, laying out every piece of
evidence they could conjure from their vast experience, including their tenure with Benjamin’s
older sister. They recalled her stumbles; the many readjustments to the curriculum. They
worried about her self-esteem due to her struggles; and they lamented the additional work
required for her when the regular math curriculum at her grade level would have suited her so
well. Ever amiable, Paul bobbed his bulbous red nose in agreement with these women. The
message to me was clear. It was my responsibility to draw the line with these parents. In no
uncertain terms, I needed to ensure that Benjamin’s parents would not become a problem for
these teachers again. Benjamin’s parents needed to be put in their place, and their opinion was
not to be affirmed in any way. After all, what did they know about math education?
I discussed this charge with my co-teacher, and as I did I also voiced my concern that we
were so dismissive of the parents’ concerns and desires for their children. Linda shared my
discomfort and we agreed that when we met with Benjamin’s parents we would listen to them
first. I mean, they were his parents. They had a right to see their child challenged and engaged
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in a way they thought was suitable, didn’t they? Or didn’t they at least have a right to advocate
for their son without there being a foregone conclusion?
On the afternoon of our meeting, my stomach fluttered anxiously. How would I break it
to these parents that their son isn’t as bright as they think he is? Is there a way to do it gently? I
reminded myself that I would listen first, and I think I trusted that the truth would emerge as we
all just wanted what was best for Benjamin. They would see that he was bright but could be
accommodated in the regular upper level math courses.
Benjamin’s parents warmly received our greeting and we sat together around a student
table. Mr. J was a slight man with large glasses. He wore an open-necked white and pale blue
striped shirt under a navy blue blazer. Mrs. J stood by his side – a foot smaller than her husband,
if that was possible.
“Mr. and Mrs. J, what would you like to talk about today?” I smiled and tilted my head
to indicate I would listen closely.
In a tone that belied his size, Mr. J carried on at length about the outrageous treatment of
his daughter by the math teachers. He swore that he would not let the same thing happen with
Benjamin.
“What level are you going to recommend for Benjamin in 5th grade?” Mr. J demanded.
He shook visibly, and Mrs. J put her hand on his arm. He stopped talking and Mrs. J resumed.
“We would like to be heard,” she explained. “We know our son. We know what is best
for him.”
I could not argue with her. But I also had information they did not. They knew their son
to be gifted. And he was! His IQ was a prerequisite for his enrollment here. But giftedness is
relative in a school for gifted children, so I attempted to paint a picture of Benjamin’s progress in
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math. First, I concurred with their understanding that Benjamin loved math, even thrived when
learning math. I provided examples of his enthusiasm and delight when he acquired a new skill
or understanding. Then, I explained how I differentiated content and instruction, assessing and
organizing the children. I related the fact that Benjamin never fell within the accelerated group
because he required a steady, methodical pace in which to work out and practice new content. I
did not show them his work or the work of students who worked at a level beyond Benjamin’s. I
was trying to be diplomatic.
Diplomacy failed me.
Mr. and Mrs. J continued to insist that I recommend him for advanced math next year. I
didn’t have the guts to say no. I just kept smiling and listening and speaking in soothing tones. I
did not tell them I would do it, but neither did I tell them “no” flat out.
When they left, Linda and I just stared at each other in a kind of stupor. It was as if they
didn’t hear a word we said. What was I supposed to do now?
I really didn’t have a choice. I had known what I had to do ever since I left the meeting
with the other math teachers.

My older, more experienced colleagues, and my boss, our

headmaster, would not “allow” it. To recommend Benjamin, to support his parents’ wishes,
would have meant my disobedience.
And yet, how dare Benjamin’s parents ignore my professional opinion, established
through careful observation and work with their son?! How dare they ignore the professional
experience of my colleagues? Why do they even have him at this school if they don’t trust us?
It was in this fit of indignation that I wrote his end-of-year report. Summoning my
mathematical “prowess,” I figured out that Benjamin was in the bottom 5% of his class based
upon assessments and observations. I wrote that number and sentence in his permanent record,
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determined to get his parents’ attention and make them hear me. I gave them mathematical proof
that he was not a candidate for the recommendation they demanded. That would show them. I
saved the document and sent it to the main office for delivery.
Linda shook her head. “Christy, why are you putting this in his permanent record? How
will it hurt to just send him on?”
I left that school and elementary school teaching that year. In later communication with
Linda, I heard that my report created quite a stink: furious parents and an administrator’s
nightmare.
Benjamin’s delighted face lives in my heart. Caught between my sense of professional
authority and fear of disobedience, Benjamin, his expression, causes me to wince. I fear,
ultimately, that I hurt him. Did he read that report? Did I stop on his enthusiasm in my attempt
to exact respect for myself as a professional? What other choice did I have if I was to stay in line
with my “team”? How could I have hurt Benjamin when I started by just trying to help him?
My experiences with both Benjamin and Leonard left me pondering my qualifications to
teach “anything” just because I might have a “gift.” Was it ethical for me to take the job outside
the boundaries of the knowledge I had accrued? Was it ethical for the school to provide ME as
the teacher to these children?
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3.2

DISTURBANCES

I cannot understand my own behavior. I fail to carry out the very things I want to
do, and find myself doing the very thing I hate . . . for although the will to do
what is good is in me, I cannot carry it out. – Romans 7:15, 172

Dear Ruth and Joy,
I share these stories, and their subsequent retellings, with you, my newbie teacher-friends,
because it has been in my thinking, writing, and conversation with others about these memories
that I have found a kind of understanding of my experience, which opened up new opportunities
for me in my teaching and my Being in the world. I know, it seems like wild exaggeration to
make so much of my “worst,” inexperienced days of teaching. And I hesitate to share these lest
you interpret my sharing as generosity from an older and wiser educator. This is not my intention
at all. I do not assume that I have figured out teaching and learning simply by the years I have
logged in the profession. In point of fact, I have not. Quite the contrary, teaching and learning
and schooling and curriculum and pedagogy have become less clear and more complicated.3
Actually, in all my experience, more precisely in the reflection upon and meaning I have made
from that experience, I have found a kind of liberation in not knowing, in being uncertain, and

2

Adapted from the New International Version.
William Pinar, The Character of Curriculum Studies: Bildung, Currere, and the Recurring Question of
the Subject (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), 1. “Curriculum studies is a complicated conversation.
Structured by guidelines, focused on objectives, and overdetermined by outcomes, the US school curriculum
struggles to remain conversation. It is conversation – efforts at understanding through conversation – among
students and teachers, actually existing individuals in certain places on certain days, simultaneously personal and
public. The fact that students and teachers are individuals complicates conversation considerably, and often in
welcomed ways, as each person brings to whatever is being studied his or her own prior knowledge, present
circumstances, interest, and yes, disinterest…Add to these the locale or region where the curriculum is enacted, the
nation (its history and present circumstance), the state of the planet, [the individual school]… and one begins to
appreciate just how complicated the conversation about the school curriculum is, can be, and must remain”
3
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more to the point, in being unfinished as a growing teacher and human. And this freedom
energizes me to be the kind of teacher and person that I am proud of because of how I attend to
the people in my life, including myself. If there is anything I wish for you, it is for you to engage
in a similar struggle for this kind of freedom.
But I did not always cherish the complications. I assumed tidy explanations and
executions of teaching. I expected learning by students in return for my efforts. I’m reminded of
Jack Donaghy, played by Alec Baldwin as the straight-laced, right-wing, high-level executive in
the TV sitcom 30 Rock, who explained he didn’t need to talk to anyone about his feelings
because he put any potential problems in his “mind vice” and CRUSHED THEM until they
simply did not exist.4 
To be honest, the fact that I experienced teaching as something other than that clean,
simple exchange was bewildering to me.5 As I experienced these teaching moments, you can tell,
I did not quite know what to make of them. The residue of these moments and the snap
judgements that followed were funny feelings and a longing to put the discomfort out of sight
and mind. By the time I came into doctoral study, these anomalies, which I’ve portrayed, in an
otherwise satisfying and sometimes laudable teaching career, became a significant frame through
which I perceived myself as a teacher. I had confidence in myself as a teacher and yet these
experiences seemed to say something about me, about my teaching, which was very unsettling. I
could not abide the sense of confusion that what I knew did not yield the results I anticipated.

Tina Fey and Kay Cannon, “Chain Reaction of Mental Anguish,” 30 Rock, season 5, episode 9, directed
by Ken Whittingham, aired December 2, 2010 (Long Island City, Queens, New York: Silver Cup Studios East).
5
Janet Miller, “Teacher Spaces,” 12. What captured “our attention…were the examples of variation, the
uncharted, the exception in our classrooms. These constant anomalies often contradicted a tidy description of a
successful teaching approach reported in a journal article …or a surefire combination of methods and materials that
we remembered from our teacher preparation programs.”
4
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Because I did not know what to do, because I was many times left with feelings of guilt for
reasons I could not explain, I thought I was doing it all wrong or I blamed the kids and their
parents. Mostly, I was ashamed of myself for not getting it right. But in order to survive (who
can bear facing shame?!), in order to “grow” along professionally responsible lines, I long
ignored my feeling of shame and powered on, determined to be the best I could be according to
what I understood the standards to be. That was my job for the sake of the kids in my classroom.
As I embarked on doctoral study, I focused on helping other teachers by getting to know
everything I needed to know to support them in what I perceived to be their weaknesses.
But these memories that I attempted to exclude from my story kept rearing their heads,
insisting they belonged. They butt into conversations with my study group of professors and my
teaching fellow colleagues also in the doctoral program with me, and they clamored for attention
through my revulsion when seeing myself in my adult students. My study group engaged in
dialogue mostly around critical incidents we experienced as teachers of an undergraduate preservice teaching course, Social Foundations of Education. Later this continued when I was coteaching a graduate course, Curriculum Studies, for future administrators. We brought to the
discussions insight and discourses from our current reading as well as contemporary cultural
concerns relevant to education that came up in the media. The critical incidents usually
represented interactions with students that caused us frustration or surprise.6 Why couldn’t they
see or receive alternate ways of viewing education other than what they had experienced as
students? This dialogue, incorporating as it did so many perspectives (students, professors, peers,

Within Social Foundations courses, “critical incident” may be seen as a moment in the work of teaching
for teachers to reexamine their personal biography within and against the institution and larger social and cultural
dynamics. Julie Carter, “Critical Incidents in Social Foundations: Reflecting on Theory, Connecting to Practice,” in
Becoming a Teacher, eds. Blake and Blake.
6
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scholars represented in their discourses, current public narratives) was incredibly rich. As a result
of this on-going dialogue over several years, supplemented by compelling dialogue with
discourses thought my own coursework, I was able to make sense of these anomalies. Further, I
could see that by incorporating, rather than ignoring, their difference, I could tell my story in
ways that permitted me to seek and try alternative ways of Being, as a teacher and a person.
When I returned to graduate school, I also encountered the work of educational
philosopher Maxine Greene, who encouraged teachers to pay attention not only to the children in
their care but also to themselves. Who we are as human beings mattered as much if not more
than what kind of curriculum and pedagogy we used.7 After all, education is not about getting a
good job or about saving the national economy or reputation, right? We’ve talked about this a
lot, so I think it’s safe to say we share this belief. Education is about the development of the
individual into and toward the person (woman, mother, citizen, teacher, friend, neighbor, etc.)
she might become. It’s about the idea that that “Becoming” never ends, right? 8 And so,
education, as John Dewey liked to say, is the intentional constructing and reconstructing of
experiences to make meaning for our Being and Becoming in our world. 9 Of course, then, who
we are in our role of teacher, in our place in the formal structuring of experiences for others,

7

This notion is discussed by a number of scholars, including Greene in Existential Ecnounters¸155.
The teacher . . . must acknowledge somehow that his effectiveness, like his authenticity, depends to some degree
upon the nature of his personal commitment. He must acknowledge that he cannot live in two domains – private and
professional.” It is expressed well by Palma Suzanne George Millies, “The Relationship Between a Teacher’s Life
and Teaching, in Teacher Lore, eds. Schubert and Ayers, 24: “A teacher’s school experience is inseparable from the
rest of her life. Teacher’s life outside of teaching contributes to the kind and quality of teacher she will become, and
her personality, assumptions, and values impact her teaching directly and indirectly.”
8
Greene, Existential Encounters, 4. “They are to be educated, in other words, to make their own way as
persons, if not as producers; they are to be educated so that they may create themselves.”
9
Dewey, Democracy and Education and Experience and Education. Millies in “The Relationship Between
a Teacher’s Life and Teaching,” describes it as “a form of thorough inquiry that asks questions of the experience in
order to better understand it,” (25).
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matters in terms of what we understand this process of growing and Becoming to be. 10 That
means my struggle for freedom was not merely individual, either. As a teacher, my Becoming
has social and ethical dimensions as well.11
I was captivated by this view of the teacher. The idea compelled me that my
responsibility was more holistic than knowing the right pedagogy to get kids to learn and
knowing enough of my content to get them to understand. It certainly seemed to match my
experience. My central difficulty was in not knowing enough and so not having success getting
kids to do what I needed them to do for their own good, i.e. learning content and how to be a
good citizen, to name a few of my expectations. I believed that I’d live up to my ethical
responsibility if I just had the right body of knowledge.
What I found in Maxine Greene’s work was her idea of Naming embedded in her
existential and phenomenological view of teachers as human beings. She proposed that if we pay
attention to the disturbances, the tensions, the sense that something is missing, we might find our
way into greater freedom in Being who we imagine we can be. The idea of Naming is to look at
our circumstances as we have not before and to find language for the feelings we have that
something isn’t right. Something is in the way of our human need to Become who we might

I like Virginia Jagla’s articulation. In a qualitative study of teachers responding to question of the use of
their imagination and intuition in teaching, Jagla finds, “It is our becoming as human beings that spawns our
becoming as teachers…Being in tune with one’s insights, building a capacity for trustworthy intuition and being
willing to act upon it – are all part of a philosophy of life that can lead to better teaching.” Jagla, “Teachers’
Everyday Imagination and Intuition,” in Teacher Lore, eds. Schubert and Ayers.
11
Greene, Releasing the Imagination: Essays on Education, the Arts and Social Change, 197-198. “The
central questions will continue to haunt us. How can we reconcile the multiple realities of human lives with shared
commitment to communities infused once again with principles? . . . It is out of this kind of thinking, I still believe,
that the ground of a critical community can be opened in our teaching and in our schools. It is out of such thinking
that public spaces may be regained . . . The principles and contexts have to be chosen by living human beings
against their own life worlds and in the light of their lives with others, by persons able to call, to say, to sing, and –
using their imaginations, tapping their courage – to transform.”
10
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Become. In other words, instead of striving to do something better, or ignoring what is troubling
me, I need to pause and face it with a critical, questioning, curious perspective. She suggests
paying attention to the unsettled feelings that emerge from experience. Why? Those feelings tell
me that there is an obstacle to my Becoming. I am somehow impeded in my deep down impulses
to care for myself and others in our growing together.12 Paying attention to those feelings means
paying attention to what kind of human being I am.
Highlighting discomfort or embarrassing feelings seemed counter-intuitive, especially
since as a teacher I was supposed to know what I was doing. If I was uncomfortable or unsure or
confused, then I couldn’t be doing my job right. Focusing on myself felt, well, selfish, and my
small problems did not seem to warrant service when there are so many, even my own students,
who suffer real issues. But I tried Naming professionally. Not only had this worked for me
personally, to some extent, but I also could not abide the tension and shame any more.
Something wasn’t right. In fact, something about my way of Being felt down right wrong, and I
didn’t want to intrude or impose myself on students without figuring this out.
I think we three, and most teachers we know, would leap to answer in the affirmative to
the idea of doing whatever we have to do for the sake of the kids. But when it comes right down
to it, it is pretty painful to focus on what feels like we haven’t gotten right. Many of us, I think,
don’t relish the thought, let alone dive in, to do this kind of internal work. To do this is to let go
of safety, of what is supposed to be, and trust ourselves to find the right way forward. It’s scary
to think about freedom in an unknown context and end. Sometimes, though, not being the person

Parker Palmer in “The New Professional” suggests that staying close to emotions can generate “energy
for institutional change, which might help everyone survive.
12
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and teacher we yearn to be is painful enough, or troubles us long enough, that we are compelled
to figure out what’s going on so that a new way of Being might be possible.
Well, this letter represents my engagement in that struggle to make sense of what it has
meant and what is does mean for me to be a teacher. I hope it will demonstrate the power of a
Naming praxis and the freedom made possible through such a praxis.13
~
To begin, I have to address the troubling inklings that something was off in the
experiences I shared with you. I have to confront the feelings that stayed with me for over a
decade after I left those classrooms. You may recall, I felt: discomfort, desperation, confusion,
pain, shame, guilt, and uncertainty. I felt, at times, as if something was missing. What also arose
in the stories were my feelings of certainty, clarity about the way things were supposed to be.
You can see that, due to this uncertainty, I carried with me a lot of judgement, too, toward
myself, my colleagues, the students, and their families.
Maxine Greene always advocated coming together with others in shared projects of
freedom.14 Dialogue offers multiple perspectives regarding the dialectic, how we experience the
world mediating internally and externally.15 We make meaning of our experiences through

“Praxis is a particular type of cognitive action which crucially involves the transcending or surpassing of
what is. Those who treat knowing in this fashion refuse to take the social cultural matrix for granted as a given. This
means that they pose their relevant questions and pursue answers with a sense of a reality to be produced and with
the intention to bring about the projected state of affairs.” Greene, Teacher as Stranger, 163. See also Miller,
“Teaching Spaces” and Grumet, Bitter Milk, who imagine praxis also highlights teachers’ knowledges that evolve in
human relationships. Such knowledges…emerge from the reciprocal movement of theory in practice and take shape
in the variety of relationships that teachers forge in their daily work,” 16.
14
Greene writes in Dialectic of Freedom that freedom is “personally achieved when we each make
decisions we believe to be fully our own. They are decisions more often than not based on shared principles or
shared perceptions of what is good and right; but they remain personally achieved,” 101.
15
Greene’s use of the dialectic is hermeneutic, related to understanding and interpretation. In the Dialectic
of Freedom, she described this dialectic as the back and forth consideration of one’s inward consciousness and
13
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interpretation; we reconstruct what happened to make sense of it all according to what we
believe or value about the world and ourselves. Within dialogue, we engage with our
interpretation of experience through language. By taking our interpretation out of our head and
putting it into language, we “try on” meanings. The richer the dialogue, the richer the
possibilities for meaning as a foundation for our Becoming.16
This is where the dialogue comes in, such as the kind I had with my study group which I
described in an earlier letter. Through it, I started to focus on three things. First, I removed the
pillow from atop the uncomfortable feelings I had been smothering and let them live more
openly in my mind and heart. Next, I searched for similarly troubling perspectives which seemed
to resonate with my experiences and/or my interpretations of those experiences. Finally, I
borrowed language that seemed to describe what happened or what I thought happened to me.
These three actions of attention helped me to reinterpret, to reconstruct, to Name the obstacles to
my Becoming.17 This thinking work in language within the context of my discomfort helped me
to be free of an interpretation that stilted how I was; it allowed me to think and so BE differently.

existing external structures of the material world. “The dialectic [involves] the subject/object relationship. [We are
back to] the realization that freedom can be achieved only in an ongoing transaction, one that is visible and legible to
those involved,” 83.
16
Greene, Dialectic of Freedom, 21. “Human is consciousness always situated; and the situated person,
inevitably engaged with others, reaches out and grasps the phenomena surrounding him/her from a particular
vantage point and against a particular background consciousness . . .The perspectives available are always partial.
The individual sees profiles, aspects of the building entered in the morning, the school or the agency . . . There is
always something more to be discovered each time he/she focuses attention. As important, each time he/she is with
others-in dialogue, in teaching-learning situations, in mutual pursuit of a project-additional new perspectives open;
language opens possibilities of seeing, hearing, understanding. Multiple interpretations constitute multiple realties;
the “common” itself becomes multiplex and endlessly challenging, as each person reaches out from her own ground
toward might be, should be, is not yet.”
17
Greene, Dialectic of Freedom.
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In Naming, then, I focused on dialogic engagement.18 I allowed the voices in my head –
the versions of my Self I thought I was supposed to be or wanted to be -- to converse with the
discourses represented by my peers and the scholars I encountered in doctoral study. 19 In these
conversations, I addressed my emotional response and initial intellectual interpretations of those
concrete, lived experiences in my early teaching days. Through honest engagement with multiple
perspectives, I began to see several themes emerge that troubled my professional sense of wellbeing: the way my own experience of education positioned me for teaching, my expectations
regarding classroom authority, my understanding of professional responsibility, compliance,
aims of education, and ethical responsibilities. In what follows, I will describe to you my
Naming process from the narratives of my teaching experiences. You will find, as I did, that they
do not fit neatly into separate categories or descriptions, but I will do my best to keep things
clear!
~
When I entered the teaching profession, you may recall, I highly valued my experiences
as a student. I believed that I’d had a wonderful education in many ways. My assumption was
that those experiences meant that “I knew what good education looked like.” Further, I then
knew what it meant to be the teacher creating that good education. You can trace in my
narratives my attempts, especially at Teachers College and in my student teaching experience, to
replicate my own educational encounters for my students. Those stories tended to end in my

18

Sidorkin, Beyond Discourse.
Miller, “Teachers’ Spaces,” in Teacher Lore, “I struggled to make explicit the ways in which I had
internalized others’ expectations for myself as woman and teacher…Those passive and unconsciously complicit
assumptions not only had shaped my professional and personal life but also had reflected psychological, social,
political, economic, and historical constructs which, heretofore, I had assumed as immutable and beyond questions,”
19-20.
19
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confusion that the students did not experience those encounters as I had. I blamed the kids: Ruby
only had the capacity for “candy books,” Nate was defiant –perhaps due to his background,
Maria just didn’t want to do the work. And I was frustrated with myself. What was I missing? I
executed what I knew to be the best of my experiences in reading, analyzing a primary source, or
writing, and yet, I didn’t get the simple exchange of students’ learning that content or skill for
my teaching effort. When I taught my peers at TC, I was baffled that my own experience in these
kinds of discussions was not enough to lead them.
The second theme I noticed in my narratives was fear, frustration, and confusion
regarding my authority. I was certain that I needed to make the children obey me and conform to
my expectations. I was offended by disrespect. Students’ disobedience was on par with mutiny; I
used battle metaphors to illustrate my defeat. You can see in the narratives how firmly I believed
that managing the classroom was my responsibility. My execution of successful classroom
management, my control over the students, was what was best for them. Moreover, I understood
order and obedience among the students to mark my skill and success as a teacher. My strong
sense of righteousness on this point, I think, is clear in the narratives as well.
If I am honest, the most difficult scenarios of classroom mismanagement arose when I
taught minority children in low-income public schools. At the time, if you had asked me, I might
have been able to tell you that I was struggling with classroom management. I saw the problem
as another simple exchange: I should exert enough of the right kind of authority to get obedience;
the students should respect me as their teacher, positionally endowed with authority. It did not
occur to me to acknowledge anyone other than the individuals directly or tangentially involved in
the scenario. At the most, I might extend blame for bad parenting. However, in retrospect, I can
hear a deeply buried voice inside me that simultaneously blamed and excused the behavior of
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these children on the basis of their race or ethnicity and its culture, which I surmised may not
have taught them any better. I would not or could not have spoken this aloud at the time. My
liberal prioritization of the asocial-cultural individual meant that “good teaching” worked for any
child, regardless of their culture. This meant that what had worked for me would work for them.
Whether or not they were a minority, or even more whether or not I shared the same culture as
my students, did not seem relevant to their education or my job at all.
Instead, I focused on my professional responsibility according to perceived standards. I
attempted to create an environment conducive to learning, which included maintaining and
exercising my authority over my students to control their behavior. Further, I assumed that as the
teacher, I should have expertise in my content knowledge and pedagogical knowledge. All
teachers should. This definitive assertion explains some of my disdain for my colleagues as well
as my impetus for involvement with the curriculum mapping project. Given my position as a
teacher, then, I should be respected for that professional expertise. This was evident in my
indignation when parents did not trust what I was doing in my classroom with their children. But
I could question and should question whether my expertise was up to par. I felt like a hack or a
fraud if I did not know enough content or couldn’t figure out the best practice to get children to
learn something. I believed that I alone was at fault for not knowing enough. I bore shame.
Convinced something was wrong with me, I determined to fix myself according to the standards
for professional expertise I assumed. I must not know enough, I surmised. Over time, I had also
begun to recognize that I and the other educators in the building bore responsibility for the
experiences of students in our school beyond those in our own classrooms. This also became a
standard by which I judged my colleagues and myself. This “should” drove my imperative to
grow as a teacher, as well, and colored my relationships with other educators.
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One particular assumed standard became quite apparent in these early teaching
experiences: my compliance. I felt obligated to powers greater than myself. With regard to
professional expertise, I was bound to the expectations of my field, curriculum standards and
content goals. Getting through the material was my responsibility. Employing subject matter
expertise and implementing “best practices” such as those stemming from Howard Gardner’s
multiple intelligence theory demonstrated both my submission to the wisdom in the field of
education and my identification as a “good teacher” for following that wisdom. Further, I felt
subject and duty-bound to the powers-that-be within my schools. I had to be a “team” player and
“stay in line” with the team’s wisdom and decisions. Sometimes, it felt like a matter of selfpreservation to do what was expected of me. Often, the team was simply represented by the
administration, the “we” of the institution invoked in expectations. My narratives, especially in
the private schools, express a feeling of having no choice. Quickly, I found myself identifying as
a victim, expressing self-pity in grumbling. I did not like who I was Becoming. I became
complicit in the negative work environment. My work and life bore a strong tension of emotion,
which became untenable. I think it was best expressed after wiping my eyes from the cup of ice
thrown at me by children on a bus: righteous anger at the violation of clear, significant
expectations and penitent acceptance of punishment for my failure to be what a teacher should
be.
Abiding in this triangulation of expectations, assumptions, and perceived standards was
essential to me because my teaching bore an ethical and moral imperative related to the aims of
education in my view. In my narratives, you can see I held two primary purposes for education.
First, education should develop the human being so that she could live a meaningful, rich life,
including service to others. Second, American education should prepare citizens to engage
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thoughtfully in our democracy. These were high aspirations, and if I were to be a vehicle of their
realizations for children, then I had better be the best teacher I could be. Scanning the horizon of
my field, my profession, and my school to identify the components of the highest level of
teaching was my moral duty if I was to give my students the best. In other words, being the
“best” teacher was an ethical commitment; it involved knowing the right “best” things.
Controlling their behavior, making children work hard and aim high, selecting the “best”
materials and pedagogy are examples of the kind of work I needed to do to give these children
optimal opportunity to have a well-lived life, contributing positively to American democratic
society.
But these aims also provoked ethical questions for me. Who should receive the benefits
of my teaching? I know there’s a lot of ego there, but really, to whom was I ethically obligated in
a democratic society? Public school children? To whom am I accountable for use of my skill and
knowledge? What’s my part in this democracy? In our society?
More soon!
Christine
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3.3

“WE” KNOW – BEGINNINGS OF DISCURSIVE NAMING

Man goes beyond his own decision,
Gets caught up in the mechanism
Of swindlers who act like kings
And brokers who break everything
– Burnett and Costello20

Dear Ruth and Joy,
From the most unlikely sources, in my mind, I discovered that I am not at all alone in my
experiences; in fact, conundrums and troubles like mine have been studied and discussed by
teachers and scholars. I say “unlikely” because the ability to re-interpret my experiences – in
ways that opened up possibilities for my teaching rather than clamming me up in shame and
paralysis, did not come wrapped in neat packages of “solutions.” I didn’t discover one right
action or body of new knowledge that would fix the simple but disrupted equation of teaching
and learning among a handful of individuals in a classroom. Instead some historical, critical,
ethical, and ontological discourses claimed by the fields of Social Foundations of Education and
Curriculum Studies provided alternate ways of looking at my earlier circumstances and my
interpretations of them.21 Taken as a whole, these discourses provided language and possible reinterpretation for my experiences. Through my dialogic engagement with them, I Named what I
could only once feel. I could make sense; I could make meaning upon which to direct and redirect my Becoming as a teacher and person. In what follows, I will lay out some of these

T-Bone Burnett and Elvis Costello, “The Scarlet Tide,” [Recorded by A. Kraus], On Cold Mountain
[CD] (Los Angeles: Sony Music Entertainment Inc. and DMZ LLC, 2003).
21
See footnote 19 in Letters to Maxine. See also Pinar, The Character of Curriculum Studies and Standards
for Academic and Professional Instruction in Foundations of Education, Educational Studies, and Educational
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discourses in order to critically interpret the themes I identified above. These multiple
interpretations revealed what bound me and created alternative ways of thinking and Being than I
hadn’t considered before. You may find they converse with each other and I hope you will feel
the freedom to engage with them yourself. Do they resonate with you? What would you add?
What thoughts of yours resist the discourses?
~
“If I was a good student, then I know how to be a good teacher.”
Apparently, I am not alone in this early teaching experience and interpretation. Deborah
Britzman, whose research with new teachers comprises a seminal text in teacher education,
describes a central difficulty with new teachers. “Teaching is one of the few professions where
newcomers feel the force of their own history of learning as if it telegraphs relevancy to their
work.”22 We stumble through our own remembered experience as students while we attempt to
shape our identity as teachers, as if our interpretation of experience-as-student might typify that
of every other student. As if our interpretation is broad enough to denote the kinds of
pedagogical moves which help every other student learn. It’s curious that we who are usually
driven into this profession by our desire to care for others would not notice that our focus is on
ourselves rather than “how others learn, what learning means for them, and what one’s efforts as
a teacher have to do with that.”23
While humbling to realize and acknowledge this about myself, I have to say that this
insight, and the research and discourses that warrant it as a substantive difficulty for teachers,
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comforted me, while also providing direction for my further study of teaching — my teaching, in
particular. Britzman and others suggest that the move from student to teacher is fraught with
unexpected pressures, with uncertainty. We have already constructed a reality of formal
education for ourselves through our interpretation of our own schooling experiences.
Somehow the collective “we” seems to understand the role, the identity, the work of
teacher in a similar vein. Some, like Britzman, attribute this to the fact that “we” all occupied
schools, as law required our attendance, and thus carry a shared understanding of teaching.
Furthermore, those schooling experiences were reinforced by the stories we tell each other within
our culture. It’s a part of our student experience. Didn’t our parents’ reactions to our teachers for
good or ill shape some of the “should-ness” of our interpretation? And as we became adults,
could we not just feel it in the air? But beyond our days as students, political and cultural
narratives pervade our consciousness beyond our own relationship to teachers. Our cultural
milieu bears symbolic meaning through popular texts. From the “hero” teachers who singlehandedly save a child or group of children to the vitriol found in the “Comments” section in our
digital world, the pervasive quality of media creates images which are either truly aspirational or
eviscerating. In both cases, they demonstrate the cultural understanding that teachers are integral
to our ideals for our society and its members. And we could feel this personally. We aspired to
be teachers because of the great power teachers wield in shaping HUMAN BEINGS! What an
honor to be part of such a noble process. Friends and family nodded, noting how our character
and temperament are suited to such work. And yet sometimes, when questions about our chosen
profession are asked and answered, people shake their heads. “You could do so much more.”
“Only a teacher?” they wonder.
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I think it might be easier to bring these elusive, seemingly invisible, “shoulds” or
normative assumptions to light in yet another story. This one is not about me but about the
construction of the American Teacher in our cultural mind.24 To tell this story, I will have to tell
it several times within several discourses. As I layer the interpretations, I use this language to
Name my experiences. The first interpretation is one I pieced together as I studied the history of
American Education in history texts written through the late 19th century into the 21st century.
Consider it a “textbook” version of how we may have come to constitute the idea of the
American Teacher.
~
Four score and many more years ago, round about the 17th century, Europeans brought
forth on this land newly imagined, ideal ways of living together, which they hoped to maintain
and perpetuate in America. Survive, and then thrive. 25 Of high importance was the preservation
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What I attempt to do here is craft the beginnings of a Foucauldian genealogy of the concept of teacher,
although I do not claim it to be so definitively. A brief look at the historical conceptions of the work and role of
teachers in America since the colonial era, coupled with critical and feminist interpretive discourses, helps me to
piece together a widely-accepted normative discourse about what it means to be Teacher in this country. This story
focuses on the ways in which power relations operated to norm teaching in the cultural mind and more specifically
in the beliefs and practices of teachers themselves. The discourse both includes and excludes particular language,
and in doing so clearly articulate what Teacher IS or SHOULD and what Teacher IS NOT or SHOULD NOT. Using
a Foucauldian framework to “Name” the limitations of my Being created opportunity for critique I could not access
prior. I tell the story here within the idea of Foucauldian framework to demonstrate the hint of another way of
looking at my experience as a teacher. I do not mean to suggest that this is a complete genealogy. That is a project
for the near future! I explore it here as a theorist to determine its possibility as a future project to complicate the
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25
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colonists who shaped a social and political culture, and then nation, which soon required “Teacher” to exercise a
role to help realize these cultural intents. What I mean is that colonists did not arrive on this land, turn to the Native
Americans, wonder aloud how they might establish a social order like the tribes, and investigate the system of tribal
education. Rather, with violence and rhetoric which claimed the superiority of European, Christian beliefs, the
colonists established colonial culture in America as the dominant authority of this land. In order to maintain this
culture, with its values and beliefs, colonialists asserted. See also Joel Spring, American School.
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of religion and authority.26 Both New England and Southern colonists intended to create a new
society, with religious and economy-driven aims. Education came to represent the vehicle for
their ideological aims. In the North, colonial society took the view that education could perfect a
good person and create a good society. Education could help a person follow God and the
government, control the inherent evil in children and confirm or confer social distinction and
material prosperity of the society.27 In the South, colonial society ensured its self-perceived
cultural and moral superiority by using education to train the “Indian” out of the indigenous
peoples they encountered and included in their New World economy.28 The role of American
colonial teacher was played initially, in the North, by women who taught their own families from
the Scripture, and in the South, by both tutors and then ministers in parson schools.29 As colonial
society grew, young educated men were hired by towns to instruct the young. These teachers
hailed from upper class backgrounds and entered a short tenure in teaching in order to
benevolently serve the community. This American Teacher was responsible for imparting subject
matter and consciously shaping the character of his students, whose population was comprised of

26
Historian Merle Curti would suggest that what was new about the colonists’ attempt was to align religion
with civic authority in the North and to create a gentry class from those on the fringes of the dominant class in
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authority. Social Ideas of American Educators, (Patterson, New Jersey: Pageant Books, 1959). See also a discussion
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boys.30 His position was honored for his task as a noble and necessary one. The young teacher
boarded with a family; he was required to be of high moral standing; and the eyes of the
community followed him to ensure this standard for their children. Having served their time,
most of these men left teaching to begin their “real” careers in law or medicine.
Upon the birth of our new nation, education retained its ideological purposes and
subjected them to the principles of the republic. Our nation required education that might mold a
virtuous citizenry and provide tools for the exercise of political freedom. The role of the mother
as educator was elevated in patriotic duty as literacy and civic morality became an imperative for
every member of the new nation.31 Young men, recently graduated from Harvard and the like,
continued to serve as instructors of boys in schools. The American Teacher continued to convey
Enlightened ideas but now also bore the responsibility of shaping citizens who would determine
the future of American republican democracy.32 Teaching became patriotic duty, as well.
In the 19th century, schooling and teaching took on increasing social responsibility. With
industrialization came capitalism and immigrants — two realities that swiftly disrupted the
notion of a virtuous republic based upon shared values. With capitalism came vice, and with
immigrants came very different ideas of American family values.33 Formal education became an
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Here, as with indigenous education, we find the education received by girls missing from our narrative,
that while girls and women did receive an education in reading the Word of God, house and family care, and arts or
crafts, this particular education was not privileged and formalized into schools. Thus, at this juncture in our story, its
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instrument of government policy, the central institution for control and maintenance of the social
order.34 This kind of schooling was embodied in the “common school,” an education made free
to all children of the state. This model demonstrated society’s growing belief that schooling had
the power to ameliorate social ills. The schools were not only intended to amend the problems
created by an industrialized society, but the implication was that now, with increasing immigrant
poor populations, only the school could be trusted to assimilate diverse populations, inculcating
the values American society required.35 The common school could provide national unity
through the common ideology, based upon Anglo-American Protestant culture, promoted
through the common school curriculum.36 The goal of the curriculum was socialization: 1) make
children fit as adults to bear the honor and responsibility of democratic citizenship, 2) prepare
children for work through obedience and compliance, 3) provide moral instruction. Horace
Mann, the primary proponent of the common schools, asserted that the common school teacher’s
central responsibilities included training children not to transgress and in this the teacher could
replace the police. The American Teacher, through the common textbooks and other instruction
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guides that depicted particular Biblical virtues, was expected to deliver a common moral
education in addition to the political education expected during the nation’s infancy.37
A growing population in need of socialization demanded more teachers. Who better to
contribute to a virtuous and moral cause than women, who had been inculcating Biblical, civic
and now – through the transformation of the “home into a haven in a heartless industrial world”
– moral virtue in their homes for three phases of American life? 38 The gentler sex, surely, were
well-suited to attending to the character of the nation. As teaching positions were initially
designed as work for single, middle class women, these ladies moved easily into this respectable,
nurturing employment for which, in many ways, they had been trained their whole lives to do.
Catherine Beecher created the first seminaries for training women in…wait for it…the domestic
arts! (I told you that women’s informal, in-house curriculum would enter the tale at some point).
Once trained, these women, the American Teacher, mostly headed West to fill vacancies in new
communities. Women in the teaching force also brought down the price of teaching because, do I
even need to say it, they could be paid far less. Within a few short decades, by the latter half of
the 19th century, teachers were recruited from within the immigrant and lower classes as well in
order to meet the demand. The combination of poor, ethnically diverse and female characteristics
further substantiated the lower cost and need to oversee the American Teacher. Like their male
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peers who came before, many of these women boarded with community members who could
keep tabs on the teachers’ behavior.39
As the American Teacher was feminized, the men who had remained in formal education
first became “principal” teachers – leading by practice and experience, then administrators –
overseeing and ordering the work of teachers, and then – spurred to action by Horace Mann and
the common school call for local control over local schools – political and cultural
superintendents of formal schooling. Education had become a profession. Teaching could
become a stepping stone for greater ambitions. Many professions in the late 19th century were
organizing and establishing themselves as fields of study in the universities as well. But the study
of education had a patchwork past. It began as the preparation of teachers. The American
Teacher first had intellectual training in academic disciplines through the course of study of the
young colonist and early citizen. With the common school and the instruction of female teacher
seminaries came the Normal School. Devoted to the moral formation of teachers first, the normal
school also offered raw experience and methodological training to prospective teachers,
eventually formalizing training to “guarantee superior work.” Those who structured these
experiences hailed from schooling practice themselves; they were not scholars from within the
academy. In order to establish a place for education as a field of study, the education programs
subordinated the academic disciplines to studies in pedagogy. Pedagogical research and sciencebased methods became the foci of university study in education in order to demarcate scholarship
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that could not be claimed by the liberal arts. Thus, more and more, the American Teacher found
herself on the bottom rung of a profession struggling for professional and academic legitimacy.40
The voices of American education echoed in hallowed university halls by the late 19th
and early 20th century. Raucous debates ensued regarding the best pedagogy for training citizens
for democracy and for work. These debates only intensified as floods of immigrants seemed to
necessitate compulsory school laws to keep wayward children off of the streets and out of the
sweat shops. Progressives brought to light a notion of the “whole child,” human beings as more
than mind; children’s experience as a vital component of learning; and learning as a process of
problem-solving and “doing,” rather than merely thinking abstractly.41 Liberal arts’ proponents
decried the loss of depth in the disciplines and intellectual rigor that these progressive ideas
seemed to eschew.42 The population of teachers swelled and yet among the voices invited into
the debates, the American Teacher was not one. In fact, even school leaders were subdued as the
arguments raged among academics.
Without a voice, with little power in the face of scientific management, the American
Teacher addressed her needs through the formation of unions.43 Professional organizations such
as the American Medical Association set professional standards and provided learning
opportunities for professional practice, but teachers’ unions focused on issues of power, such as
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wages and working conditions. The lack of autonomy and voice experienced by the American
Teacher caused her to position herself with uneducated, blue collar laborers in order to address
her basic needs.44
With the rise of nationalism in the mid-20th century, politicians entered the schooling
debate. Patriotism and international superiority in the face of communism dominated the
country’s narrative about why education was so important and what its contents should be.
Sputnik sent fear shivering up our national spine and drove funding into science and math. 45 The
American Teacher became responsible not only for the character and academic growth of the
democratic citizen but also for the nation’s standing in the world. And strength was to come from
within, as well. The growth of federal intervention in the field of education intensified the
common school objectives for the school to address social ills. The first Elementary and
Secondary Education Act of Congress passed as part of a War on Poverty. 46 The American
Teacher had to work toward national well-being on top of international prominence.47
When our economy got rocky in the 1970s, so too did confidence in our nation’s schools.
Standards for learning and standardized tests to asses that learning became the norm with the
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federal report “A Nation at Risk,” which framed the solution to the country’s education woes
(and thus economic woes) into a narrative of economic/business reform that persists to this day.48
Education policy increasingly became the purview of the federal government, changing multiple
assumptions within education including the concept of accountability.49 Once our nation was
attacked on the turn of the new millennium, confidence dipped to new lows. Fear driven and
desperate for action, politicians intensified their quest for accountability in schools. 50 The
American Teacher, it was discovered through “research” was the single most important factor in
a child’s learning in schools.51 Standardized tests increased and schools that did not see gains in

48
A Nation at Risk was the report commissioned by the National Commission on Excellence in the mid1980s; “it asserted that the United States was at risk of losing preeminence in the world as a consequence of slippage
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student learning according to these measurements were defunded or closed. And the American
Teacher was evaluated for her effectiveness and blamed accordingly. Business saw opportunity
and began to profit off of the new technology and scripted curriculum schools and districts
“needed” in order to pass these tests and retain their very existence.52 Billionaires influenced
policy.53 The great debates were now fought among elite industrialists and their political
counterparts, and their arguments began to sound like fundamental agreement on corporate
reform measures.54 The voices of academics were diluted.55 School leaders might not even be
educators and, likely, if they did have a say in the national conversation, were instead business
men and women.56 And the American Teacher made noise through unions but were quickly

research to highlight the web of power relations operating to produce neoliberal interpretations of schooling. This
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dismissed for being argumentative for petty, selfish reasons.57 The American Teacher’s
responsibilities were the future and stability of these United States. Moral character, academic
excellence, civic duty —she was to instill these into children in order to ensure for the nation:
social equality, a thriving economy, and distinction as and protection for the most powerful
country in the world.
And the American Teacher failed. Failed children. Failed the republic. Failed society.
Failed the nation. Over and over. Decade after decade. By 2015, she was honored rhetorically by
a handful of politicians, but by most and in the cultural narrative she was shamed. Her ranks fell.
It was widely believed, through the proliferation of Teach for America ideology, that “anyone”
could teach and with little experience beyond a successful tenure as a student. 58 The passage of
the federal Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) at the end of 2015 even included language that
undermined the validity of teacher education in universities at all, while still suggesting that
teachers were the lynchpin of quality education.59
~
Have I demoralized you fresh-faced educators yet?! Sadly, while I relayed a story you
may not have heard before, I know that you both struggled with the perception of teachers
embedded in our culture today. It is still seen as noble work, but it isn’t seen as particularly
intellectual or challenging work. There is no sense of power, autonomy or creativity in the aura
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of being a teacher. In fact, usually the word “just” precedes identification as a teacher. This
image gave you brilliant, capable women pause as you entered the profession; it continues to do
so, I know, as you grapple with whether there’s “enough” in teaching to keep you excited and
growing.
For me, because teaching ran in my family and was seen as intellectual work, I didn’t
really see this image early in my career. Of course, twenty years ago, the profession was not as
diminished in honor and respectability. There was some trust, as the story indicated, that, if welleducated and trained, teachers would change the world. I entered the profession with a sense of
calling and also with a huge sense of individual responsibility. The failure, which I and other
teachers experienced, was of our own making. It was our responsibility to figure out what’s gone
wrong and to fix it…for the sake of the kids!
This first historical story of the role of American Teacher began to take shape for me
within the first few months of doctoral study. Just understanding that there were the historical
forces at work, framing expectations, gave me language to reinterpret my story of individual
failure. I started to see that perhaps being in the role of American Teacher meant that I would be
inhabiting a web of power relations in existence before I even got there. Social expectations.
Social value. Professional expectations. Professional value. I discovered that my own intentions,
values and aims were rooted in cultural understanding of the obligations of formal education in
America. As I talked with fellow-teacher friends at this time, I realized that while I could blame
my upbringing and personality for my oftentimes intense approach to my profession, I could no
longer assume that my experience was unique and completely of my own making. Even with our
vastly different experiences in America’s public, private, urban, rural and suburban schools, so
many of us embodied these dynamics as we exercised ourselves in our role as American Teacher.
220

I want to highlight a few of the dynamics that arose in the historical narrative by representing
some of the discourses I “conversed” with through my studies. That dialogic engagement, which
follows, changed me.
More to follow!
Christine
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3.4

NAMING A FEMINIZED PROFESSION

In the days of Shamgar son of Anath,
in the days of Jael, the highways were abandoned;
travelers took to winding paths.
Village life in Israel ceased,
ceased until I, Deborah, arose,
until I arose, a mother in Israel.
– Judges 5: 6-760
To tell the truth is to tear aside the conventional masks, the masks adopted due to
convention or compliance, the masks that hide women’s being in the world. It is
to articulate a life story in a way that enables a woman to know perhaps for the
first time how she has encountered the world and what she desires to do and be. –
Maxine Greene61

Dear Ruth and Joy,
You know, as a history major, I could trace the roles, responsibilities and perceptions of
the American White Woman through time. I knew that politically and legally she was inferior to
men. She did not have a privileged position or power. In many ways, her freedom was limited,
unable to choose her own life, as so much of it was defined for her. Confined by law and social
mores, she created her life within and against expectations.62 What I had never considered was
that the role of the American Teacher might be embedded in these same gendered social,
political, cultural, and legal dynamics. Several scholars in the field of Curriculum Studies
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brought these to light so that I could see being a teacher not as an isolated phenomenon but as a
product and instrument of culture.
The field of Curriculum Studies points to the early 19th century as a beginning for the
study of public curriculum issues, but it must be said that these beginnings of course were
founded on conceptions of gender, which claim earlier roots.63 Primarily, female participation in
education as students or teachers rested upon the idea a woman could contribute to society based
upon her feminine character (biological and/or virtuous) and sphere of influence (roles and
responsibilities).64 Thus, while girls entering educational spaces traditionally intended for boys
were seen as a victory for the equal competency of women’s minds, the goal of this allowance
was to produce wives and mothers who functioned intelligently and wisely within the home.65
The virtue and behavior of girls would also have a civilizing effect on their male peers: the boys
“would presumably cease acting in an unruly fashion.”66 Female teachers, then, would have a
wonderful effect on the future. One of the most vocal proponents of coeducation and female
teachers, Catherine Beecher, emphasized women’s submissiveness and their inclination to selfsacrifice, purity, and domesticity, as evidence of the moral superiority they would dispense into
schools.67 As cottage industries faded into industrialized systems, single white women moved out
into the world out of necessity and opportunity. 68 Schools welcomed and encouraged their
contributions based upon their femininity. Surely they would create “happy home-like
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schools.”69And their participation in schools, practicing virtue, would only serve to strengthen
that capacity once they returned to the home as wife and mother. 70 Curriculum theorist,
Madeleine Grumet, writes that in the role of schoolteacher the “good daughter had found a way
to advance women into the public sphere without disturbing the dominance of patriarchal
authority.”71
The problem, according to Grumet and other feminist curriculum theorists,72 is that while
school men and the society they purported to represent desired the feminine gender ideal,
schooling itself had acquired a very different gendered character. In her seminal work on women
and teaching, Grumet contextualizes teaching within conceptions of mothering.73 She points to
the attributes of mothering experience and expectations, and she notes the lack of these attributes
within teaching. Grumet draws on history, not unlike the historical narrative in my last letter, and
demonstrates how, for example, the aims and formation of common schools, compulsory school
laws and citizenship education directly undermine not only the feminine ideal but also contradict
our own experiences of such nurturance.74 “The feminization of teaching became a form of
denial as the female teachers in the common schools demanded order in the name of sweetness,
compelled moral rectitude in the name of recitation, citizenship in the name of silence, and
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asexuality in the name of manners.”75 Grumet argues that the heart of nurturance is the visceral,
concrete, lived experience of the relationship between mother and child. She then presents
historical evidence of female teachers idolizing and emulating male teachers’ maintenance of
order among students, of schools boasting of their pupils’ total submission of their bodies and
minds to the direction of their teacher. In such examples, Grumet demonstrates that nurturance
rooted in relationship collapses “into strategies for control” in the role of American Teacher.76
The discourse of control extended to self-control, Grumet asserts through the compelling
example of Father Cyrus Peirce. A normal school instructor (a teacher of teachers), Father Peirce
becomes renowned for his teaching philosophies and methods. His students’ notebooks reveal
his instruction that they find within themselves a “deep well of patience, obedience, selfabnegation, and loving-kindness.”77 He establishes a method of moral suasion to inculcate in
students (his teacher students and subsequently their child-students) the desire to do good. Thus,
Father Peirce creates an idealized teacher image through his own presence as moral superior,
teaching and training through his own execution of virtue. His instructional rhetoric promotes
this image by setting clear personal virtue objectives, desirable teacher qualities being, among
others, “patience, mildness, firmness and perfect self-control.”78 What his image and rhetoric
belie are his tremendous frustration, anger and resentment as he deals with his students. His own
journals are filled with annoyance at ill-prepared students who are lazy. He is distressed by their
lack of attention and enthusiasm. He bemoans the future comprised of such disengaged
educators-to-be. In this way, for his own teacher-students, he mystifies the actual experience of
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teaching. The picture painted for the new teacher is one of success built on personal endeavor, an
emphasis on doing it right rather than paying attention to the state of one’s being. While this
historical picture details a male teacher’s experience, Catherine Beecher exacerbates the
poignancy of the problem for female teachers when she theorized that meekness and orderliness
were essential properties of femininity. For a new female teacher, then, the errant student or
disorderly classroom makes a case for her incompetence not only as a teacher but as a woman.
Grumet conjectures that many a young woman left teaching, “chastened and humiliated,
interpreting their failure as proof of their own frailty, weakness of will, and essential incapacity
to function in the man’s world.”79
Can you see, thus far, where the roots of feminizing teaching left patterns on the
contemporary American Teacher…on my own experiences as a teacher? The incongruence of
expectation with experience is threaded throughout the history of the American Teacher as a
feminine phenomenon. Further, the mirage of the ideal pointed over and over again to the
individual teacher’s very character and correct action, judging and condemning the person for
not possessing the qualities she should have.
But oh, ladies, it just gets more complicated, and yet so clarifying in terms of Naming my
experiences. I learned that as education professionalized itself from the late 19th through the
mid-20th centuries, teachers were marginalized because they were primarily women. Because
women’s work outside the home was considered temporary, women were mostly excluded from
leadership positions. Men first assumed leadership in practice, as principals and superintendents.
Women’s (teachers’) livelihoods were dependent upon their relationship with these men and thus
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compliance became integral to the identity and responsibility of the teacher. Because of this
gendered division of power, some scholars argue it became easier and easier to undermine the
creative agency of the American Teacher.

80

Gradually men in intellectual and professional

leadership also came to dominate the identity, culture and direction of the profession. Historian
Joel Spring describes this process as the “rise of the expert,” beginning in the early 20 th
century.81 The field and profession of education was built around the concept of scientific
management. The “first” and early education professors and curricularists advocated
dispassionate analysis, emphasized procedural precision, and minimal waste of instructional
time.82 With an eye toward models of business and industry, these schoolmen developed
curriculum as a means-ends proposition, using objectives as a primary tool for efficient delivery
of knowledge and skills required for adult life.83 Psychology became an important component of
education as these experts analyzed human activity for curriculum development and
administered tests to children to benefit their efficient instruction.84 As expertise in management,
curriculum development, and psychology grew, so too did hierarchy and bureaucracy in the
schools, increasing the space between teachers’ work and the agency with which to make
decisions about that work.
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Scientific management pervaded teacher training as well, historian Herbert Kliebard
argued.85 Experts defined traits of good teachers and conducted job analysis to both judge
teacher quality as well as to discern those methods which best worked in the production of good
students. The field of curriculum development thus specified end products, and teaching became
an application process, a “standardized means by which predictable results might be achieved.”86
Teacher education then could be yet another process “by which teachers were transformed into
efficient manufacturers,” thereby making teaching a technology.87 In this way, becoming a
teacher came to mean becoming a part of a system, playing a role with defined responsibilities.
Critical theorist Michael Apple asserts that these responsibilities shifted from designing
one’s own curricula and teaching to mastering a wider range of technical skills, such as assessing
and assigning grades quickly, deciding which skill group to put a student in, and efficient
management of groups. Apple and others call this process deskilling, in which skills of workers
(teachers) are broken down and re-appropriated by management to enhance efficiency and
control.88 As this happens, teachers lose control over “timing, over defining appropriate ways to
do a task, over criteria that establish acceptable performance.”89 As standardization of
educational processes has increased in the last decades, so too has intensification, Apple writes.
Intensification is the erosion of teacher privileges like having time for bathroom breaks at the
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very least and time for creative thinking at the other end of the spectrum.90 In fact, the
intensification of procedures (for the sake of efficient and standardized practices and
management) may even result in “cutting corners” by the teacher but definitively creates the
feeling for the teacher that she doesn’t have time for the intellectual work of her job and must
rely more heavily upon experts.91 Her “professionalism” then stems from her ability to consume
the intellectual work of experts and make quick management decisions in her classroom based
upon what others have deemed generally appropriate.92 In this way, compliance becomes the
American Teacher’s professional responsibility.93
As you read this, you may believe I am anti-expert, anti-objectives, anti-analysis, antiaccountability, etc. This is not my aim nor my point. What strikes me is the framing of the field
and profession in such a way as to elbow teachers out of the conversation and yet expect teachers
to shoulder the enormous task of ensuring the student exit schooling as the “outcome” the
experts, representing the public, desire and expect.94 It’s funny, even progressives who fought to
overturn the scientific paradigm, to turn educators to the child’s experience and concrete rather
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than abstract educational encounters, relied on the individual teacher to effect this change. The
underlying framework of the field and profession reveals that we have removed autonomy from
the American Teacher and her work and yet directed incredibly intense, collective focus, as a
profession, and in the last several decades as a nation, on the accountability of the American
Teacher in her work.95 William Pinar, another curriculum theorist, Named the consequences of
this framework, which I felt as I taught.
Instrumental rationality is to blame…attention to pedagogy, teaching, instruction
sets intellectual and political traps for the teacher. Power and responsibility
accompany the command of attention. It becomes the teacher upon whom the
student depends in order to learn –that is the intellectual trap. It is the teacher who
becomes responsible for student learning: that is the political trap. The locus of
responsibility, the very site of education, is the teacher then, not the student.96
The accompanying pressure on the American Teacher to maintain a professional stance
such as this is tremendous to say the least. The American Teacher cannot afford to be wrong. It is
her professional duty to know more and do more for the child than even the child’s own
parents.97 Can you see, then, how I could get to dismissing Benjamin and Christopher’s parents?
This all becomes possible, scholars argue, because those most connected to the
educational encounter, the teacher and the student, are severed from their human need and ability
to create and control that encounter. No one hears them (or listens to them) say, “Hey! This isn’t
working! This doesn’t feel right!” And this dilemma arose due to the view of teaching as
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women’s work.98 Whether a man or a woman in the role of teacher, such persons embody a
feminized role, which has pervasive normalized expectations and responsibilities that have
marginalized him or her, as well as his or her knowledge and experience, from the public and
professional discourse.
But being a woman within a feminized role may create added tension. Out from extensive
collaborative work with teachers, Janet Miller observed that “attempts to professionalize
teaching seem to have simply reinforced the internalized conflicts of many women who are
encouraged to move beyond the confines of women’s work and yet who still are being molded
by external definitions of their profession.”99 Further, research on women’s ways of knowing in
the last four decades reveals that the abstract, rational, subject-object epistemologies so prevalent
in education may be contrary to ways women have historically made sense of the world. 100 In
their groundbreaking study of women’s ways of knowing, Mary Belenky and her colleagues
assert that reasoning or what is labeled “thinking” involves considering the abstract and
impersonal, “while those [processes] that deal with the personal and interpersonal fall under the
rubric of ‘emotions’ and are largely relegated to women.”101 The “one best system” created by
schoolmen in the last century forced denial of emotional, intuitive knowing as well as knowing
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grounded in relationships.102 Teachers’ legs are taken from under them as the very language and
nature of conversation most detrimental to themselves and their work is written off as decidedly
emotional and female; irrational and unquantifiable. Grumet sums up the tension well,
“Dominated by kits and dittos, increasingly mechanized and impersonal, most of our classrooms
cannot sustain human relationships of sufficient intimacy to support the risks, the trust, and the
expression that learning requires.”103 Furthermore, the professionalization produced through a
professional culture always looking up to authority mitigates a collaborative, collective spirit
among teachers. This isolation disrupts the historical tradition of women gathering with one
another.104
My compliance, my strong sense of responsibility to professional standards, my need for
others to respect my professional authority made so much more sense in the context of these
discourses and history! I was relieved in some ways. This kind of thorough explanation allowed
me to try again to make sense of my experiences. To rise up. I even felt like somewhere in this
new understanding there was a little bit of space to maybe even rework even how I could see
myself in a different way both as a woman and a teacher. To create another way of being a
teacher, one that paid closer attention to how I understand what’s going on in my classroom and
in my own heart and mind…one that maybe used her voice a bit louder…one that maybe could
effect change if she spoke loudly enough?
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I didn’t realize that in some ways I was still bound. My freedom was still limited. The
troubling feelings felt a lot more faint. But they lingered. Thankfully, I could begin to count on
my dialogic encounters with my study group and with scholarship to Name the elusive
discomfort of my teaching experience! Re-interpretation awaited although I had no idea how the
discourses I encountered would both give volume to the unsettled whispers and shatter my sense
of righteousness.
Still with me?  More soon!
Christine
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3.5

NAMING HIDDEN WORK AND (MIS)UNDERSTANDING

When those who have the power to name and socially construct reality choose not
to see you or hear you, whether you are dark-skinned, old, disabled, female, or
speak with a different accent or dialect than theirs, when someone with authority,
of a teacher, say, describes the world and you are not in it, there is a moment of
psychic disequilibrium, as if you looked into the mirror and saw nothing. –
Adrienne Rich105
We who are in education cannot know, cannot truly know how it was, how it is.
But we can attend to some of the voices, some of the stories. – Maxine Greene106

Dear Ruth and Joy,
What also became clear through my historical and critical study was the idea that the
American Teacher was expected to do much more than teach reading, writing and arithmetic. I
thought I was using the academic disciplines to teach critical thinking so my students would be
equipped to keep learning and growing and be effective citizens in a democracy. But I was
doing, and expected myself to do, so much more. Philip Jackson’s discourse on the “hidden
curriculum” in schooling initiated a Naming in this vein.107 The very structure of school as an
institution —its routines, rules, and physical daily “sameness” —immerse students over time in a
way of Being and Being together. As a student, I was socialized in this same way. I then taught
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my own students what it means to be socialized. I reinforced an understanding of the teacherstudent relationship which prioritized order: students should respect and obey; teachers were
responsible for providing an education in which students learned how to do that.
Critical theorists fleshed out this Naming in political and economic terms. They drew on
historical aims of education, that industrial America required good workers and their critiques of
schooling, for example, pointed to the myriad ways that students were socialized for factory
work: bells delegating the use of time; their own work confined to others’ design and approved
by outside standards; movement constricted by designated areas such as box-like classrooms and
desks within straight columns and rows. These and other features comprised what has come to be
known as the “factory model” of education. Jean Anyon and other theorists went further and her
research suggested that schools that drew from different socio-economic populations socialized
the students through hidden curriculum of class to participate within their own social class.108
Whether this relationship created 100 percent causality is not the point; for me, the pattern was
enough to point to forces outside of myself compelling me to “be” a certain way as a teacher,
forces I had not yet examined or evaluated because I simply had not considered this possibility.
Although it was interesting for me to understand the hidden curriculum in economic
terms, the cultural implications of the hidden curriculum helped me again to reconstruct some of
my early teaching experiences. In the historical story that I wrote, did you catch the formation of
curriculum based upon Anglo-American Protestant culture? Did you notice that both colonial
and industrial Americans sought to inculcate non-Anglo-American protestants with particular
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values, and in doing so possibly communicated a lack of respect and acceptance of their own
family/ethnic culture? Teacher training programs and colleges taught first those domestic arts
which represented the value system of the Anglo-American Protestants who established them.109
Thus, whether Anglo, American, Protestant or none of the above, the American Teacher would
come to understand her role within the context of that culture. I have to say I was floored by the
idea that what I believed to be “true,” and fundamental “givens” could be a construction of
culture rather than a universal truth.110 Shouldn’t all children respect their teacher; be quiet
unless spoken to; know to obey when asked a rhetorical question such as “Why don’t we take out
our books…”? I was baffled and I discovered through further dialogue with discourses that my
inability to see my own culture, to see it in its dominant power in schools, is something I share
with many other teachers.

111

You’ll see in the following discourses how our shared blindness

and complicity may exist despite our deep desire to do good. And in that dissonance may lie the
roots of our frustration and confusion.
I have to explain myself a bit before I dive into this next story of Naming. You may find
that not everything in this story has a one-to-one relation with my teaching experiences. There’s
a lot here, but I include it all because it was the depth of the cultural difference and the
consequences of the lack of acknowledgement of those differences that struck me most
profoundly. In fact, I do not have clear hindsight regarding a possible rationale for my confusion
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and frustration. Instead, this story changed my attitude toward myself. I realized that it is quite
possible I had no idea what I was walking into; that I could only Be and BEHAVE according to
the culture and perspective in which I’d marinated. I began to have some compassion for myself
– for that young teacher and for her students. It’s the same compassion that I had for you, Joy,
when you blogged about how you exuberantly shared the victory of Martin Luther King, Jr. and
the Civil Rights movement with your fourth grade class. “Now African-American children and
white children can go to school together!” you exclaimed. The response of one little boy in your
charter school class, comprised entirely of minority children in inner city Cleveland, was to echo
in surprise, “We are allowed to go to school with white kids?!” When you told this story, you
related so well your own bewilderment evolving into chagrin that somehow you had taken the
lesson you learned in school as reality and missed the one experienced by the children seated
before you. I had so much empathy for you in that moment, Joy. We don’t see, until, well, we do.
Ah. I’m so thankful for that kind of seeing, painful though it is, because it opens up the
possibility to live more closely aligned with what felt like an ethical calling to teaching. So I
wanted to share with you part of my own process of grappling with these cultural realties. In
them, I became aware not only of my own culture, but that of my students as well. And I
recognized in myself the race-less identity of the American Teacher. This is my Naming and
Seeing.112
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I wrote much of this as an academic paper as I tried to frame the tension I felt with culture and authority
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In the field of Social Foundations of Education, some scholars such as Lisa Delpit, Gloria
Ladson-Billings, Ann Arnett Ferguson, Gary Howard, and Herbert Kohl, reframe the problem of
student “mis”-behavior as a problem of culture. To be clear, these scholars do not locate the
problem within the culture of the student, as has become popular: pointing to a “culture of
poverty” or a deficient racial or ethnic culture. Rather, the discourses that represent their work,
including those framed by critical race theory and anti-racist education, highlight the culture of
school as it is expressed in institutional norms and traditions as well as the teachers’ practice and
their own culture.

Both the school and teachers’ cultures tend to be the dominant social

culture.113 One scholar states, matter-of-factly,
Public education, like any other aspect of public policy that has a cost attached to
it, is directed by elected public officials according to the values they hold and the
extent to which they see all students as worthy of high levels of education. The
decision to provide a high-quality education is affected by officials’ views of race
and ethnicity as well as the role they saw for students of different racial/ethnic
backgrounds in American society. 114
In these discourses, scholars recognize race as a system for organizing culture, and
further as a device for reproducing inequality in the contemporary United States.115 Delpit points
out that “most institutions in our society are created to reflect the realities of a particular cultural
group, mainly the white, academically oriented middle class.”116 Thus, white culture holds the
privileged position in our society. Ladson-Billings argues “the creation of a racial hierarchy with
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White and Black as polar opposites has positioned all people in American society and reified
whiteness in ways that suggest the closer one is able to align oneself to whiteness, the more
socially and culturally acceptable one is perceived to be,” and African-American culture is seen
as a corruption of white culture, rather than a distinctive culture of its own.117
What is troubling is that this remains unacknowledged by most of white America. In
fact, with a Black president, some argue we are in a post-racial America. Critical race theorists
suggest this ignorance or naiveté exists because racism is normalized in American society, “so
enmeshed in fabric of our social order it appears normal and natural to people in this culture.118
In other words, we are typically unaware of the Foucauldian references we make, comparing
everyone and their culture to a standard of whiteness.119 As Delpit puts it, “when the privileged
see others who operate from a different worldview, they can often comprehend them only as
deviants, pathologically inferior, certainly in need of fixing…”120
American public schooling makes clear the Foucauldian reference, perpetuating the
larger society’s racism within the schools.121 Delpit explains, “In the educational institutions of
this country, the possibilities for poor people and for people of color to define themselves, to
determine the self each should be, involve a power that lies outside of the self. It is others who
determine how they should act, how they are to be judged.”122 This emerged historically and
will sound familiar to you given the history I constructed in my last two letters. “The emphasis
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on a ‘one best system’ emerges from the 19th century Americanization model that was designed
to merge all students, regardless of ethnic and cultural origins into one ideal American,” argues
critical historian Joel Spring.123 And just as they were intended to unify the Anglo-American
culture, the actions of the American Teacher within and through schools were meant to
“deculturize” Native Americans, Asians, Puerto Ricans, African-Americans, and immigrants.124
This continues today. For example, African-American children, especially those from urban
areas with high levels of poverty, are labeled as “at-risk” and culturally disadvantaged before
they come into the classroom. In this way, labeling children as “culturally deprived” positions
white middle-class cultural expressions as the normative or correct way of being in school and
society.125 Ladson-Billings clarifies this point.
Being at risk became synonymous with being a person of color…This works to
construct a position of inferiority...Diversity, like cultural deprivation and the
state of being at risk, is that “thing” that is other than White and middle class.126
Much educational literature denigrates African-American culture.

It is seen as an

oppositional counter-productive culture in reference to white culture. It is not seen as a useful
tool for meeting the needs of African-American learners and is thus delegitimized in the
classroom. “Schools and teachers treat the language, prior knowledge, and values of AfricanAmericans as aberrant and often presume that the teacher’s job is to rid African-American
students of any vestiges of their own culture.”127 This attitude can be traced to the 1950s and
1960s when cultural deficit theories emerged describing children of color as “victims of
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pathological lifestyles that hindered their ability to benefit from schooling.”128 The two most
popular explanations for low achievement (of children who are seen as different) locate the
problem in the children themselves or in the families.129 The popular refrain reflecting these
attitudes include phrases like: “parents just don’t care” and “they aren’t ready for school.”
Programs were and are then created, such as Head Start or Title 1, which rest on a foundation of
cultural and social inferiority. Ladson-Billings reasons, “If we begin with the notion that some
children lack “essential” qualities deemed necessary for school success, how is it that schools
can correct or compensate for those missing qualities?” The goal of school, then, is to remove
the children of such families and/or “to compensate for those perceived inadequacies.”130
The result of these attitudes and goals is a poor education for African-American children
in poverty. “Teachers and administrators assume that poor children are so inherently different
that they cannot be treated with human dignity and humanity. They are trained to not place high
academic expectations of these children because the primary purpose of school is to bring order
to their lives.”131 Ladson-Billings continues and expounds that the perspective that
these children don’t have enough exposure/experiences” … causes classrooms to
be filled day after day with experiences but little, if any, teaching. (And) when
teachers espouse “You poor dear” syndrome not only do they focus their energy
on sympathizing, but this sympathy also turns into a set of excuses for why they
cannot expect much academically from underserved students. Most grievous is
that this attitude on part of the teacher gives children permission to fail, which can
be contrasted with what teachers seem to do with White, middle-class students,
namely ‘demand success.’132
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One of the first obstacles children of color run into is the American Teacher, who is most
often white. A majority of teachers in urban classrooms are white, while their students are
increasingly diverse.133 There are several issues related to this particular obstacle, including the
way educators perceive black children and their culture, the teachers’ own culture, and the
teacher’s practice and pedagogy which represent her culture and the way she was trained. Many
of these teachers come from “predominantly White neighborhoods and predominantly White
colleges of teacher education.”134 This means that the American Teacher brings with her the
vision and dynamics of White dominance. Often, the American Teacher attributes academic and
behavior problems to the children themselves, not recognizing the impact of the clash of cultures
the students’ experience on a daily basis.
The question of authority is a good place to begin this discussion on cultural
misunderstanding. In White culture, authority is established primarily by acquisition of an
authoritative role. The (White) American Teacher understands that she does not need to exert
personal power because of the position she holds. Through rhetorical questions, she may ask
veiled commands, such as “would you like to sit down now” and the children in her class who do
understand authority as she does understand that this question is a command to be obeyed no
matter how “indirect, soft-spoken, or unassuming she may be.”135

But African American

children may understand authority in terms of their Black culture in which authority is earned
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and exhibited by personal efforts and characteristics. “The authoritative person gets to be a
teacher because she is authoritative,” Delpit explains.136 Thus, a veiled command uttered without
power is not necessarily seen as a directive. In fact, the (White) American Teacher portrays
herself to these children as weak and “incapable of taking on the role of being the teacher (so)
there is no need to follow her directive.”137 At this point, typically, African-American children
can then be seen as the problem, disobedient and uncooperative, in need of behavior
management. My expectations of respect in Evanston and Harlem were based upon my
positional authority as the Teacher. My manipulations and pleas dripped of powerlessness,
however. My assumption – rather than exertion of power -- confused us all. Scholars note this
exhibition of personal power is also a way that many African-American children understand that
their teacher must care about them. Delpit’s work in particular reflects that
Research has shown that motivation in African-American children from low
socioeconomic groups is more influenced by the need for affiliation than for
achievement. [Further] research suggests that children of color value the social
aspects of an environment to a greater extent than do “mainstream” children, and
tend to put an emphasis on feelings, acceptance, and emotional closeness.138
These studies contend that African-American interpretations of the environment
determine the amount and kind of effort students will expend on classroom tasks. The American
Teacher, however, is expected to be “dispassionate arbiters of knowledge and tasks.”139 Emotion
is not supposed to exist beside rational scholarship and objectivity. Displays of emotion are
equated with “losing control” and upset behavior management systems intended to deliver
logical consequences. This is classic White, academic culture, as we discussed in earlier letters,
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and it contrasts widely with a Black culture that ties emotion with affiliation. When an AfricanAmerican child sees a teacher as non-responsive, this is often interpreted as non-caring. Again,
the cultural difference produces a misunderstanding detrimental to the child’s well-being and
learning. In my teaching, I struggled so much to hide my feelings, put on a stern face and expect
obedience and respect. But, from their perspective, why cooperate with an adult who does not
even care about them? I could see this with Pete. The level of focus and effort he exerted could
be interpreted as proportionate to the time I spent at his side.
Behavior problems emerge both from misunderstandings within academic work and
because language, language patterns, and narrative of different cultures figure prominently in
school work. These differences lead teachers to assume African-American students have inferior
academic potential. I will later discuss the resulting behavior issues, but for now hopefully the
following will provide a rich picture of how deep the cultural misunderstandings run in the work
of teaching. For example, in studies, “black students were unaccustomed to responding to the
“known answer” test questions of the classroom. Students would lapse into silence when direct
factual questions regarding information just covered were asked [whereas they] responded
actively to questions probing students’ own analyses and evaluations.”140 Teachers, unaware of
such cultural interpretation assumed the children did not know the answer in the former scenario.
Delpit cites another study reflecting the difference in cultural storytelling and the
subsequent underestimation of the competence of African-American children. White and Black
first graders were asked to tell stories in this study. The stories of White children focused on a
single event, while the Black children told episodic stories usually including shifting scenes
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related to a series of events. After listening to these stories, White adults commented that the
Black stories seemed incoherent. These adults further assessed the children having only heard
the stories.

Their assessments included the assumption that the children have reading or

language problems, if not serious family or emotional problems that “might hamper academic
progress.”141 Conversely, the Black adults found these stories to reveal children with great gifts.
To them the stories were “well-formed, easy to understand and interesting with lots of detail.”142
Another language difference, dialect, led not only to similar problems but studies indicate
that the way teachers handled these perceived problems led to real learning troubles for the
children. Studies found that “constant correction of dialect…blocks reading development.”143
Delpit explains this arises when children are constantly corrected for dialect differences such as
“here go” instead of “here is:”
1) Overcorrection means this child will be less likely to become a fluent reader
than other children who are not interrupted so consistently. 2) Complete focus on
code and pronunciation blocks children’s understanding that reading is essentially
a meaning-making process (the child who understands the text is led to believe
she is doing something wrong, and instead encouraged to think of reading as not
something you do to get a message but something you pronounce).144
Further, the linguistic form African-American children bring to school is intimately tied to loved
ones, community and personal identity. The constant correction communicates to the children
that their identity and culture is wrong. Delpit asserts that “heritage is central to identity. To be
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disconnected from that identity means losing not only the ability to explain one’s essence to
others but also any potential for self-knowledge as well.”145
These academic problems can result in behavior problems when children resist the
practices that alienate or denigrate them and their culture. Herbert Kohl believes this resistance
emerges out of an understanding that learning what others want you to learn can sometimes
destroy you. Not-learning, he writes, is a personal choice and exercise of free will in an
environment that limits or oppresses identity and agency.
Not-learning tends to take place when someone has to deal with unavoidable
challenges to her or his personal and family loyalties, integrity and identity. In
such situations there are forced choices and no apparent middle ground…To agree
to learn from a stranger who does not respect your integrity causes a major loss of
self. The only alternative is to not-learn and reject the stranger’s world.146
Through Kohl’s research, he found a number of academic scenarios which seemed to
produce a response of not-learning from students. These situations parallel those found by
Delpit: reading, language, and authority. While some students were failing because there were
real learning problems, others, he found were making a conscious positive choice in their life not
to learn. Was this the case with Pete? With his friend Matthew? Kohl’s work provoked this kind
of wondering:
For some, not-learning was a strategy that made it possible for them to function
on the margins of society instead of falling into madness or total despair. It
helped them build a small safe world in which their feeling of being rejected by
family and society could be softened. Not-learning played a positive role and
enabled them to take control of their lives and get through difficult times.147
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But not-learning is interpreted negatively by the American Teacher and the education
system she represents. This kind of resistance is a threat to the entire system, and measures are
taken to discover and solve the problem. Inevitably, it is found, the problem is located within the
child as he or she is found to be disturbed or dumb. And the system itself is protected from
change.148
It is not hard to see how authority exercised through behavior/classroom management
emerges as an important discourse in teacher education given this perspective of AfricanAmerican children, their culture and their experiences in school.149 When the problem is located
within the child or his family, then clearly “management” becomes a priority in order to mitigate
distraction. It becomes the professional responsibility of the American Teacher. But anti-racist
scholars emphasize “the need to address systemic barriers that cultivate and sustain racism,
particularly within educational settings.”150
Following this line of thought, Ann Arnett Ferguson, in her extensive case study research,
found behavior management or “punishment [to be] a fruitful site for a close-up look at routine
institutional practices, individual acts, and cultural sanctions that give life and power to racism in
a school setting that not only produces massive despair and failure among black students, but that

148

Ferguson, 41. The state laws and the school rules that put them into effect are treated as if they are
universal truths, blind and neutral to differences of class, race and gender among groups of children. They are part
of our commonsense knowledge of young people: who they are and what they must be taught. Teachers and school
administrators speak of discipline as the essential prior condition for any learning to take place.
149
Amanda Ripley, “Bootcamp for Teachers,” The Atlantic (July/August 2012),
http://www.theatlantic.com/ magazine/archive/2012/07/boot-camp-for-teachers/309029. This is one example of the
types of classroom management training for teachers receiving press and financial support in the current educational
climate nationally.
150
Paul Carr and Darren Lund, “Antiracist Education,” in Encyclopedia of the Social and Cultural
Foundations of Education, (Electronic version: Sage Knowledge, 2008), 48.

247

increasingly demonizes them.”151

As a result of her study of punishment in schools, she

concludes that institutional operations themselves, rather than the narrative that the cultural
difference determines the pattern of punishment.152 What we see in punishment is the clash of
educational structures with student resistance. “Institutional practices continue to marginalize or
exclude African Americans in the economy and society through the exercise of rules and
purportedly objective standards by individuals who may consider themselves racially unbiased,”
Ferguson clarifies.153 The resistance appears when students reject the cultural modes that make
them “different.”154 African-American students, Ferguson demonstrates, recognize the school’s
alienation of their culture and themselves, and “kids recoup a sense of self as competent and
worthy under extremely discouraging work conditions…by getting into trouble.”155 And in
doing so, they enter the punishing system. Ferguson elucidates this concept quite definitively.
The punishing system is supported by nothing less than the moral order of
society-the prevailing ideology-which simultaneously produces and imposes a
consensus about a broad spectrum of societal values, manners, presentation of
self, including style of dress, ways of standing, sitting, tone of voice, mode of eye
contact, [and a] range of facial expressions…It is also assumed that the rules,
codes, social relations, and behaviors adjudicated by a school’s discipline system
are about the transmission and enactment of a moral authority from adults, who
are empowered to transmit and enact, to children, who are seen as lacking the
essential values, social skills, and morality required of citizens.156
Ferguson’s study revealed the school labeling practices and the exercise of rules operated
as part of a hidden curriculum to marginalize and isolate black male youth in disciplinary spaces
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and brand them as criminally inclined. Although, few educators involved in this school would
frame the problem with race. In fact,
In relation to this study, the position was that children were sent to the Punishing
Room not because of who they were, but because of what they did. The
institutional discourse was that getting in trouble was not about race but a matter
of individual choice and personal responsibility: each child made a choice to be
“good” or “bad.” The homily “the choice is yours” was printed at the top of the
list of school rules to emphasize this connection.157
But African-American educators in the building suggested that race was a fact, intimating
that White teachers were afraid of or did not know how to discipline Black boys. (If I’m being
honest, hadn’t I been afraid?)
Ferguson found children were sorted by the narratives teachers told themselves.
Educators believed “at-riskness” was a consequence of apathetic or dysfunctional families. (You
may recall I addressed these narratives as I confronted troubling new circumstances in Harlem).
Mothers and mothering were blamed for children’s behavior. The worst behaved children are
black and male. They score far below grade level. Their attitude toward school is terrible; they
refuse to work. Their actions reflect this attitude: they eat candy, fight, chase, instigate, and cut
school. “They are defiant, disrespectful, and profane.”158 Those who misbehave come from the
(low-income, Black) neighborhood, which is not a good neighborhood because you can see the
drug dealers on the street. Black children need special attention because they do not get it at
home. They are rarely in the gifted program but instead are sent to compensatory education
specialists for their “impulse control and attention disorders.”159 Both the parents and the
children are in need of special training programs. Conversely, as the narrative goes, well
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behaved children are also the best and the brightest, who come to school ready to work and know
how to resolve their disagreements with others in socially acceptable ways. This is due to the
fact that their parents are good role models who oversee their education. They are almost all
White.
These narratives seemed to express the natural order of things, but Ferguson’s study
uncovered a hidden order that instigates and perpetuates inequality. Through the lens of radical
schooling theory, she argues that “the function of school is to reproduce the current inequities of
our social, political, and economic system.”160 Using Foucault’s theory of disciplinary power,
Ferguson demonstrates how the educational institution reframes the consequences of racism in
the institution as problems with individual students.161 School rules become the centerpiece of
discipline. Conformity to school rules is the prerequisite to learning.162
Rules operate with other forms of classification such as tests and grades, psychological
screening measures, and the distribution of rewards and punishment. These things tell the
“truth” about the individual.
For some boys, the route from the Punishment Room leads to another series of
rooms where psychological counseling is offered in order to teach them “impulse
control” and how to get along better with their peers. So trouble making acts
become transformed into “troubled” children, with pathological personalities and
character flaws that must be documented and treated. This psychologization of
“troublesome” behavior is linked with a discourse about the nature of the problem
as an individual disorder rather than one that is social and systemic.163
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In additional to “neutral” rules, teachers seemed convinced that their own practice is
impartial, but cultural displays of emotion or use of Black English, for example, became
significant factors in teachers’ decisions about academic possibilities for students.

These

determinations were made against their own and institutional standards for what is ideal or
normal, in other words against the standard of White culture. Ferguson attempts to demystify this
concept of a race-less interpretation.
This apparent absence of race in whites, this presence as raceless, permits their
cultural forms to be known as, even experienced, as individuality. The
reproduction of racial order in the United States today is made possible by the
invisibility of operations that seem to be about natural dispositions and character
rather than about racial frictions.164
But Ferguson’s study also recognized that African-American youth understood that their
backgrounds, experience, and modes of expression “were detrimental to their achievement
and…must be eradicated.” She continues,
As discerning observers and participants, the boys know they must be actively
engaged in discarding or making up for these unbecoming elements of their
biography. They must make themselves over to succeed in school and to
accumulate the cultural capital that is the prerequisite for achievement. They
must …shed the distinguishing features of “Blackness” by approximating
whiteness by acting white.165
Her study then highlighted the conscious choice many African-American children,
especially boys, made with regard to how they would behave in school. The boys chose to
become Troublemakers or Schoolboys. Schoolboys operate with the notion that their Blackness
is a problem for their achievement. Internalizing the idea that academic prowess is an individual
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choice, these boys consciously work to align themselves positively with authority. In contrast,
Troublemakers defy the argument that they as individuals are the problem. They see their
behavior as a critique of a racist institution. They refuse to accept the “upward mobility
strategies that require black youth to distance themselves from family and neighborhoods and to
reject the language and the style of social interaction, the connections in which identities are
grounded.”166 Troublemakers enter the punishing system, which has long-term effects that
substantially increase one’s changes of ending up in jail.167
There is significant tragedy here. Ferguson urgently asserts that
There is overwhelming evidence that African-American kids enter school not with
an oppositional orientation at all, but full of promise and eager to learn. There is
also evidence that somewhere early in the fourth grade this motivation and intense
excitement about school learning dwindles markedly so for African American
boys in what has come to be known as “the fourth grade syndrome.” This is the
point at which African-American boys appear to begin to disidentify with school
and to look for other sources for self-evaluation. It is my contention that this
diminished motivation to identify as a “scholar” is a consequence of the
inhospitable culture of school that African American children encounter rather
than a consequence of peer pressure.168
When behavior is framed by these discourses, emphasis on the American Teacher’s
control and “management” strategies are a Band-Aid at best and unethical treatment of children
at worst. To remake schools into hospitable spaces for children of color, many of these scholars
call first and foremost for educators and institutions of educational training to recognize the
existence of White dominance in our society and the pervasiveness of White culture in the
American Teacher. Ferguson contends,
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If we want to work seriously on the issues of inequality for Blacks and other
oppressed people…we must begin not with the “problems” of marginalized
groups but with the fundamental social flaws that have been created by White
dominance.169
Emphasis on authority and control issue from an educational framework that ignores
racism and the educational mechanisms that perpetuate it. In doing so, it too becomes part of a
disciplinary system that individualizes children and locates problems within the individual,
thereby ignoring race, culture, and systemic inequities. Equally troubling are the low academic
expectations and inferior educational programming, also resultant from this classification.
Children recognize this ranking and many resist by choosing to defy the rules meant to order
them. Rather than managing the children at this stage, the discourses I have referred to in this
papers suggest addressing White dominance in educational institutions and within the American
Teacher herself, as well as honoring the humanity of African-American children by
incorporating their culture and providing high quality educational programs for them.
When I synthesized these discourses in this way, with some anguish, I cringed. And once
or twice, while reading Ferguson’s book, especially, I wept. My God, how violent is ignorance –
not seeing. I repeated to my teacher-self in cautionary tones, “Be careful. Be so very careful. You
know not what you do.” In other words, I didn’t find any neat and tidy solutions to the problems
of my early teaching days in Evanston and East Harlem. I was suddenly very aware that culture
was most likely a major factor in my confusion and frustration. The tragedy of what could
happen when teachers “miss” culture was so palpable.

And in the context of our earlier

discussion on “professional responsibility” I was further cautioned. The proliferation of “ideas”
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about how to manage students, especially students of color, has become yet another must-digestand-execute responsibility bestowed by “experts.” To be honest, after such a Naming of my
experiences, I have to say that I became less and less convinced that educational “experts” held
expertise in matters that really concerned me as a teacher. I felt a new professional responsibility
toward my students. I needed to understand their culture and how they might interpret mine. I
needed to pay attention to the ways in which I included or excluded their experiences. In what
ways did being an American Teacher, as I understood it, undermine their Becoming? How did it
undermine my own Becoming? Certainly my current interpretation and thinking bound us both,
but, in Naming the limitations, suddenly there was the possibility of alternatives, whether I could
define them yet or not.
Always searching for hope,
Christine
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3.6

BEING ETHICAL

How can one act on one’s commitment and at once set others free to be? This
seems to us to be one of the crucial questions confronting the self-conscious
teacher? – Maxine Greene170

Dear Ruth and Joy,
At this juncture, you may have noted how the good student-good teacher assumptions,
the historical story, the feminized professional discourse and anti-racist explications provided
critical language for me to Name some of the discomfort I acknowledged in my teaching
narratives. That language, to this point, also helped me to make sense of how I came to my
understanding of my role and responsibilities as a teacher. I relied heavily on external standards
such as theory, management, administrative approval, cultural expectations, normative
understandings for “being a teacher” (just the way things are) – such as getting respect and
having enough of the right kinds of knowledge. This led to distrust of parents, disdain for
colleagues, and self-victimizing in the face of authority. While I had colleagues who were
friends, in many ways, teaching was an individual endeavor, a challenge for me to tackle, so that
I could be my best and help kids be their best. This also meant I alone was to blame for not
getting it right.
Even after identifying the web of forces that construct the sense of American Teacher, it
was clear that these discourses helped me understand my thinking and behavior, but it didn’t
necessarily explain the specific tensions I felt. In our study group sessions, my mentor Noreen

170

Greene, Teacher as Stranger, Preface.

255

Garman would often assert that because we, as a society, force children by law to be in schools,
we have a moral obligation to those children. This statement stung me. It bugged me. And I
could not shake it over the course of the next ten years. At some point, I acquiesced to its
insistent voice, engaged dialogically with it and discourses representing this idea, and let them
guide further Naming for me. I shifted my gaze for a moment from myself and my internalized
standards to the children I taught.
I look back at my teaching narratives, and I found many emerge from situations in which
I was at a loss with a particular student. In other words, my inner turmoil and thus the fertile
space of re-interpretation occurred within a relationship with another person. Quite often, I was
puzzled because I acted to make the appropriate thing happen and I did not get the outcome I
predicted. It seemed like there was a SHOULD on one end and the specific, living child in front
of me at the other. And I couldn’t always reconcile them. That inability to make them fit together
was a deep source of frustration. Should Ruby not read Jane Eyre? Should Nate and his
classmates be permitted to disrespect me and carry on in the class according to their own whims?
Should middle school children be allowed to dance and listen to music loudly when they have
been asked by someone in authority to turn it down? Should Dustin not be disciplined for illegal
plagiarism? Shouldn’t seventh graders learn how to get along and work together? Shouldn’t
Leonard learn to write legibly? Should a trained Social Studies teacher instruct a burgeoning
gifted mathematician in math? Shouldn’t Christopher and Benjamin’s parents respect the
professionals? Could I not claim some degree of expertise and therefore expect respect for my
decisions for students based upon my hard won knowledge and experience? In each scenario,
this living child in front of me seemed to be the opposite of what SHOULD have been.
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This was the most profound and most common tension in my teaching: this child before
me and the right thing to do in my head. How could they be polar opposites? It became an
indictment on my professional ability and/or on the child’s willingness and ability to learn.
Either way, one of us was to blame. I resorted to manipulation and weird passive aggressive acts
to claim my authority or justify my expertise.171
Honestly, this was the deepest source of my shame. How could I be doing the “best,”
aiming for acquisition and execution of the best knowledge, and hurting my students? I could not
understand why I could not understand this and fix it. I found myself, ironically, entrenched in a
quintessential battle in the field of education. . .but in my own head. Make the child my focus or
the curriculum (and its aims)?172 It’s pretty black and white, dualistic thinking. And the silo
effect of the academy offered answers but not to my questions. Scholars of discipline pedagogy
reinforced the notion that if I, as an individual teacher, would just know and use the right
pedagogy, I could get the right results. Critical theorists fleshed out a richer picture of the
constraints of culture, politics, class, and systems embedded in my experience of teaching; they
even offered the possibility of resistance and voice. But many steered clear of how I might
reconcile all of this within my daily practice confronted by particular children and my particular
school environment. The aggressive attack on the practical tools available for teachers left me
with little but a sense of the enormity of the problem.
When I stumbled upon Parker Palmer’s interpretation of the concept of paradox,
however, this “other way” of thinking about “opposites” refined my understanding of Naming

Grumet, Bitter Milk, 57. She contends that “a defensive passive resistance by uneasy teachers, leads us
into emotional and intellectual stasis and reinforces our isolation from our community and ourselves.”
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while also Naming the challenge for me in each of the incidences portrayed by my narratives. 173
Paradox, Palmer suggests, offers us a fruitful way to grapple with life as contradiction, a study of
dissonance rather than harmony. “The heart of the human experience is contradiction, not
consistency or chaos; the world is not monolithic, things are not locked in place.”174 This
resonated with me as I wrote these visceral memories which could not be reconciled into a
cohesive narrative about who I was as a teacher. And I could of course identify with the picture
he paints of avoidance of the uncomfortable dissonance of human life: “Much in our human
nature resists living the contradictions [and] wants to avoid the tension that comes from being
torn between poles.”175 But Palmer insists that the contradictions point to larger truths. Logic, of
our mind, wants to separate and divide, but “the seeker looks for life’s hidden wholeness.”176
I do not think that he is talking about seeking a monolithic narrative that smooths out the
dissonance. Rather, his aim, like Maxine Greene’s, is a freedom that enables us to move into new
and richer possibilities for Being in the world.

He describes a process of accepting the

contradictions, owning them as my life. In this comes a sense of powerlessness, and a fatal sense
of death… “of self that insists on being in charge, the self that continually tried to impose its own
idea of order and righteousness on the world. We have finally accepted a difficult reality.” 177 Out
of acknowledgement, we can face what it for what it IS: an imposition to our growing, an
obstacle to our Becoming. We can transform those contradictions, or “larger truths,” into
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paradox, moving deeper into them to allow us to see differently. “In the tension of my fear, I am
open” to other possibilities for being.178
As I pressed into the paradox of my narratives (children and professional responsibilities
at either end), what did become useful were discourses in feminist and alterity (otherness) ethics.
Based on my narratives, I would say that my ethical commitments were to know and do the best
of what my profession demanded so that I could set up my students to become thoughtful,
engaged, fulfilled, growing adults who contributed responsibly to our democracy. Achievement
of my ethical commitment was based upon my “right” enactment of external ideals in my daily
life and interactions. After this incredibly lengthy letter, I am quite certain that you may have
come to the conclusion that I was having a bit of difficulty realizing an ethical existence as a
teacher with these commitments. As I’ve mentioned, my only recourse was to believe that either
I wasn’t doing it right or that the kids weren’t.
Feminist ethics in education, specifically those represented by Nel Noddings, sparked my
imagination in the sense that they offered a way of being I hadn’t considered while also
identifying, or Naming, why I might find myself in such an untenable ethical position. Noddings
grounds ethics in the nature of human beings in the world, rather than spectators outside of it.
The premise is that every human being at least has an “inking of having been cared for…and this
is the root of our responsibility to one another.”179 In this sense, principles of ethics are useful
insofar as they restore a more intuitive or “natural” caring among people. Interactions can rely
then on the mutual and spontaneous regard which characterizes healthy caring relationships. This
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is contrasted with principle-based ethics in which moral questions can be divorced from lived
interactions and determined in solitude. “Thus,” Noddings suggests,
instead of turning to a principle for guidance, a carer turns to the cared-for. What
does he or she need? Will filling this need harm others in the network of care?
Am I competent to fill this need? Will I sacrifice too much of myself? Is the
expressed need really in the best interest of the cared-for? If the cared-for is a
stranger, I might ask how I would respond to her or him if she or he were a
member of my inner circle?180
These were a lot of my own questions, but I felt wrong asking them. The confines of the
American Teacher, which I embodied, strongly tied me to referencing standards and
responsibilities beyond the relationship and certainly beyond the child. These standards told me
what was best for the child, and I was supposed to impose what was best for the child. An ethic
of care, however, “insists that caring does not reside entirely in the attitude and intentions of the
carer. We must ask about the effects on the cared-for.”181 This gave me pause just as Noreen’s
reminder about our responsibility to children in schools. And it made me wonder about the
implications of where I directed my attention.
Sharon Todd had similar concerns but she also challenged the idea that understanding
and empathizing with the “other” in a relationship was ethical.182 Like Noddings, Todd found
problematic the idea of teachers acting based upon their knowledge of the good or best outcomes
or their knowledge of others and their concerns.183 If I try to operate out of my knowledge of the
other person, I now make that person an object for my purposes. I am “exercising my knowledge
over the Other…and the Other becomes an object of my comprehension, my world, my
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narrative, reducing the Other to me.”184 She sees the potential for a kind of violence, in not
allowing the other to be different. Instead, since we cannot reconcile the Being that is “me” and
the Being that is “you,” we could direct our attention to the relation between us. The relation is
the encounter; it has “qualities, texture, time, history, and above all tension and limitations.”185
This begs for our attention to what is there in the interaction. For teachers, this is a pedagogic
encounter and we would pay attention to the Becoming that happens in that interaction, what we
(teacher and student or student and student) are becoming as a result of the encounter. Our
posture then is one of “mindfulness, attentiveness, listening.”186 I am therefore learning from the
Other, from the student and what they are Being or Becoming within our interaction. This
informs my own Being and Becoming as a teacher of this student. Ethics then is based in our
attention to difference, not commonality or previously learned knowledge about others and their
needs. The relation fraught with paradox becomes the site for Naming.
I know this is heady stuff. I still need more study, but I wanted to bring it up because just
dipping my toe in these discourses, and, being open in dialogue, transformed my thinking about
my presence and “right” actions in the classroom. And it’s so close to this idea of Naming as a
part of my teaching practice because attention to the relation is potentially attention to the site of
paradox. Someone might read this letter and assume that I have thrown out ethical principles or
am disgusted by discussion of “best practices,” that I have no use for theorists, administrators or
politicians, and that I am completely disregarding for democratic or Aristotelian aims of
education. But the fact is that all of this Naming led me not to reject these things but rather to
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both reprioritize and re-imagine. I wondered – and wonder today in trial and error – what would
my teaching look like if I repurposed pedagogical and critical knowledge, for example, as
resources rather than ideals? What if I set social and academic aims as a backdrop but led with
observation and intuitive disturbances regarding my students and their present Being and
possible Becoming as I emerge from my encounters with them? I wonder if my attentiveness to
the dissonance would connect me not so much to an ideal and normalized American Teacher but
to myself, to my project of Becoming in my interconnected, lived world. What would it mean to
honor myself and my students in that way?
~
I’ll give you one practical example of the nature of my teaching since engaging in this
kind of Naming. Joseph is a kindergarten student this year. He can read through a sixth grade
level, although his comprehension falls several grades below that. He can conceptualize (not just
process) numerical concepts through the first grade level. For a small part of every day,
kindergarten instruction (direct, play-based, and manipulative-based) is differentiated, so Joseph
is working every day at a place that is right where he is at cognitively, not too easy and not
excessively challenging. But he is a total space cadet. He wanders not only away from the group
but out of the room, down the hall and who knows where else?! He enjoys his peers, but he
doesn’t spend time with any of them during the day. He sits and reads or wanders.
Prior to engaging in Naming as a way of Being a teacher, I would have assessed him as a
problem and frustrating anomaly. I would have adjusted my pedagogy, rifling through my
resources representing best practices, but been confused when Joseph still left the table
repeatedly to wander or read. I would have reached deeper into my professional knowledge and
noted developmental issues and proceeded to subtly blame the parents for putting him in
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kindergarten too early. He’s four. He’s too young, see! He can’t do what the other kids can do in
terms of his focus. He should be in preschool. Or maybe they should get him tested? He really
has trouble with his focus. Nothing would really have changed as a result of this stance, except
this would give me some relief from my ownership over a problem I couldn’t, though I “should,”
solve.
Somewhere in the middle of graduate school, in the early days of Naming, I would have
recognized a red flag, sought discourse/dialogue, and dug deeper for critical knowledge, social
and cultural knowledge. His family is from Uganda. He’s never been in an institution; he’s never
seen snow. Oh, ah ha. This complicates, or makes richer, the knowledge I have about Joseph. I
would have had more patience, allowed him time to grow by suggesting he repeat kindergarten.
Not only could he mature, he might also need the time to adjust to being in an institutional
culture with particular expectations and norms. Critical knowledge would have granted me some
depth of understanding and a richer ethical posture, potentially.
Instead, in taking my present posture of seeing Naming as making visible a paradox of a
“should” and a child, I pay attention to the Becoming of both Joseph and I in our encounters. I
might notice how when he reads, whether or not he understands it, his sense of competence
emanates from his smile. He wants to show me, to read to me, to read to his parents and friends.
And that smile lingers through long periods, even twenty to thirty minutes of reading. I know
this about his smile because following several encounters when I learned from Joseph about how
his sense of self was affirmed and growing through reading, I made a pedagogical choice to give
him the time and space to read for as long as he could sustain his focus. I learned from him that,
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right now, much of the vitality of his Becoming is through reading. Given what I know about the
development of self-worth, his sense of competency is a huge priority.187 Reading often and for
long periods of time supports this growth, this Becoming. I don’t discount the other parts of the
curriculum, (the other side of the paradox), as being useless to his Becoming. However, I do not
let the external standard define his experience and growth or mine.
Given what I am learning from him and given what I know theoretically about
development and cultural competency, I am constructing educational encounters for and with
him that attend to this specific unfolding of Joseph. I attend to what I learn from him by noting
what he pays attention to as well. I’ve learned from him that math engages him for a certain
period of time and with certain methods of instruction before his eyes glaze and his feet move. I
plan for those encounters very specifically, drawing on my knowledge of the four-year-old brain,
math pedagogy and my wealth of resources (including dialogue with my fellow teachers and
discourses/research in teaching which Joseph’s situation may point to) to create a possible
engagement for Joseph that matches his cognitive urge to play with math and his demonstrated
developmental ability to attend to a task and exercise self-control. Over time, I will tune myself
to Joseph’s expression of thriving and competency to sense whether these encounters can be
stretched over a few more minutes, whether they are sufficiently challenging and also whether he
is able to exercise greater bodily stamina. On the face of it, I still employ a great deal of abstract,
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theoretical knowledge, standards and benchmarks even, acquired through study of discourses and
people, but my practice, my study and Becoming, center on the interaction I have with each
student. This is where I can be not only sensitive to discomfort but also the space in which I can
embody new ways of Becoming as a result of the Naming process, which I may choose when the
discomfort arises. I think this is the fruitful soil where, subtlety, wisdom grows.
In all I’ve related and wondered and concluded, I have to acknowledge that I speak from
a privileged position. I teach in independent private schools. It is unlikely that I will lose my job
for speaking out. I have the freedom to realize such a pedagogical posture. And so, conflicted, I
return to my dilemma about teaching in a private school versus a public one. The Naming
process represented in these letters did not provide me with an answer. I am definitively more
aware of my stake in our shared, public good as I embody American Teacher; that every day, by
virtue of how I approach my Becoming project as a teacher, in my role as American Teacher I
perpetuate or potentially help to re-create our public character. I would have welcomed a
definitive ethical shove out the private school door to take a stand by teaching in a public school.
But that hasn’t come. Instead, I am in the uncomfortable space of unknowing. Of being troubled.
Happily, I have come to know that this space of uncertainty can be quite fruitful.188 While this
subject – the public common good – is muted within the private school world, there are a few
who wish to engage in dialogue.189 I am open also to the discourses in Social Foundations of
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Education and Curriculum Studies, which situate the educator as a public intellectual. For
example, Noreen, my mentor in Curriculum Studies, writes aspirationally of the multiple selves
of an educator: scholar-practitioner-citizen.190 I keep these possibilities alive in my imagination,
and thus, projects in life – book club, conferences, social media, writing, parent meetings,
teacher’s professional development days – all become opportunities to serve out of my own
Becoming. I take my part in our social, public good.191 Through the lens of Naming, I assume a
posture toward teaching that keeps the tensions alive but gives me something to “do” dialogically
(in critical interpretation through language) toward resolutions or relief of the obstacles. And so I
am not afraid that I do not know what to do about my public commitment in concrete ways. I can
trust this Naming process and stay present in the moment of my teaching.
Thankful for these ethical possibilities,
Christine
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3.7

BECOMING POSSIBILITIES

Now that I’m free to be myself, who am I?
Can’t fly, can’t run, and see how slowly I walk.
Well, I think, I can read books.
“What’s that you’re doing?”
the green-headed fly shouts as it buzzes past.
I close the book.
Well, I can write down words, like these, softly.
– Mary Oliver192

Dear Ruth and Joy,
I am so appreciative of your willingness to read my letters, full of many stories. I hoped
to show you the good Naming, as a praxis, has done for me. To have a praxis of Naming is to
keep myself “wide-awake” to my unfolding, to pay attention when I am disturbed because my
Becoming may be obstructed.193 To do so in teaching is to be present and attuned to the
encounter with the student. Upon recognition of disturbance, a Naming praxis points me toward
dialogue. With whom can I converse to more deeply understand the dilemmas of my particular
situations? What interpretations will provide language to birth thought – freedom to see and Be
alternately?
For me, Naming also enabled understanding and compassion for myself. The role of
American Teacher is so tightly wound in normative assumptions and behaviors, I was left to
blame myself for my apparent failures. I could not see myself, my virtue or my ethical missteps.
Naming also proved useful in resisting those normalizing tendencies, as it ushered in deeper
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understandings of my circumstances. I no longer see myself as a victim, with no choice but to
comply. I am free insofar as I can Name and Imagine alternate possibilities.
Naming revealed my connectedness, foregrounding the dialogic nature of my Being in
the world. My best hope of freedom in Being was in dialogic engagement, not in the isolation in
which the profession and my interpretation of it had imprisoned me. I need my colleagues. They
need me. We need to engage with one another, to tell our stories. And we need access and
willingness to thoughtfully converse with scholarship, discourses, and language that open new
ways of seeing. I’ve started to pay attention to what others express and recognize it as valuable to
my own Becoming. I’ve also learned that telling my own story might be useful to them. Naming
emboldens me to seek community. I am my community.
Most profoundly, naming unlocked the notion of Becoming for me and gave me access to
my emotions, my heart, my intuition, where before I confined my Being as a Teacher to my
“rational” mind.194 And in this, in my connection to my Being, I reclaimed my ethical
commitments. I am empowered in my agency. I have found that Naming grants me access to an
embodied ethics that I enact in very practical ways with floppy-haired, goofy-smiling, brighteyed, integrity-filled Becoming children.
I want to pause here, in the midst of the joy of imagining possibilities, to remember for
you the anguish of Naming, for just a moment. I do not want to leave you with the impression
that Naming is a simple detachment from past interpretations so that I can better do my job or
live a freer existence. Naming has always presented itself to me as an option in my distress, that
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much I believe is clear. But I also experienced anguish as I Named. See, in Naming, I face two
apparent impossibilities. Those interpretations WERE my Being. A version of my Being built
upon a kind of certainty and clarity. I also had to defy the often beloved or respected voices and
communities representing those discourses which informed my interpretations. And in order to
enter into Becoming, I needed to enter into a kind of death. To let go of that certainty, that “real”
version of myself, especially to let go for an unknown Becoming, often felt like dying. There is a
space of unknowing and blind Becoming that Naming engenders…and it is not for the faint of
heart. My fear of uncertainty is an existential fear because I don’t know who I am yet. So, my
friends, what I’ve come to believe is that in the midst of these layers of fear and discomfort, I
need faith in my very humanness. To believe that my deepest ache is for freedom to Become,
and to Become in ways that allow me to give and receive love within boundaries of mutual
respect. It’s messy and scary, but I keep this deepest ache as my banner. It is for this that I
willingly engage in the suffering it tends to create. For the joy set before me, I embrace the gifts
of Naming.
I hope in relating this process, I have not been condescending. I hope I have provided
enough space for you to engage dialogically with me, with these discourses, and with your own
experiences and interpretations. Our conversation isn’t finished, is it? What is your response to
my chatter? Are your experiences different? Call me so we can sit around my fire with tea and
wine and chocolate and popcorn to tell each other our stories.
With love and respect,
Christine
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4.0

LETTERS TO A MENTOR

4.1

A NAMING PRAXIS

We might think of freedom as an opening of spaces as well as perspectives, with
everything depending on the actions we undertake in the course of our quest, the
praxis we learn to devise. – Maxine Greene1
Dear Professor Henderson,2
First, I want to thank you again for your generosity. For the last two years, at the
Bergamo Curriculum Studies conference, you sat with me for several hours conversing about
Maxine and Naming; your work with Teacher Leaders at Kent State; and the current state of the
field of Curriculum Studies. I address this letter to you, Dr. Henderson due to your location
within K-12 teacher preparation contexts. Also, I would like to continue our dialogue as it
changed and continues to change me as I engage with what it represents in our field.
I imagine you have read my inquiry into a Naming Praxis within my own life. What I
have done is to elucidate Maxine’s notion of Naming as critical interpretation situated in
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existential, phenomenological Being. I substantiated this work as a Naming praxis itself as I
contextualized it within research discourses which legitimatize this kind of meaning-making
work for teachers. I explicated and then enacted a Naming praxis within my teaching and richly
layered multiple interpretations with my own understanding to come to “see” and understand
myself and my practice in alternate ways. I suggested the ways in which new seeing altered my
Being, especially in relations with my students. To this point and in many ways, my wonderings
and study have been intensely personal, thus it is significant for me to note the ways in which my
troubles have social implications. At this time, with you who have honored and grappled with
Maxine’s work substantively, I would like to situate what I believe I have done with this study
within Maxine’s work, our shared project of teacher education, and our discipline of Curriculum
Studies. From our talks, I know this is a dialogue with which you would enthusiastically engage.
Thank you for that!
Dr. Henderson, your synthesis of her dialectic of freedom was helpful for me. Her
“dialectical understanding of human freedom is a careful balancing of social critique and
personal affirmation.” You beautifully articulated the freedom “from” and freedom “to” dialectic
with which Maxine hopes humans might be engaged,
They can critique that which they experience as repressive, inhibiting, limiting,
oppressive, dehumanizing, and destructive; and they can cultivate that which they
experience as constructive, affirming, broadening, inspiriting, inspiring, and
ennobling.3
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Through your work on immanent critique, Dr. Henderson, I think you would agree with
me that the Naming aspect of Greene’s philosophy is of utmost importance. 4 Furthermore, I
would align myself with theorists and educators who have championed her theme of imagination
and social imagination. These ideas call to mind Dewey, to remind us that human beings thrive
within aspirational horizons, and thus the education they encounter must aim for what ought to
be, rather than what is, in terms of its social aims.5 Naming, or “disciplined critical work,” must
be situated in hopeful imagery of the future, bound only by the existential urge of each single one
to Become, meaningfully and consequentially, with others.
What I have attempted to do is both to identify the concept of Naming within her work
and also to demonstrate its possibility as praxis within a teacher’s own Becoming. To address the
latter, I would like to return to the metaphor of a journey which I used in my earlier letters to
Maxine. By engaging in a Naming praxis, I first claimed my existential humanity. I was
unsatisfied by my current state of Being; I wanted to grow. And so I chose a path for myself. As
Maxine argues, that choice demands “wide-awakeness,” a posture toward my life and my
phenomenological world, seeking opportunities to help me broaden or deepen my Being and,
alternately, seeking opportunities which highlighted the limitations to that desire. Engaging in a
Naming praxis demonstrates that emotional responses to my circumstances suggest a ripe quality
to my Becoming process. Disquietude, frustrations, emptiness or blah-ness, for example, might
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all stand as a bright red “STOP” sign. These are not to be ignored. This sign is accompanied by
another, an arrow pointing beneath the surface. I might as well throw on my orange vest and
helmet - WOMAN AT WORK - mining for what is there, discovering what the emotion
represents about my current state of Being. My own Naming inquiry, here, reveals the site to be a
study in paradox. While normative assumptions and expectations bound my Being, something
else tugged me forward. That “something else” revealed ethical inklings with regard to the Other
in my life—inklings I couldn’t permit myself to follow. Before enacting a Naming praxis, I
usually refused to question my emotional response, or I stopped the inquiry due to paralysis:
what am I supposed to do with this tension? But Maxine actually saw my predicament as
hopeful. Framing the Naming dilemma as a paradox, for me, was a way to make the dialectic
“visible and legible.”6 I just hadn’t seen it as such until I exercised my own Naming praxis here
within this study.
Something deeper exists within my practice than my quick decisions and their
consequences within the daily grind, and seeing that, I chose to dive in. My need to be free
compelled me toward the issue rather than away from it: How to make sense of this so that I can
Be free? Enter the act of Naming. An act of critical interpretation. Greene’s requirements for
Naming are a dialogic engagement with multiple perspectives. So, given some kind of tension
embedded in the paradox, I need to understand the nature of the opposites as well as their
relationship to one another. My understanding, however, is limited by my language, thus my
need for perspectives which speak to similar concerns but in different voices. I spoke with those
who share my project of teaching toward freedom in Being, teachers and scholars within
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discourse, as well as artists and friends who illuminated similar struggles of freedom in different
circumstances. My inquiry here portrays the language of various academic discourse, poetry,
literature and musical art, as well as my own linguistic grappling for understanding. The multilayered portrayal represents the disciplined critical work with language that Maxine expressed as
essential for one to claim one’s life, one’s Becoming, as her own.7
Because of this Naming praxis, even throughout my engagement, I began to experience
the “freedom from” in Maxine’s dialectic which you described, Dr. Henderson. Foremost, I
believe a Naming praxis illuminated a path for me enabling me to muster even just a portion of
my will so that I could engage in Being despite my paralyzed, fearful, or care-less state. It
mattered that I could pay attention to my Self rather than the all-powerful norms and standards. It
confirmed me, restoring and revitalizing my agency. I could begin to imagine alternatives instead
of blaming my own incompetence. The promise of agency inspired me to do the work of
Naming, and the fact that this work was intellectually demanding, described by Maxine as the
price we pay for our existential freedom, made me proud of myself for doing it.8 And the price
of a Naming praxis is not cheap. It makes one vulnerable. It’s scary to say “I don’t know” in a
profession on which the whole culture depends on me to KNOW and GET IT RIGHT. But
Naming revealed that in unlearning, I found myself. I discovered that in many ways, I could
count on my intuition to let me know that something is off for my Becoming and the Becoming
possibilities for my students. In that sense, the Naming praxis was affirming. I honored myself

7

Henderson in conversation with Greene (Dialectic of Freedom, 16) contends that through disciplined
critical work, people can establish distance from the psychological and/or social shackles; they can responsibly
express “the right not to be interfered with or coerced or compelled to do what [one] did not choose to do;” in
Reconceptualizing Curriculum Development, 9.
8
Henderson, Reconceptualizing Curriculum Development.
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and my students by my praxis. This did not mean that I didn’t have much to learn, it simply redirected my learning to align with my ethical sensibilities. This hard but inspiring and most
ethical work emboldened me to use my voice and my study publically, with others, toward social
imaginings.9
My Naming praxis, while it supports my Being “free from” limitations, is also a treasure
of my Becoming life. Thus, in a “freedom to” move, I intentionally cultivate this constructive
and ennobling praxis. Personally-professionally, I acknowledge my intuitive, emotional
responses to Being-in-the-world; I seek – and often recognize – a yearning for dialogic
engagement to intellectually grapple with multiple interpretations of my situations so as to better
understand them. In this way, I offer myself the choice of alternate Becomings.
Do you agree with how I have come to understand my study and Maxine’s work? I
wonder how you might illuminate further understanding. I look forward to a discussion soon.
Best,
Christine

9

Greene consistently portrays the work of personal affirmation and social critique as intertwined and
interdependent. Henderson with Sidorkin (Beyond Discourse) articulates well a nice summary of Greene’s thought:
“Authentic, responsible self-direction is directed toward a ‘carnival’ of creative human expression, culminating in a
robust cultural renaissance that replaces unimaginative standardization” Reconceptualizing Curriculum Theory, 10.
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4.2

A PRACTITIONER’S NAMING PRAXIS

But living and working with others is not the same as living authentically
together. And because authentic living together can never be passive, it involves
great tension and risk. Once two beings are open to each other, there can be a
calling out of one another into “being;” but there can also be exploitation of one
by the other, the tendency to “look” coldly and from without, to make the other
feel himself to be an object or a thing. – Maxine Greene10

Dear Professor Henderson,
I’ve found in parenting and teaching I feel most viscerally the dissonance of dialogic,
intersubjective engagement. Children tend not to veil their emotional responses as expertly as
adults. With a wide-awake expectation of a need to Name, their responses may teach me first that
they are in existential crisis, that what we are doing together or how we are engaged, troubles
and confines their Becoming. This does not suggest that I might need to relieve their troubles;
instead, I take this moment of our shared project of Becoming as a fruitful site for Naming. What
interpretations or discourses help me to understand this situation more deeply than 1) that this
naughty or defiant kid doesn’t want to do what I hoped he would or 2) that his teacher doesn’t
know what she’s doing here to get him to comply? As an experienced educator, many of these
discourses are at my fingertips, along with my experience with this child and many others his
age, but the particulars of our encounter may actually demonstrate that my understanding is
limited and in need of additional interpretive work. I can exercise knowledge as practical
wisdom with a sensitivity to this particular child in this particular situation. Whatever judgement
I make, in light of a Naming praxis, I recognize that it needs to serve our mutual Becoming. It

10

Greene, Existential Encounters for Teachers, 52.
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has to allow for both us to “learn,” to stretch, to adjust, to grow out and into richer Becomings.
My judgement is no longer based upon the right standard; it is rooted in our engagement and
aimed at our Becoming together.
As you know, I work with my parents in the school they began over forty years ago in the
city of Cleveland. There, as an administrator of our Early Childhood program, I have actually
begun to talk with the teachers about their work along this line. I frame multi-facets of my job
with a Naming praxis, and the way my parents envision philosophy in practice helps me with
this. The vision for Birchwood students is that the education they encounter at the school would
nurture the development of their unique potential so that, whatever they choose to do and be,
they are able to fully participate in the process and realization of those aspirations. The heuristic
of the success cycle importantly suggests to our teachers that this lofty aim for Becoming is
present in every lesson and interaction we have with our students. Drawing from research in
gifted education, self-determination scholarship within cognitive psychology, Vygotsky, and
others, my parents conceived of the success cycle as a way of paying attention to each student’s
instructional level. They describe this as the point at which a child will be challenged enough
that she has to persevere a bit to understand but without experiencing failure. The engagement is
inherently “problematic” for her as she needs to extend herself just beyond her experience. This
“little leap” is enough for the child to recognize that she can accomplish something difficult; her
competency affirms and inspires her for future growth. We do this subject by subject so that the
child might find enjoyment and success within every discipline, thus positioning her for
engaging future studies toward richer development of her potential.
Because of a heuristic and vision like these, Naming praxis helps me to re-define work
related to teachers, which for most people in my role involves evaluating teachers’ work as well
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as supporting teachers’ learning. Instead, I see myself as a dialogic partner in Becoming within
our shared project as Birchwood educators. Over the last few years, when we meet one-on-one
or in teams, I ask the teachers to reflect on their pedagogical relationship with each student using
the success cycle heuristic. We’ve talked about the heuristic as a tool for their self-reflection, so
some come to our gathering already considering each child. As they make visible their
pedagogical judgements and describe how children are Becoming in their care, I attune myself to
expressions of dissonance, and I frame questions to elicit these. “It sounds like you think you are
doing something wrong there; can you explain what you are unsure of?” “What do you mean he
is ‘acting weird;’ describe his behavior, when does he behave that way, how long has this been
going on?” I do not suggest here that there are particular questions related to a Naming praxis.
Instead, as someone in a role of authority, my aim is to disrupt a paradigm that sets me and/or the
teacher as the fount of knowledge and solutions. Rather, my hope is to provide a space for them
to put language to their discomfort, to identify the layers of the phenomenon which troubles
them. Often, we are reminded of and we share discourses that may help to re-interpret the
situation in ways that open space for alternate ways of Being with a particular child and which in
turn address the troubles within the child’s Becoming.
While I ask a lot of questions and later offer different perspectives, it’s quite clear that to
provide space for another teacher to engage in her Naming praxis, I am obliged to listen, again
especially inhabiting an authority figure role. And I listen not only to understand the teacher’s
interpretation but I listen to the meaning we are developing between us in the moment of our
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dialogue.11 This is very different than listening to understand so that I can figure out where she
went wrong so I can tell her how to fix it. Instead, though I may be able to offer her discourses
that enrich her understanding, I expect that my offering will also help us both to shape a shared
understanding of the phenomenon. We are both left with choices for our Being in relation to one
another and to this child. But the choices are our own. Whether she engages the multiple
interpretations in ways that encourage her to alter her Being with this child is her own
opportunity and responsibility.
Through these experiences with teachers, I have begun to imagine the possibilities of
presenting a Naming praxis as a framework for teacher’s learning at the outset of teachers’
introduction to the field. This possibility intrigues me. And this is an important part of our
ongoing conversation. Imagine a preservice teacher’s considerations and mindset: start with the
premise that me and my Becoming matter! These are vital to teaching work that aims for
students’ Becoming. Students, then, their Being and the possibilities for Becoming, are the
central focus of my teaching work. As a new teacher, I might come to accept that disruptive
dissonance is not only inevitable but significant to that work. I might enter the profession on my
toes, so to speak, “wide-awake” to existential possibilities. Importantly, having encountered
these “opportunities,” I might have a Naming praxis with which to engage, something to “do,” to
exercise my will upon rather than ignore situations which feel untenable. Framed as paradox, the

11
“In hermeneutic listening we creatively produce understanding rather than merely reproduce it. As
Gadamer himself states, the “miracle of understanding…is not a mysterious communion of souls, but sharing in a
common meaning…Interpretive understanding is created between dialogue partners.” Garrison frames listening
within Deweyan notions of democracy: “When we truly listen everything is subject to reconstruction including
personal as well as cultural identities. To listen is to participate in an open and democratic conversation. . .to commit
ourselves to creating new understandings among people, and this implies a willingness to change one’s own
understanding and ways of being in the face of new challenges and insights. Listening cultivates growth;” Jim
Garrison, “A Deweyan Theory of Democratic Listening,” Educational Theory, 46, no. 4 (Fall 1996), 445-446.
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character of the beast that stands in the way is made visible. I would know that dialogic
engagement comes next. Who can help me understand the nature of this lived dilemma today?
What language helps me to make sense of this situation and helps me to imagine alternatives?
Dr. Henderson, I wonder, if a teacher could approach teaching in this light, might she rest
in the process of Naming? In other words, while it is challenging intellectual work and risky to a
safe Being, she can trust the process to bring deeper understanding and hope. There is no illusion
here that she will always or should always know enough of the right stuff to do the right thing.
Rather, teaching is a learning process, or as curriculum theorists would articulate, a process of
study. Wiser teaching may emerge from study. Thus, experience and disciplined critical
engagement with that experience are necessary. We cannot expect wise judgement and ethical
practice right out of the gates. Instead, wouldn’t it be exciting and a relief to all of us who are
teachers if we permit ourselves time to grow and recognize it is our responsibility to do so? To
stay alert and alive. To see a Naming praxis as a way of Being a Teacher.
I know these considerations of mine fall directly within your wheelhouse. In my next
letter, so as not to overwhelm you with too much here, I would love to consider this Naming
praxis further with you in the context of the field of Curriculum Studies and specifically in
reference to your work.
Thank you for your time,
Christine
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4.3

CURRICULUM STUDIES AND THE TEACHING PROFESSIONAL

If we are seriously interested in education for freedom as well as for the opening
of cognitive perspectives, it is also important to find a way of developing a praxis
of educational consequence that opens the spaces necessary for the remaking of a
democratic community. For this to happen, there must of course be a new
commitment to intelligence, a new fidelity in communication, a new regard for
imagination . . .The languages required include many of the traditional modes of
sense-making: the academic disciplines, the fields of study. But none must be
thought of as complete or all encompassing . . .Turned, as lenses or perspectives,
on the shared words of actualities, they cannot but continue resonating and
reforming in light of new undercurrents, new questions, new uncertainties. –
Maxine Greene12
The quest involves me as a woman, as a teacher, as a mother, as citizen, as New
Yorker, as art-lover, as activist, as philosopher, as white middle-class American.
Neither myself nor my narrative can have, therefore, a single strand. I stand at the
crossing point of too many social and cultural forces; and in any case, I am
forever, on the way. – Maxine Greene13

Dear Professor Henderson,
As you and I discussed my dissertation at Bergamo these last two years, I understood that
my work might be nourished by and might contribute to the complicated conversations of
greatest concern in the field of Curriculum Studies. While I could easily situate this inquiry in
the field, you alerted me to the significance of this moment. I explored your and Bill Pinar’s
most recent work, and I am awed by the alignment I stumbled into by following my own small
troubles and inklings in pursuing my intimate inquiry. I thought I would share my discoveries.
Of course, Naming, as critical interpretation or “thinking,” is not new. Along with
Socratic questioning, “Scheffler’s criterion of manner as an obligation of teachers to recognize

12
13

Greene, Dialectic of Freedom, 126.
Greene, Releasing the Imagination, 1.
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their students’ rationality or capacity of critical thinking, Dewey analysis of problem solving,
and Giroux’s emphasis on critical literacy: these all represent philosophers and educators
agreement on the “importance of critical thinking.”14 Proponents of critical thought content that
People need to know not only how to read but also how to question, analyze and solve
problems.15 Critical thinking, in fact plays a central role in the Birchwood curriculum, as it does
in a number of K-12 settings. It entails certain proficiencies, tendencies. and habits of a rational
mind.16 Critical theory, as you are aware, Dr. Henderson, employs these critical thinking habits
of mind within the context of history to engage in contemporary struggles and social movements,
and educators engage with critical theory to address oppressive or unjust consequences of the
reproductive nature of schooling.17 Naming became a central tool for such emancipatory work
and inquiry. From Freire to feminists, theorists argued that the opportunity to Name the world for
themselves freed oppressed groups to assume greater power and freedom.18 I believe I was
drawn to Naming in Greene’s work as well as Freire’s initially because I sensed a similar effect
of marginalization as a teacher whether I could “name” it yet or not.
In an earlier letter to Maxine, I discussed my troubles with critical thinking rooted in a
purely epistemological stance, and curriculum studies scholars echo my concern. Most recently,

14

Noddings, Philosophy of Education, 85.
Noddings describes critical literacy theory which emerged from the work of Freire and Giroux: “Without
the capacity and power to criticize, literate people may simply accept the messages given by the dominant culture;
they become accomplices in their own exploitation,” Philosophy of Education, 74.
16
See Noddings, Philosophy of Education, for various interactions of critical thinking within philosophic
debate. But Ennis in Noddings helps me to capture the K-12 CT language. Some of the proficiencies, for example,
include “observing, inferring, generalizing, conceiving, stating assumptions and alternatives, offering a wellorganized or well-formulated line of reasoning, evaluating statements and chains of reasoning, and detecting
standard problems,” 93.
17
See references to the work of Michael Apple, Henry Giroux and Peter McClaren, for example, in the
“Letters to New Teachers” in my study.
18
“Women have had the power of naming stolen from us. We have not been free to use our own power to
name ourselves, the world, or God;” Mary Daly, Beyond God the Father, 8.
15
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your good friend and colleague Bill Pinar critiqued the reconceptualist movement he helped to
author along these lines.19 He suggests that the reconceptualist move to decenter Tyler
proceduralism within the field toward analysis and understanding of curriculum centered on the
notion of “power,” as it is conceived within critical theory.20 The consequences of the field’s
preoccupation with this concept, and its sub-concepts of reproduction and resistance, was to
dismiss the agency of the individual subject, Pinar concludes. He Names the problem, which also
bothered me, as such:
Within the panoramic concept of power …individual acts of agency seemed tiny,
even illusory. No longer were individuals, US teachers converted into “conduits”
of neo-liberal ideology (Pinar 2011, 33). Only the political theorists themselves
exercised agency from their perch outside the world they claimed to describe. By
failing to address the interpellation of the human subject, concepts such as
‘reproduction’ become totalizing. They devalued individuals as epiphenomenal, in
practical terms passive, relegated to resistance in a system they could not change
but could only criticize.21
Pinar’s concern here with the loss of subjectivity is the loss of agency. Within the
interplay of social power, it could only be conceived of as an “effect” rather than a “cause.”22
Yes! That explains why I, and also my students of Social Foundations of Education, felt
diminished rather than enlivened by discourses of critical theory in education. But Pinar does not
despise the discourses of identity politics at all; rather he hopes to reorient the field toward

19

Pinar, Curriculum Studies in the United States.
In my summary of Pinar’s recent analysis of the field, I do not mean to suggest the field ever possessed a
one-dimensional quality. Rather, it’s initial reconceptualization directed “the field away from its long-standing
managerial, technocratic, and positivistic orientation and toward multi-vocal, multiperspectival theorizings of
curriculum…[to] a rigorous array of theoretical perspectives that point to expansive and complex conceptions of
curriculum reconceptualized;” Janet Miller, Sounds of Silence Breaking, 28.
21
Pinar, Curriculum Studies in the United States, 46.
22
Ibid., 49.
20
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agency, toward the question of the human subject.23 He also does not deny that indigenous
histories and wisdom are still missing from the field, but he reasons that such efforts might be
found within this work of reformulating the question of the human subject – “culturally variable,
politically interpolated, historically situated, and regionally placed.”24 And Currere,
autobiography in education, “welcomes back the individual to curriculum” after decades of
attention to identity politics and the world-at-risk.25 The capacity for referentialization imbues
Currere. The task now for curriculum studies is to reactivate important concepts in new ways so
as to reclaim agency (or as Pinar calls it, “rereferentialize”).26 The agency Pinar desires is that of
individual teachers.
Indeed, this teacher’s professional commitment to the centrality of “thinking” in
teaching cannot be reduced to an instance of “resistance” or an effect of
“discourse” or “identity.” This educator’s commitment to teaching students “to
think deeply” enacts agency…It is agency simultaneously individual and shared
with students and colleagues. And its most significant expression may not be the
march or even the referendum –important pronouncements of professional ethics
even if they fail – but the everyday pedagogical engagement with students,
enunciation within the sphere of the quotidian.”27
Pinar presses the issue. Politics obscured ethics in the US field of Curriculum Studies.
Ethics, he writes, are expressions of embodied subjectivity in the world. By ignoring
subjectivity, we claimed an ethics we probably don’t want. Seen as embodied subjectivity,
ethics reorients the relationships within an educational encounter away from strict political

“Each effort advanced our understanding of curriculum as culturally variegated, historically, informed,
psychically saturated. Now, however, these concepts threaten to annul agency by collectivizing identity and
totalizing power, erasing the singularity of students and teachers who can now only be construed as “conduits” of
economic or racialized or gendered reproduction;” Pinar, Curriculum Studies in the United States, 49.
24
Ibid., 61.
25
Pinar, Curriculum Studies in the United States, 61.
26
Ibid., 67. “The historical moment demands that we reclaim [agency], if now reconceptualized in terms
that acknowledge the material realities of power, the haunting influence of identity, and determinations of discourse
in agency’s enactment.”
27
Pinar Curriculum Studies in the United States, 66.
23
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perspectives and ideals and types to the actual everyday “eventfulness” between and among
individual, interacting human subjectivities.28
At this point in his argument, Pinar visits the concept of “study.” This is a familiar move
for him, and other curriculum theorists, in deliberations on ethics and subjectivity.29 He
rejuvenates the concept defined by McClintock in 1971, while Alan Block lends a rich Talmudic
picture of study as a way of Being—an ethics. I initially discovered this work through
examination of a fundamental narrative of education I saw popping up in the media: if we can
just tweak the system, the system will generate the ideal product: student achievement. This
narrative troubled me because it belied how disconnected we are to the nature of human Being
and how far our system of schooling is from supporting human Becoming. Its essence then is
unethical/immoral because our system is compulsory and yet it disregards the Being of those
subjected to it. For me, the concept of “study” served not only as a counter-narrative, it created a
space to imagine the practice of education as intimately tied to Being and also as an ethical
relation. (Study figured prominently into your imagining teacher education, as well, I know, Dr.
Henderson. I hesitate to over-explain because you are so familiar, but it does help me to
articulate my understanding as I consider my own work. Thank you for bearing with me here!)
McClintock and Pinar find the primary seed of this simple equation of good education
narrative in the system’s overemphasis on the teacher’s role and responsibility in the “learning”
process. Both take issue with the process itself, which links teaching to learning in a way that
seems there is no learning without teaching. McClintock traces the history of the pedagogical

28

Ibid., 76-77.
Pinar, The Synoptic Text Today and Robert McClintock, “Toward a Place for Study in a World of
Instruction,” Teachers College Record 73, no. 2 (December 1971).
29
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move away from entrusting the study process to the student and into the hands of the educator by
means of “instruction.” He writes that the very act of teaching assumed a greater sense of
control over learning as social expectations of the education process grew, and points to demand
for a particular kind of life (democracy, for example) in addition to fear (losing/keeping one’s
salvation in a religious social aim for education) as the source of such expectations. Thirty years
later, Pinar argues that the increasing emphasis on instruction has become more insidious. The
language and practice of instrumental rationality in education has led to a conception of learning
that is both an intellectual and a political trap, especially for teachers. It leads teachers to assume
responsibilities which belong to students and leads the rest of us, politically, to unnecessarily
burden teachers with our expectations. Our contemporary American culture is fearful of our
economic future and many are concerned with the social injustices related to schooling
minorities in this country. Most who attempt to address any concerns in education do so within a
system of schooling that operates under a false notion of human knowing and Being. It is a
concept of learning which works against the agency and flourishing of human Beings. And it
thus works against the kind of Being which will ultimately contribute positively to society’s
welfare.
Study, on the other hand, might reconnect education and Being and their social/dialogic
context. When I imagine study, I think of depth, time, perspectives, understanding, focus; I think
of being changed by it. When I think of learning, I think of information acquisition and good
grades. Foremost, both scholars immediately connect study to self-formation; McClintock does
so by the historical example of Montaigne and the physical space of his study room, while Pinar
sees an existential and psychoanalytic connection. There is, then, an inherent understanding of
human agency. McClintock asserts that study is “not a path or a goal but the power by which
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men form and impose their character upon their role in life.”30 He continues by describing a
person as more than the sum of influences playing upon him; his writing firmly suggests the role
of social context in self-formation but McClintock clearly describes the possibility of free and
creative responses to one’s circumstances. Study as the site of education, Pinar claims, calls the
individual to acquire her truths, shape her subjectivity, by engaging with academic knowledge
grounded in lived, subjective, and social experience.
Whether it’s instrumental rationality or the field’s preoccupation with politics, Pinar
offers study as disruptor, as the ongoing, ethical, and dialogically complicated conversations
with academic knowledge which help us to shape our subjectivity. 31 Pinar urges our approach to
subjectivity through the study vertical and horizontal dimensions of academic disciplines, and
argues that Curriculum Studies is itself an academic discipline.32 A vertical study of Curriculum
Studies would trace the intellectual history of the field, while a horizontal study would consider
the discipline in the context of contemporary conditions. The study Pinar imagines is similar to
Talmudic study as described by Alan Block and John Willinsky.
The Talmud…is edited as a multi-level complicated conversation that took place
over centuries, though that conversation appears in Talmud as a synchronous and
seamless whole. In these arguments, the Rabbis do not necessarily attempt to
reach a definite opinion about previous controversies or present issues, not even
to definitively establish law and practice. Rather it is their purpose to trouble
meaning, and to open it to a variety of potential viewpoints. Indeed, the

30

McClintock, 163.
We can see shades of “study” in Greene’s Curriculum and Consciousness as she described the
possibilities for engaging in the academic disciplines for awakening consciousness.
32
Pinar asserts that Curriculum Studies is a discipline which lies at the heart of the field of education. As a
discipline, Curriculum Studies possess a verticality – documenting the ideas that constitute the complicated
conversation – and a horizontality – the concepts that structure disciplinary conversation now as well as the political
situation that influences and all too often structures these concepts. Further, disciplinarity, Pinar maintains, is fluid,
always reaching beyond itself even with its own questions. Thus, subjectivity and social reconstruction are never
final if produced through disciplinary study. They are “reciprocal and parallel the processes of disciplinary
advancement;” Curriculum Studies in the United States, 3 and 13.
31
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conversations in Talmud preserve and clarify the wealth and multiplicity of
approaches to the problem at hand that have arisen over centuries and continents,
even as Talmud develops and opens these issues to future meanings.33
Willinsky adds that this textured reading with the expectation of further contextualization makes
clear “how knowledge – in the form of understandings, interpretations, and connections – moves
among minds and how various forms of knowledge work on each other.”34
When it comes to teaching, Block claims, teaching must serve study. Study sets a
definitive, concrete, everyday relation as its context. Study within that unique situation attends to
academic knowledge layered in interpretations which might yield creative possibilities to the
reconstruction of the subjects involved. That reconstruction, that subjectivity Becoming, is the
“goal” of study, while study itself then engages agency toward Becoming. I derive my teaching
act, then, from my study of the encounter, from my dialogic and subjective engagement. The
ethics lie in the attention to subjectivities potentially created and recreated through the layered
interpretations.
In the context of Pinar’s call for a second reconceptualization of the field of Curriculum
Studies, I find Naming – as I have explicated it within this dissertation study – to enrich that
complicated conversation. I wonder what you make of this idea, Dr. Henderson. Naming within
Greene’s existential and phenomenological philosophy of Being suggests that critical
interpretation must attend to the freedom and agency of the individual to engage in her own
process of Becoming. Naming through my dissertation inquiry set subjectivity as the central aim
of praxis. The existential character of the Naming praxis insisted that I pay attention to the
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Block, Ethics and Teaching, 12.
Willinsky 2006 163
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disquietude. Thus, as a human Being, I was able to attend to my varied emotional, intuitive
responses as well as the nature of my own logic as I embodied my teacher-self. The
phenomenological character of this praxis obliged me to confine my inquiry to “what was there”
in my lived experience— my daily, run-of-the-mill educational encounters. The critical aspect of
Naming released me to use my own voice as I engaged this autobiographical study. The
interpretive dimensions of Naming required a dialogic engagement with multiple perspectives.
As a result, I amassed multifaceted interpretations.

Primarily, discourses represented in

Curriculum Studies presented a vertical and horizontal disciplinary look at the concept of
Teacher.35 I studied the intellectual history and contemporary nature of this phenomenon through
the language of multiple not simply one identifying political discourse. Rather, my Naming – my
interpretation and reconstruction of my experiences – required feminist, critical, ethical, poststructural, theological, and curricular discourses. I rereferentialized these important concepts in
light of my struggle to Become within my teaching project.
Naming lends a gate, even an immediacy to study, I believe. It addresses itself to the
“temporal complexity of the present moment, (which) requires our specification of what is at
stake.”36 In my own educational practice, I have found my Self awakened to discomfort as a
result of my inquiry here. Significantly, however, I understand that discomfort to be the site of
study for me. I have come to see that work as a study in paradox. I look for and grapple with

35
Pinar notes in Understanding Curriculum that discourses may be claimed by Curriculum Studies if there
is a clear through line to the central question of the field
36
In Pinar’s elaboration here we might recall Greene: “This intellectual obligation offers nothing less than
‘freedom through understanding.’ Never only intellectual or final, such understanding represents a moment of
working-through of what has been bequeathed to us, recognizing its ‘recursive’ characters, inviting ‘creative codesigning, pedagogical transacting and evaluative deepening.’ Pinar, “Foreword,” in Reconceptualizing Curriculum
Studies, xii.
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what might be on either end. I seek dialogue soon after I sense the tension within an encounter
with a student or another teacher. I grope for sense and meaning in water-cooler conversations,
and I also recall what I know of discursive knowledge (developmental, content, pedagogical,
institutional, theological, and critical discourses among others). I reach – and sometimes google
– for further deliberation. It is also often appropriate to re-engage in some manner with the
person with whom I experience the tension to better understand the nature of the tension. My
search is a study in interpretation, patching and quilting my way toward deeper understanding
and another way of Being. It has to be another way of Being. The discomfort itself represents an
obstacle. Something in my relation with the student, how I am oriented, what I attend to…these
things obstruct the possibility for both of our Becoming, or educational growth. In short, I see the
discomfort as opportunity. I see it as necessary. Both of us will remain as we are unless we feel
constrained in our freedom. We will both require study of academic knowledge contextualized
by our lived experience to understand, to make sense for who we want to Be. I want to be related
in a way to this person so as to foster opportunities for her being. That is ethical practice. 37
What’s more, in its thorough and disciplined inquiry, or “study” approach, across varied, visceral
yet mundane experiences day after day, a Naming praxis seems to manifest practical wisdom.
~
Dr. Henderson, your own recent work incorporates the study theoretics and also resonates
with my desire to see this as praxis in K-12 teacher education. In your Teacher Leaders program

“No mere ‘job’, teaching compels us to study, to engage in ongoing, often complicated conversation with
our students, our predecessors and ourselves for the sake of those present and those yet to come. Professional ethics,
then becomes a set of subjective and social intellectual practices –cooperative, yes, even ‘collaborative’ . . .
undertakings –with potential for the moral transformation of the self (Bielskis, 2011, 303), the self of each
concerned, children and teachers alike.” Pinar in Reconceptualizing Curriculum Studies, xiii.
37
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at Kent, you framed the work of teaching as the work of study, lending vitality to the Becoming
possibilities of educational encounters.

Your premise helps to alter the paradigm which

prioritizes an external tool box of curriculum. Teaching itself, you explain, is considered the
heart of curriculum, where the teacher’s pedagogy has the opportunity to manifest Socratic
wisdom.38 Reaching for the field’s second reconceptualization for subjectivity within study, your
curricular aim is to invite the “collegial study and practice of teaching for Subject (matter)
understandings embedded in democratic Self and Social understandings” (or 3S pedagogy). 39
Accepting this invitation, the teacher enacts inspired lead learning, assuming the study posture
Block argues must be the source of teaching.40 A caring pedagogical artistry attends to
relationships within the educational encounter. It embodies a dialogic sensitivity to the unique
child before me and requires an endeavor of intelligence and creativity to enact a practice which
reveals a previously unimaginable way of Being for this child, “an attainable image of himself
that is lovelier than that manifested in his present acts.”41 The content of such a practice entails
nuanced curriculum understanding, resisting the notion of curriculum as sets of standardized
tools (or the production of such tools by curriculum theorists). Rather, within this conception of
teaching work, curriculum is envisioned as “the site on which generations struggle to define
themselves and the world” through disciplined and interdisciplinary lenses. 42 Thus, we

38

This is in contrast to top-down systems where teachers are managed and curriculum is generally viewed
as separate from instruction.
39
Henderson, Reconceptualizing Curriculum Development, xix. He also asserts” Subject matter,
democratic Self and Social are always in a fluid state, changing with daily interactions in school,” 5.
40
Henderson develops four motivational themes to help construct the image of a reconceptualized
curriculum with 3S pedagogy/Understanding as its aim: inspired lead learning, caring pedagogical artistry, nuanced
curriculum understanding, and responsible professional autonomy. There are italicized in the text to represent their
significance as notions with clearly articulated understanding within Henderson’s work.
41
Noddings in Henderson, xxi.
42
Pinar et al., Understanding Curriculum, 847.
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understand these multiple discourses within various relevant disciplines – from content to ethics
to development to aesthetics – are available and significant for teaching work which aims for
Becoming. Finally, because of my grappling with the idea of professionalism, I was heartened,
Dr. Henderson, that you characterize responsible professional autonomy as a form of Deweyan
problem-solving. “If (teachers) want to argue for professional autonomy for 3S pedagogy, they
have the responsibility to develop their capacities to engage in sophisticated reflective inquiries
informed by multilayered deliberative conversations.”43
Study – as it is demarcated within 3S pedagogy – and its underlying motivational themes,
seem to cultivate Maxine’s philosophy of education. It suggests that the individual and social
(democratic) Becoming of the teacher may be a fundamental project of her teaching world. It
allows her to frame teaching as part of a bigger project than a merely technical and functional
one.44 Inspired lead learning reminds the teacher that she is a first a student and thus not required
to know it all but rather to engage a critical interpretive stance toward her practice. Through
caring pedagogical artistry, teaching is constructed, as Maxine suggests, as a shared project
among Becoming individuals. Nuanced curriculum understandings calls attention to the
disciplinary qualities of the field of curriculum studies, the multiple interpretations and
intellectual history which may serve to inform the direction and quality of Being within the
pedagogical encounter. Within responsible professional autonomy, I hear Maxine’s persistent

43

Henderson, xiii-xxiv.
Greene in “Teaching as a Personal Reality,” suggests there “are interests that appear to motivate persons
when they decide to enter into teaching, interests that may be refined or eroded or totally transformed in the course
of teacher training but that remain present in the individual’s historical situation, no matter what happens in his or
her everyday.” We might enter teaching for: creating selves as caring persons, the social dimension (creating
democratic way of life), find ourselves challenged by our academic discipline so love to introduce others in hope
that student perspective might also be expanded, a commitment to arousing others to critical thinking or even bring
about social change, or stimulating awareness and understanding of arts or trains apprentice for scientific inquiry;”
27.
44
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urging to both imagine and act toward a world which is more ethical and just than the one in
which we stand. She consistently calls teachers to action and expected that action required labor:
to maintain our wide-awakeness, to awaken our imagination, and to enliven our dialogic
relations as disciplined, critical, interpretive work.
Even as I am in awe and excited by the rich theoretic and often beautiful encounters
described by you and your colleagues in this reconceptualization of curriculum as teacher
preparation and education, I cannot shake some of Maxine’s words. She borrows parts of the
following perspective from Martin Buber:
The teaching situation is a situation that has never been before and will never
come again. “It demands of you a reaction which cannot be prepared beforehand.
It demands a notion of what is past. It demands presence, responsibility – it
demands you.”
What remains after one acquires even the most sophisticated and socially just teaching
preparation…is me. In relationships with a bunch of kids. I believe that the first indication that I
am in the “zone” of enacting 3S pedagogy for 3S Understanding – walking the walk, so to speak
– will be my attention to the emotional and/or intuitive responses of the human Beings in this
particular situation together. What does it feel like to be in this encounter in this moment
embodied in our current state of Being? I think Maxine’s notion of Naming, and a Naming praxis
as I have described in this inquiry, manifest the sphere in which we bring to bear our
preparedness in orientation and practice that we may have acquired through a program such as
yours at Kent. In fact, your reconceptualization of curriculum development facilitates a
curriculum Maxine called for:
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Curriculum ought to provide a series of occasions for individuals to articulate the
themes of their existence and to reflect on those themes until they know
themselves to be in the world and can name what has been up to then obscure.45
Wide-awakeness lies in the understanding that these dialectic occasions to articulate,
reflect, Name, and encounter possibilities in freedom do not happen as a matter of course or all
the time. Importantly, wide-awakeness includes not only awareness that these occasions present
themselves but the way in which they do so. The feelings of disorder or anguish or confinement,
for example, flag the moment as significant.
It is at moments like these that the individual reaches out to reconstitute meaning,
to close the gaps, to make sense once again. It is at moments like these that he
will be moved to pore over maps, to disclose or generate structures of knowledge
which may provide him unifying perspectives and thus enable him to restore order
once again. His learning, I am saying, is a mode of orientation-or reorientation, in
a place suddenly become unfamiliar. And ‘place’ is a metaphor, in this context,
for a domain of consciousness, intending forever thrusting outward, ‘open to the
world.’46
In moments like these, the meaning-making potential is a conscious act. It is Naming. Naming
exalts the existential response to a dialectical encounter (within and without). We might also
claim this as an intersubjective encounter – two Beings Becoming in relation with/to one
another. The interpretive possibility, the opportunity to create oneself with academic truths,
becomes sentient, palpable. Naming then demarcates the place of study, of critical interpretation,
of lead learning with nuanced curriculum understanding. The boundaries are defined by this
encounter, at this time, in this place, infused with particular disciplinary content. Naming
problematizes the encounter; it makes visible the paradox troubling Being, igniting Becoming.47
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Greene, Landscapes of Learning, 18.
Greene, Teacher as Stranger, 143.
47
Greene believes learning itself is such a search in an attempt to make sense of experience by making
connections, finding themes, problematizing, and inscribing patterns; Landscapes of Learning, 3.
46

294

The work of Naming is the imposition of our will on our lives. It is the action to be taken within
and toward consciousness when “there is a feeling of being dominated and that feelings of
powerlessness are almost inescapable.”48 What I am suggesting here, Dr. Henderson, is that
perhaps Naming praxis is a useful heuristic for 3S pedagogy, for study of curriculum and
teaching. I can see how a teacher’s orientation toward 3S understanding and daily practice to
enact the motivational themes might foster wide-awakeness, and a Naming praxis would alert me
to define the site of 3Sstudy in which to engage critical interpretation for today, in the moment
which demands my presence, my responsibility…when it demands Me.
~
Conceiving of teaching and the work of teaching in such a manner surely changes how
we might understand teacher professionalism in relation to how it is conceived by the discourses
I addressed in my Naming. I hesitate to claim new tenets of professionalism, especially because
my inquiry here does not rigorously engage with present conditions of high stakes accountability
policies as they impact public school teachers. Michael Gunzenhauser, also interested in
teachers’ subjectivity and ethics, though through a Foucauldian lens, actively engages the
contemporary problematics of American schooling and crafts three tenets of professionalism:
1) As a professional, an educator is in a position to profess substantive beliefs about
the meaning and value of education.
2) As a professional, an educator is in a position to exercise ethical and professional
judgement.
3) As a professional, an educator is in a position to acknowledge and resist
opportunities to enact normalization on herself, her students, and colleagues.49

48
49

Ibid, 43.
Gunzenhauser, The Active/Ethical Professional, 126.
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As I have explicated a Naming praxis through Greene, I believe this praxis supports
Gunzenhauser’s aims. Further, I can see that engagement in a Naming praxis aligns with his
suggestions for an active/ethical practice, in which teachers “question our education,” develop
“language of relation,” and “make relations problematic,” among others, toward an ethic of selfcare and a sense of responsibility for the other.50 Foremost, I find in Gunzenhauser a rationale for
a Naming practice during these troubling times. He identifies the key problem: “how high-stakes
accountability policy proliferates educational practices that displace philosophies of education
and professional ethics.” He zeroes in on the ethics of the everyday— from our practical and
pedagogical responses to accountability policy in our daily teaching to how we actually treat our
students, our colleagues, and ourselves. Wimpy, shallow aims and beliefs about education like
“all children can learn,” Gunzenhauser admonishes, are not sufficiently rich and provocative
enough to withstand current policy.51 He argues for more “robust philosophies of education and
professional ethics, strong enough to account for, work through, disrupt and resist normalizing
tendencies.”52 Gunzenhauser invites multiple philosophies into dialogue (demonstrating this in
his work by engaging with Greene among others) and calls for educators to “actively develop
and assert a philosophy of education based upon possibility” through which educators are able to
“cultivate relations of responsibility” toward themselves, proximal others, and the public.53
A Naming praxis may be a possibility that Gunzenhauser would approve for the active,
ethical professional in these times. It may prove, again, a useful heuristic for a rich philosophical

Ibid., 148-150 and 135 where he ties his work on resistance to Greene’s struggle for freedom.
Gunzenhauser asserts for “philosophies of education (which) also give us something more than naïve
optimism to build upon. They arm us with strong reasons for developing educational ideas…that enable us to work
toward the ultimate purposes which drive our work;” 34.
52
Ibid., 7.
53
Gunzenhauser, Active/Ethical Professional, 7-8.
50
51
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and ethical lens for practice, especially as he insists that these philosophies must be those of
possibility. Maxine’s work is nothing if not about the possible! Dr. Henderson, your own work
shares similar tenets of a reimagined “professionalism,” especially in your articulation of
responsible professional autonomy. I believe I advocate the same. Naming not only potentially
re-engages my free choosing and enlarges my Becoming and that of my students in the context
of educational institutions, it also substantiates my ability and responsibility to speak to
educational dilemmas within my school, within the field, and within the larger political and
cultural conversations of school reform. I engender my own wisdom and present myself with
substantive, transformative things to say.
Maxine addresses the ethics for which Gunzenhauser argues and which you, Dr.
Henderson, claim in a caring pedagogical artistry. She couples ethical Being with the experience
of suffering that Naming entails. Naming, or critical interpretation within an existential context,
doesn’t deny that when we are in the midst of such work we may likely suffer.
When he acts to learn and to create himself; and inevitably, he will feel strain, he
will suffer as he struggles to become. It is in that suffering, however, that he
experiences the pain of willing and the intensity of consciousness which made a
person feel himself to be an existing creature—sharply and painfully alive. And it
is in the midst of such intensity that he will be moved to shape values as he lives,
to create his “ethical reality.”54
I believe it is part of our own ethical obligation, as teacher educators, to make this plain as we
encourage teachers toward professionalism which requires this kind of work.
The awareness of such a possibility, both in the dread and the ethical possibility, were
powerful for me. I did not expect, as a teacher, that my work would be easy. But I did not

54

Greene, Existential Encounters, 163.
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understand the nature of that work. I just thought that by assessing myself according to the
available standards and striving to go above and beyond them, I was pressuring myself in ways
that would be good for me and good for my students. But Maxine insisted time and again that my
agency, my free choosing, was required for living a moral life.55 That means I had to be
conscious of the choices I was making. Naming coupled with imagination in the context of a
wide-awake posture toward my project of Being – both within and without the walls of
classrooms – strengthened my will to exercise my agency in my Becoming.
Again, Dr. Henderson, what a tremendous possibility and posture to nurture in teachers,
isn’t it? I am sure you taste the joy of this kind of possibility in your work every day, and I hope
my inquiry supports you, even in some small way. I look forward to your response and future
dialogue with you. Thank you again for your attention and constructive vision for my thinking.
With respect and gratitude,
Christine

55

Greene, Landscapes of Learning, 43.
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5.0

EPILOGUE – “I AM … NOT YET” – A FINAL LETTER TO MAXINE

On the one hand, [my] quest has been deeply personal; that of a woman striving to
affirm the feminine as wife, mother and friend, while reaching, always reaching
beyond the limits imposed by the obligations of a woman’s life. On the other
hand, it has been in some sense deeply public as well: that of a person struggling
to connect the undertaking of education, with which she has been so long
involved, to the making and remaking of a public space, a space of dialogue and
possibility. – Maxine Greene1
We have to be braver than we think we can be, because God is constantly calling
us to be more than we are, to see through plastic sham to living, breathing reality,
and to break down our defenses of self-protection in order to be free to receive
and give love. – Madeleine L’Engle2

Dear Maxine,
As I conclude my inquiry, I want to return to your statement, “I am . . . not yet” and
speak to you again in my authenticity, out from the voice and interpretations which breathe life
into my “not yet.” I need to draw on the spiritual discourses which undergird my understanding
of Naming and Being. Based upon my spiritual vision of a loving, creative and righteous God
who is establishing a kingdom grounded in freedom, justice, and peace, I could fully embrace a
life in work and service encompassed in your concept of social Imagination. I could imagine
participating in the work of this Creator, being of use on this earth in ways that would yet unfold,

1
2

Greene, Dialectic of Freedom, xi.
L’Engle, Walking on Water, 71.
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growing in dimensions I could not yet conceive. But there was a fixedness about my thought. I
imagined, but with a certainty that left little room for a rich Becoming. In the last ten years, a
Naming praxis, somewhat vague for me in my spiritual tradition was enlightened by your work.
Due to my grappling, inquiry and study around Naming, I soon came to find a Naming praxis
visible in my teaching and then in every aspect of my life. Naming unlocked my Becoming. It
rescued me from great darkness in bondage and strengthened my will to direct my Becoming in
concert with my Imagination.
The conclusion of this dissertation study is also a remembrance of the last ten years for
me, because, as you know, a study of teaching is truly a study of human life. I want to recall with
you briefly a decade in humanness made possible – made transcendent and sacred – by a Naming
praxis infused with my faith in the God of my understanding. Over the last ten years, I partook in
the joy of birthing three children and grieved the loss of one. I anguished and grappled over my
role in my family. I detached from my formative spiritual community with sorrow and faith.
Desperate for healing, I embraced the process and fellowship of 12-step programs. I released a
clearly defined sense of God and allowed my faith to be an inquiry. I risked vulnerability and
learned how to receive help and care. With great perseverance and digging deep for a love
beyond what I could always muster, I partnered with my husband to clarify our individual
Becoming and our growth together. I traversed a doctoral journey – a journey that triggered so
many of my hidden insecurities and fears – and I finished it! Oh Maxine, I could write so many
more pages to describe how I came into richer Being in all of these ways because I took to heart
your admonition to pay attention to the obstacles to my Becoming and to Name them in ways
that might bring freedom.

300

This conclusion is also a beginning, and while the last 300 pages articulate a Naming
praxis that clarifies my coming work, I also want to take a moment to note the hidden work of
Naming. My first great challenge as I contemplate a Naming praxis has been to commit to
humility. This is your posture in your statement “I am . . . not yet.” It is to agree to being not
sure, letting go and a possible unknowing. Courage came next. The work of Naming is not for
the faint of heart, is it, Maxine? I must take inventory, to face the limitations – the wounds
inflicted and received based upon human interpretation. I find language to Name them through
fellowship, and I take stock of who I am and imagine possibilities for who I might become.
Somewhere in this process, freedom is available. I find myself able to see choices which simply
may not have been visible before. I am no longer bound to inevitability. In my freedom, in the
recognition of choice, I have found myself better able to assume responsibility for life and for
my relationships, rather than a victim of it all. I feel less dependent on standards. I trust myself
and the process. This is what happened through my study, Maxine. A miracle produced through
humility, courage, hard work and communion.
A crucial action amidst the Naming and Becoming has been forgiveness. When I enact a
Naming praxis, I participate dialogically with real human Beings who represent interpretation,
even discourses, which caged me. Coming into freedom is exhilarating, but it is not without
significant pain. I grieved what these interpretations did to my Being and what they did to my
relationships through my embodiment of them. I found myself angry and hurt, resentful at the
people who confined my Being through such confounding language and interpretation. From
politicians to scholars, from my family and mentors to friends and neighbors, sometimes it felt
like enemies were all around. The solution seemed to be isolation...until I found your
scholarship. Your emphasis on dialogue and multiple interpretations kept me open to a different
301

version of the conclusions I made in my wounded state. I came to see human Beings as
constituted by a polyphony of voices. I came to believe that the work of being free to Become is
not in blame but in Naming – sifting through those voices and interpretations and choosing what
language will help to shape my future. If this is true for me, then it is true for everyone else. We
are all . . . not yet. I could not imagine a socially just world and classroom without this new
interpretation as its foundation, birthed through forgiveness in Naming. My future engagement in
Naming is how I intend to live in the “not yet” in more loving, thoughtful and honest ways with
others, most especially with children. My Naming praxis, I hope, will contribute to the creation
of public, communal, dialogic spaces which might foster the Becoming of my fellows.
Every time I engage in Naming, I end in gratitude. I am so thankful for freedom to be as I
am and Become who I might Be. I deeply appreciate the encounters with people which
demanded my attention to my Being. In thanksgiving, I affirm my Being and honor the
communal work of Naming and Imagining. I reflect on the marvelous – though challenging –
path I traversed. This meditation creates and strengthens a firm foundation for the next encounter
in need of Naming. Gratitude feeds my faith in my God, my community, and my Being for future
Becoming.
I thank you, Maxine, for your own Naming work – for your endurance in humility and
courage. Thank you for lending your voice to the dialogic space of our shared Becoming.
With a thankful heart,
Christine
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