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ABSTRACT
Reflecting Teacher Narratives
The Merging of Practical Wisdom, Narrative, and Teaching
Cara E. Furman

Responding to current concerns about the quality of public education, in this dissertation I
look at teacher development. Specifically, I take up the question: how do we promote teacher

flourishing? Though the “we” refers to anyone with a vested interest in education, my primary
audience is teachers, administrators, and teacher educators. From this lens I investigate questions
of how the teaching life can connect the teacher to the good life. I address this from two
perspectives. More broadly, I ask: How can we support the teacher in a manner that
contributes to his or her achievement of the good life? Focusing on more specific practices:
How can we support the teacher to achieve success in the role of teacher? I assert that
teaching is complex work that requires a professional who knows the content taught, has a deep
understanding of individual students, and utilizes a host of methods for conveying information and
creating community within a classroom. I will argue that the successful teacher depends on what has
been defined as practical wisdom—knowing what knowledge to apply to a given situation and how
best to apply it.

Having argued the relevance of practical wisdom in teaching, the remaining chapters will
look more closely at how those concerned with teacher education might help teachers develop it.
Specifically, I will first explore:



How can practical wisdom be cultivated in teachers? (Chapter 2)



How does narrative promote practical wisdom? (Chapter 3)



How do narratives about teaching referred to as Reflective Teacher
Narratives in particular promote practical wisdom? (Chapter 4)

Reflective Teacher Narratives are first person narratives written by teachers about their
classrooms. The texts focus on individual students, follow a plot, and highlight the teacher’s
strengths and areas of difficulty. Ultimately, I will conclude that reading Reflective Teacher
Narratives support teacher flourishing by providing a means of looking closely at both teachers’
practices and thinking. Reflective Teacher Narratives also provide the scaffolding for a means of
talking with teachers that supports development and affirms the teacher.
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Chapter One:
Talking to Teachers about Teaching

How something is looked at matters. Each act of looking is inevitably an act of valuing.
What is perceived may entice . . . or repel . . .. What is perceived may stir recognition,
regard, and caring or, equally, disregard and neglect—and the whole span of feelings
and valuings that fall between and perhaps exceed these.
-Patricia Carini (Carini, Himley, Christine, Espinosa, & Fournier, 2009, p. 62)

Both what is told and the mode of telling enter into our conception of what a work of art
is about.
-Jerome Bruner (Bruner, 1986, p. 102)

1

Overview of the Project and Dissertation Questions

In the current educational climate, there is much anxiety around how to improve teachers’
performance (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2006; Green, 2010; Ravitch, 2013). This discourse is
dominated by an emphasis on formulas. The suggestion is that if teachers simply follow a set of predetermined actions and rules they will be successful (Green, 2010; Harmon, 2010; Kozol, 2005;
Lemov, 2010; Ravitch, 2013). In contrast, guided by my work as a scholar, teacher educator, and
most importantly teacher,1 in this dissertation, I assert that teaching is complex work that requires a
professional who knows the content taught, has a deep understanding of individual students, and
utilizes a host of methods for conveying information and creating community within a classroom. I
will argue that the successful teacher depends on what has been defined as practical wisdom—
knowing what knowledge to apply to a given situation and how best to apply it (Aristotle, 1999;
Scott, 1998; Schön, 1983; Traugh, Unpublished). Further, where for some practical wisdom comes
earlier in their teaching career, generally it takes time and effort to cultivate (Green, 2010; Preskill &
Jacobvitz, 2001; Scott, 1998). With this in mind, my dissertation focuses on how to grow practicing
teachers.

1

For clarity’s sake I have listed these as three separate professions but in my work these roles are all unified under
the heading of teaching.
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Determining the central question of this dissertation proved a significant challenge. In the
first meeting with my full committee, a number of questions were floated that spoke to many
different directions the dissertation could be read from. A significant project in Western
philosophy has been determining the core of a question or situation. One process for doing this is
an investigation of ends. In this process, the thinker queries whether one goal or end might be for
the sake of another. For example, if I make the statement that I go to school for the sake of
learning, then learning would be the end. Often the process of seeking ends resembles unpacking
nesting dolls—each pursuit rests deeply within a larger quest. As I went through the multiple
questions in my dissertation, I found them ultimately hosted in concerns for the well-being of the
individual.
Narrowing this concern for the individual’s well-being, in this dissertation, I take up the
needs of a particular individual, the teacher. Therefore, my central question is: How do we
promote teacher flourishing? Though the “we” refers to anyone with a vested interest in
education, my primary audience is teachers, administrators, and teacher educators. I address
teacher flourishing from two perspectives. More broadly, I ask: How can we support the
teacher in a manner that contributes to his or her achievement of the good life? Later in this
chapter I will define what I mean by the good life. Focusing on more specific practices, I ask:
How can we support the teacher to achieve success in the role of teacher? For both
questions, I will investigate how practical wisdom contributes to the teacher’s successful pursuit
of these ends.
Having determined these overarching questions, in each chapter I will elucidate a more
narrowed component of the overall theme:
3



How can practical wisdom be cultivated in teachers? (Chapter 2)



How does narrative promote practical wisdom? (Chapter 3)



How do particular narratives about teaching referred to as Reflective
Teacher Narratives in particular promote practical wisdom? (Chapter 4)

In the next section of this chapter, “Situated between Disciplines: Form as Content: My Method
for Research and Writing,” I will explain my methodology and the data that I have chosen to
explore. I will conclude with a more detailed summary of the chapters that follow.
The remainder of the chapter will begin to address the background for my dissertation
questions. In “A Call to Teach,” I will introduce teaching as a means of achieving the good life. I
will define what I mean by the good life and its relationship to teaching. I will then turn to
“Supporting Teachers,” looking at my work in an elementary school. In exploring my own work
with teachers, I will highlight the values that I bring to this work and some of the challenges I
faced in trying to work with teachers in accordance with these values.

Situated between Disciplines: Form as Content
My Method for Research and Writing

Much of this dissertation is about maintaining openness to possibility. I, therefore, urge
the reader to keep in mind the different questions about happiness brought to this study even in
sections where my scope is considerably narrowed. Laurel Richardson (2000) urges one to find
metaphors to explore and explain one’s mode of inquiry. Taking up this challenge, I offer the
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journeys of rivers. Prior to joining together into a river each stream has its own distinct context
and route. Sometimes streams and rivers flow together into a larger body of water and sometimes
they flow apart. That which ends up in the ocean comes together, not in a triangulated point, but
in something far larger than any individual part. Likewise, in this dissertation, through many
streams I keep flowing towards the question of how one pursues the good life.

Form and Function

My teaching and scholarship rest on the belief that how someone is taught provides as
many lessons as the content taught. Often the form is in fact the most powerful component of the
lesson (Dewey, 1975, p. 2; Duckworth, 1997, 2001; Hansen, 1995; Jackson, Boostrom, &
Hansen, 1993; Meier, 2002; Ely, Vinz, Downing, & Anzul, 2001).
Where attention to form has long occupied literary critics, it has gained increasing
attention in the social sciences and other fields within the humanities. Scholars have argued that
meaning is conveyed in how an idea is articulated and that thinkers must devote attention to the
genre in which they write. Scholars such as Jerome Bruner (1962, 1986), Martha Nussbaum
(1990, 1997), Donald E. Polkinghorne (1988, 1995) and Richardson (2000, 2001)2 have argued
that attention to form is essential to how thinkers write about their work and conceive of the
discipline.

2

I share just a few of the more oft-cited scholars who have written on this topic because the list is so extensive.
Chapter 3 will be largely devoted to an extensive review of the literature on the impact of narrative form.
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Central to the content of this dissertation is an emphasis on form—what form supports
teachers as they consider pedagogical content? How does the form of narrative support
pedagogy? And ultimately, how does the form of what I will define in Chapter 4 as Reflective
Teacher Narratives support teacher growth?
Integral to my work with teachers is that my methods must be guided by the same
principles that I encourage them to follow when teaching children. Seeking philosophical
consistency, in writing this dissertation I was convinced that if I were to ask the reader to
consider carefully the forms of Reflective Teacher Narratives, I needed to give the same
attention to the form of the dissertation I was writing.
Determining the form in which I would write was no easy task. When I began this
dissertation, I was eager to call my work qualitative research. As a student in philosophy and
education who has spent my adult life in classrooms, I wanted to ensure that my work was
grounded in practice. I hoped that what I wrote would be accessible and applicable to teachers
and those who work directly with them. On the other hand, philosophy—the mode of inquiry
guiding my practice—is equally central to this project.
Capturing my feelings in “A Situated Philosophy of Education,” Nicholas Burbules and
Kathleen Knight Abowitz (2008) describe the relationship between philosophy and education:
We are continually tossed between the idea that we are all philosophers who only
happen to apply our tools to educational problems, or that we are educationalists
seeking a philosophical underpinning for issues of policy and practice to which
we feel commitments on other grounds. (p. 271)
As a teacher, I felt confident negotiating the ways in which philosophy and classroom experience
interacted. Finding a home for philosophy and education within academia proved more
complicated—people and writings that integrated philosophy and education that resonated for
6

me were scarce. Therefore, as I worked to write within my discipline and my profession, I
struggled with form.
I worried that favoring either philosophy or education would have the effect of
subjugating one to the other as happens frequently. Philosophers of education frequently joke
about reading and writing long philosophical texts that include a few pages of “implications for
practice” at the end. Conversely, philosophers are often superficially quoted in qualitative
research to introduce the empirical work. I worried that if I framed my narrative3 in philosophy
the narrative would serve as simply an illustration of a philosophy. Likewise, offering brief
philosophical interludes amidst the narrative made it hard for me to delve deeply into the
philosophical concepts.
Shirley Brice Heath explains in “Stories of Ways of Acting Together” (1994), “Scholars
in several disciplines have repeatedly noted that, for adults, stories are theories; they need not be
replaced by abstractions or explanations” (p. 215) and in fact, quoting Louis Mink, narrative “is
particularly important as a rival to theoretical explanation or understanding” (1987, p.185 in
Heath, 1994, p. 215). Each genre of writing was needed to convey a given idea.
Additionally, a focus on narrative or philosophy failed to capture the way in which my
teaching narratives and philosophies tend to grow as one (in many ways indistinguishable in
essence and in cultivation), though they speak in two separate and distinct idioms. I needed to
find a way to write that offered these different lenses in a manner that, even while pushing
boundaries, maintained the validity of both voices.
3

Drawing on Bruner (1986, 1962) and Polkinghorne (1992, 1995), I use the term narrative broadly here as a
structure distinguishable from paradigmatic. In Chapter 3 I will discuss the term in more depth.
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Burbules and Abowitz (2008) articulated what I found myself doing throughout my
teaching career and hoped to achieve in my writing in their definition of “situated philosophy.”
They write:
It is self-reflexive, recognizing how its conditions and circumstances of practice
influence the content of the work that is done. It is particular, reflecting the unique
contexts, cultural influences, identities, and spaces that bind and frame. It
consciously considers the conditions of its own reproduction over time. And it
attempts to measure and weigh its effects, the social repercussions of the texts and
ideas it produces. (2008, p. 271)
I needed to integrate narrative and philosophy—to highlight the particular while also being
informed by the general. I would have to be conscious throughout of the devices drawn on.
To create such a text, I decided to write what Richardson (2000) terms in “Writing: A
Method of Inquiry,” a “mixed genre” work in which “the scholar draws freely in his or her
productions from literary, artistic, and scientific genres, often breaking the boundaries of each of
those as well. In these productions, the scholar might have different ‘takes’ on the same topic”
(p. 934). A mixed genre work, Richardson explains, is contrary to the typical scientific approach
in which one checks the validity of an argument through triangulation—looking at something
from a variety of methods, believing that these separate lines will come together in a “fixed
point” or piece of knowledge. Instead, Richardson argues for a “crystallization” of knowledge in
which “we recognize that there are far more than ‘three sides’ from which to approach the
world” (p. 934) and that, in coming together, these sides may deepen understanding but do not
lead to one definitive conclusion. Again, returning to the image of the river, as I will discuss in
the following section, drawing from sources ranging from the first grade classroom to
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Enlightenment philosophers, this work has come together into a far more extensive body than
any particular stream could suggest.

My Sources: A Personal Canon

In the spring of 2011, educational historian Robert McClintock marked his retirement
with a course titled “My Canon.” Though I was unable to take the course, I was intrigued and
inspired by my informal conversations with McClintock on the theme. The course focused on
McClintock’s personal canon—the resources that influenced and reflected his “cumulative
concerns over a prolonged career” (McClintock, 2011). Three points of significance to this
dissertation emerge from McClintock’s discussion of a canon: “Contentions about the Canon”
(Ibid.), sources, and people:

Contentions about the Canon
With his typical humility, McClintock (2011) does not intend the course to be an
introduction to his own collection of great books. He writes, “contentions about The Canon do
not interest me” (Ibid). Instead, he notes, “each person, I believe, has a life-long engagement
with an emerging canon, uniquely his own—other persons, cultural works, places and
institutions, challenging problems” (Ibid). To this end, the course was not indoctrination into
McClintock’s canon but instead reflected a desire to give students a chance to build their own
canon. Similarly, throughout this dissertation, I have avoided involving myself in disciplinary
debates. For example, in Chapter 3, I define the ways in which the term narrative is used in this
9

dissertation, but I make no attempt to come up with a conclusive definition of the term as others
have sought to do.

Sources
McClintock (2011) emphasizes the range of sources that one draws upon in constructing
a canon. His list spans “cultural works” and “challenging problems” (Ibid). In this dissertation,
the sources that I analyze come from a range of disciplines and genres. Where many of my
sources are traditionally classified as philosophical texts such as Dewey and Aristotle, many are
not. Instead, I draw from journal entries, personal narrative, fiction, philosophical inquiry,
literary criticism, and historical investigation.
When asked during a meeting with my dissertation committee whether I had chosen my
sources as a philosopher, Cecelia Traugh noted that it seemed that I had read as a “teacher.” As
she explained, I drew from all sources I saw relevant to address the questions at hand. As she
emphasized, the choice to avoid a particular discipline’s confines is neither accidental nor
capricious. Instead, as I will discuss in Chapter 2, the ability to pull information from a variety of
places is central to practical wisdom. In drawing on a range of sources in my dissertation, I am
not only authentically documenting my research process but modeling the approach to problem
solving I call for.

People
In his list of elements that might make up one’s canon, McClintock (2011) mentions
“other persons” first. As an introduction to his canon, McClintock tells about being welcomed as
10

a doctoral student into a course by professor Lawrence Cremin. McClintock does not mention
books until the fifth paragraph. As an undergraduate, I worked one summer at the Quaker
Archives on campus. Spending hours of my day immersed in the archives, pulling documents out
of the vault, I had a sense that scholarship was almost exclusively about written texts. One book
or document would lead to the reading of another. Though these textual maps might be
supplemented slightly by the introduction of a book in office hours, a course, or a conference, I
saw the academy largely as a closed circle. That summer, based largely on this conception of the
academic world, I vowed to never become a professor. Then I took an anthropology course and
discovered that sources could come from all over and were largely connected to what the
individual scholar’s eye landed upon.4
Sharing sections of this dissertation with different audiences, I have been consistently
asked: Why this collection of sources as opposed to that one? Where did you get these books
from? The short answer is that many of the books I used were gathered through the traditional
avenues: a course, a professor’s office hours, library key word searches, the references in other
books. Yet, most of the significant inquiries within this dissertation came directly from people.5
For example, I heard of practical wisdom through my yearly attendance at an organization for
teachers, the Summer Institute on Descriptive Review. There we read and discussed Richard
Sennett’s (2008) The Craftsman and the following year, Barry Schwartz and Kenneth Sharpe’s
(2010) Practical Wisdom: The Right Way to Do the Right Thing. Fellow participants’

4

Rose (1989) similarly depicts his own turn away from academia, writing, “my professors spent endless hours with
their books” (p. 76). As with me, studies of practice also bring him back to the academic realm.
5

Rose (1989) also depicts the ways in which people introduced and acclimated him to particular texts.
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enthusiastic references to James C. Scott’s (1998) Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to
Improve the Human Condition sent me searching for this book. In particular, Traugh, the former
director of the Summer Institute on Descriptive Review, was very influential in bringing these
readings to the Institute, and, more than any other source, Traugh has influenced my thinking and
approach to this topic.

Assembling a Canon
So where do my sources come from? They came from following textual leads, listening
to professors, going to conferences. They came from talking about my work with scholars,
teachers, and friends. They came from the academic and teacher communities in which I worked.
They came from listening closely to a broad range of sources to see what might support my
inquiries.
As I will discuss in Chapter 2, practical wisdom requires an attunement to the situation in
which the practitioner finds herself.6 Often a prior interest, such as mine in practical wisdom,
means that the practitioner7 is especially alert to specific cues. At best, when asked where my
sources come from, I would say that they come from a careful attention to what’s around me
with a vision for collecting ideas that speak to the themes I was investigating: identity, practical
wisdom, and narrative. As an example of this, I first discovered Robert Coles’s (1989) The Call

6

For a critical discussion of these trends see Cochran-Smith & Lytle (2006), Smith (1999), and Kozol (2005). For
proponents see Green (2010) and Lemov (2010).
7

For a full definition of practitioner and the term’s applicability to teaching, see Higgins (2011, Chapter 2). I use the
term largely to designate someone who operates within a particular pre-established field of work such as teaching or
medicine.

12

of Stories: Teaching and the Moral Imagination at the bottom of a pile of books to be donated in
a hallway at Long Island University. As I scoured through this pile, Coles’s title jumped out at
me, and, upon reading, I discovered how significant he was to my project. During my research, I
eventually found Coles referenced throughout the literature on teacher narratives. As Stephen
Preskill and Robin Smith Jacobvitz (2001) write, sometimes a book appears to be “waiting for
[you] to pluck it from a shelf” (p. vii).

My Language
In moving between disciplines, I have found myself frequently in the role of translator.
Sometimes these translations come from a place of fluency—in Chapter 3 my writings about
narrative, while certainly not exhaustive, reflect an ongoing study dating back to my first
semester as an undergraduate in college. My discussions of teaching too reflect the nuance of a
native. In other cases, I am more in the position of a new-language learner, saying a word
tentatively and then pointing directly at the object I mean to define. An example of this is my
discussion of friendship later in this chapter. Where a wealth of literature has been written about
friendship in philosophy, my purpose in introducing the word is not to attempt to contribute to
the theory of friendship, per se, but offer a conception of friendship pertinent to teaching and
teachers that I will use consistently throughout this dissertation.
In trying to write a dissertation that can be read across disciplines and by classroom
teachers and professors, I have tried to avoid jargon and technical language whenever possible.
In writing of Hannah Arendt, Christopher Higgins (2011) notes her frequent use of “everyday
words.” Higgins contends that Arendt uses these words not to “merely bend ordinary language to
13

the service or her particular meanings” but as a means of “restoring essential meanings displaced
in modern usage” (p. 109). Intending to capitalize on the rich histories of words, I define and
then use familiar words like “problem,” “narrative,” and the phrase “practical wisdom.”

Chapter Overview

Chapter One includes an overview of this project, including the form and method. I
introduce several key concepts such as friendship and the good life. I define terms used
throughout. I also explore briefly what it means to be teaching in today’s context.
In Chapter 2 I introduce the term practical wisdom as an approach to professional
knowledge. I describe the features of practical wisdom and link the concepts to teaching. I then
give an overview of how practical wisdom can be supported and developed in teachers.
In Chapter 3, I first define narrative and then explore its pedagogical influences. To
address the development of practical wisdom, I look specifically at the ways in which narrative
promotes this kind of thinking. I conclude with the historical role of narrative in pedagogical
literature.
In Chapter Four, I provide a close study of a genre of books written about teaching by
teachers that I classify as Reflective Teacher Narratives. As I will discuss in depth, these books
feature:
o Setting
o Characters—students and a teacher
o First-person narration
14

o Philosophy
o Plot
To examine these characteristics, I offer examples of each feature from the texts as well as,
drawing back to Chapter 2 and 3, analysis of the ways that these features support a teacherreader’s development of practical wisdom
In Chapter Five I focus on my experience using Reflective Teacher Narratives. My
purpose is not to prove that this method was effective but to give the reader the opportunity to
think through how Reflective Teacher Narratives could be employed. I argue that Reflective
Teacher Narratives should inform how teachers are conceived of philosophically. Referencing
the pedagogical features of Reflective Teacher Narratives, I suggest how these features could
translate into policies for how those who care about education address teachers.

The Good Life
In the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle (1999) argues that people seek eudemonia,
commonly translated as the good life, and devotes the text to outlining how one might pursue
this happiness. This is not a self-help manual in which specific strategies are suggested. Instead,
fundamental to Aristotle’s vision is the notion that the good life is not about acquiring any
particular thing or participating in any one activity. Instead, the good life is an overarching way
of approaching life. Ethics for Aristotle and in this dissertation refers to the way that one
operates in the world in the pursuit of a personal sense of meaning (Foucault, 1994/1997;
Hansen, 1995; Higgins, 2011; Smith, 2007).
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It is important to note that Aristotle’s notion of the good life is value laden. He is
concerned about a just way to live. For Aristotle, an individual’s pursuit of the good life fits into
the larger framework of the just society. I believe that people tend to associate their mode of
living with a value system. My own ethical decisions are heavily influenced by a sense of justice.
That said, in this dissertation I am not prepared to make more general claims about how the
individual’s pursuit of the good life connects to larger discussions of justice.
Another essential feature for Aristotle is that the quest for the good life is personal.
Where there are many common features between different people’s approaches, fundamentally
people find the good life through a variety of means.
While the good life is a somewhat abstract concept, it is pursued through everyday living.
Specifically, it is through daily applications of practical wisdom that one pursues the good life
(Higgins, 2003, 2011; Buchmann, 1989; Pendlebury, 1995; Taminiaux, 1997). Thus, the details
around how one conducts oneself in a profession are intimately connected to how one pursues a
good life more broadly (Pendlebury, 1995).
Finally, as I will discuss in more depth in my section on friendship, practical wisdom is
pursued in the company of others (Arendt, 1955/1968; Taminiaux, 1997). Aristotle (1999)
devotes much of the Nicomachean Ethics to discussions of relationships. Books IV, V, VIII, and
IX (almost half the text) center on the kinds of relationships and interpersonal activities that
support the good life. Aristotle delineates the different ways that others can be of service to the
seeker of the good life as benefactors, friends, and beneficiaries. As I will emphasize in Chapter
5, Aristotle also places participation in the polis as essential to the good life. The polis references
the Greek forum in which people acted publicly and debated ideas (Arendt, 1958/1998;
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Taminiaux, 1997). Therefore, while the remainder of this section addresses my pursuit of
happiness through particular activities, in the section that follows, I will investigate how
individuals can support each other in performing various tasks.

A Call to Teach:8 Pursuing the Good Life

In December 2003, I set off to Maine on a sort of quest. I had graduated the previous May
from college. Having renounced a career in my major, history, because it seemed too distant
from living people, I had spent the summer and fall working for a law firm. Grandiose visions
drew me away from law. During an arbitration hearing I concluded that no one in the room was
concerned with justice but in narrow interpretations of facts. Later in my cubicle, I was looking
up teaching jobs and staring at pictures of a ski resort in Maine. Remembering the time I had
been most satisfied academically, I also began reading anthropology texts and investigating
doctoral programs in that field. Thus, in December, I found myself en route to Maine with the
plan that I would work in the preschool at a ski resort by day and study anthropology by night. I
would then apply to anthropology programs for the fall.
Though I didn’t exactly put it in these terms, I was on a quest towards finding meaning
and grappling with what I deemed to be the important questions of how one lives. It was a search
for what I came to later recognize as Aristotle’s (1999) eudemonia.

8

I borrow this phrase from the title of Hansen’s (1995) text The Call to Teach, a text whose central project of
depicting teaching as a vocation resonates with my own work.
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As tends to happen when one quests for something as vague as self-fulfillment and
happiness, I quickly veered off of my initial course. While the works of many anthropologists
inspired me, much contemporary anthropology focused on very narrow explanations of what I
saw as trivial phenomena. Seeking discussions of what makes life meaningful I was disappointed
to find many scholars rehashing minutiae.
In contrast, the preschool teaching job that I had taken to pay my rent and allow me to ski
was the most intellectually and emotionally fulfilling part of my life. Teaching young children, I
investigated the kinds of questions that I had hoped to address in my doctorate, such as what it
means to be happy, how one soothes another, negotiations around friendship, and how to cope
with loss. At 22, I came to the conclusion that teaching was the most fulfilling work for me and,
though I have ultimately moved from teaching the very young to adults, this remains so.
Dewey (1916/1944) argues that determining a vocation (the work that provides meaning
for the individual) is a highly personal endeavor. He tasks the teacher with helping others
determine what their vocation might be. For Dewey, this is not a utilitarian act to ensure that a
society has the range of workers needed. Instead, it is a means of attending to individuals,
helping them find their avenue to making meaning out of life.
I am not alone in my contention that teaching offers one such avenue for this pursuit
(Hansen, 1995; Higgins, 2011; Noel, 1999a; Preskill & Jacobvitz, 2001). In particular, David
Hansen (1995) and Higgins (2011) have both provided robust philosophical analyses for the
ways in which the teaching profession can serve as part of one’s quest towards the good life.
That said, despite Higgins’s (2011) firm stance that teaching can be a means of pursuing
the good life, many factors must be in place to make it so. Unfortunately, the cultural
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environment and the literal conditions of classrooms and classroom life can make teaching
anything but fulfilling (Buchmann, 1989; Higgins, 2003, 2011). In the current context in which
the teacher is undervalued and often forced to perform mechanistically, teaching can interfere
with a teacher’s happiness.
Though teaching is the most fulfilling work I have done, my own relationship to teaching
has been similarly fraught. I initially left the classroom after only three years, finding that the
work was lonelier than I had expected. With increasing external restrictions, I was also
confronting requirements that made it hard for me to do the work in a manner I found ethical.9
In other words, I started my doctoral program in a quandary. Teaching had provided a
means to pursue the good life. It had been fulfilling work. Yet, the conditions of teaching and the
requirements of what it means to be a teacher had changed the job enough to interfere with my
own happiness. I was stuck—unable to pursue the profession that made me truly happy because
the current conditions of the work made me miserable. As I began to work with teacher
candidates and later practicing teachers, this challenge stayed with me. How could I help other
teachers find the fulfillment I believed could be located in the profession? How could I help
other teachers determine the features that would help them continue to find this fulfillment in a
career I had felt somewhat pushed out of?
At the start of this chapter, I spoke of two streams through which I approached teacher
support—the need to help teachers find a means of flourishing as a person through teaching and
9

For an excellent discussion of why committed teachers leave teaching see Santoro (2011).
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the need to improve daily teaching practices. In earlier drafts of this dissertation, these streams
felt deeply entwined, but I struggled to articulate the connection. Higgins (2003) reminded me
that for Aristotle there was a close and necessary connection between practical wisdom and
leading the good life. Practical wisdom is, in fact, one of Aristotle’s primary means of pursuing
the good life. With this connection highlighted and the more detailed explications in Higgins
(2011), my project came together.
To reiterate, practical wisdom helps the teacher do her job well.10 It also provides a
source of deeper meaning. As one grapples with the task of teaching, the teacher has the
opportunity to pursue the good life. With this frame in mind, I will look more closely in the
remainder of the chapter at what it means to support teachers in a manner that places the
teacher’s needs at the forefront.

Supporting Teachers

My mother frequently tells a story in which a classmate’s mother, I’ll call her Rachel, at
my elementary school, compared her somewhat unruly child to me, saying, “It must be nice to
have such an easy child.” My mother was a former classroom teacher and daycare provider. She
had put years of thought and research into her work with me. Though she said nothing, my
mother inwardly seethed.
10

To avoid favoring one gender, throughout this dissertation I will alternate between the feminine and masculine
pronoun. I do this with particular attention to ensuring that in situations that involve two parties, I avoid consistently
placing one gender or the other in the position typically associated with power. I am also mindful of professions and
behaviors typically associated with a gender. For example, I am particularly careful to make sure that teachers are
just as often referred to as “he” as “she” and the genders of academics are similarly distributed.
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“She had no idea,” my mother still exclaims, shocked in the retelling. “She had no idea
how much work went into making you happy. It wasn’t magic and you weren’t easy. No child is
easy. I worked at it.”
This story brings forth many important themes that permeate this dissertation:
1. My mother’s lesson in telling this story is that behind any content, successful child is
usually an extremely hardworking and talented adult. Successful work with children
is not luck but based on effort and skill.
2. An understanding of what my mother’s work entailed would likely have helped
Rachel better support her children. It may have (though likely only slightly) soothed
Rachel’s ego to believe that my mother’s happy child and her child’s behavior were
simply luck. Yet, it was detrimental to Rachel and her child that she struggled to
support him.
3. Neither my mother nor Rachel benefited from this interaction. Though thirty years
later, this story still elicits an emotional response from my mother. Seeing her ability
to work with children as one of her greatest strengths, it hurt to have her longcultivated acumen considered simply luck. Both women remained isolated in their
tasks: My mother’s successes went largely unrecognized, and Rachel and her son
struggled.
4. Ultimately, the heart of this story is that my mother and Rachel lacked a language and
structure for speaking about childcare in a way that was mutually beneficial.
My mother’s interaction with Rachel is familiar to many classroom teachers. Successful
years in the classroom are often reductively attributed to someone having an “easy” or “good”
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class. Like my mother, as a classroom teacher, I often felt my work went largely unseen—
something I found isolating and demoralizing. At times, I craved evaluation simply to have
another adult in my room. Likewise, I witnessed my colleagues struggle with challenges that I
had ideas about but worried offers of help would seem pushy, potentially arrogant, and
undermining. Consistently, in my work as both a teacher and a teacher educator, I have found it
hard for teachers to find a way to discuss their work in a manner that is both mutually affirming
and supports growth.
In this section, I will first frame the need for better teacher support within the national
context. I will then close with an introduction to my own work with practicing teachers and the
overarching values that I brought to the work.

The Need for Teacher Development

The need for better United States public schools is a current national obsession.11 Within
the last thirty years, nearly every president has ushered in a massive and highly publicized new
program directed at educational reform. From Ronald Reagan’s release of A Nation at Risk, to
George W. Bush’s No Child Left Behind, to most recently Barack Obama’s Race to the Top,
public schools have been scrutinized and found gravely lacking.
Though current educational reforms have had a range of targets, data based on No Child
Left Behind test scores found that the most significant influence on a child’s academic success
11

Arendt’s “The Crisis in Education” (1954/1968) and Baker’s “[Ap]Pointing the Canon: Rousseau’s Emile, Visions
of the State, and Education (2001) suggest that this sense of crisis regarding schooling is common in American
history.
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was her teacher (Green, 2010). This focus on the teacher as the educational link most in need of
reform is prevalent and not new (Booth, 1988b; Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2006; Drago-Severson,
2004; Palmer, 2007; Smith, 2007). That said, my focus in this dissertation on the teacher comes
from my time spent both as a teacher and with teachers. From this experience, I have found that
teachers tend to be the first people to recognize their limitations and to seek opportunities to
grow in their practice. Recognizing a desire among teachers to develop their craft, I therefore am
responding with suggestions for how this growth might be supported.
It would be disingenuous for me to suggest that the current educational climate does not
influence my thoughts on teaching. I readily acknowledge that I take issue with much that is
happening in education today. Of particular concern is the lack of teacher autonomy, the
standardized assessments of adults and children, and the depiction of teachers as either naturally
gifted or largely incompetent. In writing this dissertation, my initial drafts featured a chapterlength discussion of this climate and how my work might respond to it. Ultimately, I have
decided to avoid this discussion. I do so for a number of reasons. The first is simply that many
have already made my arguments quite elegantly. Specifically, a host of authors have framed a
call to practical wisdom12 as a means of resisting the standards-driven, skills-oriented education
reforms (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2006; Schön, 1983, 1987; Scott, 1998; Sherman, 2004, 2006;
Smith, 2007).
Further, I left classroom teaching despite working in a wonderful school that largely
resisted the extremes of the current reforms. For example, we fought actively against collecting

12

As I discuss at the beginning of Chapter 3, not all these authors use the phrase practical wisdom but the type of
problem solving they describe fits within my definition.
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standardized data and reducing our view of children to such narrow terms. That said, I see the
challenges that I faced and the frustrations that I felt as a developing teacher as being far more
long-standing and ubiquitous than those a teacher faces in the contemporary political climate.
Hunter McEwan (1995) argues that the stories we tell about a practice influence the ways that
practitioners conceive of their daily work. Therefore, in tracing my study through Western
philosophy as far back as Plato, I will look at long-term conceptions of the teacher and teaching.
That said, though I do take a historical perspective, I will not write in reaction. Instead, I
seek to write to proactively articulate a positive direction. Referencing Thomas King’s (2005)
idea that “we not only are defined by the stories we tell, but we in actuality are the stories we
tell,” Julia Fournier writes:
I have come to believe this [we are the stories we tell] is true. With this in mind, I
do not want to tell the story of loss and the outrage I feel for politicians who have
eviscerated the profession of teaching and stole away from children the kind of
learning that fosters independent thought and decision making. (King, 2005, in
Carini et al., 2009, p. 122)
To avoid reinforcing a troubling situation, Fournier encourages a focus on a positive response
instead of dwelling on a problem. Problem solving in schools, I have found that teachers are
often the first to discover that something in their practice is not working and to wish to improve
upon it (Schubert, 1991). The challenge is often not determining what is not working but figuring
out what to do instead. When critiqued, defensiveness often follows as the teacher feels stuck
doing something they are not sure how to change. Instead of criticism, offering viable and
attractive alternatives is far more effective, and satisfying.
Although for some, practical wisdom comes quickly in their teaching career (Green,
2010), it typically takes time, effort, and support to cultivate. Preskill and Jacobvitz (2001)
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devote two chapters of Stories of Teaching to focus on the slow process of becoming a successful
teacher. Though the approach featured in this dissertation is applicable to pre-service teachers, to
emphasize my claim that all teachers can and should grow throughout their careers, the focus is
primarily on supporting practicing teachers.
As noted in the previous section, developing practical wisdom requires working
productively with others. Believing that teachers can improve upon their practice with the
support of others (Drago-Severson, 2004; Isenberg, 1994; Preskill & Jacobvitz, 2001), I will
argue that such collaboration is often impeded by an inability to converse effectively.
Specifically, teachers like my mother and parents like Rachel often do not have a means of
communicating about practice. As a teacher-researcher, Karen Gallas (1998) writes at the
beginning of Sometimes I Can Be Anything: Power, Gender, and Identity in a Primary School
Classroom:
Teachers’ questions are obscured by their contextuality, by being immersed in a
particular “moment” of classroom or school time. They can seem trivial or
unformed and usually are interpreted by others as a call for help, or something to
be fixed. Both teachers and outsiders respond with explanations of the
phenomenon, and solutions. “Well,” they say, “why don't you try this?” or, “Have
you read that?” or, “That’s happened to me, and here's what I did.” Observations
that place problems of teaching and learning in the foreground seem to beg for a
solution, but the solutions of others, however well intentioned, are rarely effective
[. . . .] The solutions also represent an approach to teaching that portrays
classroom problems and teachers’ questions as entities that can be remedied by
tapping the general, all-purpose store of knowledge about teaching and learning,
regardless of the unique nature of that classroom's students, physical space,
materials, and teacher. (p. 7)

I have shared this lengthy quote because of the importance and eloquence of its message. Gallas
summarizes the limitations of a common approach in which the teacher’s questions are looked at
as problems for others to solve (Elbaz, 1983; Sherman, 2004). This approach devalues the
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knowledge of the teacher and is based on the assumption that, as mentioned previously, general
rules should be applied to teacher problems (Sherman, 2004). Gallas highlights that even with
the best of intentions, people often fail to speak in helpful ways about teaching.
As an alternative, citing Margaret Buchmann (1989), Susan Florio-Ruane advocates for
conversation as a means of engaging with teachers (p. 239). Though speaking specifically about
interactions between teachers and researchers, conversation is also a useful lens for thinking
about the ways that teachers communicate with each other. In using this term, Florio-Ruane
highlights that conversation can “transcend status differences” because it “admits more and
different sources of information and practice” (p. 239) and is “reciprocal” (Buchmann, 1989, p. 3
in Florio-Ruane, 1991, p. 239). As I will discuss later in this chapter, such interactions resemble
those of friends (Florio-Ruane, 1991, p. 239). In the section that follows, I will identify my own
quest to speak more meaningfully with teachers about practice. The remainder of the dissertation
will identify what such a conversation could look like.

Supporting Teachers in an Urban Public School:
The Values Brought to this Work

My research for this dissertation happened in two spaces simultaneously. It is the
culmination of my doctoral research into philosophy and literature, which focused on how those
fields overlap. It also developed in classrooms at a small urban public elementary school referred
to for the sake of confidentially as PS 428. In the section below, I will give an introduction to my
work at PS 428 and use it to frame the central themes that I will address in the dissertation.
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Upon receiving my master’s degree in elementary education, I joined the staff of PS 428
as a first year first and second grade teacher. Several years later, I returned, having finished my
doctoral coursework as the “Support Team Coordinator.” A position created to support teachers
with their practice.
I have found the language to describe my work at PS 428 difficult to come by. Words like
“capacity,” “ability,” “problem,” “success,” struggle,” and “support” drag with them quite a lot
baggage. Yet, finding other words has also posed a significant challenge. Therefore, I will briefly
offer an introduction to what I mean by these words.

Capacity and Ability
In thinking about capacity and ability, I am drawing on the writings of Patricia Carini and
the community at what was once called Prospect and now is the Summer Institute on Descriptive
Review (Carini, 2001; Carini et al., 2009; Himley & Carini, 2000). I take the stance that people
bring a range of capacities. I do not evaluate these from a hierarchical perspective but instead as
the qualities that make someone unique.

Problem
As I will discuss at length in Chapter 2, I look at a problem as something to puzzle
through. Magdalene Lampert (1985) explains that “a teacher’s problems arise because the
classroom’s state of affairs is not as she wants it to be” (p. 4). She then defines problems as
“aris[ing] from an incongruence between the way things are and the way some particular person
would like them to be” (p. 4). Lampert emphasizes that, in contrast to the researcher or
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theoretician, the practitioner’s “job involves the additional personal burden of doing something
about these problems in the classroom and living with the consequences of her actions over
time” (p. 4).

Success
Success is not a definitive answer to a situation but instead a response that meets the
approval of all parties involved (Lampert, 1985). Where success can be hard to measure,
especially in teaching when one may not have the chance to ask a child about every situation, I
define it as a response that helps the relationship between the teacher and child move forward
productively. This approach will be discussed in more depth in Chapter 2.

Struggle
Two somewhat competing perspectives directed the way in which struggle was defined at
PS 428. The first largely came from an external mandate referred to as Response to Intervention
(RTI). RTI addressed a national concern that too many children were being labeled with
Individualized Education Plans (IEPs). The basis for these referrals was largely normative
conceptions around ability with an emphasis on traditional academic performance. For example,
a child might be referred if she was not reading at the age in which children typically read. My
position was created to some degree as a response to this. Before students could be evaluated for
an IEP, they would have received additional supports. Along these lines, the principal and I,
among others, felt that certain children at PS 428 were being labeled “at risk” because teachers
did not have the expertise to support them within the structures of the classroom. I was to work
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with these children directly as well as help teachers adapt their practice to better address the
children’s needs.
The other perspective on struggle was much more locally defined in that struggle came to
refer to a disconnection between the child and the teacher or the teacher’s actions and his goals.
As I worked in the school, teachers increasingly would ask me for help when they were unsure
how to proceed with a particular child or situation. One teacher brought forward a child she felt
needed an adult friend. Others had questions about practice—such as how to set up book clubs in
the classroom or do more open ended work with art materials. Many teachers sought an extra
“set of eyes” to look at particular children whom they found puzzling.
After a few months in the school, children would also request (often with a great deal of
perseverance) to come work with me. When asked what they wanted to get out of the experience,
they were often very concrete.
Thinking about support broadly, all teachers had capacity but also areas to work on.
Bringing a different set of abilities from the classroom teacher, I might be able to support a child
with whom that teacher struggled. For example, one loquacious teacher asked me to work with
her quietest students. She was very successful with more boisterous students but found she had
trouble connecting with and even noticing quieter students. She hoped that in a small group I
could provide a chance for those children to shine.
As an introduction to my work with teachers, I will share a journal entry from my first
week back at the school. The staff, myself included, had already spent a week together in
preparation for the children’s arrival. Written on the first day that the children returned, this entry
reflects upon the week of staff development.
29

8-31-XX13
Walking in the building [after a week of staff development] I am coming home. I am
struck by being in a place for children and how joyous that makes me. As much as I have now
reoriented my work towards teachers, I find the school empty without children. I can’t wait.
I suddenly want to write again. Walk home from the subway brimming with thoughts. How will I
work with the teachers? I think about the pulse in the rooms—the new teachers staring at their
rooms—furniture everywhere, overwhelmed with what’s in there, wondering where it should all
go. I give minimal advice, make nothing too high that you can’t see over it. Think about what
has to go where and then build around that. You will need a place for math, reading, writing
materials. Think about the body size of your students. They stare and stare and I leave them. A
teacher friend says they will have to find the way and it will probably be like most ways the
room has looked before but still, they will have to find it. They will also learn from others,
wandering from room to room as the more experienced teachers get ready faster. They will see
other ideas and they will begin to build a room.
We share learning experiences [during the whole school professional development]. I
take careful notes. Suddenly the experiences of [the teachers] in the room matter in ways they
have never before. I need to know these people, know how to draw on them, consider how they
tick. Drawing on David’s system and my work at Prospect, [during the group conversations] I
keep careful notes for each person with an eye towards general themes . . .
I listen to the grade level meetings. I note who is scared, who resists change but then
takes enthusiastically to suggestions, [saying,] “I really like the way we’re thinking about
things.” In walking through classrooms, who is desperate for advice, wants to talk. Who is silent.
One teacher [annoys me]. I think and think, how will I deal with her? . . .

I share this journal entry and others throughout this dissertation to emphasize that the
roles of practitioner and scholar, often perceived as separate, are for me deeply entwined
(Isenberg, 1994; Schön, 1983). I share this particular entry because it highlights many essential
features of my approach to teacher education: a commitment to honoring a person, developing a
community where the flourishing of the student and the teacher are seen as interconnected, and
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I have chosen to omit the years that I worked to further disguise the school.
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finding a means of sharing information without telling teachers what to do. I will explore these
features in the some depth below.

Honoring the Person
In Knowledge and Virtue in Teaching and Learning: The Primacy of Dispositions, Hugh
Sockett (2012) defines a person as “a normative concept describing someone worthy of respect
as a human being” (p. 142). According to Sockett, “person is a socially defined, embodied
human being with all kinds of capacities and rights in a moral space and a political order” (p.
144). In other words, a person is an individual with a host of unique characteristics and
capabilities. Much discussion in philosophy has explored the term person extensively. Sockett
(2012) devotes many pages to defining person in relation to self, individual, identity, role, and
human being. In using the word person, my focus is not on differentiating it from other similar
terms. Instead, I have chosen to use “person” because it includes individual capacities and is
associated with publicly acting and legally being.
In this dissertation, honoring the person is deeply interconnected with listening to
individual people. History professor Arthur Hibbert tells a young Salmon Rushdie, “you must
never write history [. . .] until you can hear the people speak” (Rushdie, 2012, Loc. 677 of
10528). Understanding that a historian must only write history when he can hear the
individualized voices of those he writes about, Rushdie explains that he does not write until and
unless he can hear the distinct voices of his characters. Expressing similar sentiments, Jonathan
Kozol (2005) writes: “Wherever I could, I started in the schools. Where I could not, I started in
the streets. Everywhere I went, I did my best to spend my evenings with schoolteachers” (p. 7).
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For Kozol, questions of education require close attention to the words of those most directly
affected—children and teachers.
This is a matter of giving justice to those who are affected by policies as well as an
effective practice. Richard Ingersoll (2003) admonishes, “It is important to ask school reformers
if they have taken up the trouble to consult those they seek to reform, such as teachers” since
data “suggests that many top-down school reforms betray a deep lack of understanding of
teachers’ work and the way schools actually operate” (p. 325 as quoted in Cochran-Smith &
Lytle, 2006, p. 682). Florio-Ruane (1991) also emphasizes that leaving teachers out of
discussions about policy “also limits the quality and usefulness of educational research” (p. 294).
Agreeing with these assessments, I too would caution anyone from either writing or advising
anyone in education unless they can hear the voices of children and teachers.
Believing that I required knowledge of a teacher’s personality and capacities to support
him, I began by listening carefully to individual interests and questions and attending to different
personalities. As I describe in my journal, I began my work by taking careful notes during staff
meetings to learn more about my colleagues. I spent time observing the teacher’s classroom and
made time to chat with people informally. For example, the first week of school, I went to each
room offering to help people set up. While arranging tables, cutting out labels, and chatting about
space, I got to know my colleagues better.
The desire to connect includes and in fact focuses on those with whom I find harder to
engage. I close my journal entry with concerns about how to approach the teacher who I find
annoying. In The Boy who Would be a Helicopter: The Uses of Storytelling in the Classroom,
Vivian Gussin Paley (1990) writes, “If we in this class are a family, then Jason is most often the
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barometer of feelings and fulfillment for that family” (p. 80). According to Paley, Jason
struggled with entering the classroom community. Paley believed Jason’s struggles indicated
problems within the classroom dynamic. Precisely because of his challenges it was particularly
important to attend to him. Similarly, I saw the teachers with whom I found it the hardest to
connect as the most important to understand. They were the ones who forced me to think closely
about the effect of my words and the kind of community I was creating by reaching out.
The purpose of getting to know my colleagues was not to assess or turn the teacher into
an object of study. Instead, I attended to the teachers for the sake of improving my relationship
with them (Grumet, 1991, p. 71). Freema Elbaz (1983) describes “the teacher as an agent, with
an active and autonomous role shaped by her classroom experience” (p. 4). From this perspective
the teacher brings a wealth of what Elbaz refers to as “resources” to her work in classrooms.
From this perspective, the teacher “becomes someone to work with rather than on” (p. 4). Thus, I
sought to know my colleagues well to support a conversation with them.

Community of Students and Teachers
My attention to the individual initially meant that I felt some tension between the needs
of the teacher and the child. As I wrote upon arriving at the school now filled with children, “I
am coming home. I am struck by being in a place for children and how joyous that makes me. As
much as I have now reoriented my work towards teachers, I find the school empty without
children.” Initially, I was most excited about my work with the children and yet, from the
beginning, I felt a “reorientation towards teachers.” This wasn’t simply a tension that I had
created. The principal wanted me to be working with teachers largely for the sake of improving
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their practice with children—therefore, I was supporting teachers not for their sake alone but for
the children as well.
The teacher’s needs are often absent from discussions in education. In fact, the good
teacher is often heralded as one who selflessly endeavors for the sake of others (Higgins,
2003).14 Doris S. Gómez (2008) argues that where child-centered pedagogy has brought some
attention to the experience of the child, it often serves to marginalize the teacher. As an example
of this, in Kathleen M. Collins’s (2003) Ability profiling and school failure: One child’s struggle
to be seen as competent, Collins writes at length about needing to look at the student, Jay,
through a positive lens and expresses a commitment to asset-based instruction. To promote an
emphasis on the child’s abilities, Collins describes Jay holistically and without judgment. The
book is a beautiful depiction of, to truncate Collins’ title, “one child’s struggle to be seen.” Yet,
the teacher, Laura, does not fare as well. Where the child is looked at holistically and positively,
Collins focuses almost exclusively on the areas where Laura needs improvement.
Reading the book, I disagreed with much of what Laura was doing but I also sympathized
with a teacher who was struggling. Neither Collins’s depiction of nor the ways she interacted
with Laura reflected Collins’s stated commitment to looking at people’s abilities holistically.
Further, throughout the book, Collins laments her inability to influence Laura and the ultimate
breakdown of their relationship. Unable to communicate with Laura, Collins cannot support
practices that might have improved Jay’s experience. Collins’s judgmental approach to Laura is
therefore detrimental to both Laura and Jay.
14

Rebecca Kukla (2005), Pamela Druckerman (2012), and Betty Friedan (1983) address what they see as a
problematic disavowal of the caretakers needs in popular conceptions of motherhood.
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In contrast, the more I worked with teachers, the more convinced I was that my
obligations were to adults and children equally. Arguing that the language of “center” and
“margins” requires someone to always be an outsider, Gómez (2008) suggests abandoning a
center-oriented discourse to focus more on the relationships between students, teachers, and
curriculum. Instead of “forfeiting self” (Friedan, 1983, Chapter 13) for the child, Rebecca Kukla
(2005) argues that the individual ought to be conceived as someone with “boundaries that
establish it as separate from others” (p. 230). In Kukla’s conception mothers are “neither simply
‘one with’ [their] children, nor simply independent of them” but instead both separate and
interconnected with children. Likewise, the teacher who is aware of her own needs can also be
deeply responsive to those of the child.
In fact, Higgins (2011) argues that teaching and other helping professions force one to
“reconcile self-regard and concern for others” (pp. 13–14). The flourishing of the child is
interconnected with and largely dependent on the flourishing of the adult (Cochran-Smith &
Lytle, 2006; Drago-Severson, 2004; Friedan, 1983; Higgins, 2003, 2011; Kozol, 2005; Gómez,
2008). In other words, the needs of adults must be taken seriously both for their own sakes and
also for the sake of the children in the schools.
Taking into consideration both the child and the adult, I have tried to include the voices
of both in this dissertation. My first years as a doctoral student, I remember reading Hansen’s
(1995) The Call to Teach for the first time. I was thrilled at the attention that he gave to the
teacher and the degree to which I felt recognized as a professional in his text. Having just left the
classroom, I also had a funny sensation. It took me some time to label this sensation as a
response to the general absence of children in his beautiful rendering of teaching. In the field of
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philosophy of education, in texts that most affirm me as a teacher, students are largely absent
(such as Hansen, 1995; Higgins, 2003, 2011; and Gómez, 2008). It is for this reason, among
many others, that I began to turn to the books discussed in Chapter 4 as a means of finding
philosophy, teachers, and children all comfortably nestled together. With this in mind, while this
is a book written primarily about the teacher, children have always been in my line of vision.
Therefore, I have sought to bring them onto the pages both in descriptions of my own classroom
as well as in the passages I have selected from other authors.

Expertise
As I will discuss in Chapter 2, I firmly believe that all persons bring to their practice
areas expertise, which I see as aptitudes and confirmed experiences of success. That said, I do
not advocate for particular people taking the status of the expert—one who holds an exclusive
claim on knowledge. As Support Team Coordinator, I was an experienced teacher hired partially
because I had been successful with a broad range of children. In this way, I began the job with an
area of expertise that many of my colleagues were working on. As indicated in my comments
about setting up the room, at times I was grappling with the fact that I felt I did know better
(there and in other cases) but didn’t want to overwhelm the teacher with my own solutions.
Just as I believed that the teacher needed to find her way into setting up the room, I
believed that generally teachers needed to figure much out for themselves (Bruner, 1962;
Buchmann, 1989; Dewey, 1916/1944). Building dependence on me wasn’t going to help them
approach the daily challenges of the classroom. As I will discuss more in Chapter 2, you cannot
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teach a person to operate independently by telling them what to do (Bruner, 1962; Schön, 1987;
Ranciere, 1991).
I also suspected that teachers would be far more open to hearing my ideas if I ensured
space for their ideas as well. As Celeste M. Brody and Carol Witherell (1991) find “the literature
on adult learning tells us that adults are most willingly recruited as learners when they feel that
their own life experiences will be affirmed and when they have the opportunity to revisit and
make sense out of the new in light of the old” (p. 276). Applying this too all learners, building on
what someone already knows and relying on their insights is both respectful and effective
pedagogy.
In the Ignorant Schoolmaster: Five Lessons in Intellectual Emancipation, Jacques
Ranciere (1991) takes the extreme position that one can help a student learn content that neither
the teacher nor the student has familiarity with. The idea is that one can apply concepts from
areas of comfort to areas of unfamiliarity. Ranciere gives the example of a locksmith who can
draw on his knowledge of the calendar as a bridge to reading. Ranciere focuses on Joseph Jacotot
who famously taught in a language he did not know. He argues that such an education is truly
emancipatory because the teacher and the learner both come to the situation equally uninformed
but also equally possessing useful knowledge. The key becomes finding ways to build on both
student and teacher’s understanding to construct learning.
In the interest of an intellectually honest and equal relationship, the teacher must be open
to the other person’s knowledge but also up front about sharing his own expertise. In Educating
the Reflective Practitioner, Donald A. Schön (1987) writes of a practitioner:
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He must resist the temptation to tell a student how to solve the problem or solve it
for her, but he must not pretend to know less than he does, for by deceiving her,
he risks undermining her commitment to their collaborative venture. (p. 296)

Schön depicts a common challenge of teaching—figuring out how to provide some new
information without telling someone what to do. As a supervisor once told me when I was
student teaching, when a child is very much struggling to sound out a word, give them the word.
My supervisor argued that it was disingenuous to let someone struggle when you had an idea of
how they could proceed. On the other hand, jumping in with an answer before the child gets to
try a word deprives the child of the chance to learn. Likewise at PS 428, I needed help colleagues
find an entry point to solving a problem while sharing some of my own expertise. As Paulo
Freire summarizes, “the real evil is not the expository lesson” but the lesson “in which the
educator regards himself or herself as the educands’ sole educator—in which the educator
violates, or refuses to accept, the fundamental condition of the act of knowing, which is its
dialogical relation” (as quoted in Preskill & Jacobvitz, 2001, p. 161). Providing direct instruction
can be helpful. Assuming that I was the primary resource for a teacher would have been highly
problematic.
Seeing my colleagues as equals, I found much of our work together was through
conversation in which we problem-solved together. Part of my challenge was figuring out how to
convey information to teachers without undermining their authority or identity as someone who
held knowledge. I needed to find a way to communicate with teachers that allowed me to share
ideas without telling them what to do. Sharing had to be respectful of what they had to offer. I
also wanted to support them in problem solving instead of doing the work for them.
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Friendship

An essential premise of my work at PS 428 and subsequently this dissertation is the
notion that the struggling teacher benefits from the support of colleagues. In my journal entry,
referring to the teacher struggling to set up her room, I mused about the advice I might give her
and also what she might learn from observing her colleagues’ rooms. I also mention my own
support community—my advisor, David [Hansen], and a group of teachers I worked with over
the summer named “Prospect.”
In preparing to write this dissertation, I examined the kind of relationship I sought
between the teacher and a person supporting them. I initially explored the terms teacher educator,
mentor, and colleague to describe this relationship, but none of these seemed exactly correct.
Teacher educator was too formal and entrenched in traditional dichotomies between the
university and the practitioner (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2006; Isenberg, 1994; Schön, 1983).
Though I do use the term mentor in some cases, it only applies to very particular relationships in
which one person is in the more experienced role. Generally, mentor carried with it a power
dynamic and imbalance in knowledge that I have sought to de-emphasize. Though I also use the
term colleague to refer to those with whom one works, the term was too neutral to depict the
relationship I sought. A colleague can simply be someone with whom one shares a work
environment. One can be a helpful colleague or a frustrating one.
After working two years as Support Team Coordinator, I was speaking to another teacher
about the nebulous nature of my job, the ways my work evolved from situation to situation, and
how highly personal it felt. In response, she called me the friend of the school—someone who
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had the unique role of winning the trust of both students and teachers. The more I researched this
word, the more appropriate it seemed.
In the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle (1999) refers to three kinds of friendship. In the
section below, I will give an overview of each type. I will then focus on what is referred to as
“complete friendship” as the approach to friendship that best describes my model for work with
teachers.
The first form of friend revolves around the ability to get pleasure “from each other”
(LI.1157a5–6). Aristotle speaks primarily of erotic pleasure. In these relatively superficial
relationships, both gain pleasure out of the friendship though perhaps for different reasons. I
would extend this idea of pleasure to what people colloquially refer to as fair-weather friends.
These are friendships in which one enjoys the company of another person and has fun with them
but does not feel a close attachment or connection. Going for happy hour with colleagues my
first few years of teaching provided this kind of friendship. Stories were swapped for the sake of
entertainment and most teachers (there were some notable exceptions) didn’t experience strong
connections within this group.
The second form of friendship is largely utilitarian. This friendship grows around what an
individual lacks and therefore must seek in another (LI.1159). The friendship lasts as long as one
person needs help from the other person. One person may have many of these friendships—each
one corresponding to a particular need. Supporting the new teacher as she sets up her room,
unless it develops, is a friendship of utility. I have a skill to offer and am useful as long as that
skill is needed.
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The third form, referred to as a “complete friendship” (LI.1156b6) applies to the kinds of
relationship I seek to describe when using the term friend in this dissertation. These friendships
are therefore based on a more holistic valuation of the other person. Beyond pleasure or utility,
the friend is valued for his character.
Friendship implies affection. Aristotle uses the term friendly, saying, “it differs from
friendship in not requiring any special feeling or any fondness for the people we meet”
(LI.1126b23). In the complete friendship, friends “wish goods to their friend for the friend’s own
sake” (1156b10–11). In complete friendship, we care about the other’s well-being not as a means
to our own ends or for a particular end but instead for that person herself. In returning to my
previous discussion of work with teachers, in offering complete friendship the teacher is
supported to improve his relationship to the task—not for an external agenda. While one may
come to care personally about someone, I emphasize that the care manifests as a desire to help
that person for himself and not simply for the sake of improving the profession.
Because of the depth of such friendships, complete friendships take time to develop. In a
complete friendship, each “gains the other’s confidence” (Aristotle, 1999, LI.1156b28–29).
Thus, complete friendships are based around trust and knowledge of the other person. Aristotle
writes “a friend consoles us by the sight of him and by conversation, if he is dexterous, since he
knows our character and what gives us pleasure and pain” (LI.1171b3–4). In knowing us well,
the friend is able to direct support to our particular needs.
Speaking of friendship generally, Aristotle (1999) argues that friendship is needed
because “your friend, since he is another yourself, supplies what your own efforts cannot supply”
(LI.1169b6–7). Delineating friendship broadly, Aristotle argues that the young need friends to
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keep them from error. The old need friends to care for them and support the actions that fail
because of weakness. And those in their prime need friends to do fine actions; for “when two go
together” (LI.1155a) they are more capable of understanding and action. In other words,
everyone needs friendship though the terms of the friendship depend on the particular needs of
that person. In this dissertation, I argue that we need the complete friend at various times for all
three categories:
1. To help us avoid mistakes
2. To supplement our areas of weakness
3. To help us act and think more wisely through collaboration
Finally, it is important to highlight that for Aristotle a friend helps one improve through
positive and negative feedback. Aristotle determines friendliness is a state between those who
“seem to be ingratiating; these are the ones who praise everything to please us and never cross
us, but think they must cause no pain to those they meet” (LI.1126b13–15) and those who “do
not care in the least about causing pain” (LI.1126b16–17). He explains that the friendly person
“accepts or objects to things when it is right and in the right way” (LI.1126b20). To be friendly
means to offer both acceptance and also critical feedback depending on your perspective on an
action. Sockett (2012) argues that there must be a critical component in any relationship in which
one is “a seeker after knowledge,” querying “how else can one learn” (p. 63). In education, the
term critical friends is used to refer to colleagues who support each other’s practice through
feedback. That the word “critical” had to be added to the term friend suggests that the colloquial
understanding of friendship lacks the inclusion of critique. According to Aristotle’s (1999)
definition of friendship, being critical is an essential component.
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In summary, using the term friendship in this dissertation I invoke:


An attention to teachers that involves acknowledging and responding to who they
are as individuals



The desire to help the teacher for her own sake even as other agendas (such as the
needs of children or the school) may need to be taken into account



Support that includes both affirming what is working but also questioning and
even challenging areas where the teacher’s actions are not supporting his vision



A sense of equality in which one enters the relationship not as the expert but as a
collaborator

Finally, Wayne C. Booth (1988a), Nussbaum (1990), and Marshall Gregory (2009) use
Aristotle’s notion of friendship to consider not only relationships between people but also
friendships with texts. As Gregory (2009) writes “we use narrative companions in many of the
same ways and for many of the same reasons that we use companions in the flesh” (p. 83).
Preskill and Jacobvitz (2001) and Jane Isenberg (1994) emphasize that teacher narratives can feel
like friends for teachers. With a focus on relationships with texts, in this dissertation, I will
explore in Chapters 3 and 4 the kind of friendship that narratives offer. Where I largely
emphasize how one speaks to friends, in Chapter 5, I will also address how one listens. In her
forweword to Stories Lives Tell: Narrative and Dialogue in Education, Maxine Greene (2001)
claims, “It may be that education can only take place when we can be the friends of one
another’s minds” (p. xi). She then links friendship to storytelling, proposing that we “put our
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stories next to the stories in this book” (p. xi). As I will do throughout this dissertation, here
Greene links narrative, friendship, and education.
***
In this chapter, I have agreed with contemporary critics that American schools need
reform. Similarly, I have concurred that teacher development is an important part of reform.
Differing radically from much of the contemporary discourse, I have argued for increased
teacher autonomy and greater respect. My claim has been that instead of reforming the teacher, a
more appropriate response would be to reform the ways that we speak to and about teachers.
Specifically, I have maintained that supporting teachers requires attending to the individual
teacher’s needs, seeing her needs as related to and not in competition with those of children, and
finding means to communicate that draw on the teacher’s knowledge to position herself as a
problem solver. I have argued that approaching teachers through the Aristotelian lens of
friendship ultimately support the teacher’s autonomy, individuality, and growth. Finally, I have
gestured towards my intention for the remainder of this dissertation to be an exploration of first
practical wisdom, second the ways that narrative can develop practical wisdom, third how
Reflective Teacher Narratives specifically cultivate practical wisdom in teachers, and finally,
how Reflective Teacher Narratives can be directly and indirectly drawn on in teacher education.
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Chapter 2:
Practical Wisdom: What to Do When the Teacher Does Not Know Quite What to Do

It is not enough . . . that certain materials and methods have proved effective with
other individuals at other times. There must be a reason for thinking that they will
function in generating an experience that has educative quality with particular
individuals at a particular time. (1938/1963, p. 46)
-John Dewey (Hansen, 2001, p. 76).
Practical wisdom is the sovereign virtue of a good teacher—a virtue whose
realization in teaching requires a subtle interplay between several binary
oppositions: reason and imagination, experience and innocence, cleanness of
argument and richness of story, respect for principles and attunement to
particulars. A central task and challenge for teacher education is to develop the
capacity for such interplay.
-Shirley Pendlebury (Pendlebury, 1995, p. 50).
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In The Courage to Teach (2007), Parker Palmer claims that the best books for teaching
leave the reader with significant puzzles. John Locke’s Some Thoughts Concerning Education
(1912/2007) is one such book. Most of Some Thoughts Concerning Education is a series of
maxims for raising children. These range from more general suggestions such as children should
be encouraged to be curious (p. 93) to the very specific advice that children should be not be
allowed to “torment and treat [animals] very roughly” (p. 91). Despite a confident iteration of
general rules, Locke opens his treatise confessing that his methods were unsuccessful with a
particularly difficult child. Further, he closes:
Though I am now come to a conclusion of what obvious remarks have suggested
[themselves] to me concerning education, I would not have it thought that I look
on it as a just treatise on this subject. There are a thousand other things that may
need consideration; especially if one should take in the various tempers, different
inclinations, and particular defaults, that are to be found in children; and prescribe
proper remedies. The variety is so great, that it would require a volume; nor
would that reach it. Each man’s mind has some peculiarity, as well as his face,
that distinguishes him from all others; and there are possibly scarce two children
who can be conducted by exactly the same method. (pp. 178-179)
Not only do “thousands of other things need consideration” but Locke is also well aware that
each individual must be taught differently. Locke, therefore, offers precepts that he hopes will
get people to “dare to consult their own reason, in the education of their children, rather than
wholly to rely upon old custom” (p. 179). The puzzle is that Locke shares a series of suggestions
about education while maintaining that one learns to educate by attending to the particular child,
drawing on reason, and experience. Further, he offers what could be seen as a book of rules but
then argues in the companion book, Of the Conduct of the Understanding (1693/1996), that
“nobody is made anything by hearing rules” but instead “practice must settle the habit of doing”
(p. 175).
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Locke’s puzzle remains a significant quandary in education and one that will drive the
remainder of the chapter. Specifically, I seek to investigate the kind of external support that can
help teachers be prepared for the ever-shifting and particular demands of the classroom. In
Chapter 1, I suggested that the practicing teacher requires robust friendships to support and
challenge his or her work. In this chapter, I build on Booth’s (1988a) claim that some friends you
keep very close because they provide on-going sustenance. I will argue that a teacher’s education
ought to provide such long-term companionship. Specifically, the teacher should become
educated with an eye towards developing practical wisdom. To make this claim, I define
practical wisdom with a detailed explanation of its essential parts, highlighting the connections to
teaching throughout. I then delineate how practical wisdom can be cultivated. Finally, I articulate
the kind of friendship that practical wisdom offers the teacher.

Practical Wisdom: An Affirming and Supportive Companion

A Teacher Who Doesn’t Quite Know What to Do

Below is an excerpt from my journal from my first year in the classroom. I chose this
entry because it was a relatively ordinary day. Where, as shown in my journal selection in
Chapter 3, other days pushed me to weigh heavier questions, this particular day was focused
mostly on the academic work the children were doing. The decisions were important and
challenging but not emotionally charged.
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9-19-XX
Math lesson goes great. Tell kids about my friend “Nancy” who would never eat her
vegetables and her mom told her to eat 7 vegetables every night so one night we had peas and
carrots and how many peas and how many carrots etc. They got really into the story and all but
Polina and Jigme got the math concept! Was worried it would be too hard but they got it and
loved it. Fun. Told them to make a chart for Nancy so she would know how many to eat. Can
add fruit in the same way and more vegetables later. “Nancy was told she had to eat more.”
Best part of the day was probably afterschool with Shaniqua when I had her dictate a
story to me and she got really into it and was talking too fast for me to write and “I just have a
fast story” and after two pages of my writing I told her to take over which she did and wrote over
half a page and when I told her mom after school her mom said, “you got her to write!!!” and
was so thrilled, “we can never get her to write at home.”
Jose flew through the reading assessments such that I can’t class him because he’s
beyond the levels in the classroom which is also quite exciting. Told him he could basically read
most books now and gave him a Roald Dahl and how “exciting it is to be the kind of reader who
can try anything!”
Maybe will read James and the Giant Peach except that I’m sort of morally opposed to
Dahl so it feels hard to bring him into the classroom so explicitly.
The hardest part of the day was them readjusting to school and not “freezing” at the bell
and generally annoying me in the morning which was probably as much me as them since I
wasn’t fully convinced I wanted to be there either and in the afternoon instead of criticizing I
checked myself a bunch and just switched activities or said something positive and decided to let
them be a little loud during worktime as they were working well and it wasn’t deafening and I
could hear over it and it was a short worktime and sometimes they just don’t need a critic.
Isaac finally got into a book though he said it was “a little hard for him” and tried to read
it at first during worktime and then decided to “write” and Jose actually wrote for worktime and
actually wrote something today and after school Isaac wrote proving that he can! Need to go
through their book baskets now when I conference though most of them seemed to make good
choices. Maybe I should also do a mini-lesson with a read-aloud for sounding words out and
maybe I should do it from now on with authors’ names that I don’t know because the majority of
them are struggling the most with that and actually looking at the letters. Hope and Ceci, for
example, use context well but often don’t match anything but the first letter to the word. Also,
want to start doing some rhyming books and begin to work at that.
Have begun to sing for transitions which works pretty well though it can make them wild.
They got really into “All God’s Children” and dancing to that and also got into “7 Green and
Speckled Frogs” to go with the math lesson on seven peas and carrots and had them also go for a
hunt for sevens. A very sesame street type day if I do say so myself! Jose also turned 7.
Spelling lessons seem to be helping as at least now they know what to try when I tell
them to try a certain technique though they do first come to me but hopefully the sheet will help
a little bit and they will go to that instead of me at least some of the time.
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I share this journal entry for a variety of reasons. The first is to convey the degree to which
teaching is very busy work (Elbaz, 1983; Higgins, 2011; Jalongo & Isenberg, 1995; Preskill &
Jacobvitz, 2001; Van Manen, 1995). Whenever I read my journals from the classroom, I am
overwhelmed by how much happens in a given day. My frequent use of run-on sentences, my
employ of “and” multiple times in a sentence, language like “flew,” and the constant shift in
topics contribute to the sensation of a whirlwind having occurred around me. Reading it now,
years later, I am always surprised by the energy and reminded of my struggle as a teacher to
simply stay atop it all. If I, as a former teacher who still spends hours in schools weekly, can
easily forget this sense of activity, I can only imagine how hard it would be for those with less
access to classrooms to picture how much happens, and how quickly it happens, in a teacher’s
day. Therefore, I hope that the journal offers a window into the complexity and constant
movement that occurs during what was—in relation to other entries—a relatively calm teaching
day.
I also use this entry to illustrate the kind of thinking that went into my daily work in the
classroom. The entry demonstrates Locke’s (1912/2007) claim that as a teacher I must
individualize instruction and reason throughout. Far from resting on “custom” (p. 179),
throughout the entry I reconsider my own practices. As Van Manen (1995) describes, teaching is
a series of very quick actions in response to the stimulus of the classroom. These actions are
based on very immediate thinking as one acts. As the journal documents, throughout the day I
was acting, assessing, and responding.
In highlighting my thought-process, I do not suggest that any of my conclusions came
from a place of deep understanding about pedagogy. Instead, I capitalize on my reasoning being
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that of a novice.15 As argued by John Dewey in Democracy and Education (1916/1944), people
typically reflect when tackling something new or when a situation isn’t working. More
habituated actions do not require being thought through consciously. Similarly, in the Reflective
Practitioner: How Professionals Think in Action, Schön (1983) studies interactions between the
novice and more experienced professionals,16 arguing that while the more experienced
practitioner also reflects constantly, her familiarity with the task makes that reflection less
apparent. In other words, my newness meant that I needed to reflect on nearly every component
of the work. Where I continue to question, try, and rethink my work in classrooms—much of
what I grappled with in that entry such as how to get a class to be quiet when I was ready to
speak or what to do when a child “flew through the reading assessment” became more
habituated.
I share this journal as an entry point to practical wisdom, the kind of thinking I will argue
that teachers ideally strive towards throughout the day. In doing so, I would encourage the reader
against trying to assess the quality of knowledge I demonstrated and instead focus on discerning
the mode of thinking I drew on to help myself act.

Practical Wisdom Defined

15

It is important to note that my use of this term does not carry pejorative connotations nor is it meant to imply that
somebody new to a profession does not come with a wealth of understandings. I simply use it, as Schon (1983) does
to describe somebody new to a line of work.
16

Describing the work of doctors, psychologists, architects, engineers, city planners, and teachers, Schon (1983)
defines professionals as those trained to perform a service within a particular field.
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In the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle (1999) uses the term phronesis (often translated as
prudence or practical wisdom) to describe the kind of knowing someone must have to make
decisions around action. For Aristotle, phronesis is a type of knowledge about “human concerns”
(LI.1141b10) that brings together both “universals” and “particulars” to enable the person to act
well (LI. 1141b22-24). For my purposes, the most essential features of phronesis are that it
describes the integration of more generalized and established understandings, “universals” for
Aristotle, and the specifics of a situation.
A vast and varied inquiry on phronesis and the terms used to translate it exists.
Translations such as “practical wisdom” are used to refer closely back to Aristotle and also far
more colloquially. The abundance of the terms has made key word searches largely futile. Even
in the literature on education the concept of phronesis is broadly invoked.17 In writing about
phronesis, my intention is not to provide a review of this extensive literature. I also do not seek
to resolve, let alone weigh into, the debates concerning what the term actually means for
Aristotle. After depicting a range of interpretations in On the Varieties of Phronesis, Jana Noel
(1999a) closes with the statement that “the combination of the different interpretations when
looking at the classroom teacher in the complex classroom situation make up the concept of
phronesis18 for teaching” (p. 287). Noel argues the importance of recognizing the “different
interpretations of phronesis” since each interpretation “can give rise to different conceptions of
17

For a review of the use of the terms in education see Noel, 1999a, 1999b and Smith, 1999. My gratitude to
Higgins, 2011, for drawing my attention to these texts.
18

Italics are Noel’s in this and the following quotations.
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teaching and of education” (p. 274). Instead of weighing each interpretation against the others,
Noel combines them for a deeper conception of phronesis than any one term provides. In the
spirit of making my own conceptions of teaching clear, I devote this chapter to a detailed
delineation of how I employ Aristotle’s concept.
Further, though I draw from Aristotle’s (1999) conception of phronesis, I do not use his
term but instead the loose translation, “practical wisdom.” Smith (1999) best captures my
intention behind choosing the translation. Noting that Aristotle’s terms “do not translate into our
language and world without bringing certain distortions with them,” Smith takes advantage of
the translation to create some distance from Aristotle’s concepts. Instead of trying to determine
exactly what Aristotle meant with a particular term, Smith “shall borrow from Aristotle where he
is insightful” (p. 327). Smith argues that “by liberating a modern sense of practical judgment
from too close a marriage to phronesis and its problems I argue that we stand to gain much” (p.
327). Liberating myself from the term phronesis, allows me to focus on the spirit behind a given
thinker’s term instead of the term itself.
Building largely on Aristotle19, contemporary thinkers have written about the kind of
wisdom-in-action that professionals require—referring to it as metis (Scott, 1998; Traugh, 2009),
practical wisdom (Nussbaum, 1992; Schwartz & Sharpe, 2010), practical judgment (Smith,
1999), practical knowledge (Elbaz, 1983), reflection-in-action (Schön, 1983, 1987), the art of the
craftsman (Sennett, 2008), and what Bruner (1962) characterizes as the “heuristics of discovery”
(p. 92). For clarity’s sake, I will deploy practical wisdom as my umbrella term unless directly
19

Schon (1983) and Bruner (1962) are notable exception in that they do not reference Aristotle.
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quoting a particular thinker. As discussed above, I also use the phrase practical wisdom to avoid
some of the more narrow definitions various thinkers posit. I also employ the term reflection,
keeping with it Schön’s (1983, 1987) meaning, to refer specifically to the components of
practical wisdom in which the practitioner thinks back upon her work.
I settled on the term “practical wisdom” finding it to be the most broadly encompassing.
Where phrases like “reflection-in-action,” and “practical judgment” focus on different
conceptions of thinking, “the art of the craftsman” invokes work with his hands. As Noel
(1999b) argues, practical wisdom connotes “a state of a person that confers intellectual ability to
act wisely and appropriately within a practical situation” (p. 278). Noel contends that “practical
wisdom” “ties in the character of the person” (p. 278). The emphasis on the thinking and acting
character captures the depth I intend to invoke.
In keeping with my move away from the original Aristotle, it is important to note that in
the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle (1999) distinguishes between “craft knowledge” and
phronesis. He explains that a craft “is a state involving true reason concerned with production”
(LI.1140a21-22). Phronesis in contrast, relates to ethics, actions that “promote living well in
general” (LI.1140a29). Where some authors use practical wisdom to emphasize ethical conduct
(Nussbaum, 1992), others write more exclusively about professional know-how as a craft
(Schön, 1983; Sennett, 2008). That Aristotle distinguishes craft and professional knowledge from
phronesis is no insignificant matter but a thorough discussion of his distinction is beyond the
scope of this dissertation. Of relevance is the fact that I will not distinguish between craft and
ethics in regards to teaching. Instead, I maintain that the decisions that guide minute details of a
teacher’s professional action directly relate to moral decision-making (Sherman, 2004; Hansen,
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1995, 2004; Jackson, Boostrom, & Hansen, 1993). What may seem like small acts lead up to a
moral approach to the world (Dewey, 1922/1923, 1975; Hansen, 1995; Jackson, Boostrom, &
Hansen, 1993; Meier, 2002, Van Manen, 1995).
Finally, in pulling together my conception of practical wisdom, I have drawn on thinkers
through a broad range of fields. Where Nussbaum (1992) used her knowledge of literature and
life experience to identify practical wisdom as the approach to complex decisions, Schwartz and
Sharpe (2010), Schön (1983), Scott (1998), and Sennett (2008) largely drew on sociological
studies. Aristotle (1999) reasoned his way to it, and Bruner (1962) based most of his analysis on
scientific studies many of which occurred in laboratories.

When and Where is Practical Wisdom Deemed Necessary?
To explain where practical wisdom is needed, it is helpful to begin with where it is not.
Practical wisdom is easily contrasted with techne—another Aristotelian concept which Scott
(1998) characterizes as knowledge based on pre-determined and pre-tested rules or strategies.
Techne is useful when an activity has a single and narrow end as a goal. For example, a manual
that determines each step in a process is highly beneficial when assembling a piece of pre-made
furniture. Because each piece belongs to a certain location and must be put together in a
particular manner, pre-determined instructions will not only suffice but will also be necessary. If
one piece is placed differently from how the diagram requires, it is unlikely that the furniture will
come together.20 The development of techne comes when someone has practiced a certain
20

I am indebted to Alex Hunley and Yoshi Nakasawa for their lively in-class debate about the kind of knowledge
gained and experience that one has while assembling Ikea furniture.
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technique enough to achieve mastery. Because of its straightforward set of rules techne is
generally easily measurable and more easily taught (Scott, 1998; Sherman, 2006). In addition to
other factors, this ease in measurement and mastery has led to increased attention given to
technical know-how than more complex approaches to professional understanding (Sherman,
2006).
That said, having analyzed problem-solving in many situations—architecture, plumbing,
teaching, medicine, and marriage to name just a few—contemporary authors have argued that
most problems people face in daily living are typically complicated (Elbaz, 1983; Nussbaum,
1990; Rose, 2004; Schön, 1983; Schwartz & Sharpe, 2010 Scott, 1998; Traugh, 2009). Schön
(1983) explains:
The situations of practice are characterized by unique events. Erik Erikson, the
psychiatrist, has described each person as “a universe of one,” and an eminent
physician has claimed that “85 percent of the problems a doctor sees in his office
are not in the book.” (p. 16)

As Locke (1912/2007) addresses in the opening of this chapter, when dealing with problems in
the human and natural world, there are rarely pre-determined answers. The practitioner, and in
particular the teacher, therefore requires practical wisdom to problem solve (Cochran-Smith &
Lytle, 2006; Elbaz, 1983; Simpson & Garrison, 1995; Traugh, 2009). As Pendlebury (1995)
writes, “practical wisdom is the sovereign virtue of a good teacher” (p. 50).
Shelley Sherman (2004) argues that the teacher requires “responsiveness”—the ability to
engage in “one-on-one encounters” with students in a manner that attends to each individual
situation at hand. To achieve this responsiveness, the teacher is typically dependent on what
Pamela J. Simpson and Jim Garrison (1995) refer to as “moral perception,” an ability to sort
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through information and develop an individualized response. As discussed in the following
section, in addition to an understanding of the particulars, practical wisdom requires on-going
and reflected upon experiences, a means of framing a situation, a background in content and
skills that supports effective responses, and an on-going process of reflection that the practitioner
draws upon throughout to assess the effectiveness of a given response. While I do not want to
take on a debate about nature-versus-nurture, my contention is that most qualities in practical
wisdom can be developed over time through experience. That said, personality does affect how
people practice practical wisdom and to some degree, people may have a predisposition for
particular traits that lend themselves to practical wisdom in a particular situation.21
Much of this dissertation focuses on the ways in which practical wisdom is useful in
promoting more effective practices. Nevertheless, my interest in practical wisdom comes
fundamentally from a moral stance. As noted in Chapter 1, a commitment to the flourishing of
the individual teacher pervades this dissertation. As previously highlighted, Higgins (2003)
notes, Aristotle introduces phronesis within his larger treatise on eudaimonia. Therefore,
practical wisdom not only supports one’s direct response to the challenges of practices but it is
“link[ed]” from its inception to “the agent’s own” happiness (Higgins, 2003, p. 139).
Finally, it is important to situate my discussion of practical wisdom within a larger
conversation about abilities. Calls for practical wisdom tend to lead to questions about whether
everyone is capable of this kind of thinking. In Helping Teachers Learn: Principal Leadership
for Adult Growth and Development, Eleanor Drago-Severson (2004) takes a constructive21

I address this most directly in my section on “Character” later in this chapter and in the section on the “Teacher as
Protagonist” in Chapter 4.
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developmental approach to supporting teachers. Drawing on the research of Robert Kegan,
Drago-Severson argues that people’s “ways of knowing” the world can be attributed to
developmental stages. Drago-Severson argues that adult learners tend to operate along this
developmental continuum—requiring supports that match up with their stage. Drago-Severson
stresses that one’s place on the continuum does not make one a better or worse person but being
at higher stage does support adaption to more complex situations such as the classroom.
In mentioning the developmental approach, I want to emphasize two significant factors
which influence how I perceive of ability. First, I want to highlight Drago-Severson’s (2004)
emphasis that in drawing on the notion that learning is developmental, the more complex way of
approaching a challenge can become available to practitioners who initially approach a problem
with a more basic approach. Practical wisdom is not an innate talent but a learned approach.
Further, I want to emphasize that from my perspective, one’s developmental stage is
contextual. Though I exhibit practical wisdom in teaching, when my computer stops working,
my response is typically to start pressing buttons at random, reflecting what Drago-Severson
refers to as the “impulsive,” stage 1 approach. Similarly, when baking a dish for the first time,
especially if cooking for guests, I tend to follow the recipe exactly, taking an “instrumental
approach.” Once I’ve cooked it a few times, I’m more apt to reference the recipe and other
knowledge about cooking. Finally, the lines between approaches are not always entirely rigid.
One may switch back and forth between approaches depending on areas of comfort within a
given activity. As noted, sometimes my cooking reflects an “instrumental approach” whereas
other times, I work from a “self-authoring” stance.
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Elements of Practical Wisdom

Intimacy with and Knowledge of Particulars
To approach a complex problem, the practitioner relies on attention to the particulars of
the situation (Aristotle, 1999; Elbaz, 1983; Pendlebury, 1990; Rose, 2004; Schön, 1983; Scott,
1998; Sennett 2008; Sherman, 2004; Simpson & Garrison, 1995). Particulars vary across
professions (Rose, 2004; Schön, 1983; Scott, 1998; Sennett 2008). For example, a hairdresser
requires awareness of the hair, coloring, and facial structure of the client whereas a carpenter
zooms in on the grain of wood and at times the features of the land or a larger structure in which
his finished piece will rest (Rose, 2004). Scott (1998) emphasizes knowing the terrain quite
literally. Effective farming, he argues, requires someone who can respond to the particular
environmental concerns of a specific area. Therefore, “the power of practical knowledge depends
on an exceptionally close and astute observation of the environment” (p. 324).
In teaching, context includes the dynamics of an individual classroom: each unique child,
group dynamics, the cultural and physical environment, the qualities of the educator, and the
specific content to be taught (Hansen, 1995; Elbaz, 1983; Gallas, 1998). Emphasizing the unique
nature of each classroom experience, Gallas (1998) writes:
I am a full member of a unique culture, I am an aboriginal, Sophia, Barbara,
Jamilla, and I are all originals in our classroom, and the classroom itself is
original, a contained sociogeographical region. It has its own topography, its own
language, stories, rituals, memories, incantations, and governance structure. And
as this research has shown, each new class I teach becomes a new tribe with new
fauna and flora and a new topography to be mapped. (p. 146)
The extent to which a classroom carries its own original culture pervades throughout all aspects
of instruction. It influences the ways that children and teachers speak with each other, the
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experiences they have together, and even the way the classroom looks. The culture is dependent
on the people within the space. Even though the room and the teacher may continue from one
year to the next, a new community of children leads to new “fauna and flora.”
The ability to know these particulars typically requires the kind of close engagement that
only the person doing the work can have (Gallas, 1998; Hansen, 1995; Scott, 1998; Sherman,
2004; Van Manen, 1995). When Scott (1998) speaks of the ability to describe an environment, he
does not refer to the more common understanding of the researcher who describes from a
removed position as note-taker. Scott instead cautions us to not “forget that the peasant cultivator
or pastoralist lives year in and year out in the field of observation. He or she will likely know
things that neither an absentee cultivator nor a research scientist would ever notice” (p.324). In
other words, the knowledge of the practitioner comes both from the kind of time that the
practitioner has spent with a situation but also through the opportunity to engage with the
environment in a variety of capacities.
According to Schwartz and Sharpe (2010), this kind of knowing comes from the trial and
error involved in exploring an activity directly (p. 14). In my teaching journal, I describe how the
children find a variety of ways of constructing the number seven. The activity itself came from a
purchased math curriculum. When I read it and even after subsequent discussions with my grade
level, I did not really understand it. From the curriculum books and my grade level I got a base
understanding for how to approach the activity but it was only through doing the lesson with
children that I saw how powerfully the lesson supported their developing math sense.
Making a similar argument Hansen (1995) positions the teacher as best equipped to
problem solve about her classroom because:
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No other teacher or adult has the kind of understanding this teacher has of this
student at this time. That understanding may be defective or inadequate. It will
certainly never be complete, and so can always be improved. But it is a condition
for communication between teacher and student and, consequently, is a
prerequisite for successful teaching. No other person can simply ‘take over’ a
teacher’s understandings of and relations with students. Those who have
performed substitute teaching in schools can quickly affirm this point. (p.150)

The act of doing something offers the practitioner a particular type of specialized knowledge that
is inaccessible to anyone outside of the work (Buchmann, 1989; Gudmundsdottir, 1995; Higgins,
2011; Noel, 1999a). Because substitute teaching is often synonymous with incompetence for a
variety of reasons, I would add that the consultant or teacher-trainer can also “affirm” an
inability to “take over” someone else’s class. Where experts on a particular method may bring a
specialized skill set such as management or literacy practices, I’ve often seen them struggle in
demonstration lessons. As a support teacher, I was sometimes asked to lead a lesson in the
classroom of a teacher who was struggling. I brought certain skills, successful experience talking
with children, and as another teacher in the school I even had a relationship with many of the
students. Yet, even with prior conversations with the teacher, my lessons were never as good in
her class as they might be in my own. Not knowing the children or the context, my work was
always an approximation at problem-solving. I couldn’t quite get to the root of the situation
because I did not know it well enough. Instead, these experiences reinforced that the person fully
enmeshed in the work of a particular classroom is the best versed on that situation (Aristotle,
1999; Hansen, 1999; Schwartz & Sharpe, 2010; Scott, 324).
One limitation for the outsider is simply not having enough time experiencing the
challenges of that classroom. Yet, perhaps even more essential than time spent was simply doing
(Rose, 2004; Schön, 1983, 1987; Sennett, 2008). I was far more successful teaching a group of
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children when I taught them as infrequently as once a week and had that experience
supplemented by hearing the teacher’s insights from daily work.
Additionally, some understanding comes to our bodies prior to the ability to speak of it in
a concrete thought (Rose, 2004; Schön, 1983; Sennett, 2008). Mike Rose (2004) describes the
tactile knowledge an expert plumber, carpenter, and surgeon bring to their work. Interviewing
practitioners, Rose highlights how each speaks of the kind of knowledge that they have based on
how something sounds, looks, or feels. A surgical resident explains that there is information that
one learns from books and cadavers that lack meaning until one interacts with a live body.
Sharing the language he uses to teach residents, Ron Tompkins, a veteran surgeon of 39 years
and Chief of Surgery at UCLA, says “no, don’t feel down there, feel up here” (Rose, 2004). Even
in medicine, a field often associated with academic learning and complex vocabulary, Tomkins
resorts to the most basic language and touch. He cannot fully explain the procedure but instead
guides his student to come to know it through feeling around.
Referring back to my journal entry, in creating the successful math lesson on seven, I was
integrating a large quantity of information. To name just a few of the more salient particulars: I
drew on specific children’s math knowledge (especially that of Polina and Jigme); a lesson I had
read and then memorized from a published curriculum (quite a bit of research on math and
pedagogy went into writing this curriculum); my grade level colleagues’ insights about how they
taught the lesson (each of them drew on at least 5 years of teaching experience); my own number
sense (I chose seven partially because it’s a number I’ve found to be harder to remember facts
about); Jose’s birthday; a song about frogs my mother used to sing to me; my ability to tell
stories; and my awareness that my students loved stories. In other words, as a practitioner I
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juggled a broad range of experiences as I read and responded to the situation in front of me.

Character
The personality and history of the individual practitioner influences the kinds of actions
he engages in (Ben-Peretz, 1995; Elbaz, 1983; Smith, 1999). In “From System to Story: An
Alternative Pattern for Rationality in Ethics,” Stanley Hauerwas and David B. Burrell (1977)
maintain that “the kind of decisions we confront, indeed the very way we describe a situation, is
a function of the kind of character we have” (p. 20). “Character,” Hauerwas and Burrell argue,
“provides the context necessary to pose the terms of a decision, or to determine whether a
decision should be made at all” (Ibid.). Therefore, one cannot consider responding to the
particulars of a context without accounting for the particular self, or, as Hauerwas and Burrell
put it, the character, of the practitioner.
In using the term character, Hauerwas and Burrell capitalize on the richness of the word.
Character refers to characteristics such as physical attributes and personality; history; value
systems; and someone’s behavioral tendencies.
Physical attributes, for example, often lend themselves to particular work. Rose (2004)
identifies characteristics that support practitioners in a range of professions. For example, a
carpenter and a surgeon require steady hands and a waiter depends upon balance and a quick
memory. The ability to move fluidly and to process sensory information from many sources
greatly aided my work as an early childhood teacher.
As I will discuss more in the following section on experience, emotions also play a
significant role in decision-making. Individuals tend towards particular emotional responses that
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can both aid and make certain work more difficult (hooks, 2003; Palmer, 2007). Sherman (2006),
Sockett (1993, 2012), and Hansen (2004) note that certain dispositions lend themselves to
teaching. For example, patience tends to be a useful quality in a teacher (Sherman, 2006;
Sockett, 2012).
Nevertheless, as a significant caveat, it is important to draw attention to Aristotle’s
(1999) claim that a virtue is not a particular emotional response or disposition but instead the
ability to apply a response appropriately within a particular context. The goal, therefore, is not
simply to possess patience but to be able to apply it where needed. Further, Sherman (2006)
emphasizes the difficulty in measuring dispositions and the degree to which a focus on particular
qualities may distract the teacher educator from attending to the depth of interactions in the
classroom. For example, as I discuss in some detail in Chapter 4, where patience is a quality that
many teachers possess, some impatient people are very fine teachers (Diamond, 2008; Strieb,
2010).
Prior experiences and how we remember them heavily influence the ways that someone
acts (Elbaz, 1983; Sockett, 2012). As experiences accrue, one’s personality and approach to
situations typically evolves (Dewey, 1916/1944). In the Bildungsroman, a young character
evolves with the novel culminating in a solidified, typically now adult, identity. Believing that
personal history shapes professional actions in “Disrupting the Taken-for-Granted:
Autobiographical Analysis in Preservice Teacher Education,” A. Lin Goodwin and Michele
Genor (2008) discuss the benefits of assigning pre-service teachers to write and analyze their
personal stories. The emphasis is less on the telling and more on the questions that the story
brings up for the student and how this story can connect with future work in classrooms.
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Goodwin and Genor find that by investigating personal history, teachers from minority groups
can gain more confidence about their experiences, while teachers from more mainstream cultural
groups are pushed to question the universality of their past.
Finally, as will be discussed in my subsequent section “Find a Frame: Determining the
Best Approach,” character also refers to someone’s ethical system (Hauerwas & Burrell, 1977;
Smith, 1999). In a literary context, one may assess Madame Bovary’s moral character based on
the ways that she acts and the values she professes. Likewise, to say that someone has good or
bad character refers to how that person makes decisions and approaches situations over time.
Describing the ways in which a teacher responds to a student, Richard Smith (1999) writes, “All
this flows to a large extent from the sort of person she is” which he refers to as an “ethical
dimension” (p. 330). How one engages a situation is determined by personality and past history
or, to put otherwise, one’s character.

Experience: Doing, Undergoing, and Reflection
Where I hope that my opening journal entry suggests a willingness to observe and reflect
upon my teaching, as a new teacher in many cases I lacked methods and activities to draw upon.
For example, I did not have a respectful means of maintaining a noise level that I was
comfortable with. Though I reported in the journal that Jose needed more sophisticated literacy
instruction, I regret that this instruction did not go much beyond my comment that he could now
read fluently.
In considering the accumulation of knowledge of particulars and the development of
character, the practitioner’s experience is a necessary but often undervalued source of
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information (Elbaz, 1983; Horton, 1998; Schön, 1983). Dewey (1909/1975) famously writes that
you cannot teach a person to swim by having them sit on the edge of the water (pp. 14-15).
Instead, tactile experience that includes some trial and error teaches a person to how to engage
(Dewey, 1909/1975; Rose, 2004; Sennett, 2008). As a new teacher I had limited teaching
experience to draw on.
The emphasis on trial and error means that the practitioner is apt to make mistakes. In
fact, practical wisdom depends upon these mistakes. New habits and approaches typically
develop in the moments in which something previously done fails to achieve the desired
approach (Dewey, 1916/1944; Horton, 1998). As Schön (1987) notes, it is in moments of
“surprise” (p. 26) that one typically learns something new. Similarly, Sherman (2006) highlights
Max Van Manen’s concept of tact: what he defines as educator’s ability to turn a challenging
moment into a “pedagogically positive event” (Van Manen, 2002a p. 130 in Sherman, 2006, p.
46).
If we are to place experience at the helm, the term experience must not be confused with
its colloquial meaning as simply having done or undergone something. Instead, in exploring the
role of experience in practical wisdom, I will use Dewey’s definition (1916/1944) that
experience consists of both trying something and also undergoing the consequence of those
attempts. This trying and undergoing is mediated through an on-going reflection on what has
happened and how that might be influential for future actions.
Van Manen (1995) aptly addresses the limitations of the term “reflection.” He argues that
to reflect suggests that the actor look upon his or her actions from a space of distance—the
subject becomes the reflector and the object of that reflection is the action. He points out that
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such distance often requires a degree of temporal distance as well. Van Manen uses the term
“tact” to refer to the kind of emotionally and temporally connected thinking that one employs
while acting. While I am sympathetic to Van Manen’s claim, in using the term reflection, Dewey
(1916/1944) argues that in an experience “we learn something” “when the change made by
action is reflected back into a change made in us” (p. 139). This notion that reflection upon an
action has both external and internalized effects encapsulates both traditional ideas of reflection
in which one looks back or forward on an action as well as understandings in the midst of action.
As a kind of solidified experience, Dewey (1916/1944) uses the term habit. A habit is a
response based on previously reflected upon experiences that have been deemed effective. The
action is now simply done without active consideration (p. 53). Without habits we would be
unable to act because every movement would be brand new. Along similar lines Miriam BenPeretz (1995) uses the term “scripts” to describe a set of actions that typically work in response
to a particular circumstances. For example, a daily routine upon entering a classroom is a script.
Though initially new, once familiar habits and scripts can come to feel “natural” to the
person, making it hard for them to remember ever operating otherwise. According to Schön
(1983), sometimes a practitioner can only explain how an action came to be habitual with the aid
of questioning. At other times the practitioner does not know why they are doing a particular
action and cannot account for how the habit developed. For example, a teacher may be
reproducing an approach to management that he learned in his own schooling experience without
having considered whether that approach serves current goals. For Dewey (1916/1944), habits
when calcified and not reflected upon can develop into “routines” or a series of actions that a
practitioner does not consider changing (p. 48).
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In other cases, the practitioner engages in what Dewey (1916/1944) refers to as simply
“actions” which taken without reflection are “dispersive, centrifugal, dissipating” (p. 48). Faced
with a class that isn’t listening, many new teachers will try any advice: they will bribe, then yell,
then threaten, then punish particular students, then cajole, then praise. An inundation of
suggestions often based on at best a very short observation from mentors, supervisors, and
professors, no matter how well intended, often makes the matter worse by simply overwhelming
the teacher’s repertoire.
According to Sockett (2012), the ability to deliberate and then make judgments about
what to do is an essential quality in the teacher. He argues that once the teacher is able to make
judgments, “correct implementations will follow with experience” (p. 214). Where, as shown in
this dissertation implementation is itself a complex task, I agree with Sockett that the ability to
make judgments in the classroom is an essential task that requires experience with decisionmaking.
Determining whether a particular action is worth habituating requires reflection upon the
effect of the action and, as I will discuss in the next section, consideration of whether it achieves
the practitioner’s purpose. Therefore, in determining how to act, the practitioner engages in an
on-going process of reflection paired with doing and undergoing:
Doing extends thinking in the tests, moves, and probes of experimental action,
and reflection feeds on doing and its results. Each feeds the other, and each sets
boundaries for the other. It is the surprising result of action that triggers reflection,
and it is the production of a satisfactory move that brings reflection temporarily to
a close . . .. When a practitioner keeps inquiry moving, however, he does not
abstain from action in order to sink into endless thought. Continuity of inquiry
entails a continual interweaving of thinking and doing. (Schön, 1983, p. 280)
As noted in my discussion of Van Manen’s critique of the term “reflection,” thinking and doing
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do not trump each other but instead each necessitates the other. As described in my journal entry,
I experimented with the math curriculum by personalizing a story about numbers. What I do not
share in this entry is that I knew from previous experiences that my class responded extremely
well to stories from my life. These stories had already entered into my writing and social
emotional curriculum. Believing that the students could use reinforced attention to seven, I
supplemented the story with a song as well. The decision to draw attention to Jose turning seven
was entirely improvised in the moment—based on learning his age and making the decision that
this personalized attention to the number would be beneficial. After school I determined that the
combination of approaches had worked well and decided to build upon the story the next day.
Where I had an evening and some journal writing time to reflect about my day’s work, the
amount of time I spent considering what I would do was probably no more than fifteen minutes.
The turn-around needed to be quick because I had much to consider as I prepared to teach the
next day.
It is important to note that the kind of reflection Schön (1983) depicts and that I focus on
in this dissertation is largely language-based. Rose (2004) has aptly illustrated that reflection
need not involve words. I recently watched two kindergarten girls on a playground engage with a
wobbly bridge. The movement was first tentative, a light touch, a pause, and then the removal of
the foot. Slowly they tried increasingly fast movements on the bridge. Each time they tried
something for a few seconds, seeming to take in the effect it had on the bridge and their bodies.
The game culminated in the girls taking hands and dancing on the bridge and then wandering off.
Simultaneously, another less agile child watched from the edge—putting his feet onto the bridge
tentatively, shaking slightly as the bridge moved, and then removing his feet. No words passed
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between the children but their increasingly complex bodily movements suggested they were
learning from experience how that structure worked.
Using reason to reflect upon a situation is often depicted as requiring a degree of
emotional detachment (Hauerwas & Burrell, 1977; Simpson & Garrison, 1995). Hauerwas and
Burrell (1977) explain that “the self is often pictured as consisting of reason and desire, with the
primary function of reason being to control desire” (p. 23). In contrast, Schön (1987) describes a
course in which students shared case studies based on struggles they were having in fieldwork.
Schön and the students ultimately found that an essential piece of responding effectively was
coming to terms with the emotional response. The students needed to address the emotions a
particular situation brought up such as anger evoked by a frustrating relationship with a client.
Emotions were “described” so that the student could “head off the automatic responses they
usually triggered” (p. 268). Students named their emotions to become less encumbered by them.
Along these lines, dependence on problems for growth can lead to much discomfort
(Schön, 1987). Continuing with Dewey’s (1909/1975) image of learning to swim by swimming,
Schön (1987) writes, “Swimming in unfamiliar waters, the student risks the loss of his sense of
competence, control, and confidence. He must temporarily abandon much that he already values”
(p. 94). Growth through experience requires risk for the practitioner, and, potentially for those in
their proximity as well. As Hauerwas and Burrell (1977) note, seeing moral decision making as
entirely situated means embarking on a journey in a “boat” that “cannot provide the security
promised by the other [an approach to morality based on general rules], but in return it contains
instructions to equip us with the skills required to negotiated the dangers of the open sea” (p. 27).
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Practical wisdom with its dependency on problem-solving in situ can be a terrifying but
ultimately productive approach.
Therefore, in developing and practicing practical wisdom the practitioner must develop
comfort with error. This comfort largely stems from the acceptance that practice is an on-going
interaction between the practitioner and his environment. As Schön (1987) writes of students
struggling to practice reflection-in-action:
They see error as failure, and when they repeat their errors, they experience a
blow to self-esteem. They do not yet have the idea of a learning process in which
imperfect actions are continually modified through reflection-in-action. (p. 291)
Schön’s use of the word “error” is itself deceptive. Instead of perceiving actions as “errors,” it is
more productive to think of actions longitudinally. For each cause there is an effect for the
practitioner to assess and respond to. As a colleague of mine once noted, there are no problems
in teaching, just opportunities to try something different. Nevertheless, the sensation of having
something not go as one had initially hoped can be disconcerting.
Trust that a difficult situation can ultimately be resolved tends to come with experience
(Schön, 1987). The more the practitioner is ultimately able to work through difficulties, the less
daunted they may feel by various bumps along the way. For example, as a first year teacher I was
afraid of the chaos that a few of my students seemed to bring into the room. Working with them
was very hard. I had the sense that these children stood between a calm classroom and me. More
than anything else, these children upset me because with them I felt like a failure. Over the
course of the year, and with much support from others, I came to see each one of these children
differently. Our engagement with each other changed and became productive. Each year that I
taught, I faced a new child or children who got under my skin. After my first year, I stopped
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feeling as angry and frustrated with these children. I knew that I would come to like them and
that we would come to work well with each other. The small frustrations no longer left me
frightened but instead eagerly anticipating a better relationship. I learned to live better with the
moments of uneasiness. In fact, each year, I looked forward to these most challenging
relationships, suspecting that it would be the child who initially frustrated me who pushed me to
think. Navigating more difficult relationships became the source of intellectual joy.
Hauerwas and Burrell (1977) argue that to make decisions we cannot be alienated from
ourselves—selves that include the emotions we grapple with (p. 24). Schön (1987) describes a
scene in which a Resident22 in psychiatry problem-solves with a Supervisor. As they deliberate
about a patient, the Supervisor says to the Resident, “I don’t get a sense of what you feel from
seeing her” (p. 236). The connection between the Resident’s feeling and his conclusions goes
unexplored by both the Supervisor and Schön. Nevertheless, in the subsequent section Schön
highlights practices in which other residents are pushed to explore their own feelings brought up
in therapy sessions.
Awareness of these feelings sometimes provides what Schön later refers to as a “mirror”
(Chapter 9) into situations with patients. For example, in one case a resident struggled to give
constructive feedback to a patient because of the affable relationship developed between them.
When he brought this case to sessions with other residents, they, in turn, responded to his
appealing personality and resisted giving critical but useful feedback. Recognizing with the
supervisor’s support, the emotional responses that his peers had to him, helped the resident deal
22

The capitalizations of resident and supervisor are Schon’s.
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with his own responses to the patient.
Hansen (2004), Nussbaum (1992), and Simpson and Garrison (1995) argue that emotion
enters into the reflective process as a productive and vital part of the reasoning process. Simpson
and Garrison (1995) even attribute the ability to exercise practical wisdom to what they refer to
as “moral perceptions” (p. 257). As they define it, moral perception requires that the teacher feel
sympathy for students that “carries us beyond our selfish interests and directs our selective
attention outward towards others” (Ibid). This concern allows the teacher to see a student more
vividly. For example, in my journal entry, I describe feeling anxious and physically
uncomfortable because of the noise level in my classroom. In that moment, I decided not to
express my feelings, knowing that the children needed a break from critical comments. As I
deliberated about how to respond to my students, I took into account both my own visceral
response to the noise and my concern for them. Simpson and Garrison (1995, p. 257)
acknowledge that feelings can negatively influence an interaction with a student as well. For
example, a teacher may fearfully avoid a student with a reputation for aggression.
Emotions are neither positive nor negative but part of our decision-making faculties. As
Aristotle (1999) explains, an important element of virtue is determining how to act in relation to
one’s emotions. Writing of a proper angry response, Aristotle confesses that “doing it to the right
person, in the right amount, at the right time, for the right end, and in the right way is no longer
easy, nor can everyone do it” (LI.1109a28-30). Determining how to access emotions
productively becomes the practitioner’s challenge (Nussbaum, 1992; Simpson & Garrison,
1995). My decision to let the class be loud was guided by a feeling. Specifically, concern for the
children, anxiety about authority, and personal annoyance at the noise were negotiated to
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determine how to act. Ultimately, the concern I felt for the children’s happiness overturned the
annoyance and uneasiness I felt in a noisy room. In deliberating about how to respond, I also
took into account the fact that the room was not actually out of control.
In summary, as my journal entry attests, my teaching was guided heavily by reflection
that drew into account prior experiences, external knowledge (as with the math lesson), an ability
to deliberate about actions, and finally a variety of emotional responses. As I had more
experiences my practice grew. For example, by the time of this particular journal entry, I had
learned to use stories to teach math. The following year, having already taught the math lesson
described, I was better prepared to execute it more smoothly. Elements of instruction had
become habituated. On the other hand, new, often more subtle, challenges cropped up.

Find a Frame: Determining the Best Approach
Where reflection occurs throughout the process of problem-solving, special attention
must be paid to the kind of reflection that helps the practitioner determine the problem itself.
Determining this problem requires a certain degree of experience and capacity (Schön, 1987) and
the ability to weigh the range of factors affecting the situation (Schön, 1983).
Building on the writing of philosopher Thomas Dewar Weldon, Bruner (1962) uses the
following terms to frame problem-solving:
1. Difficulties: “a trouble with minimum definition” ... “in which we know that we want
to get from here to there, both points defined rather rawly and without much of an
ideas of how to bridge the gap” (p. 97).
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2. Puzzles: “. . . a game in which there is a set of givens and a set of procedural
constraints, all precisely stated” in which “there is at least one admissible route by
which we can do so [get from here to there], but the choice of route is governed by
definite rules that must not be violated” (Ibid).
3. Problems: “. . . a difficulty upon which we attempt to impose a puzzle form” (Ibid).
Though slightly reductive, the movement from a difficulty to a problem summarizes the
important work that a practitioner must do to move from total confusion to finding an access
point to potentially respond to effectively.
To turn a difficulty into a puzzle, the practitioner requires a frame—a way of phrasing
either a response or a question about the problem that allows the practitioner an appropriate entry
point (Lear, 2006; Schwartz & Sharpe, 2010; Schön, 1983). Determining the problem requires an
intimacy with the particulars and the ability to weigh the importance of a variety of factors
(Schön, 1983).
Identifying the essential features that will help guide one’s investigation is no easy task.
The practitioner must return to the particulars. Carini et al. (2001) write:
Edward Said (2000), commenting on phenomenological philosophy and
specifically the contribution of Maurice Merleau-Ponty to that philosophy, says,
that it is ‘a way of intensifying participation in human experience’ (p.5). Its
subject is the particular: the particular child, a particular work, a particular
teacher, a particular school. It is immersion in the particular, whether it is a child,
a work, a place—or what passes for boots in postwar Germany—that enables the
‘intensif[ied] participation in human experience.’ Further, it is immersion in the
particular that jars the twin habits of generalized and judgmental response,
opening the way for novel perceptions and understandings to enter. (p. 61)
The particular engages the practitioner in many ways. Close engagement “intensif[ies] the
experience making it presumably more meaningful. The particular helps the practitioner to break
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down “generalized and judgmental” responses. In other words, examining particulars helps the
practitioner to construct an approach but additionally, helps them deconstruct another way of
viewing.
Particulars are typically considered within a pre-established worldview (Hauerwas &
Burrell, 1977; Schön, 1983, 1987; Schwartz & Sharpe, 2010). In my classroom, the
aforementioned Jose was a charismatic child who often led his classmates in refusing to
participate in activities I set up. The decision to use his birthday as part of the lesson was not
simply useful in mathematics. It was also a means of making him an essential component of a
lesson in a positive way.
One of the tensions in problem-solving is that on the one hand, as Hauerwas and Burrell
(1977) write, “Horizons form the stable background for inquiry, so normally we cannot allow
them to shift” (p. 32). On the other hand, in many cases, part of the task of finding a way forward
is reframing a problem. For example, Schön (1987) found that the way in which students posed
questions limited their ability to effectively respond to a situation. As they rephrased their
guiding question, they could see the situation more productively. Hans-Georg Gadamer’s
(1975/2006) notion of horizon is helpful here. As Gadamer argues, in coming in contact with
another frame or perspective, one’s horizon need not shift from one perspective to another.
Instead, it expands to incorporate the new scope of vision. Explicating this, Higgins (2011)
writes about the sensation of “being pulled up short” when “experiencing something that we
didn’t know could happen, something that cannot be, until we slowly and painstakingly re-wire
our sensibilities to allow it its due” (p. 133). The moment when we see something new, the world
reorients towards a broader horizon. Just as I came to expect that I would be able to work with all
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my students eventually, as a practitioner who has experienced my horizon greatly expanded, I am
now increasingly open to this kind of expansion. In other words, the more I experienced “being
pulled up short,” the more I was open to this sensation and the more frequently I experienced it.
As touched on in my section on character, prior experiences also contribute to how one
approaches a problem. Schön (1983) calls this the ability to “see-as.” He explains:
To see this site as that one is not to subsume the first under a familiar category or
rule. It is, rather, to see the unfamiliar, unique situation as both similar to and
different from the familiar one, without at first being able to say similar or
different with respect to what. (p. 138)
One’s experiences support thinking only when taken into consideration with an awareness of the
current situation and other prior knowledge. My ability to see the math problem as a human story
and to recognize that this would be meaningful to my students helped me to develop a lesson that
resonated for children who were struggling with math.
Schön (1983) emphasizes that often commonality is found between circumstances that
initially appear unrelated. For example, as a teacher I learned that I needed to gently move
physically and emotionally closer to children who were acting aggressively. This initially
seemed counter-intuitive. Faced with a kicking child, my instincts were to move away or overpower the behavior with a sharp verbal response. I found that I was most successful at diffusing
conflict when I moved unguardedly close to behavior that felt somewhat threatening. In trying to
make sense of and build on these incidents, I drew on my experience of driving in snow. Where
my instinct is to jerk the car in the opposite direction of the skid, I am more likely to stay in
control if I first release some control and let the car slide towards the skid. “Seeing” interactions
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with children who were angry “as like” driving into a skid helped me reflect and make meaning
from the experience I was having with the children.
A critique of Schön (1983) is that his focus is primarily on the efficacy of an action
(Sherman, 2004). In contrast, Aristotle (1999) argues that practical wisdom is determining the
right action in accordance with the right ethic. Along these lines, in many cases, the frame one
uses to problem-solve is referred to as a philosophy and represents the practitioner’s guiding
values (Nussbaum, 1992; Schwarz & Sharpe, 2010). These, “moral notions,” as Hauerwas and
Burrell (1977) call them, do not merely describe our activity; they also form it” (p. 21). For
example, in considering how to respond to my class when they were noisy during worktime, I
carefully weighed the deeper effect of my actions. My goal was to maintain a community that
felt emotionally safe where kids could do their best work. A quieter room might create the
illusion of productivity, but silencing the children could make the room feel less safe and, in
doing so, negatively impact the quality of work.
In Radical Hope: Ethics in the Face of Cultural Devastation, Jonathan Lear (2006)
depicts how faced with the risk of complete annihilation the Chief of the Crow Plenty Coup led
his people toward continued survival. Lear argues that because of his deep understanding of
meaning behind the Crow’s traditional practices, Plenty Coup “was able to take a valued and
honored spiritual force and put it to creative use in facing up to new challenges” (p. 154). In this
way, Plenty Coup helped keep much of the spirit of Crow life alive while many of the daily
particulars of their world were eradicated. In finding a way to frame his response to threats from
the government of the United States, Plenty Coup supported the survival of his people because
could “offer” what Lear refers to as a “traditional way of going forward “ (p. 154). Where many
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previous practices and a way of life had to change, the values were kept familiar and intact.
Focusing on the spirit of rituals, Plenty Coup helped his tribe to “see” one set of practices “as”
like the more traditional acts.
How people problem solve depends on their worldview (Schön, 1987). In Reuben’s Fall:
A Rhizomatic Analysis of Disobedience in Kindergarten, Sherri S. Leafgren (2009) tells a
vignette about a kindergartener, Reuben, falling when his class was lined up. Another child,
Julian, steps out of line to help Reuben up and is admonished. Leafgren then conjectures about
the perspectives of Julian, the teacher, the other children, and her own perspective as she
watched without interfering. Leafgren argues that where everyone saw the fall, for most the
perception of this occurrence was heavily mediated through a high regard for following rules. In
contrast, Julian, a child who consistently displayed less concern for rules, was the only one who
saw “the hurt.”
In a chapter entitled “What Wisdom Is: The Janitor and the Judge,” Schwartz and Sharpe
(2010) describe an incident between a hospital janitor, known to the authors only as Luke, and
the father of an unconscious patient. Luke cleaned the room when the father went out for a
smoke and is subsequently rebuked by the father for not cleaning it. Instead of correcting the
father, Luke re-cleans the room. Luke later explains to the researchers that he understood that the
father was frustrated with his son’s condition and so he decided to simply clean the room saying,
“I guess I could understand” (p. 14). Schwarz and Sharpe argue:
Luke did not lay out conflicting aims or weigh the pros and cons of all the
options. What was important for Luke was how to frame the situation. The
unreasonableness of the request and the father’s anger may have tempted Luke to
frame the situation as one about honesty, rights, or justice, but instead he framed
it in light of the job as he had crafted it, the way he saw the purpose of being a
hospital custodian. And Luke’s ability to do this was enabled by a capacity he had
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for good storytelling. Luke could tell himself, and the interviewer, a narrative
about this patient who ‘had got into a fight’ and about an upset father who had
been visiting him, caring for him, for months. This story, and the frame it
provided, enabled Luke to discern what to do. Luke wasn’t laying out options.
And he wasn’t simply deducing what to do from some general principle of proper
behavior (like ‘be kind to patients’ families’). The story Luke told explained how
the father came to be yelling at Luke to clean the room again, why the anger made
sense, and why it was forgivable. And this story helped Luke figure out his role in
the evolving narrative. (pp. 20-21)
A number of responses from Luke could have, at least superficially, addressed the father’s
request. For example, Luke may well have been able to stop the father’s criticism by explaining
what happened, avoiding him, cleaning the room in the father’s presence in the future, or
reporting the incident to someone with more authority. For Luke determining how to act required
considering the particulars within an ethical system that put care at the forefront of his hospital
work. His philosophy about people—which helped him to perceive and value the man’s hurt—
led him to respond in a way that focused not on silencing the man but doing whatever small act
he could to alleviate pain.
Similarly, Buchmann (1989) notes the lens through which one sees a particular student
can color the relationship. Describing a teacher’s frustration with a particular child, Buchmann
writes that when the teacher was able to look more closely and more positively at the student, he
went from being an irritation to a valued participant in her class. This led to a very different way
of responding to the child.
As captured in my journal, my affection for my students influenced my decision not to
discipline the class when they got loud during worktime. In that moment, I determined that the
fact that “sometimes they just don’t need a critic” was more important than my own need for
quiet. Without a positive perspective on the children and concern for their needs, it is unlikely
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that I would have prioritized them in this way. As a teacher who gets headaches from noise this
was a significant sacrifice on behalf of the larger value of respecting the children. On the other
hand, as a teacher uninterested in self-denial, value of my own needs also entered into the
equation. Being a teacher required awareness of and constant balancing between different
people’s needs. Finally, it is important to note that this particular conundrum stemmed from my
own limited practical wisdom at the time. Just a few months later, I rarely had to choose between
positively acknowledging the children and a noise level I could bear.
As an important caveat, Schön (1987) notes that, “inquiry proceeds from an overarching
theory but does not, in any mechanical sense, apply it” (p. 249). Philosophy guides the inquirer,
helping them to determine appropriate responses that fit with their value system. The philosophy
though is not intended to stifle or limit the practitioner. When the philosophy proves problematic
upon reflection, it is often changed (McEwan, 1995). For example, a guiding philosophy for
Leafgren (2009) when Rueben fell was her commitment to respecting a colleague’s authority.
Ultimately, Leafgren determined she should have stood up for Julian instead of aligning with her
colleague.

Successful Action: Interplay Between the General and Particular Knowledge
One of the risks in advocating for practical wisdom is that people will assume that it is an
argument that privileges the understanding of the acting practitioner at the expense of other kinds
of expertise. This is not the case. Schön (1983) writes: “the practitioner has built up a repertoire
of examples, images, understandings and actions. . . . A practitioner’s repertoire includes the
whole of his experience insofar as it is accessible to him for understanding and action” (p. 138).
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Using the example of a psychotherapist, Schön argues that the therapist’s “repertoire includes
patients he has seen or read about, types of stories he has heard and psychodynamic patterns
associated with them, interventions he has tried, and patients’ responses to them” (p. 138).
Likewise, the practically wise teacher generally brings her own and other people’s experiences
into the classroom as well as more general pedagogical understandings picked up through
readings and more direct instruction. As such, in addition to one’s own experience, practical
wisdom relies on the experiences and understandings developed by others (Jalongo & Isenberg,
1995).
A community of practitioners that includes peers and mentors is one important source of
support (Rose, 2004; Schön, 1983; Sennett, 2008). In Actual Minds, Possible Worlds, inspired by
Lev Vygotsky, Bruner (1986) explains that language develops in children through the intimate
relationship between a loving caretaker23 and the child. Conversation between the mother and
baby results in the development of new skills. Bruner emphasizes how instead of applying
abstract rules, a mother typically responds to her baby’s attempts at speech by speaking back in
such a way that new knowledge is incorporated. Watching her baby carefully, for example, a
mother will supply the word and a short phrase to thing the child is reaching towards such as
“would you like that ball?” As Bruner aptly puts it “She [the mother] remains forever on the
growing edge of the child's competence” (p. 77). In this way, the child learns to speak to join into
the relationship with the mother. The child is initiated into the larger society through the support
of an attentive ambassador.
23

He specifically uses the image of a mother but I believe it is the intimacy and the ability to attend that matters here
and not the gender.
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Examining the interplay between different sources of information, Merleau-Ponty (1964)
argues that the individual’s ability to perceive objects in the world depends on constant
interaction between general rules (often picked up through culture) and the individual’s
immediate and very personal perception. Writing of Paul Cezanne, Merleau-Ponty argues that
part of Cezanne’s gift and his challenge was his ability to depict in art his personal visual
sensations and largely discard what Merleau-Ponty refers to as the “outline.” As Merleau-Ponty
writes:
In giving up the outline Cézanne was abandoning himself to the chaos of
sensations, which would upset the objects and constantly suggest illusions, as, for
example, the illusion we have when we move our head that objects themselves are
moving—if our judgment did not constantly set these appearances straight. (p.13)
In highlighting Cezanne’s tension between sensation and general rules, Merleau-Ponty argues
that we rely on both to make sense of the world. He continues: “Cezanne’s painting denies
neither science nor tradition” (p. 17) but he argues that
What motivates the painter’s movement can never be simply perspective or
geometry or the laws governing color, or, for that matter, particular knowledge.
Motivating all the movements from which a picture gradually emerges there can
be only one thing: the landscape in its totality and its absolute fullness. (Ibid)

In viewing a scene, Cezanne balances three factors, his attention to the landscape taken as a
whole, his knowledge from studies of art, and his way of looking closely at small sections of the
scene in front of him “with widened eyes” (Ibid). Cezanne immerses himself in the landscape by
drawing on a number of experiences each time he paints.
Advocating for practical wisdom also does not deny the knowledge determined by those
who do not and or never did practice a profession (Elbaz, 1983). In addition to phronesis,
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Aristotle (1999) writes also about wisdom. Wisdom, in Aristotle’s definition refers to general
rules concluded from rational principles not engagement with particular circumstances. Higgins
(2011), for example, is not a classroom teacher. In concluding that teaching constitutes a form of
the good life, he draws almost exclusively on philosophical arguments. His largely text-based
arguments serve as a useful means for supporting my own, largely experientially based, claims
that teaching ought to sustain the teacher.
Likewise, factual knowledge is based on accumulated explorations of a particular topic
from which general rules are eventually determined. For example, after many years of
investigation, researchers have found that most children benefit from phonics exposure when
learning to read (Cooper, 2005).
Pendlebury (1995) argues for finding an “equilibrium” when balancing “general
principles” and responses to a particular situation (p. 57). Explaining how different sources of
understanding come together, Scott (1999) describes situations in which the general is more
useful as well. A physicist who has studied the laws of sailing is preferable in furthering nautical
engineering but a captain who has sailed is far more useful when one is out on an actual boat. As
Lisa Legohn, a practicing welder who also teaches welding at a community college articulates:
“There’s this idea that academics and trades don’t go together, but they do. A vocation combines
theory and practical application. The more theoretics you have, the better welder it makes you”
(Rose, 2004, p. 125). Just as Cezanne incorporates previous study of art with his current
experience of the landscape, the tradesman benefits from application of background knowledge
as well as practical experience.
Instead of denying the applicability of previous knowledge or different access points to a
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problem, advocates for practical wisdom simply seek to guarantee the practitioner’s right to
develop the rules and to modify understanding. In this model, the practitioner requires freedom
to seek new approaches when a situation suggests that prior rules do not apply. As an early
childhood teacher I drew on the general knowledge that children learn to read through exposure
to phonics as I constructed my classroom curriculum. When working with a child whom phonics
was not helping because he had trouble hearing sounds, I had to change my approach. I did not
abandon phonics for most students, but instead modified the curriculum for the child who needed
it.
Finally, practical wisdom does not deny the value of techne but instead benefits from it.
For example, a small amount of my literacy instruction was devoted to helping children
memorize the sounds of letters out of context. We sang songs and played games that required the
recitation of sounds and letters. The alphabet song is probably the most familiar example of this.
Succeeding at these games was not reading (a more complex task) and it didn’t guarantee
reading success. It did give the children information to draw on as they began to read. Included
in the practical wisdom I brought to teaching was experience with these different activities and
an awareness of when to draw on them.

Assessment

Practical wisdom does not seek ultimate truths nor, as Scott (1998) writes, is it the
“superseded precursor of scientific knowledge “(p. 327). Instead “it is the mode of reasoning
most appropriate to complex material and social tasks where the uncertainties are so daunting
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that we must treat our (experienced) intuition and feel our way” (Ibid). For this reason, a
practitioner will never reach a point where they no longer have to adapt to a particular
circumstance. Instead practical wisdom depends upon the practitioner’s on-going commitment to
reflection and new perspectives. As Hansen (1995) writes:
Rather than attempt to ‘remake the world’—an idealistic aim that appears to
animate many new teachers—they might strive to remake their classroom
environments over and over again to render them as educative as possible. As the
teachers we have met imply, the greatest influence a teacher can have is right
under his or her nose, such that a central task of good teaching is to learn to pay
attention to what is right in front of one. (p. 135)
In not “remak[ing] the world,” Hansen highlights that the frame that a teacher brings to the
classroom often remains the same. Each year teaching children to read was an essential part of
my practice as a first grade teacher. What changed were the approaches that I brought to this
work. Based on my students’ interests as well as my own evolving passions, I “rema[de]” the
curriculum to focus more on poetry one year and fairy tales another.
Always open to revision, practical wisdom does not seek a static rule about behavior.
Instead, an approach and the actions that accompany are deemed successful based on the effect
on the situation. Morwena Griffiths and Gale Macleod (2008) use of the term “validity” provides
a frame to assess the actions resulting from practical wisdom. “Validity” is used to measure a
given narrative’s truth claims (p. 133). Turning to the Merriam-Webster dictionary, they argue
that a narrative is valid when it is: “(2) well grounded or justifiable: being at once relevant and
meaningful; (3) having a conclusion correctly derived from premises; (4) appropriate to the end
in view—effective (as in ‘every craft has its valid method’” (p. 134). Using this definition,
Griffiths and Macleod attend to three significant aspects of assessing practical wisdom: need, the
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relationship between facts and interpretation, and effectiveness.
The first relates to whether an action, or in their case a narrative, “is needed.” To offer an
example, for a job interview I was asked to do a lesson without prior information about the
students. Based on experience with the age group, I constructed a lesson. The students followed
my instructions closely and performed very well. After the lesson, I was asked to assess whether
I felt the lesson was successful. On a superficial level it was. The students successfully executed
what was asked and seemed to enjoy the task. On the other hand, the ease with which the
students performed the task suggested they were already very good at doing this work and
perhaps had not needed the lesson. My lesson lacked validity in that it was not “relevant” or
“meaningful” to the students’ current needs.
The second section of the Merriam-Webster definition relates to the relationship between
facts and interpretation. The emphasis is not simply on recalling the facts of a situation
accurately but how the practitioner uses them to reason (Griffiths & Macleod, 2008). In his case
studies, Sigmund Freud (1955, 1985/1995; Breur & Freud, 2000) shares details about his patients
and how he draws conclusions from the details. Theories are elaborated on in some depth (1955;
1985/1995). Freud’s careful explications help me to determine that he has used the information
collected to draw conclusions appropriate to the data.
Finally, one can assess actions based on the degree to which they supported the situation
itself. Illustrating a relationship between observation, practice, and assessment Freud writes of
his early practices in “An Autobiographical Study:”
Anyone who wants to make a living from the treatment of nervous patients must
clearly be able to do something to help them. My therapeutic arsenal contained
only two weapons . . . unluckily I was driven to see that following these
instructions was of no help whatever and what I had taken for an epitome of exact
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observation was merely the construction of fantasy. (Gay, 1989, p. 9)

Success for Freud is measured in the ability to help the person he is working with. After
discovering that his tools were not helpful, Freud could, albeit “painfully,” turn away from preestablished theories and examine the situation anew.
Actions within complex situations tend to yield many unintended results (Hauerwas &
Burrell, 1977; Schön, 1983). Schön (1983) uses the terms “affirmed” or “denied” to describe the
practitioner’s holistic assessment of both intended and unanticipated effects: “if you do [approve
of the effects], then the move is affirmed. If you do not, it is negated” (p. 155).
In returning to the earlier discussion of philosophy, for many practitioners the moral
effect of a particular action is included in the assessment of whether an action is affirmed
(Featherstone, Featherstone, & Featherstone, 2003; Sherman, 2004). For example, Sherman
(2004) believes that practices such as test prep may prove effective at meeting the narrow goal of
supporting test performance but may prove “deleterious to the well-being of students” (p. 123).
For an outsider to assess validity, Griffiths and Macleod (2008) conclude that, “crucially,
epistemologically sound auto/biographical research should be presented in such a way that
readers can form their own assessment of its soundness” (p. 136). A detailed narrative
constructed with observations and inferences about practice such as Freud’s allows the readers to
assess whether the writer has come to a valid conclusion.
Further, one can assess an act by hearing about the actor’s goal, reflection, and subsequent
actions. As noted, the conclusions Freud draws correspond with his data. On the other hand, they
often do not fit with my understandings of women’s bodies and emotional development. Freud’s
narratives remain fascinating and a useful study in human emotions because I am given enough
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description to come up with very different conclusions in many cases.
Similarly, elementary school teacher Karen Hale Hankins (2003) offers detailed
descriptions so that the reader can judge situations on his own. Hankins evaluated the narratives
she constructed about her students based on whether these frames supported her work with the
children in a productive and humane way. She implores readers to contact her if they find her
conclusions at any point ethically unsound. As Hankins demonstrates throughout her book, her
practice constantly evolves as she defines and redefines whether her narratives and the
accompanying practices seemed valid.
Where much of Western philosophy from Plato to Immanuel Kant strives to evaluate
moral actions based on a universal external sense of the good, within the framework of practical
wisdom, evaluation of an action depends on context. Hauerwas and Burrell (1977) argue that “an
agent cannot make his behavior mean anything he wants, since at the very least it must make
sense within his own story, as well as be compatible with the narrative embodied in the language
he uses” (p. 21). Books are often assessed based on whether a character’s actions seem
believable based on their past experiences, prior actions, and value system. The term character is
sometimes applied conversationally in phrases such as, “he is acting out of character.” An
agent’s actions, viewed together, “offer patterns for predicting recurring ways of acting”
(Hauerwas & Burrell, 1977, p. 29). An action, therefore, is understood, as an extension of an
agent’s general engagement with the world.
For example, one semester I taught graduate students who were struggling to teach full
time while also taking classes. They worked in very difficult environments and I felt they were
giving their best to their own students and the class work. Mid-way through the semester, on a
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rainy, cold, night, I brought chocolate for the class, explaining that I recognized that life in
classrooms often gets harder before the holidays. The students were gracious and class proceeded
as usual. Towards the end of that particular session, a few students said they wished they could
overcome the need to be liked by their own students. One confessed to bringing food for his
students in an unsuccessful attempt to win this regard. Worried that this student might now feel
like he could no longer do kind acts for his students, I suggested that the act of bringing food
could carry many different meanings. I reiterated that I had brought chocolate that evening
because I knew them and knew they were struggling. Given that our relationship was already
respectfully established, it was an act of care. Had I brought chocolate early on it might have
been perceived as an attempt to win their favor. I explained that bringing chocolates took on
meaning based on people’s perception of the kind of teacher I was and the context of the act
itself.
Emphasizing the role of character, Hauerwas and Burrell (1977) argues that “judgment
among stories:” “is less a matter of weighing arguments than of displaying how adopting
different stories will lead us to become different sorts of persons. The test of each story is the
sort of person it shapes” (p. 35). Many teachers who cultivate popularity are successful by a
number of standards. The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie (Spark, 1961/1984) depicts a teacher who
inspires intellectual exploration partially due to her appealing personality. As a student, I
occasionally benefited from teachers who inspired largely because of their charisma. In
highlighting the different reasons why a person might bring food, my intention was not to argue
that my choice was the correct one. Instead, in reflecting upon my personal motivation, I hoped
to demonstrate the kind of teacher I sought to be. Given that the conversation began with the
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student expressing that he no longer sought popularity but was more interested in supporting his
students, it is likely that my story will be directly applicable for him. On the other hand, were he
to tell me that he hoped to inspire students though his popularity, as an instructor, I might help
him think about how he might do this in an ethical and effective manner.

Learning to Exercise Practical Wisdom

Schön (1987) quotes “the dean of a well-known school of management,” saying, “we
need to teach students how to make decisions under conditions of uncertainty, but this is just
what we don’t know how to teach” (William Pownes, personal communication, 1972, in Schön,
1987, p. 11). In the following section, I will demonstrate that contrary to the dean’s claim,
practical wisdom is a cultivated practice that can be fostered in many ways.

Experience

One of the fundamental features of developing practical wisdom is the development of
the skills and actions associated with a task (Schön, 1987). Much of this education can come
through methods more traditionally associated with schooling such as reading books and hearing
from others about content related to a task. As these methods are well covered in educational
scholarship I will not address them here.
Instead, I will stress that developing practical wisdom relies heavily on the Deweyan
conception of experience. Bruner (1962) writes:
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It is my hunch that it is only through the exercise of problem-solving and the
effort of discovery that one learns the working heuristics of discovery; the more
one has practice, the more likely one is to generalize what one has learned into a
style of problem-solving or inquiry that serves for any kind of task encountered—
or almost any kind of task. I think the matter is self-evident, but what is unclear is
the kind of training and teaching that produces the best effects. (p.94)
Reminiscent of Ben-Peretz’s (1995) discussion of scripts, Bruner acknowledges that most tasks
are carried out based on preconceived determinations about how to act. Following his claim that
it is unclear the kind of “training” or “teaching” required for practical wisdom, Bruner notes, “Of
only one thing am I convinced: I have never seen anybody improve in the art and technique of
inquiry by any means other than engaging in inquiry” (p.94). Much of practical wisdom is based
on reflective, long-term, experience. It is the on-going process of identifying problems and
inquiring into approaches to respond to them. The more the practitioner engages in this process,
typically the more practical wisdom they develop.
That said, many people work in a field for many years without developing practical
wisdom. Others find a situation too difficult initially and give up prior to mastery. In this
dissertation, I argue that practical wisdom can be cultivated. In the section below, I will give an
overall frame for how this may be done.

Attention to Problems
My fluency as a teacher has increased incrementally each year largely through the
process of doing and reflecting described in my previous section on experience. Dewey
(1916/1944) argues that growth is an essential part of the human condition at all life stages.
Though some degree of growth is inevitable, actions can become habituated and relatively stale.
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An experienced practitioner is often able to operate in such a way that problems stay below the
surface. The more experienced I became at teaching, the more subtle the cues that something
could be improved upon.
A common critique of experienced teachers is that they go through the motions of the
work without reflecting or growing their practice. As discussed previously, an experience is a
situation in which something is tried or undergone and then reflected upon. Typically reflection
happens when something unexpected occurs. Thus, growth happens through experience when the
practitioner engages in something new. To develop one’s practice therefore requires that one pay
attention to areas where things may not be working as smoothly as possible. To support on-going
growth, Carl Rogers (1969, quoted in Schön, 1987) comments that a “way of learning for me is
to state my own uncertainties, to try to clarify my puzzlement, and thus get closer to meaning
that my experience actually seems to have” (p. 90). To stay an active learner, one must review
one’s experiences with an eye to “uncertainties” and then proactively examine what these
uncertainties might teach.
Finally, it is important to emphasize that being open to growth can lead to feelings of
vulnerability. In a culture where growth is associated with childhood it is often linked to
immaturity and vulnerability. Entering into necessary spaces of uncertainty can be very
uncomfortable for a practitioner. As Schön (1987) notes one significant component of
uncertainty is that it makes one more dependent on others. Helping the new practitioner gain
comfort with uncertainty can support growth through experience (Higgins, 2011; Schön, 1987).

Simulations
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Dewey (1916/1944) argues that “the first office of the social organ we call the school is
to provide a simplified environment” that “selects the features which are fairly fundamental and
capable of being responded to by the young” (p. 20). Creating a schooling environment requires
that the teacher determine the essential features that a student might need practice with and then
construct a less distracting environment around these features.
Adapting the concept of the limited environment to the developing practitioner, Schön
(1987) writes about the importance of simulations. Depending on the field, simulations range
from analyzing case studies, building models, hearing about a colleague’s or professor’s actual
field experiences (Schön, 1987), or engaging in computerized situations (Sennett, 2008).
Simulations allow the novice to explore many of the problems that arise in a craft without having
to navigate as much complexity as a real situation might involve. Further, in a simulation, the
stakes are lower because one is play-acting a practice, not actually engaged in it (Schön, 1987, p.
37).
Where simulations can be excellent for practicing technical skills, a significant
disadvantage of many simulations is that “their doing usually falls short of real-world work” (p.
37). Mediating a conflict in a case study can feel very different from mediating in an actual
situation where emotions are involved (Ibid). Further, even when simulations strive for
complexity, they are rarely as complex as actual situations. For example, Sennett (2008) explains
how the Peachtree Center in Georgia was designed through computer-assisted design. In
constructing this shopping center, the architects filled the center with “well-designed sidewalk
cafes” (p. 42). Unfortunately, despite intending to consider all factors, in working almost entirely
from a computer simulation, the designers did not take into account the Georgia sun. An
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unfortunate consequence was that significant attributes of the Center, the outdoor cafes, were
largely unusable because it was too hot.

Apprenticeship
Apprenticeship allows engagement with an actual environment but with additional
supports (Sennett, 2008). Schön (1987) writes “in simulated, partial, or protected form” the
student is able to
practice in a double sense . . .. They engage in the practice they wish to learn. But
they also practice, as one practices the pianist’s scales and arpeggios. They do
these things under the guidance of a senior practitioner. (p. 38)

Sherman (2004) advocates that teacher candidates begin their work in schools by mostly
observing and working with small groups. In such an apprenticeship, teacher candidates face
“authentic problems to contemplate” and consider how “they might be responsive to individual
students (p. 121)” without the pressure of managing the situation themselves. As the new
teacher takes on more responsibility, the cooperating teacher is always there to take over if the
situation becomes physically or emotionally unsafe for children. The student teacher also
typically leads only some of the lessons, ensuring that the children benefit from the experienced
teacher’s instruction much of the time. In this way, the student teacher can practice and
experiment with minimal risk to the children.

Community
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A myth in western culture is that invention is the work of an isolated genius. In
contemporary policy and media, the teacher is also typically depicted as isolated. Through
popular alternative certification programs such as Teacher for America, teachers are supposed to
fill shortages in schools that are failing—suggesting that the new teacher is inauspiciously
entering into communities that others have deemed lacking. In teacher movies such as Stand and
Deliver (1988) and Freedom Writers (2007), the teacher also operates in isolation. Usually the
contrast is stark, the heroic and innovative newcomer is placed in contrast with the aging, bitter,
experienced teachers who don’t like their work, their students, or the profession. The successful
teacher is depicted as a spunky lone wolf. Teacher narratives often depict this sense of isolation.
The protagonist, often with regret, closes her door to create a barrier between her class and the
larger school (Isenberg, 1994; Preskill & Jacobvitz, 2001).
In contrast, I emphasize that successful teaching typically requires the support and
companionship of other adults (Isenberg, 1994; Palmer, 2007; Preskill & Jacobvitz, 2001). Schön
(1987) writes: “a professional practice is the province of a community of practitioners who share,
in Dewey’s term, the traditions of a calling” (p. 32). In the Deweyan community, the novice is
exposed to some of the pre-determined understandings of a community (Dewey, 1916/1944). For
example, part of learning to be a teacher is figuring out what it means to be “thinking like a”
teacher—“learn[ing] relevant facts and operations but . . . also learn[ing] the forms of inquiry by
which competent practitioners reason their way, in problematic instances, to clear connections
between general knowledge and particular cases” (Schön, 1987, p. 39).

Communication between Practitioners
95

Dewey (1916/1944) argues that people imitate to enter into a community. The
opportunity to watch an experienced professional work can be an invaluable opportunity to get
ideas about how to practice. Nevertheless, simply having a supervisor or assigned mentor does
not ensure success (Schön, 1983; 1987). The ability to follow someone else’s practice is often
limited by one’s experience of the craft (Schön, 1987). For example, Schön describes a situation
where jargon and an overload of new techniques make it impossible for a new architect to
understand her supervisor’s suggestions (p. 104). As a first year teacher, I was perplexed
watching a support teacher engage with children I was struggling with. Though she saw them
only once a week, they immediately seemed to trust her and responded better to her than to me. I
knew what she was doing was working but I had no idea why.
Ideally, when new practitioners have the opportunity to practice within the apprentice
model, “showing and telling [from the experienced practitioner] are interwoven, as are the
student’s listening and imitating” (p. 11). In other words, the experienced practitioner
demonstrates in actions and words how to approach a problem. Similarly, Schön (1983, 1987)
argues that it helps when the experienced practitioners respond to the newcomer’s work with
questions and describe the actions. In doing so, they help the newcomer break down the task into
steps, support the growth of vocabulary, and develop a deeper awareness of the actions required.
Schön (1987) gives the example of a tennis coach who asks his students to describe the mistakes
made. At times, the coach supplemented the students’ comments with feedback of his own,
drawing on precise tennis vocabulary. In doing so, Schön argues, he “help[ed] the students break
into manageable parts what had at first appeared to be a seamless flow of movement” (p. 112).
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New vocabulary and tasks are introduced in a manner that acknowledges that the new
practitioner may be unfamiliar with these concepts.
The intention behind someone else’s actions can often be mysterious. Student teachers
I’ve worked with have often expressed surprise when they try to mimic something they saw their
cooperating teacher doing and it “didn’t work!” While a number of factors can account for the
discrepancy, often the student teacher had tried an action in a context in which the experienced
teacher would not have or was missing an essential step.
In Schön’s (1983, 1987) discussion of a psychoanalytic residency, the Resident became
increasingly frustrated and hurt by his Supervisor’s responses. According to Schön, the
Supervisor’s read on the patient was opaque. The Resident was increasingly aware that his own
read was deemed wrong but had no idea how to improve. Where the frustrated Resident heard
the results of the Supervisor’s thinking, he lacked information on how the Supervisor came to
these conclusions. Below I quote in full Schön’s (1983) analysis because of its pertinence to my
own project:
It is clear [. . .] that the Resident discerns in the Supervisor’s performance a
knowing-in-practice that he values, but he is frustrated in his attempts to grasp it.
What eludes him is the system of understanding which lies behind the
Supervisor’s inquiry. When the Supervisor demonstrates what he takes as a story
sufficient for interpretation, when he focuses on certain details while leaving
others in the background, he appears to be guided by a repertoire of story types,
interpretative explanations, and psychodynamic patterns. He uses these but does
not describe them. He does not try to tell the Resident what leads him to select
certain details for attention or to accept a story as adequate for interpretation.
Similarly, he does not say why he brushes aside the Resident’s preferred
interpretations, why he says repeatedly, “we don’t know enough, we’d have to
wait and see . . .” He does not reveal the thoughts and feelings which guide him in
his shifts from one phase of inquiry to the next. He reflects-in-action but he does
not reflect on his reflection-in-action. (p. 125-126)
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Schön draws attention to the many different understandings that the Supervisor utilizes to inform
his theory about the patient. Illustrating the features of practical wisdom, the Supervisor, brings
background knowledge to “select” certain details to inform interpretation. He operates within a
guiding frame, “system of understanding,” which supports his process. Yet the Resident only
sees a finished product built from the Supervisor’s many years of experience. The Resident
cannot access where any of the suggestions and theories (the product) came from.
Schön (1983) argues that it would have helped the Resident to hear the Supervisor
“reflect on his reflection-in-action” or, in other words, explain how he came to his conclusions. If
the Resident is going to be able to effectively make decisions on his own, the process for
decision-making is more important than any individual conclusions however pertinent to that
particular patient.
Schön (1987) presents Rogers as a successful teacher because he “elicits self-discovery in
others, first by modeling for others, as a learner, the open expression of his own deepest
reflections (however absurd they may seem) and then, when others criticize him, by refusing to
become defensive” (p. 92). In contrast to the Supervisor described above, Rogers models
reflection-in-action by reflecting upon his own development.
Where the experienced practitioner may be excellent at practicing practical wisdom,
reflecting upon it orally does not always come naturally. As Bruner (1962) notes, “the
conversion of difficulties into problems by the imposition of puzzle forms is often not always
done with cool awareness, and that part of the task of the mathematician is to work toward an
increase in such awareness” (p. 98). As showcased in my description of the children on the
wobbly bridge, much of the problem-solving one does happens as one engages in actions.
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Thinking can happen in the body and in movements in addition to in words. Further, once
something becomes habituated, reflection tends to stop. Breaking down an action that feels
innate can be very difficult.
To draw out someone’s thinking, Schön (1983) argues that careful questioning, much as
the tennis coach questioned the newer player, provided a useful means for helping the
practitioner develop an awareness of the problem-solving he utilized.
Additionally, as I will argue in Chapter 3 hearing or reading the experienced
practitioner’s reflection helps another think about activities he or she might try and the context in
which to try them (Isenberg, 1994; Jalongo & Isenberg, 1995). Hearing another reflect also
cultivates the process of reflecting in the practitioner. For example, I often swap stories about
teaching with a mentor of mine. In response to my stories, she rarely gives direct suggestions but
instead tells stories. Over the years her stories have resulted in many specific actions in the
classroom. Of more long term assistance than any particular method, learning the ways that she
came to an action through observation, trying different strategies, drawing on her own
experience as a learner, and reflection has helped me cultivate a similar reasoning process
myself.
As discussed earlier in this chapter, learning from experience requires risk-taking. When
a mentor only shares answers and positive experiences, the learner may get the impression that
the mentor’s practice is without struggles or process. This discourages students from taking risks
themselves. Addressing the vulnerability that the practitioner feels when he does not know what
to do, Schön (1987) emphasizes the importance of feeling safe asking questions. Unlike the
defensive Supervisor, Rogers encourages questions in his students by allowing them to speak
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without criticism from him. This approach is useful in supporting the growth of both Rogers and
the students he works with. This safety is in the experienced practitioner’s openness to questions
and criticism.
Comfort with the process is also supported when an experienced practitioner shares her
own questions, problem solving, and vulnerability. When people hear about another’s difficulties
and how they worked through them, it often encourages more open and reflective approaches.
Describing supervisory sessions of David Sachs and Stanley Shapiro, Schön (1987) notes that:
By modeling this kind of teaching, the authors try to help their students practice it
with their patients. Hence, they frequently admit their own uncertainties, make
clear when they do not know what to do, and reveal the reasoning and feeling by
which they sometimes grope their way to answers. (p. 248)

Learning that the experienced supervisor experiences struggle and feels vulnerable can help the
newer practitioner accept struggle as part of the process. Providing a model for how one copes
with and works through struggle can help the struggling practitioner figure out how to move
through the problem.

The Learner as Full Participant
Central to Dewey’s (1916/1944) understanding of community is that there must be room
for each new person to influence this community as well. In his conception, the values of the
community and the values of the individual are of equal importance. When the mentor is
presented as a model, the understandings of the mentee are devalued. This can give the
impression that the mentor has all the information that the mentee needs. Schön (1987) writes
about the degree to which this dynamic can make learners dependent on the information of
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others. When faced with situations on the job when they must make decisions on their own, they
struggle because they are used to looking to others for answers. Studying residents as they work
with a supervisor, Sachs and Shapiro (1974) found that being given “the answer” might lead the
listener to “turn off their own efforts. When this happens learning stops” (Sachs and Schapiro,
1974, in Schön, 1987, p. 248). Again, not only does the learning stop in the moment, but also the
resident is ill prepared for work when he will have to make the decisions without his supervisor
present.
In my discussion of frames, I argued that often an essential piece of practical wisdom is
learning to see something from a slightly different angle. The ability to expand one’s horizon by
including the perspectives of others is a valuable tool. The successful practitioner loses the
opportunity to grow if she positions herself as someone who has answers but not questions.
Schön (1987) comments that when Rogers focused his attention on his own learning, “I would
not say that Rogers has lost all interest in being a teacher, but he has reframed teaching in a way
that gives central importance to his own role as a learner” (1987, p. 92). From this perspective,
Rogers keeps himself engaged in teaching by centering the activity on his own growth instead of
imparting pre-discovered ideas on others.
By not becoming defensive, Rogers allowed a conversation with his students to develop.
He joined the students as a fellow explorer instead of an expert (Schön, 1987). As Schön (1987)
writes:
If the instructor tries to maintain unilateral control of the dialogue and the student
resists him, then in the ensuing rounds of attack and defense it is unlikely that
either party will stop to reflect on his or her own meaning or inquire into the
other’s. (p. 138)
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Defense makes each party unwilling to take in what the other person might have to offer.
Finally, it is important to have multiple models of action and reflection available.
Presenting only one model as the way to act suggests, even if this is not the intention, that there
is a particular way in which one ought to problem solve. In contrast, bringing the new teacher
into a community where many approaches are modeled and discussed, draws attention to the
plethora of ways in which a situation can be approached and addressed (Schön, 1987). After
sharing his own perspective and struggles with a group of teachers and making it clear that these
were not theories but “some very personal views of my own,” Rogers found that “members of
the group began expressing, more and more frankly, their own significant feelings, often feelings
divergent from each other” (Rogers, 1969 in Schön, 1987, p. 91). Rogers notes that this led to “a
very-thought-provoking session. I question whether any participant in that session has ever
forgotten it” (Ibid). The chance to hear many “personal” approaches instead of exemplary
perspectives allows practitioners to consider what their “personal view” might be.

The Discovery of a Friend: Practical Wisdom

On a recent visit to a school, I sat in on a meeting where the staff was debriefing their
first experience of an intruder lock-down drill. One of the teachers constructed a complex
scenario and asked the principal how she ought to respond were it to play out. The room, myself
included, listened anxiously for his response. Kindly turning to the teacher and addressing her by
name, the principal lamented that one couldn’t plan in advance for how to act in such a situation.
Instead, he stressed the importance of learning the routines in the drill. He explained that if the
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small things have been predetermined, in the event of catastrophe the teacher will be freed up to
improvise around the important but unpredictable challenges.
Bruner (1963) argues:
Finally, it is true today as it was when Dewey wrote that one cannot foresee the
world in which the child we educate will live. Informed powers of mind and a
sense of potency in action are the only instruments we can give the child that will
be invariable across the transformations of time and circumstance. (p. 122)
Bruner’s argument can be applied to the practitioner as well. One cannot either foresee exactly
what a practitioner will need to know in the future, nor can we determine what will be needed in
a particular context. Therefore, instead of trying to determine what problems a practitioner will
come up against, we ought to support habits of mind that will help the decision maker respond.
In Chapter 1, I argued that a complete friend has the capacity to support the individual in
a wide variety of situations. Such friendship is based on what the individual needs. In supporting
a complete friend in any given task, the happiness of that individual is as important as the task
itself. In documenting the qualities of practical wisdom, I hope to have illustrated that practical
wisdom provides a kind of complete friendship to the practitioner.
As my journal entry suggests, in teaching, small and large decisions are made throughout
the day that affect children (Simpson & Garrison, 1995). In some cases, I had the opportunity to
consult others before the day started. For example, I consulted a curriculum guide and colleagues
about the math lesson. I came to school with lessons prepared down to the minute but also with
the knowledge that once the day started most decisions would be made in the moment. For
example, in deciding not to admonish my classes’ noise level, I was making a decision that I had
not planned. Even if another teacher had been in the room, I would not have been able to consult
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her with the children in front of me. With this in mind, it is essential that in the classroom the
individual teacher is capable of making complex decisions.
In this chapter, I have argued that teaching is complex, contextualized, work and
therefore lends itself to a practitioner drawing on practical wisdom as opposed to general rules.
Though sometimes using different terms, many have argued that the complexity of teaching
requires a practitioner able respond thoughtfully to changing circumstances (Elbaz, 1983;
Hansen, 2004; Sherman, 2006; Simpson & Garrison, 1995; Traugh, 2009).
Practical wisdom responds to the complexity of teaching. Returning to my discussion of
teacher flourishing in chapter 1, practical wisdom can also be responsive to the needs of the
teacher. As a teacher and teacher educator, I attest that practical wisdom has offered a frame to
think about classroom problems that affirms and support the work of teachers. When I first began
reading about practical wisdom I was thrilled to finally have a depiction of my work that felt
“valid.” Those who wrote about practical wisdom seemed to recognize the work that went into
my teaching. I now had a frame with which to better reflect upon and problem solve within my
teaching. My graduate students have responded enthusiastically to Traugh’s (2009), “A Way of
Thinking about Teaching and Becoming a Teacher,” that relates practical wisdom to teaching. In
response papers and informal comments, students enthusiastically wrote about the ways that
practical wisdom related to their own teaching.
With its attention to context, practical wisdom, affirms the knowing that an individual
teacher brings to the classroom. To recap my section on the particulars and character, practical
wisdom depends on attention to the very specific details within a context. For the teacher, these
details consist of the environment, subject matter, individual students, and their own capacities.
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Building on Aristotle (1999), practical wisdom demands the right action for the right end. The
practitioner must consider actions within his or her larger philosophy. In this way, the
practitioner’s value system is central to the practice as well. To put it simply, practical wisdom
cannot happen without the individual practitioner (Scott, 1998).
Placing the practitioner at the forefront, practical wisdom stems from and supports a
belief in human capacity. As Scott (1998) explains: “My case is that certain kind of states, driven
by utopian plans and authoritarian disregard for the values, desires, and objections of their
subjects, are indeed a mortal threat to human well–being” whereas practical wisdom has the
power to affirm (p. 7).
Illustrating an interconnection between personal recognition, fulfillment, and efficacy.
Writing about the policies of a successful pre-school, Mary Trickett writes:

SYC has a low turnover rate for preschool teachers. The average number of
years of teaching here is five to seven years. This makes for a very experienced
staff with much more time to learn about and work with children. There is a
real consistency of philosophy at this school with a wide range in children’s
ages—from 2 to 5 years old—and in personality of teachers. I believe this
happens because we allow teachers to be individual and unique in the process
of learning to be teachers. We give them the same support, space, respect, and
boundaries that we afford the children. (Waters et al., 1992, p. 26-27)

In a context where teachers are encouraged to simply act out roles scripted by others (Green,
2010), being an “individual” and “unique” is something that must not only be allowed but
encouraged. Trickett’s “allow[ance]” to let people be themselves is no small act. Instead, it is just
this allowance that she attributes to the “low turnover rate.” Teaching preschool is not only
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difficult work but it is rarely rewarded with prestige or money. Afforded support, respect, and an
affirmation of their individuality, the teachers at SYC remain.
***
In this chapter, I began by describing situations that required practical wisdom. I then
explained the features of practical wisdom drawing on authors from a number of disciplines. I
began an exploration of how practical wisdom can be developed in both novice and more
experienced practitioners sharing the advantages and challenges of different approaches. Finally,
I highlighted the ways in which practical wisdom affirms the teacher’s work. Practical wisdom
offers a complete friendship to teachers and therefore, would likely be a beneficial approach to
cultivate in teachers. The remainder of this dissertation will focus specifically on means for
developing practical wisdom. In the following chapter, I will look at the ways that narrative is
particularly suited to promoting practical wisdom because it offers an experience in the context
of a philosophical vision for readers. In Chapter 4, I will look at how specific narratives about
teaching that I call reflective teacher narratives are particularly suited to cultivating practical
wisdom in teachers.
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Chapter 3:
How Narratives Can Support Practical Wisdom

Dr. Ludwig urged us to let the story itself be our discovery. He even went so far
as to joke with me: “Let’s see, this chapter ten [referring to a patient as a book
chapter] we’re discussing today.” He urged me to be a good listener in the
special way a story requires: note the manner of presentation; the development of
plot, character; the addition of new dramatic sequences; the emphasis accorded
to one figure or another in the recital; and the degree of enthusiasm, of
coherence, the narrator gives to his or her account.
-Robert Coles (Coles, 1989, p.22-23)
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In Chapter 2, I argued that practical wisdom offers a productive and affirming approach
to teacher development. I highlighted the specific features of practical wisdom and closed with a
survey of how it can be cultivated. In this chapter, I will identify certain features of narratives
that support the growth of practical wisdom. In Love’s Knowledge: Essays on Philosophy and
Literature, Nussbaum (1990) argues that form is essential to the content conveyed. She writes:
The predominant tendency in contemporary Anglo–American philosophy has
been either to ignore the relation between form and content altogether, or, when
not ignoring it, to deny the first of our second claims, treating style as largely
decorative–as irrelevant to the stating of content, and neutral among the contents
that might be conveyed. When philosophy's style is not ignored or declared
irrelevant, a more interesting position, respectful of the first claim, has
occasionally made its appearance. (p. 8)
For Nussbaum the form is a feature of the content. An author who ignores form will have
inconsistencies within an argument if the form sends a different message. We witnessed this in
Chapter 2 in which Locke’s (1912/2007) claim in Some Thoughts Concerning Education that
teaching must be individualized for the student was undermined by the fact that the remainder of
the treatise offers general rules for instruction. His form drew attention to the rule despite his
claim that education cannot be dictated by rules.
Nussbaum (1990) also cautions the reader from disregarding the form that an author has
chosen. She discourages philosophers from trying to reduce the impact of a work of literature to
a philosophical argument. Instead, Nussbaum argues that an author like Henry James chose to
write about ethics in fiction because fiction allowed for an emphasis on the nuances of a
particular context. A nuance she claims that philosophy denied him. According to Booth (1988a),
a text provides certain parameters for reading. Therefore, ignoring the form means that the reader
is neglecting the limits set by the text.
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In this chapter, I argue that the form of narrative highlights and cultivates features of
practical wisdom. I am not alone in this claim. Both Schön (1983) and Nussbaum (1990) directly
link narrative and practical wisdom. Yet the relationship between narrative, practical wisdom,
and pedagogy is largely unexplored.
The term narrative is used in many disciplines to refer to a broad range of texts and
utterances. As noted in my first chapter, throughout my research I have explored topics across a
wide range of disciplines. In some cases, as with the terms friendship and reflection, I have
largely focused on a particular thinker’s narrowed conception. Narrowing has allowed me to
draw on particular elements of a term that speaks to my larger project. In the case of narrative, I
have sought multiple disciplines so as to glean as deep an understanding as possible. In this
chapter, I have pursued narrative through: philosophy and education, elementary teacher
education, literacy education, various social sciences, philosophy, and literary criticism. I do not
seek to capture the breadth of the field of narrative, to engage in its internal debates, nor to
provide a full discussion on the pedagogical impact others have attributed to it. To determine
what constitutes a narrative, Bence Nanay asks: “in what way do our minds work when we
engage with narratives” (2009, p. 119)? This chapter seeks to answer this question not for the
purpose of defining narrative, as such, but to consider the role that narrative plays in supporting
practical wisdom. In looking at places of congruence as well as divergence between different
theories, I will establish my working definition of narrative so that the term can be used
meaningfully throughout this dissertation.
That said, in ultimately arguing that certain features support practical wisdom, I do so
with an understanding that a narrative effects and inspires each reader differently (Booth, 1988a;
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Hellstrom, 2009; Nussbaum, 1990; Rosenblatt, 1978). Booth (1988a) argues that if a reader is to
take a work seriously, the structures of the narrative and its content will limit the way in which it
is read. He argues that a close textual engagement requires the reader to let the work “occupy”
the mind (pp. 139-140). In being occupied, the reader is guided by the narrative horizon of the
text.
The presence of certain textual features does not ensure that the reader will notice them
nor does it guarantee how a reader will be influenced. As in any pedagogical situation, what is
offered is not the same as what is taken. To illustrate this concept I offer a brief classroom
example. As a second grade teacher, I often heard third grade teachers lamenting the lack of
instruction on a particular skill—like adding two digit numbers. Typically I had taught that skill
in a variety of ways. Whether the child had picked it up was a whole different question.
Acknowledging this tension, the school changed our math rubric to read “exposure, practice,
mastery.” By using these terms, teachers could focus on what they had taught and how they had
taught it. The conversation with the next teacher was reframed around what a teacher and a child
had done together as opposed to what was achieved. With this in mind, I will analyze narrative to
consider the features that can expose a reader to particular ways of thinking. For many readers,
this will support the practice of these concepts. Guarantees of mastery are beyond my scope.
With these caveats in mind, in the first section of this chapter “What is Narrative?” I will
establish the working definition of narrative that I will use throughout this dissertation. In the
second section, “Relationships between Narrative and Pedagogy: Effects on Thinking,” I will
discuss the pedagogical impact of narrative on its readers. In “Entry Points to Theories and
Philosophies,” I look at how some narratives lend themselves to drawing generalizations where
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others emphasize the particular uniqueness of a situation. In the final section “Influencing
Actions: Seeing-As,” I conclude with an overview of the effect of narrative as a means of
providing ideas to work with as opposed to any particular messages.

What is Narrative?

To introduce this section, I will again pull from my teaching journal. In this case, I will
share an entry from my third year in the first and second grade classroom. I will use this entry to
explore the question of what is and is not a narrative. Later in this chapter, I will pair this entry
with one from my plan-book from the same day. Again, I have edited for typos but I have left the
content and the syntax the same.

9-14-XX
I worry A Story, A Story (1970) missed the point or was too advanced and then Sol asks
me if she can copy it over today and reads it to Ella later. She is transfixed apparently. Sol who
won’t write is writing this whole long book diligently looking for the lines on the page and
copying neatly.
We talked about death for half an hour. I read them the Keeping Quilt (Polacco, 1988) to
talk about family stories and way of keeping track of stories. I showed them my ring and said it
came from my grandfather when my grandmother died and it helps me remember her. I ask the
kids if they have something from their family that is special and has a story. Sol has a blanket.
Someone’s mom has a ring that she got from her mother. Israel asks, “Why do people have to
die. I hate death.” I am stopped in my tracks. Decide that I will not ignore the comment and say,
“Well it’s a part of life. It’s a sad thing but it’s okay. We miss people but it’s okay.” Hands go up
and I decide to see what the class wants to talk about. “People have to die,“ Claire says wisely,
“so there is room for new people in the world.” Israel’s hand goes up again, “I don’t like it. I
don’t want my dog to die.” Aurora raises her hand. “A lot of people in my family have died
recently. My dog and my grandmother died last weekend.” Sol’s hands shoot up, “my cousin
almost died parasailing but she didn’t. She broke all her bones and almost died but she didn’t.”
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Gabe: My hamster died. It died because it was so crazy and it was jumping up against the
edge of the cage and died. Then the other died because it was always squeezing out of the cage
and got stuck and died.
Maria: My hamster died too, it was running in circles so much and then it just fell and
died
Me: Yeah, hamsters do die easily.
Israel now has tears streaming down his cheeks. I ask if he’s okay. “Noo. I don’t want my
dog to die.” Erin starts to laugh at Israel and Jessica reprimands, “It’s not funny Erin. It’s not
funny to laugh when someone’s crying.”
Sol: It’s funny to think that I am here right now but some day, I will disappear. I won’t be
here. I might come back as something else but I won’t be here. Like I might come back as a duck
and Anthony a dog.”
Me: “You’d make a great duck,” I say, horrified that this tiny little person, the smallest
child in the class, is philosophizing about her own disappearance from the Earth.
Aurora: When my grandfather died he went to the hospital with a pain. At the hospital he
died and now he doesn’t have that pain anymore because he is in heaven with the angels.
At this point Claire is in tears and I decide we need to wrap up. “This was a far more
serious conversation than I expected,” I say. “Death can be really hard and it’s important to talk
to your parents about how they deal with it. [at this point Christopher bursts into sobs]. Some
people eat (thinking of my family), some people do things they like, some people pray or go to
church. What can we do as a class to be able to move on?”
“I think we should have work time,” says Alexander. I agree and very quickly introduce
choices. It is a quiet work time. Israel, Ella and other children crowd around poor Christopher
asking what’s wrong. “I can take care of him. Let Ella and I take care of him,” Israel insists. “I’ll
do it,” I say, “sometimes people need a grown-up.” Christopher and I talk and he explains that he
is upset because his grandfather died. I ask him how his parents have talked about it and am
surprised that they haven’t told him of heaven since they are regular churchgoers. Then we read
Doctor Seuss, Fox in Socks (Geisel, 1965) a book I know he likes. He calms. We laugh over the
tongue twisters, “you really learned to read with this book last year,” I say, he had read it every
day for two months and come out a reader. “Yeah, but I wasn’t really reading,” he confides, “I
only read the words I knew.”
“That’s fine. That’s how you learn.” Funny how knowing the child allows for all of this
to work. I see Aurora later with tissues and ask if she has a cold. She says no she was crying but
now she’s okay. Erin has taken care of her. Israel after all this has weirdly made a complete and
joyous recovery, he announces, “I wish I had a hamster” which seems like an odd end to the
conversation.
Sol reads to Ella during this time and later says “I want to thank Ella for listening so well
and being patient when I made mistakes.” Jessica reads to Hannah as Hannah draws, they call it,
“dreading.”
I worry all day. What have I done? What have I let happen. They seem settled though at
the end of the day Isa tells her mom [about our discussion] and tells her I have had a hard day.
On a lighter note: after singing the alphabet song, I ask the class if they know any words
that start with O. Israel says, “Obama. My mom is voting for him.” There is a chorus of “my
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father will vote for him.” “So will my mom” “I’m going to vote for Obama” “You can’t vote
yet” until finally Alexander silences with “of course, everyone in the state will vote for him.”
Paul has an accident after I reminded him the day before that he should really go at
recess. Erin gets stuck in her pants because of her belt and returns to the classroom in tears.
Jessica comes running to me, “Erin got stuck in the bathroom. That’s why she didn’t come
back!”
I drop the kids off at community health as Tom is yelling at Marjorie’s class. “My class
had a rough day,” I tell him. “That’s fine. So did they [referring to Marjorie’s class].”
“No, not that kind of rough,” I say and tell him about my day. I look over and my class is
now standing in two rows watching us. Aside from Sol grabbing someone and grinning, she falls
back into line when she sees me looking, they are perfectly still and quiet. Their eyes are wide
and their clothes disheveled. Their mouths are drooping. They look like the orphans in Les
Miserable. They look pathetic. It’s quite sad.
On the plus side though, at the end of the day Malakai requests to be Israel’s partner.
Jesus participates and makes it through the day sans tantrum. Ahhh. The joys of a 1/2 class.
I asked what they needed and the class decided open work time would be best. They ate
popcorn, read Doctor Seuss and moved on. Everyone laughed, we moved on. Another kid got
stuck in her pants because she couldn't work the belt. She had an accident.
The day weighs on me. I tell the story again and again [to friends and colleagues],
making it humorous but Christopher’s sobs and the sad faces weigh on me. I can’t fix it. All I
can do is distract. They are distractible though. Maybe that’s life. All we can do is distract.

Much contemporary literacy criticism has been devoted to defining what constitutes a
narrative (Booth, 1988a; Genette, 1980; Kermode, 1967; Lukacs, 1996). Throughout this
literature one finds a celebration of the ubiquitous presence of narrative and many references to
its role in childhood—both frequently highlighted to suggest that narrative is an essential,
natural, and basic part of the human experience (Dyson & Genishi, 1994; Engel, 1994; Rushdie,
2012).
That narrative is important and ubiquitous is taken as a given. What narrative is becomes
an area of contention. For Booth (1988a) and many of his followers, narrative spans from written
forms (fiction, biography) to non-written and even non-verbal (film, certain images) to that
which occurs in personal experience (gossip, “Even the life we think of as primary experience—
that is, events like birth, copulation, death, . . . . —is rarely experienced without some sort of
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mediation in narrative” (p. 14)). In this school of thought narrative is a constant presence,
making its way into every area of life.
Yet, where this exuberance is inspiring for those who love narratives, it can also lead to a
vagueness that makes the term less meaningful (Polkinghorne, 1995). Therefore, without
undermining claims that narrative can occur everywhere, the remainder of this section will
provide some boundaries.
A significant controversy in the literature on narrative inquiry centers on whether
informal utterances can be narratives (Polkinghorne, 1995; Verhesschen, 2003). Drawing from
Elinor Ochs and Lisa Capps (2010), Aria Razfar (2012) in “Narrating beliefs: a language
ideologies approach to teacher beliefs” refers to those “typically considered” narratives as
“performative narratives” and those occurring in “personal experience” as “emergent narrative.”
“Performative” narratives are public, closed (finished), and accessible to an outside audience.
“Emergent” narratives often occur in dialogue. They do not necessarily represent a closed story,
and they can be very context specific (relevant only within a conversation) (p. 65). In this
dissertation, I mostly draw on “performative narratives.” That said, I am less concerned with
whether a narrative is closed or public and more about the other features that that narrative
contains. “Emergent narratives” do make their way into this work especially as I consider the
forms in which teachers are addressed in Chapter 5.
In “The Value of Narrativity in the Representation of Reality” (1980), a key concept for
Hayden White is that reality is not a narrative. He explains:
Real events should not speak, should not tell themselves. Real events should
simply be; they can perfectly well serve as the referents of a discourse, can
be spoken about, but they should not pose as the tellers of a narrative. (p. 8)
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A set of events simply put into writing is chronology. Narratives are created when people link
together events in a meaningful order. White (1980) defines the difference between reality and
narrative with the following distinctions:


Real events do not in themselves hold a “structure, an order of meaning” (p. 9).



A sequence of events listed in a chronology or found in the world lacks inherent
“causal connection” (White, 1980, p. 13; Currie, 2006, Polkinghorne, 1995),
whereas in narrative events are linked causally.



A real event or a “chronicle usually is marked by a failure to achieve narrative
closure” (White, 1980, p. 9). It “breaks off”/”terminate[s]” instead of
“conclud[ing]” (p. 21).

White maintains that “in any account of reality, narrativity is present [and] we can be sure that
morality or a moralizing impulse is present too” (p. 26). Thus for White, a narrative is a work
that has closure, links events causally, offers structures in the service of a certain moral take on
the world.
As a teacher, I kept both a journal and a plan-book. On the same date that I wrote the
above journal entry my plan-book reads:
Block 1: Blank
Block 2: Bring in your book about grandpa—give to Jesus. Get picture paper from
ks.
Block 3: Worktime It’s Mine—maps/globe/geoblocks/partner drawing
Block 4: Reading: How to choose a just right book
Block 5: Which has more—dots for Matthew, Jesus. /Double’s Facts (10’s for Isa,
Claire, Maria, Israel, Micah)/Doubles Facts Subtraction (Christopher, Hannah,
Gabe, Jessica, Alexander)
Block 6: Aiken Drum/Lunch
Block 7: Handwriting 4 and 5
Block 8: Art
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The plan-book at best simply tells what I will do and, in some entries, the approximate time. It is
not a narrative. Were I to fill in what each section meant it would still not be a narrative. I can
start tracing together connections by looking at the lessons across the week and providing an
explanation for what I did and why. Adding in this information, as with my 9-19 journal entry
(see Chapter 2), the writing might hint at narrative but it would be better classified as detailed
description.
In contrast, I will argue that the journal entry for 9-14 is a narrative. Though some
elements could simply be classified as things that happened on the same day—offering more of a
chronology, this piece is primarily structured around the discussion of death and the ways that
the children and I dealt with it throughout the day. Though it certainly requires editing of
extraneous details and the stream of consciousness order in certain places makes it confusing, the
entry reaches a kind of closure at the end as I ruminate about the ways that an adult can support
children in discussions about death. There are many instances of cause and effect, a criteria for
narrative cited above—I share a memory, it sets off a response in a series of kids, we have a
conversation. My culminating comments and musings constitute a “moralizing impulse” that
draws the ideas together (White, 1980).
To further refine the definition, J. Hillis Miller (1995) argues that the most important
component of narrative is plot. Broadly defined, plot consists of “An initial situation, a sequence
leading to a change or reversal of that situation, and a revelation made possible by the reversal of
the situation” (p. 75). In the 9-14 entry, a problem is introduced — I have brought the topic of
death into the classroom and many of my students become sad. Over the course of the discussion
and the day, I grapple with this problem in a variety of ways from open discussion, to
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avoidance—“talk to your parents about how they deal with it,” to comfort. Throughout the day
there are also intended and unintended distractions.
In addition to plot, Miller (1995) requires that a narrative have a personification
“whereby a character is created” (p. 75). This criteria is echoed by David Dewhurst and Stephen
Lamb (2005, p. 909). The character may engage directly in the plot or bear witness to it (Miller,
1995). While not deeply fleshed out in my journal, character development occurs. Jessica, Sol,
Israel, Christopher, and I all emerge with some depth. For example, Sol is characterized by her
speech, my comment that she usually refuses to write but then transcribes a story, and as “this
tiny little person, the smallest child in the class.” Jessica consistently emerges defending and
supporting her classmates. Israel sets off the discussion and I describe both his reactions and
others’ reactions to him—one child laughs when he speaks and I am relieved at the end of the
day when someone wants to be his partner. Christopher makes his way in both through his
powerful response to death, his interest in Fox in Socks (Geisel, 1965), and as a reader who
taught himself by reading the same beloved book. My voice emerges both in the telling of the
story and the language I use with the children. I also share my decision-making and musings
throughout.
Finally, a narrative must have “Some patterning or repetition of key elements” (Miller,
1995, p. 75). Here Miller seems to be referring to literary features, pointing to the rhythm of
language or recurring tropes. In my 9-14 journal entry, the theme of death and the ways that
people comfort each other comes up many times. Given the fact that the piece brought me to
laughter and not tears, I would also argue that an eye for humorous images emerges—a child
stuck in her own pants, a fixation on hamsters, another child imagining herself as a duck.
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Finally, as a clarification, in his essay on narrative (1995), Miller often uses the term
“story” as well, suggesting the closeness between these terms. This linkage is common
throughout the literature reviewed. This dissertation will not focus on elucidating the
distinctions. Instead, it will use narrative as the blanket term but at times will use the word story
if it is the chosen word of a given author.

Relationships between Narrative and Pedagogy: Effects on Thinking

In “Getting Personal: Writing Stories,” Richardson (2001) lists the “top 10” benefits of
writing about the self. Though she focuses specifically on autobiography, the following ideas
offer a useful frame to thinking about narrative more broadly. Below are her categories slightly
adapted:
Narrative helps the reader:


Find out about oneself (p.35) and the world (Carr, 2003; Gordon, McKibbon,
Vasudevan, & Vinz, 2007; Hankins, 2003; Miller, 1995; Razfar, 2012;
Verhesschen, 2003; White, 1980)



Construct a sense of self (Richardson, 2001, p. 36), others, and a world view
(Hauerwas & Burrell, 1977; Carr, 2003)



Share oneself with others so that one creates and enters into community across
space and time (Richardson, 2001, pp. 36-37)

I will use Richardson’s larger categories in the following sections to develop the pedagogical
roles of narrative that most directly pertain to practical wisdom
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Finding Out about Oneself and the World

Depict the Particular
Practical wisdom requires the practitioner to respond to a particular place and situation.
Narrative also tends to deal in particulars (Auerbach, 1946/2003; Aristotle, 1984; Booth, 1988a,
Nussbaum, 1990). Even narratives that aspire to teach universal lessons, such as mythology and
fables, often ground the reader in a person and situation.
Most novels track the actions of an individual person, within a context as he or she
grapples with a situation (Nussbaum, 1990). In depicting a unique situation, the novel
encourages us to focus on the process by which the protagonist navigated that situation. In this
way, Nussbaum connects reading novels directly to practical wisdom. She argues that in
watching the protagonist respond both with reason and feeling to a complex challenge, the reader
has the opportunity to hone practical wisdom.
Similarly, one of the many appeals to narrative research is that it enables researchers to
attend more closely to the nuances and complexities of a person and setting (Griffiths &
Macleod, 2008; Van Maanen, 1988). Narrative inquiry24 is a mode of research constructed to
draw attention to the teacher’s and student’s individuality by drawing on narratives as its primary
source of data (Clandinin, Davies, Hogan & Kennard, 1993; Ely et al.; Gordon et al. , 2007;
Hankins 2003; Polkinghorne, 1995; Rosiek & Atkinson, 2005; Smith, 2007).
24

Narrative inquiry is another much contested and broadly term. Avoiding a debate that is unrelated to my project, I
have chosen to define it here quite broadly and will leave a precise definition to others.
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Narrative research offers a way to represent those who cannot be represented clearly in
generalized data (Griffiths & Macleod, 2008, p. 137; Heath, 1994; Van Maanen, 1988, p. 31).
The idea is that any individual is far too complex to conform to a particular norm. Therefore, an
educational system that relies predominately on generalized research is leaving “no place for the
values of the individual—a concept central to any educational enterprise” (Smeyers &
Verhesschen, 2001, p. 72). From this perspective, an educational system that discounts the
human in her complexity is failing to educate.

Room for Conflicting Details
As both my journal entries suggest, the classroom offers many puzzles, areas of
confusion, and a range of interactions. It also requires of the teacher a high degree of alertness
and constant action. I often liken teaching small children to driving on the highway. You must be
aware of stimuli from all directions and someone can easily get hurt.
Faced with chaos, people tend to strive towards order (Verhesschen, 2003; White, 1980).
Even teachers, myself included, who value movement and expressions of different and
sometimes competing needs typically feel responsible for creating some sense of order (Codell,
1999; Cowhey, 2006). In Chapter 2, I discussed the need to find a frame as a means of
approaching many competing particulars.
Schön (1987) writes that the way in which we describe a situation imposes a form on it
that guides our problem-solving. The form in which one describes a situation provides a means
of ordering it. Where most essays follow a particular structure, introducing information in an
order intended to produce clarity, a narrative like the teacher in a classroom can organize
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information in many different ways. As Miller (1995) articulates, “What cannot be expressed
logically, one is tempted to say, we then tell stories about” (p. 74). Narrative provides a
particularly helpful frame to problems that resist the limitations that other structures impose.
The way in which narratives conclude offers room for competing information. Generally
the conclusion of a research paper gathers together the information presented thus far. In contrast
narratives often end without resolution. Again to cite a famous example, Moby-Dick (Melville,
1967) closes with the hero, Ishmael, in the middle of the ocean. The reader, who has dutifully
followed Ishmael across the ocean, is given no resolution. A practically minded reader is left
with a puzzle about how Ishmael manages to narrate the book. This pushes readers not to look
for an answer but to engage in a more open search for a valid response that will keep the action
moving productively.
In Narrative Discourse: An Essay in Method, Gerard Genette (1980) explores how
narratives can play with time. Both Genette and Aristotle (1984) discuss the degree to which
duration of particular events can be elongated and shortened. In narrative, Genette (1980) argues,
events can happen out of sequence through flashbacks as well as foreshadow.
As discussed in Chapter 2, classrooms are extraordinary busy places. Elbaz (1983) and
the teacher she writes about both repeatedly stress the rarity of getting to slowly parse through
activities in the classroom. Narrative can allow one to go back and explore events later on
(Hankins, 2003; Schön, 1983).
Narrative also provides a means to explore someone else’s practice more slowly (Schön,
1983). Schön (1987) posits a practice he refers to as “Follow me!” as a useful means of
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supporting new practitioners. In this practice, the practitioner has the opportunity to watch
someone more experienced work through a situation in practice. Schön writes:
In Follow me! the coach's artistry consists in his capacity to improvise a whole
designlike performance and, within it, to execute local units of reflection-inaction. So here the relationship between a whole performance and its parts,
between the whole and aspects of the whole are crucial. (p. 296)
For Schön (1983) different virtual words, include those created in narrative, offer a means to try
an activity that might not lend itself to the interruptions for reflection in actual practice. Further,
as Aristotle (1984) noted, narrative lends itself to looking very closely at particular parts
(perhaps elongated in time) while always keeping the whole in mind. The ability to edit out
extraneous details can make the move between part and whole easier to grasp than when one is
faced with an actual situation. As much detail was put into my 9-14 entry, the vast majority of
things that happened during that day were omitted.
Narrative also offers flexibility in terms of how cause and effect are related. Depending
on the narrative told, “the same simple act can be both stimulus, response, or reinforcement,
according to the punctuation of a sequence” (Kvernbekk, 2003, p. 275). Narrative offers the
thinker more flexibility than many other genres because one can enter into the sequence of
actions at a variety of points. One way of looking at my 9-14 journal entry is that it is a story
about the ways in which children engage in community. Specifically, Israel’s worry about death
opens up the larger discussion. He is later laughed at and defended. At the end of the day, I note
that a child seeks him out as a line-partner. In narrative form, all these factors can come together
without being formally linked. An essay on how to bring a child into a group might look at this
information very differently and lead to more direct connections being made. For example, I
could argue that it was the attention to Israel’s ideas in the meeting and Jessica’s defense that
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inspired Malakai to be his partner at the end of the day. Yet, I’m not prepared to make those
claims. Narrative form allows me to play with connections but leave them open to conjecture. As
discussed in my section on validity in Chapter 2, often the connection between an action and
results can be nebulous. Actions can also lead to many results. Narrative connects actions
without making an argument for direct causal connections.
Narrative also accommodates information that may seem, at least superficially,
extraneous. In the oft-cited image from Swann’s Way (Proust, 2002), the narrator, Marcel bites a
madeleine that invokes a memory from childhood that launches his multi-volume opus.
Seemingly disconnected things—a cookie, his mother, and childhood now coalesce as Marcel
weaves them together in narrative. Marcel would be hard-pressed to prove a connection through
empirical evidence or to make a philosophical claim for how cookies and mothers relate, but the
story flows between these images. Similarly, in my 9-14 journal entry, one could argue that the
opening paragraph about Sol and Ella contributes to the overall narrative because it offers an
introduction to Sol’s character and the kinds of relationships that children draw on in the
classroom. With a small amount of tweaking, that image could be worked coherently into the rest
of the piece. On the other hand, it would be harder to work this paragraph into an essay on how
teachers should talk about death in the classroom.

Subjectivity
Narrative can also draw attention to the multiplicity of perspectives. In Jean-Jacques
Rousseau’s (1997) Julie or The New Heloise, the narrative emerges through letters between the
characters involved. This supports each character’s competing emotions and interpretations to
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come into play. Similarly, in the non-fiction piece, “Writing out of the unexpected: narrative
inquiry and the weight of small moments,” Erick Gordon, Kerry McKibbin, Lalitha Vasudevan,
and Ruth Vinz (2007) each construct a narration about the same interview with a prisoner at a
juvenile detention center where they were working. They investigated how each co-author heard
the prisoner’s story somewhat differently.
As discussed in Chapter 2, actions are influenced based on the perspective taken. In
telling the narrative focused on Sol, I bring a different frame than looking more closely at
Christopher. Depending on where I place my attention, different actions may result. For
example, for Sol the discussion seemed to be a comfortable, intellectualized, exploration of
death. For Christopher, it was a painful and emotional experience. These different perspectives
required different responses from me as a teacher. Therefore, to attend to each child
appropriately acquires the ability to tell multiple narratives about a particular situation.
Acknowledging their subjectivity, researchers in narrative inquiry often draw explicit
attention to the fact that their version of an event is just that, a version. As noted in Chapter 2, in
describing her classroom, Hankins (2008) invites her reader to contact her if he disagrees with
the manner in which she has interpreted an event and reminds the reader that classroom life is far
too complex to be captured in her lens (p. 28). She emphasizes the degree to which each teacher
will perceive and respond to a classroom in a particular way to claim that no teacher’s reading or
actions can provide a blueprint for another teacher to follow.
That the researcher is subjective is not a unique condition to narrative. Richardson (2001)
and bell hooks (2003) remind us that all forms of writing and research are subjective. They
explain that the connection between the self and the research can be subtle (or not discernible to
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the reader) in research that claims objectivity. In contrast, authors who use the first person draw a
more explicit connection (and even celebration) of subjectivity (Richardson, 2001, p. 33).
Therefore, in narrative the reader is often reminded that both the individual and the natural world
are too complex to capture through any one lens.
Along similar lines, one person may construct the narrative of the same event in different
ways (Gordon et al., 2007; Kvernbekk, 2003; Richardson, 2001; Verhesschen, 2003). As
Richardson (2001) writes, “life can be told over and over again, differently nuanced” (p. 36). At
different points in one’s life or with different audiences and agendas in mind, someone may tell
the same story very differently (Gordon et al., 2007; Verhesschen 2003). Over the years, I have
drawn different elements from my 9-14 journal entry depending on my purpose and perspective.
The narrative I told that day to families and the principal, for example, emphasized what
happened and the ways that it affected the children emotionally. The version I told a friend later
that week emphasized Sol’s insights and what the experience taught me about the ways that
people cope with tragedy. Years later, when I used the episode with teacher-education students,
my emphasis was on how a teacher can deal with difficult topics in the classroom and the
subsequent letter that I wrote to families about the discussion. How I tell the narrative reveals to
some degree the kind of decisions I make as a practitioner.
Narrative can also offer an inclusive approach to examine situations in which there are
competing interests (Gordon et al. ., 2007; Hankins, 2003; Miller, 1995; Razfar, 2012).25 Doris
Lessing’s The Golden Notebook (1962/1999) presents a number of voices and, in many cases
25

As noted, this is one of the central claims of narrative inquiry.
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contradictory, perspectives without offering a resolution. No perspective ultimately trumps
another but they simply exist side by side, united by sharing some common themes and space
within the novel. Similarly, many perspectives on death exist in my 9-14 journal as illustrated
through the children’s different comments and responses. Reading narrative provides an
opportunity to expand one’s horizon (Gadamer, 1975/2006). As discussed in Chapter 2, when
stuck problem solving, the chance to see other perspectives can be very helpful.

Construct a sense of other, self, and world

Getting to Know Another
In the first chapter, I argued for educational reform that attends to the individual child and
teacher. I pointed out that within the literature on knowing the individual child, often the teacher
remains hidden (Collins, 2003). Building on my discussion of subjectivity in the previous
section, I look at the ways in which narrative can help us know both the individual child as well
as the adult.
As noted in the previous section one of the essential features of narrative is that the
narration of an event will change from person to person (Clandinin, Davies, Hogan, & Kennard,
1993; Gordon et al., 2007; Hankins, 2003; Miller, 1995; Verhesschen, 2003; Witherell &
Noddings, 1991). As such, both the subject matter as well as the ways that one concocts a
narrative can offer clues into how someone else thinks (Bruner, 1994; Engel, 1994; Freud, 1989;
Gordon et al., 2007; Razfar, 2012; Verhesschen, 2003; Witherell & Noddings, 1991).
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Because a particular way of constructing narratives often leaves a nearly indelible mark
from childhood, it can be extremely hard for someone to perceive alternative approaches.
Further, the stories that people habitually tell influence the ways they operate within the world
and the kind of person someone becomes (Bruner, 1994; Booth, 1988a). This can make finding
an alternative means of framing a very difficult challenge.
Learning how an individual constructs narrative, offers space to support that individual
(Freud, 1989; Gordon et al, 2007; Hankins, 2003; Hansen, 1996; Verhesschen, 2003, Noddings.
1996; Palmer, 2007; Razfar, 2012; Silberman-Keller, 2004). Razfar (2012) turns to narrative to
address the tension between stated theories and actual practices. Razfar argues that someone’s
true beliefs are apparent in her “emergent narratives.” Relying on these informal utterances,
Razfar gives the impression of catching a person in his true beliefs. For Razfar, peoples’ stories
can be used as an entry point to change their thinking based on the philosophy Razfar believes
they should have. Similarly, Razfar says, listening to “emergent narratives” “can potentially
provide us with an invaluable analytic tool for unpacking tacit assumptions about language,
culture, and identity” (p. 78). This unpacking can lead to more consistency between thought and
action as well as the formation of new ideologies.
Narrative offers a means to reflect on one’s reflection-in-action (Schön, 1983) by helping
the individual develop a keener sense of his/her own beliefs and the actions sought to accompany
them (Hansen, 1996; Hankins, 2003). In “Finding One’s Way Home: Notes on the Texture of
Moral Experience,” Hansen (1996) explains that telling one’s story helps determine how to act.
Hansen begins with a dichotomy explored in the previous chapters between general rules and
particular knowledge: “in resolving moral difficulties, should persons rely on objective principles
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or should they depend more on intuition informed by their life experiences?” (1996, p. 221).
Hansen argues that instead of positioning this as a either or, “principles can be helpful as
stopping points along the journey of resolving a difficulty; but those principles remain lifeless
unless one is disposed as a person to ponder issues and to act” (p. 221). Through exploring one’s
experiences with a narrative, the individual comes to ponder how she acts in relationship to a
belief system. Narrative also provides a link between actions and general rules, helping the
individual to determine the right action in the right circumstances (Aristotle, 1999).
Tracing the plot of the film Brief Encounter, Hansen (1996) tells how the protagonist,
Laura, identifies and explores her moral code as she narrates a powerful experience. Laura
“needs reminding of who she is, or who she thinks she should try to be. She needs to tell this
story, to bring it out of her, as if she would purge herself” (p. 225). Narrating experience
provides a means to think through her life and actions with more general principles in mind. It
allows her to examine her actions and principles and then support her growth accordingly.
Hankins (2003) wonders and worries about what happens with a child who cannot
construct a clear narrative of self because the earliest memories are either traumatic or not
supplied by adults. Hankins believes that encouraging the child to tell stories, and when possible,
getting adults to collaborate with this, helps the child develop a sense of self as well.
Constructing a narrative can help someone problem solve. Palmer (2007) depicts an
exercise in which a person shares a two-hour narrative about a problem. To support this person,
participants are only allowed to ask questions that further the speaker’s understanding and, at the
end, to “mirror” back the narrative that they heard. In this case, Palmer provides what he has
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found to be a highly successful means to support someone through narrative in which the helper
does not strive to rework the other person but instead to help them better understand themselves.

Space to experiment
Given that the daily life of the teacher is extraordinarily busy, there is little time during
the day to process what is done moment-by-moment. It can also be hard to reflect upon a
situation in which one is a full participant. Dewey (1934) writes that the work of art
“concentrate[s] and enlarges an immediate experience” (p. 285). Essentially through the work of
art one can look at something more closely than in real life. As noted in my previous section,
Aristotle (1984) and Genette (1980) argue that through narrative the details of an event can be
expanded upon or minimized.
For example, in the 9-14 entry, Jessica consistently emerges seeking to support and
defend her classmates. These were characteristics about Jessica that only came to light when I
read over the narrative. In the classroom, I was frequently frustrated with Jessica. She often
interrupted and it drove me crazy. In narrative, distanced from my immediate frustrations, a
more nuanced perspective comes forth. Given that a supportive community was a bigger value
for me than ensuring that children always raised their hands, when calling out Jessica emerged as
someone trying to support my teaching by helping her classmates.
In Chapter 2, I discussed the value of simulations as a means for supporting the
development of practical wisdom. One of the advantages of simulations is that it gives the
practitioner the chance to gain experience in the technical aspects of a particular job (Schön,
1987). For example, it is very hard to learn how to analyze student writing without looking
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through student writing. In addition to developing comfort with particular tasks of a profession,
the practitioner also needs experience making complex decisions (Schön, 1987). As Schön
(1987) and Sennett (2008) have noted, simulations are often very limited. Without the
complexity of an actual situation or an emotional investment, the practitioner may not gain much
support in decision making by practicing with simplified case studies or simulations.
Narratives often contain the complexity of actual situations and the ability to grip the
reader emotionally (Hansen, 2004; Nussbaum, 1992). Therefore, hearing or reading a narrative
can facilitate the exploration of a problem without having to act on the world itself (Hauerwas &
Burrell, 1977; Greene, 1994; Gregory, 2009; Hankins, 2003; Miller, 1995; Kwak, 2010;
Mortensen, 2002). Gregory (2009) puts it particularly eloquently in Shaped by Stories: The
Ethical Power of Narratives saying:
We traffic in stories, in other words, in order to be lifted up and out of our
ordinary selves. Sometimes after the escape from ordinary life afforded by
stories, we get better traction on everyday life when we return to it, the way
traveling abroad can give us a fresher look at everyday life when we return
home. (p. 69)

Narratives can allow a brief escape—helping a person to remove herself from a particular
situation or daily life. Where people often describe getting “lost” in a book, Gregory’s image of a
vacation suggests a respite not a flight. The person turns to the narrative but, importantly, does so
with the intention of a quick return to the situation at hand.
In Chapter 2, I introduce validity as a means of assessing the merits of a particular
method. Lacking universals to draw on for action, the practitioner must try out results. Along
these lines Leo Tolstoy (2000) repeatedly describes teaching as an experiment—one tries a
variety of approaches and sees how they work. As argued previously, this approach to practice is
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essential to practical wisdom. Yet, it has a problematic underside. The experiment may harm
people if it does not go as desired. As Simpson and Garrison (1995) caution, “once we
implement action in practice we must suffer the consequences for real” (p. 256). Though there is
typically some space to amend actions in teaching, the stakes with children are very high. In How
to Create the Perfect Wife: Britain’s Most Ineligible Bachelor and His Enlightened Quest to
Train the Ideal Mate, Wendy Moore (2013) depicts how many of Rousseau’s contemporaries
tried to enact the pedagogies highlighted in the Emile with actual children. Experimentation on
children with these philosophies led in many cases to trauma and even a few deaths.
Long-time organizer and adult educator Myles Horton (1998) explains, “I don't think it's
right to experiment with people when you can work out a hypothesis in your head” (p. 102). To
work out a hypothesis Horton plays out scenarios like a “movie” before implementing a project
(pp.101-102). Narrative allows for some of his experimentation to take place without having to
act on anyone or anything.
Jo Ann Pagano (1991) explains that in essential ways narrative can resemble actual
participation:
A story about educational experience has, as does the experience it represents and
constitutes and hence the experience it intends, the same dual nature that Dewey
associated with experience in general. The story is at once a doing and undergoing
even in the act of ‘writing about.’ (p. 198)
In the act of writing and, I will add reading, a story, the reader has the opportunity to join into the
experience. Caught up in a book, one often tries to calculate how the heroine ought to respond to
a situation while feeling the plight of the character.
In some cases, narrative allows the reader to look at a specific situation and consider the
result prior to acting. The “verisimilitude of the story” and its complexity can make it possible
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for someone to assess a “scheme for human improvement” by exploring the effect of such a
scheme within the narrative (Hauerwas & Burrell, p. 37). As Jeffrey D. Wilhem and Bruce
Novak (2009) write in Teaching Literacy for Love and Wisdom: Being the Book and Being the
Change:
Art is a form of secure parenting. Art provides us with an environment in
which we can safely explore life, where we can engage in pure existential
inquiry without worry for our immediate existence. As such, it provides each
of us with a kind of liminal space of possibility, an inner psychic womb for
the creation of new life. (p. 214)
An experiment on paper or with materials is far easier to undo than one done on the natural
world. Narrative as a material is particularly well suited to such experimentation when the person
seeks to explore interpersonal relationships. Through it, one can see what an idea could look like
when engaged. This allows the actor to save personal and natural resources while experimenting
with ideas. For example, Preskill & Jacobvitz (2001) argue that reading one teacher’s struggle
with a student helps student teachers “think about how they would respond to a student like him
before the real-life test in their own classrooms” (p. 183). Texts allow the reader to work through
challenges mentally before being faced with them in person.
Like Horton (1998), many others have suggested that narrative also helps people consider
decisions by allowing them to envision an action as well as potential consequences without
engaging in it (Gregory, 2009; Hansen, 2011; Kramer, 1997; Wilhelm & Novak, 2009). For
example, Coles (1989) shares the story of a college student who, upon learning that he has
cancer, explores different ways to die by reading fiction. Through this reading, he considers the
advantages and disadvantages of a number of ways of dying, an exercise that keeps him from
trying any of them in particular.
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In his fictional sequel to the Emile, The Solitaries, Rousseau (2009) considers the effect
of Emile’s education. Written as two fictional letters that Emile wrote to his former tutor, Emile
shares what has happened to him since his tutor left him. His education reveals itself in both
positive and negative ways as Emile struggles to respond to the hardships life has dealt him.
Through Emile’s fictional letters, Rousseau is able to examine his educational suggestions in
more depth. Published just a year prior the Emile, in Julie or the New Heloise (1997), Julie seems
to embody the virtues that Rousseau seeks to cultivate in Emile’s fictional beloved, Sophie.
Describing Julie’s household in depth in Part IV, Rousseau depicts the type of home-life he
hopes for Sophie and Emile. Fiction allows Rousseau another means to explore the implications
of various theories.
Similarly, a few generations later, Mary Shelley (1974/1982) also explored some of
Rousseau’s concepts in Frankenstein: Or the Modern Prometheus. In this fictionalized piece,
Shelley looks at the ways in which an artificial construction of a man can go terribly awry. No
actual child is hurt in this experiment. Instead Shelley gives the reader the chance to think
through the implications of some of Rousseau’s themes (Kukla, 2005; Shelley, 1974/1982).
Unlike in life when you might have one option, narratives allow for a multiplicity of
responses. The dying young man described by Coles (1989) had the opportunity to explore many
options in his investigation of death. In reviewing the range of models, in this case narratives, he
was able to explore the approach that resonated for him. Horton (1998) describes trying out
multiple alternatives as he considered how to act. Capitalizing on his ability to create an
alternative sense of time in narrative, once Horton came to what he refers to as a “movie,” a
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tentative action plan, that he felt positive about he then watched it “backward” to find any
additional “bugs.”
In Chapter 1, I introduced the challenge of determining how to share information with
colleagues without suggesting that I had the right answer or taking away their opportunities to
problem solve. In addressing this challenge, Schön (1987) suggests “One way of resolving this
dilemma is for the coach to put his superior26 knowledge to work by generating variety of
solutions to the problem, leaving the student free to choose and produce new possibilities for
action" (p.296).

Providing a Simulation

Simply presenting a compelling model is not necessarily enough to

influence someone’s actions. In promoting cancer-preventing behavior, Melanie C. Green (2006)
draws on what she calls “transportation theory” to explain that “research has shown that
individuals who are transported into a narrative world are likely to change their real-world
beliefs in response to information, claims, or events in a story” (p. S165). The idea is that while
reading, people are “transported” to the characters’ world and, having dwelled there, are often
heavily influenced by ideas presented (p. S165). Looking at biological data, Green argues that
our physiology changes when reading narrative and cites studies that measure the degree to
which individuals are transported by a given story. Based on these studies, she offers specific
advice for constructing narratives that increase “transportation” (p. S164). Though I will not

26

Though I agree with Schon (1987) that the more experienced practitioner often brings more situations that one
could draw on in a practice situation, I am resistant to the hierarchical connotation of the word superior.
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explore the particular features she highlights, Green’s emphasis on the degree to which one not
only witnesses a character in a novel but also can enter into their world is significant.

Providing a Model of Actions

In The Courage to Teach, Palmer (2007) argues that a

challenge for teachers is that they rarely have the opportunity to see each other’s work. At PS
428, teachers constantly expressed the desire to get ideas from witnessing each other’s practices
but this rarely happened.
Booth (1988a), Coles (1989), Gregory (2009), and Nussbaum (1990) argue that people
develop intimate relationships with characters, speaking of the characters as if they were real life
people. Watching a character engage is like watching a friend. Just as people learn from
watching a colleague, mentor, or friend, the actions of book characters inform actual behavior.
In this way, narrative can provide a compelling model for how a person might behave
(Green, 2006). Samuel Richardson (2009) closes Pamela by offering “observations which
naturally result from the story and characters; and which will serve as so many applications of its
most material incidents to the minds of YOUTH of BOTH SEXES” (Loc. 7868 of 7925).
Richardson then delineates exactly what lessons different classes from gentleman to lower
servants should take from the book. For Richardson, the characters are to be read as models for
what one should or should not do.
Where Richardson (2009) focuses on the ideal, in Julie or The New Heloise Rousseau
(1997) explains that an essential feature of Julie’s letters is that through them the reader sees a
very human character. Rousseau takes pains to depict Julie as an actual person. He locates her
geographically and attributes the “letters” in the book to real people.
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In fact, Rousseau intentionally depicts a flawed heroine, believing imperfections will
make it easier to relate to her. Rousseau argues that his corrupt contemporaries can learn more
from the imperfect Julie about moral decisions than they would learn from a paragon of virtue. In
footnotes, Rousseau highlights the flaws of the characters and their writing. For example, he
claims that one letter as too poorly written to be fiction (p. 21).
Booth (1988a) echoes Rousseau’s belief that people connect with a flawed character:
Most of the great stories show characters of a moral quality roughly equal to that
of the implied reader (or, as Aristotle says in dealing with tragedy, somewhat '
better' but not too much better than ourselves [Poetics 15.9–11]); the plots are
built out of the characters' efforts to face moral choices. In tracing those efforts,
we readers stretch our own capacities for thinking about how life should be lived,
as we join those more elevated judges, the implied authors. We cannot quite
consider ourselves their equals: they are more skillful than we at providing such
exercises in moral discernment. But they imply that we might become their equals
in discernment if we only practiced long enough. (p. 187)

The reader identifies with the protagonist and in doing so raises herself slightly to the level of
virtue that the protagonist offers. Where the protagonist may have a slightly superior moral
center, the importance seems to be not their superiority but the degree to which the reader is able
to connect.

Witnessing Another’s Thinking-in-Action

Addressing apprenticeships, in Chapter 2 I

argued that much is gained from seeing another in action. Often missing in viewing someone
teaching is a window into her reflections on the work. An important feature of many narratives is
that the reader not only witnesses the character’s actions but also the reasons and feelings that
motivated him or her. Referencing Vygotsky (1986), Hankins (2003) notes, “narrative thought is
a mode of inquiry that is well-suited to answer questions about the relation of thoughts to action”
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(p. 12). Reading someone’s thoughts and feelings provides insights into why he acted in a
particular way (Booth, 1988a; Hansen, 1996; Hunt, 2007; Nussbaum, 1990; Smeyers &
Verhesschen, 2001; Roberts, 2008). Returning to Hauerwas and Burrell’s (1977) discussion of
character, the connection between thoughts and actions allows the reader a sense of the writer’s
ethics and how they contribute to behavior.
As Erich Auerbach (1946/2003) has identified in masterful precision in Mimesis: The
Representation of Reality in Western Literature, attention to the individual character came about
in the development of the novel. Distinguishing novels from plays, Lynn Hunt argues that
hearing the inner monologue of a character facilitates a sense of connection with that character
(Hunt, 2007). For example, in one of the earliest novels, Pamela (2009), the plot revolves around
Pamela’s decision making. Mr. B. woos and restrains her in a variety of settings. She is deceived
and assisted by other servants. Perceiving through Pamela’s eyes, it is hard to know whom to
trust or where the plot will go. For example, Mr. B.’s intentions are largely unclear until the very
end. Tested in a variety of circumstances, the reader sees Pamela is steadfast.
Similarly, much of Julie: Or the New Heloise (1997) addresses the relationship between
actions and the purposes behind them. Through letters, the characters explain and analyze both
their own actions and those of their fellows. The reasoning given behind an action provided helps
the characters relate to each other but also helps us, as readers from very different contexts, to
understand their purposes. Witnessing a person’s struggle within a narrative can help the reader
think through his or her own decisions more thoughtfully (Sumara, Luce-Kapler, & Iftody, 2008;
Nussbaum, 1990; Roberts, 2008).
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Emotions and Reason

As discussed in Chapter 2, for many contemporary thinkers, not

only is it impossible to separate reason from feelings but also to reason is to employ logic and
emotions (hooks, 2003; Palmer, 2007; Nussbaum, 1990). Again, narrative provides a format in
which logic and emotions come together. Nussbaum (1990) argues that in a novel, a character
typically must grapple with emotions, reason, and actions as they contend with a particular
situation. For a teacher, reading narratives of other educators’ experiences offers a powerful
means to work through the emotional impact of teaching (Hankins, 2003; Noddings, 1996;
Zembylas, 2003).
For some, the value is in gaining access to the inner workings of others. Tracing the
developments of the novel, Hunt (2007) contends that novels were the first genre in which an
author “can write at great length about her [a character’s] inner emotions” (p.45). In contrast, in
the play one “could not linger in this way on the unfolding of the inner self which on the stage
usually had to be inferred from action or speech” (p. 45). In this way, “readers become more
aware of their own and every other individual’s capacity for interiority” (p. 48). In Julie or The
New Heloise (1997), the reader is intimately acquainted with the dilemma of the heroine, Julie,
through a series of letters in which she depicts her thinking and alludes to actions taken. Through
her letters and those of her fellows, it is clear that Julie is pulled in many directions. She seeks to
satisfy the competing needs of her parents, her beloved, her cousin, her ward, her husband,
herself, and eventually her children. She worries about hurting those she loves, her social
standing, codes of virtue, and satisfying her desires. As a modern reader, I did not share Julie’s
perspective on virtue and I felt disconnected from the context in which she lived. In reading her
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letters, though, I came to sympathize with her plight and found myself problem-solving
alongside her. Throughout, I wondered what she should do at a given moment.
Aristotle (1999) argues that the more we act in a certain way, the more we become that
way. Similarly, Dewey (1934) writes, “whenever anything is undergone in consequence of a
doing, the self is modified” (p. 275). Nussbaum (1990) argues that engagement with a narrative
allowed me to both witness the ways that Julie thought through various problems and to practice
problem-solving myself. While I will never face Julie’s particular decisions, “exposure” to
Julie’s struggle helped me to practice my own abilities to grapple with moral challenges.
Through reading, I was able to practice and through this practice grow.

Narrative as Communal Space

As discussed in Chapter 1, teaching can be very isolating work. Spending most of their
time separated from peers, teachers often lack the opportunity to both feel known and to know
others. Where much can be done to decrease isolation in schools (Drago-Severson, 2004), to
some degree isolation from peers is endemic to the task of teaching since most of a teacher’s day
is spent with students. At the end of Chapter 2, I argued that community is essential in
cultivating practical wisdom. Building also on my discussion of friendship in Chapter 1, I
maintain that working in the company of a trusted other and learning about their practice allows
the practitioner to grow. In this section, I will discuss the ways in which narratives both help an
individual to be better known as well as how they can help a reader feel part of a larger
community (Witherell, 1995).
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Promoting Action through Empathy
The narratives we develop about others can influence how we treat them (Collins, 2003;
Hankins, 2003). Sometimes simply having the opportunity to hear someone’s narrative can
change perceptions and subsequent treatment (Witherell & Noddings, 1991). Drawing on this
concept, Collins (2003) uses narrative to paint a full picture of Jay for the reader instead of
reducing him to labels. At the Summer Institute of Descriptive Inquiry, a teacher organization I
mentioned in chapter 1, a common practice is to write what’s called a Descriptive Review of a
child. In the Descriptive Review, the teacher gathers information about the child through
conversations with her, watching the child work, and studying the work itself. The teacher then
writes about the child in narrative form. The idea is that once you hear someone’s narrative, he
emerges more three-dimensionally and it can be hard to dismiss him (Carini, 2001).
Writers in philosophy, literary studies, history, and education have all argued that reading
about another can cultivate empathy for and openness to those who are different27 (Darnton,
1984; Gordon et al., 2007; Hunt, 2007; Nussbaum, 1997; Rorty, 1992; Wilhelm & Novak, 2011).
Hunt (2007) argues that Rousseau’s Julie or the New Heloise “opened up its readers to a new
form of empathy” because it “encouraged a highly charged identification with the characters and
in doing so enabled readers to empathize across class, sex, and national lines” (p. 38). Hunt
explains that empathy “depends on a biologically based ability to understand the subjectivity of
other people and to be able to imagine that their inner experiences are like one’s own” (p. 39).
27

For a powerful and thoughtful criticism of this claim, see Scarry, 2006/2002.
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The novel supported readers in imaging the inner life of others by depicting the dynamic
substance of characters’ inner lives.
According to Richard Rorty (1992) in “Human Rights, Rationality, and Sentimentality,”
an essential feature of narrative is that it not only invokes reason but also feeling (p. 73). In this
way, reading stories about people less privileged can push the rich and powerful towards
sympathy. This sympathy, in turn, Rorty argues, is more likely to promote social action than a
well-reasoned argument (p. 80).
Nussbaum in “The Narrative Imagination” (1997) links the cultivation of sympathy with
the awareness of another, arguing that to be sympathetic we must be able to imagine that another
is similar to us. Literature is a powerful tool in cultivating a “sympathetic imagination” for the
following reasons:


Drawing from Aristotle, literature introduces “many forms of possibility and their
impact on human lives” (p. 92).



Watching a character go through suffering may introduce that person to suffering
before they have experienced it in their own life.



Seeing a good character suffer, the individual sees that suffering can come
independent of “wickedness.”



Witnessing a character change because of a hardship suffered helps the reader see
what could happen when someone’s experience is shaped by cruelty.



Fiction allows us to see the ideas of another within the context of her life. For
example, hearing a story helps us to interpret behaviors that might typically make
us angry. Drawing from Marcus Aurelius, Nussbaum explains that the act of
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simply trying to make sense of a behavior makes us “less inclined to demonize the
person” (p. 97).


Literature has the “ability to represent the specific circumstances and problems of
people of many different sorts” (p. 86).



The depth through which we can view another person in literature allows for the
reader to know the other person intimately.

Like Hunt (2007), Nussbaum (1997) ultimately argues that these features contribute to an ability
to see that others, even those living very different lives, are much like ourselves (p. 91).
Finally, as with Hunt (2007) and Rorty (1992), Nussbaum (1997) maintains that “It is
impossible to care about the characters and their well-being in the way the text invites, without
having some very definite political and moral interests awakened in oneself” (p.104). The unique
properties of literature enable “an expansion of sympathies that real life cannot cultivate
sufficiently. It is the political promise of literature that it can transport us, while remaining
ourselves” (p. 111). As discussed previously, through literature we delve deeply into the situation
of another without being actively involved.
Sometimes we can be more sympathetic to a character because our own interest, safety,
and needs are not at stake. As Coles (1989) writes, white students struggled in the 1960s to
connect with African American peers because the engagements were fraught with social
pressure. They were initially able to hear the perspective of African Americans in books more
easily than connect with their classmates. These literary connections ultimately pushed the
students to consider the perspectives of their African American classmates. Literature created a
space for the students themselves to enter into.
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Delineating a Community through Stories
In writing about religious narratives, Walter Feinberg (2004), in “For Goodness Sake:
How Religious Stories Work to Make us Good and the Goodness that They Make” explains how
narratives can set the boundaries for a community. A particular set of narratives links people
across time, offers a moral reference point, and can both link and exclude people depending on
whether they identify with the message (Feinberg, 2004; Jackson, 1995).
Believing that narratives influence the boundaries of who is welcomed in a community,
for Hankins (2003) creating a democratic community requires that every narrative be shared and
every child have the chance to construct a narrative that helps them enter into their community.
To create an inclusive community Hankins must listen carefully to her students’ stories. She then
adjusts her classroom to better accommodate each child.
Similarly, the extensive opus of Paley illustrates how stories and storytelling help Paley
and the children to know themselves and each other. Stories emerge in Paley’s classroom
through a variety of sources: as she takes the dictations of her students and has them act them
out; through books that she reads; and through her own telling of fictional, historical, and
personal stories (Paley, [1979] 2000; 1981; 1980; 1986; 1988; 1990; 1992; 1994; 1995; 1997).
Paley articulates how narrative creates community explicitly in “Princess Annabella and the
Black Girls” (1994): “together the children and I create an ongoing mythology that connects us
to one another and establishes the continuity of our days” (p. 146). In weaving a collective story,
Paley finds a way to link all members of the community together. Just as I argued that the
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individual develops and identifies through stories, so the community can develop an identity
through a shared narrative.

Access to Another Perspective
The way we perceive the world is a cultural and personal subjective construct which
influences and at times limits our thinking (Booth, 1988a; Miller, 1995; Wittgenstein, 1969).
Narrative can offer access to another world with its own logic since people organize their
perspectives around different rational principals (Hellstrom, 2009). As one becomes familiar
with the logic of the author’s reality, one is, again, offered space away from the reality in which
one dwells. In some cases the reader changes his perspective on reality by adapting this new
narrative or using parts of it to inform his own. Additionally, as noted one of the powers of
narrative is that it offers us the possibility to see many alternative logic systems in response to
the same general question, concern, or series of facts (Gregory, 2009). This allows the reader to
expand the horizon of her understanding (Gadamer, 1975/2006).
Similarly, in the Alcibiades (1997), Socrates claims that when we look into the “pupil” of
our students we see our own eye. Building on this concept, Socrates argues that through dialogue
he finds his own thoughts by exploring the thoughts of another. We develop awareness of own
minds through encounters with the minds of others (Coles, 1989). Drawing on research in
biology, Dennis Sumara, Rebecca Luce-Kapler and Tammy Iftody’s (2008) “Educating
Consciousness through Literary Experiences” make a very similar claim. Specifically, they argue
that in learning how a character develops “self-consciousness,” the reader develops his own (p.
233).
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According to Klaus Peter Mortensen (2002), “The Double Call: on Bildung in a Literary
and Reflective Perspective,” past, present, and future selves are integrated through the narrative
we tell about ourselves. Additionally, one’s identity develops through contact with that which “is
alien outside and inside itself” (p. 441). Faced with new perspectives, one’s original thinking
shifts. The individual makes sense of the former conception and the new ideas by creating a new
self-narrative. Again, fiction offers a powerful exposure to that which is “alien.” Mortensen
concludes that in
this kind of reading process, the openness means, not that an infinite
number of equivalent meanings are set free, but that a transcendence of
consciousness can take place, that the reader can become aware of the
codes imbedded both in the text and in himself. (p. 455)

Again, it can be hard to see something differently once a narrative has become embedded in
consciousness. Exposure to alternative narratives helps the reader become more aware of her
own narrative constructions and through awareness to be open to varied perspectives.

The Relationship between the Listener and the Teller
Sharing personal narratives can bring people into community (Clandinin et al., 1993;
Feinberg, 2004; Genishi et al., 2010, Greene, 1994; Hankins, 2003; Hansen, 2011; Witherell and
Noddings, 1991). Hankins (2003) opens Teaching through the Storm, hoping that her narrative
will serve as an opportunity for other teachers to learn from how she used narrative to support
her own work (p. 7). The intention seems to be that her narrative will serve as a virtual friendship
(and in my experience it succeeds at this), offering collegiality and ideas to the readers who pick
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up her book. Isenberg (1994) and Preskill and Jacobvitz (2001) also identify teacher narratives as
providing a source of friendship to other teachers.
In “Aesthetic Creativity: Insights from Classical Literary Theory on Creative Learning,”
Tomas Georg Hellstrom (2009) argues that reading and writing are inherently “communicative
act[s] between a sender and a receiver” (p. 325). In his estimation, “the writer’s function, in this
analysis, is a matter of creating a relationship rather than a text” (p. 326). The writer reaches out
by creating his text. By taking the text seriously, the reader joins into a relationship with the
writer. Reading and writing can be acts of community building when the author is inviting and
the reader is open to joining him.
Specifically, “the author’s function is one of opening up a passage between an inner and
an outer world by creating a bridge, crossable through the act of reading” (Hellstrom, 2009, p.
326). The writer’s challenge becomes creating something recognizable enough to be
comprehensible while new enough to push the reader to think differently (p. 325). Narrative
achieves this by


Offering a different mode of considering an idea that does not dictate the way in
which we respond.



“Narrative can explain truths . . . not accessible through analytical self-reflection”
(p. 330).



As mentioned in previous sections, narrative provides “inside perspective” on a
character’s thinking.



Even when fictional, we “experience” narratives “as actual truths because of their
place in a framework of emotively perceived events” (p. 331).
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Returning to Schön’s (1987) portrayal of Rodgers, much learning can happen when one becomes
open to hearing the perspective of another.
Where the bulk of the literature reviewed focuses on the effect that reading/listening to
other people’s stories has on the reader/listener, Gordon et al. (2007) highlight the “simple
kindness of listening” (p. 333). Their research in prisons centered on the hope that in writing the
prisoner’s stories, the researchers would not only bring these stories to a wider public, but also
that the prisoners would feel heard. Recording the story, asking non-judgmental questions, and
bringing in pictures of places that the prisoner identified as important, contributed to the attempt
to make the prisoner feel heard. On the other hand, the authors each grappled with their ability to
accurately convey another’s voice when ultimately composing the narrative for the prisoner.
They worried how their questions limited the stories that people might tell and the ways that they
may have changed the prisoners’ messages as they considered external audiences.

Entry Points to Theories and Philosophy

Polkinghorne (1995) identifies two forms of narrative inquiry: “analysis of narratives”
and “narrative analysis” with very different pedagogical effects. Analysis of narrative structures
the writing within the more traditionally thesis oriented model in which the narrative is used to
prove or examine a larger point. Narrative analysis uses storytelling as the mode of analysis. In
this form, the focus is more on the thinking process of the writer and less on arguing for or even
articulating a clear conclusion.
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To further elaborate on this distinction, Paulus Smeyers and Piet Verhesschen (2001)
deploy Bruner’s (1986) terms “paradigmatic cognition” and “narrative cognition” to highlight
the different between narrative analysis and other forms of qualitative research. Paradigmatic
cognition, like the analysis of narratives, seeks to draw generalizations and create conceptual
frameworks. Narrative cognition, or narrative analysis, focuses on the decision making process
of the narrator (Smeyers & Verhesschen, 2001, p. 76). In the section below I will turn first to
paradigmatic cognition and then narrative cognition. A thorough exploration of paradigmatic
cognition is essential because it will help me distinguish between reflective teacher narratives,
discussed in the next chapter, and other types of narratives by and about teachers. Further, both
approaches to narrative play a significant but very different role in developing practical wisdom.

Paradigmatic Cognition

A particular narrative can be used to explore and ultimately develop generalized rules,
theories, or philosophies (Dyson & Genishi, 2005; Palmer, 2007). Here, the emphasis is general
or, for some thinkers, universal understandings that can be gleaned from the particular. As
depicted below, examples of paradigmatic cognition can be used in a variety of ways. The
particular is examined on behalf of the general.

Case Studies
In On the Case (2005), Ann Haas Dyson and Celia Genishi depict how a researcher can
cull information from an individual narrative and use this new data to inform and engage with
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ideas already in the field. For example, a close analysis of my 9-14 journal entry paired with
other research on children’s coping with death could yield some generalizations about how
young children talk about death. Such general knowledge provides a necessary backdrop for
much of the decision-making that happens in the classroom—helping the teacher avoid reinventing the wheel for every component of practice.

Illustrations of Practices
Illustrations of practices range from fictional (Ramsey, 2004) to nonfictional (Rothstein
& Santana, 2011; Lemov, 2010) to composites (Greene, 2008). In Make Just One Change: Teach
Students to Ask Their Own Questions, Dan Rothstein and Luz Santana (2011) have developed a
set of procedures for implementing effective discussions in the classroom. They illustrate each
procedure with classroom examples. Offering a multi-sensory illustration, Doug Lemov’s Teach
like a Champion (2010) is accompanied by a CD in which teachers are filmed using the
techniques he promotes. As a book-length example, Mary Cowhey (2006) uses stories from her
classroom in Black Ants and Buddhists to “attempt to answer by illustration some of the
questions teachers ask about teaching critically” (p. 21).
In Lost at School: Why Our Kids with Behavioral Challenges are Falling through the
Cracks and How We Can Help Them, Ross W. Greene (2008) employs a “running story about
some challenging kids” that weaves its way through his text. He explains that he deployed
narrative because it
moves the book rapidly from ideas to pragmatic reality. Second, it helps bring to
life the challenges, pressures, stressors, doubts, obstacles, and anxieties of each
constituency. Third, it provides the readers with the actual words to use under
various conditions. (p. xi)
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In other words, the illustration brings the practice to life by allowing the reader to see what it
would look like. The narrative form engages the reader emotionally. Finally, narrative helps to
translate the practice into reality by repeatedly giving the readers the “actual words.”

Concept Illustration
Case studies can also illustrate more abstract concepts. Patricia Ramsey (2004) closes
Teaching and Learning in a Diverse world: Multicultural Educational for Young Children with a
fictionalized narrative to “illustrate the issues, goals, and guidelines that I have described in the
previous chapters” to indicate what “schools, families, and communities could accomplish by
working together” (p. 155). In this case, Ramsey devotes the final chapter of her largely
conceptual book to a fantasy about what her theories would look like in reality.
In “Educational Stories: Engaging Teachers in Educational Theory,” Dewhurst and Lamb
(2005) find that a “case study,” a “realistic story that illustrates a concrete educational situation”
(p. 909), is more effective in getting people to consider new ideas than giving an argument with a
series of examples of why it should be followed (p. 908). Dewhurst and Lamb find that these
case studies “appeal to the opposing tensions and schemata in the students’ own minds, and with
some intervention from the teacher the existing belief system of the students can be challenged
and reflected on” (p. 915). Additionally, they argue that a mixture of philosophy and narrative
can help the student better understand himself and through this understanding potentially adapt
new “practices” (p. 915).
Coles (2009) highlights the ways that teachers used fiction to explore racial integration in
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the 1960s. In many circumstances, reading narratives opened up important conversations that had
hitherto proved impossible. Specifically, Coles describes how students could openly discuss
feelings about integration after reading Tillie Olsen’s short story “O Yes” where, in contrast,
they had “gabbed and snickered during film presentations and while listening to a social scientist
do his best to explain the mind’s reason for succumbing to racism” (p. 56). While additional
factors contributed to the more positive response to Olsen, Coles attributes the success of the
story to the fact that “Tillie Olsen didn’t come up to them with her finger wagging or with a list
of formulations they could readily ignore” (p. 56). Instead, “her stories worked their way into the
everyday reality of their young lives” (p. 56). Highlighting the multiplicity of features of
narrative at work, Coles suggests that Olsen’s work was successful because it was not didactic or
preachy. Instead, it reminded the students of their own lives, and gave them a chance to think and
discuss difficult topics in a non-judgmental and initially less personal context. Taking advantage
of the distance that fiction provided, students could discuss the story until they were ready to
discuss their own lives.
Narrative also “provides abstract concepts with a necessary friction. And it suggests a
way of entering the theoretical via the concrete” (Dewhurst & Lamb, 2005, p. 914). In other
words, understanding of both the concrete and the abstract are deepened through interaction
between literature and philosophy. Hunt (2007) begins her discussion of Rousseau’s Julie or the
New Heloise by pointing out that it came out a year before the Social Contract. By connecting
people with characters from different classes, the novel supported more abstract beliefs about
democracy.
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In “Changing Planes: Rhizosemiotic Play in Transnational Curriculum Inquiry,” Noel
Gough (2007) places Ursula Le Guin’s writing alongside Gilles Delueze and Felix Guitarri’s in
order to explain their theory of “rhizomatic thinking” (p. 282). In doing so he demonstrates the
value of fiction in illuminating theoretical work. Similarly, Carl Anders Safstrom (2011), “What
I talk about when I talk about teaching and learning” uses his own narrative to make sense of
Emmanuel Levinas and Ranciere (p. 485). The storied images of narrative elucidate the more
abstract theory.
Throughout my teaching career, my experiences have also helped me make sense of
philosophy and, in doing so, deepen the frame by which I problem solve in the classroom. “In
Teaching Dreams Away from the Too Rough Fingers of the World: Literacy in a First/Second
Grade Classroom” (2009), I document how my students’ struggles with memoir deepened my
understanding of Michel Foucault’s (1976) theories on confession. Reading Foucault in relation
to my classroom led me to change my curriculum and reassess the emphasis on personal sharing
that I had placed on children’s writing.

Character Studies
In some cases narrative is used to illustrate an ideal or to provide a model to be copied.
Often the characters represent specific virtues deemed to have universal worth. For example,
Richardson’s (2009) Pamela represents feminine modesty and virtue—a value Richardson
suggests to which all women should aspire. The “Publisher’s Note” explains that the
development of the love story is “subordinated” to Richardson’s focus on the “moral interest”
(loc. 15 of 7925). The book closes with Richardson directing every social class of reader to turn
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to the characters of the corresponding status for ideas about how to act. For example, servants
should look to Pamela’s servants for inspiration.
Diana Silberman-Keller (2004) describes the genre of “educational-ideological text” in
which a clear educational ideology is addressed when characters display idealized examples of
pedagogical behavior. In the educational-ideological genre the overarching philosophy is woven
into the narrative of the text instead of explicitly argued. Such use of narrative to work through
and present arguments on education finds its most famous example in the Emile where Rousseau
uses a story to enact a philosophical point (Baker, 2001, p. 5-6).
In contemporary writing, actual teachers are held up as exemplary models of practice.
Joseph Featherstone, Liza Featherstone, and Caitlin Featherstone (2003) repeatedly describe
Paley’s writing as a model (p. 158) and claim that her work “illustrates the truth of Deborah
Meier’s great dictum: that the ideal education from first grade through college would be a blend
of good preschool practice and the approach of our best graduate seminars” (p.159). Paley’s
work is positioned as illustrating Meier’s vision of education. Paley’s practice can be copied and
used as an example of general understandings. Speaking to new teachers about how to have
difficult conversations with children, I drew on the events in my 9-14 journal entry to provide a
model for the theory—namely, that a teacher should listen carefully to students to follow their
lead when difficult topics come up (also depicted in Cowhey, 2006).
I have often turned to narrative to provide a model for how I might do a particular thing
in my classroom. For example, as with Featherstone’s (2003) students, Paley gave me ideas for
specific practices in my classroom. Through her, I saw how a democratic vision could be
enacted.
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As discussed in Chapter 2, one of the disadvantages of presenting a model is that it can
lead a practitioner to thinking that there is only one way of approaching something. In Black Ants
and Buddhists: Thinking Critically and Teaching Differently in the Primary Grades, Cowhey
(2006) focuses on the area of success and rarely depicts challenges as they unfold. Cowhey
writes in response to other teachers having taken an interest in her work by using stories to
“illustrate” the ways in which she practices critical teaching in her classroom (p. 12). Though
Cowhey does acknowledge that she offers not answers but one teacher’s approach, by sharing
her practices as illustrations, Cowhey’s work lends itself to generalizations.
In Sujung Um’s (Unpublished) doctoral dissertation, one of Um’s subjects, Jenny
describes Cowhey as a “superhero” teacher. On the one hand, Jenny expresses a desire to be
more like Cowhey. On the other hand, she offers many reasons why she is unable to teach like
Cowhey. It seems the gulf between the “superhero” and Jenny’s sense of herself is too wide to
cross. Jenny is not invited in as a colleague or friend, but instead as someone who might learn
something from Cowhey’s example. As Jenny suggested, for a new teacher, this can be
intimidating.
Confronting a model for behavior can also silence my sense of myself as a decision
maker (Schön, 1987). In To Teach: The Journey of a Teacher: Second Edition (2001) and To
Teach: The Journey in Comics (2010), William Ayers’s teacher stories illustrate the way that he
acted out his philosophies. Though Ayers highlights areas where he felt confused as a teacher, as
a reader we enter a problem that we know has been solved. In sharing ideas already fully figured
out, Ayers speaks to the reader as a lecturer. He offers wonderful ideas but the discoveries are
unquestionably his.
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The effect of reading texts in which a teacher is held up as a model is similar to the
feeling I often have at a conference talk given by someone whose research interest I share.
Where after hearing the speaker I am often interested in engaging in a dialogue, in most cases I
simply have the opportunity to express appreciation or ask questions through which the speaker
can demonstrate more knowledge. My ideas are largely invisible. The effect of reading these
character studies can leave me feeling unrecognized, a little condescended to, and somewhat
bored with the interaction since I was not given the opportunity to engage actively.

Summary
Paradigmatic cognition supports many elements of practical wisdom. Reading case
studies can provide valuable information about a topic or help illustrate a practice that the
teacher seeks to engage with. Narrative can also help the practitioner consider how certain
philosophies might look when enacted. Paradigmatic cognition tends to present information as
already figured out by someone else. One of the disadvantages of this is that it does not include
the reader in the problem solving. This can make it harder to gain an entry point to the
information. When a person or practice is presented as exemplary, it can be hard for a reader to
figure out what he might learn from the text if he cannot imitate it perfectly (Rousseau, 1997).

Narrative Cognition

Writing about the relationship between novels and philosophy, Nussbaum (1990)
admonishes the reader not to
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convert them [novels] from what they are into systematic treatises, ignoring in the
process their formal features and their mysterious, various, and complex content.
It is, in fact, just this that we wish to preserve and to bring into philosophy—
which means, for us, just the pursuit of truth, and which therefore must become
various mysterious and unsystematic if, and insofar as, the truth is so. The very
qualities that make the novels so unlike dogmatic treatises are, for us, the source
of their philosophical interest. (p. 29)

Nussbaum argues that novels resist becoming illustrative of theories. Returning to the opening
section of this chapter, a valuable feature of narrative is that it attends to the complexity and
nuance of a particular situation. This complexity makes it impossible to determine a specific
message.

Working to Understand a Human Practicing
As discussed in Chapter 2, practical wisdom is a practice or approach towards the world
and not a set of fixed response. Contrasting the novel with mythology, Bruner (1962) argues that
the novel is one of the rare literary forms fitted to documented process and movement. Making a
similar claim, Nussbaum (1990) argues that novels and philosophy both share a common goal of
working to help the individual “understand a human practice” (Nussbaum, p. 72). In Bridging
Literary and Philosophical Genres: Judgment, Reflection and Education in Camus’ The Fall
Peter Roberts (2008) engages in a close reading of Albert Camus’ The Fall. He describes how
the protagonist, Jean-Baptiste Clamence, helps those around him be reflective and is constantly
self-reflecting. Yet, this propensity towards reflection does not lead Clamence to ethical action.
Where one could read the book as a challenge to the philosophical claim that reflection leads to
the good life, Roberts argues that in witnessing this conundrum, the reader is encouraged to
engage in a deeper and more effective reflection than the protagonist experiences. This
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engagement, in turn, pushes the reader towards a more reflective life (p. 882).
Roberts argues that The Fall accomplishes important philosophical work and it does so as
Nussbaum (1992) also argues, not in spite of it being fiction but precisely because it is.
According to Roberts (2008), “The Fall provides a convincing demonstration of Camus’ ability
to bridge different genres of writing: to allow the literary to become philosophical via the forms
of reflection engendered in the reader” (p. 885). In a powerful summary of a relationship
between fiction and philosophy, Roberts writes:
The Fall is not merely about philosophical ideas in the abstract; it is about their
embodiment in the life, words and actions of a central character, Jean-Baptiste
Clamence. This allows us to see those ideas in a fresh light: to consider them
in relation to their contexts (even if those contexts may be described in only
vague terms in parts of the novel), and to recognize their imperfections, their
tensions and contradictions, as well as their power and insight. They become
not so much ‘lived’ ideas as ‘live’ ideas—subject to the ebb and flow of events,
distractions and interruptions, questions and comments from others, the pull of
strong emotions, and the shifting consciousness of the central character. (p. 882)

This brings us back to our opening discussion of the particular. As Roberts argues, narrative
allows the reader to look at a situation within its own context. The reader does not learn how to
act within that context. Instead, from watching someone problem solve, the reader heightens her
own problem-solving abilities. The tension between reflection (philosophy) and action is
powerfully highlighted as the reader witnesses Clamence’s thoughts and actions within a setting.
Applying a lens of “narrative cognition” to Paley’s work (the lens I will argue in the next chapter
that her work calls for), the emphasis is less on the practices that emerge in a book but on the
ways that she came to a certain set of practices.
Additionally, Clamence’s complexity pushes the reader towards deep reflection instead
of seeking shallow answers. Without a clear answer to Clamence’s predicament the reader may
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be inspired to do the kind of deep reflecting that Roberts highlights—to be “left to continue
‘working’ with the text long after the reading process has seemingly been completed” (2008, p.
885). Hearkening back to the opening discussions in this chapter, narrative often emerges and
resides in moments of true confusion. It offers a space to dwell in this confusion and to slowly
come to new ways of thinking. Dwelling in confusion in the service of new ways of thinking
sounds precisely like Socrates’ cultivation of aporia in his practice of philosophy (Plato, 1997).
Similarly, as discussed in Chapter 2, practical wisdom depends on the practitioner being willing
to try something that has not been done before (Schön, 1987). In reading novels like The Fall the
reader can become habituated (Aristotle, 1999; Dewey 1916/1944) to problem-solving while
dwelling in confusion. The novel provides a potentially safer space to experience aporia than on
the job.

Portraiture
Sara Lawrence-Lightfoot developed portraiture—a genre where emphasis is on gleaning
as full a picture as possible about a particular person or place. As Lawrence-Lightfoot (1983)
explains, “In my visit to schools, I did not enter with preconceived notions of key themes or
specific list of predetermined questions but tried to learn early what the inhabitants regarded a
central issues” (p.14). Without an agenda, Lawrence-Lightfoot seeks to gather particulars.
For Lawrence-Lightfoot (1983), portraiture
also encompasses less tangible, more elusive qualities that can only be
discerned through close, vivid description, through subtle nuances,
through detailed narratives that reveals the sustaining values of an
institution. It is important to know, for example, how the attendance
officer seduces truant adolescents back-to-school—his strategies of
persuasion, cajoling, and rewarding—not just the attendance records.
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Likewise, it is important to know whether students experience the
caring, individualized attention of ' humanistic' education, not merely
be aware of the ideological rhetoric voiced by faculty and
administrators. (p. 23)
The portrait allows the reader a glimpse into what a school’s theoretical stance looks like in
practice. As an example of narrative cognition, the purpose is not to draw generalizations nor
depict an ideal but to explore closely how a particular community operated.
Where Lawrence-Lightfoot’s (1983) example is of a school, often a portrait is created of a
teacher. In this case, the observer tries to identify and describe dominant characteristics of the
person. Again, the purpose is an exploration of complexity and three-dimensionality as opposed
to highlighting idealized features to showcase exemplary practice. Such works allows the reader
an insight into how the teacher operates on a daily basis. Through portraiture, we have access to
their methods and often some windows into the teacher’s reasoning behind those methods
(Hansen, 1995; Kidder, 1989; Lawrence-Lightfoot, 1983, 2004; Seletsky, 2010).
In the previous section, I discuss the ways in which exemplary narratives are useful in
highlighting how an idea might be enacted. Portraiture can serve a very similar role—offering
the reader a chance to see how a teacher’s thinking and actions come together. The primary
difference between portraits such as Lawrence-Lightfoot’s (1983) and exemplary narratives such
as Cowhey’s (2006) is the portrait’s emphasis on the full picture. Where Cowhey focuses on
practices that illustrate her socially conscious value system and limits her writing to areas of
success, Lawrence-Lightfoot’s portrait looks more holistically at the work. The focus is not on
highlighting areas of success or failure but instead on simply showing the practice in depth—a
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perspective that will more naturally include areas of struggle with areas of success (LawrenceLightfoot, 1983).
Lawrence-Lightfoot (1983) maintains that having a portrait done can help the individual
achieve increased self-knowledge. The schools she describes found the portraits valuable
windows into their own work. Just as watching Clamence struggle helps the reader think about
her own struggles (Roberts, 2008), reading the portrait of one individual or school can help a
teacher reflect more deeply about identity. Further, seeing how an author closely attends to the
details about one person or place, can help readers become more adept at attending to the details
those around them (Himley & Carini, 2000). As discussed earlier in this chapter, books can help
us practice an activity and, in doing so, improve at it ourselves (Nussbaum, 1990). The reader
can learn to practice the art of looking closely from reading the writings of others who have done
so.
Narrative cognition allows the reader to engage in practical wisdom. As Nussbaum
(1990) argues, while the character reasons through a moral dilemma in a novel or in a classroom,
the reader is enlisted in a similar task. In narrative cognition, the reader has the opportunity to
face a challenge, consider the particulars, apply a frame, and imagine the outcome.

Influencing Actions: Seeing-As

Feinberg (2004) concludes, “For goodness sake: How religious stories work to make us
good and the goodness that they make,” with the caveat that moral and religious leaders should
be “more circumspect about micromanaging moral behavior with a set of rules that curtail the
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creative expression of others” (p. 19) but leaves addressing the details on how to support moral
behavior as “an issue for another time” (Ibid). Therefore I pick up where Feinberg ends, offering
narrative as an opportunity to explore practices that open up instead of closing down creativity.
One of the opening claims in this chapter was that narrative offers a space away from the
world of action. Likewise, most of the thinkers mentioned above have focused on the effects on
thinking that narrative can have. That said, action has never been far from the conversation and
has made its way into the discussion throughout. While change in thinking is often connected to
action, the links are not always directly articulated.
Some authors have employed narratives to convey a specific set of ideas or values
(Dewhurst & Lamb, 2005; Green, 2006). As discussed, in paradigmatic cognition, narrative is
drawn on to illustrate general rules or arguments. Dewhurst and Lamb (2005) encourage the
teacher to bring in narrative to encourage students to consider particular perspectives. Green
(2006) uses narratives as a kind of tool. She advocates that the reader write narratives that
illustrate cancer-preventing behaviors.
Coles (1989) depicts the many ways that narratives can influence people while also
maintaining that he cannot predict direct correlations. He explains how early in his career he
made assumptions about the kinds of narratives that particular graduate students would want to
read. For example, he assumed that doctors would benefit the most from stories about doctors
but found this wasn’t always the case. Similarly, Coles had introduced a white student from a
privileged family to books by John Cheever thinking that the student would connect to the lives
that were superficially similar to his own but the student had not felt a deep connection. Instead,
this student had been moved most by Invisible Man because he grown up feeling invisible, not
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because of his race, but because his parents put their work and their own fun first. Eventually,
Coles learned that the essential ingredient that led to a book connecting to someone couldn’t be
pre-determined in obvious ways.
In my 9-14 journal entry, reading the Keeping Quilt (Polacco, 1988) launched a
discussion of death. In this story, a quilt is passed from generation to generation. The function of
the quilt changes with the births and deaths of those who use it. Though hard to imagine in
retrospect, I had shared that heavy book with a relatively superficial intention. I was launching
writing workshop and wanted students to talk about family stories and ways of keeping track of
stories. Children had been instructed to bring in small objects from home that reminded them of
stories and we would use those objects to write. When I told the story of my grandmother, I had
long since mourned. Death was far removed from my life that year. The narrative I told about my
ring also did not invoke for me fresh feelings of sadness but reminded me of positive memories
with my grandmother. In this case, as with the “keeping quilt” itself, the book proved richer than
any particular agenda. The children did not pick up on the lighter tone I wished to convey. To
some degree, I had tried to use the book and my subsequent story as a tool to convey the
relatively narrow lesson that objects help keep track of memories. But, as I have argued in this
chapter and Coles (1989) discovered, narratives are often far too nuanced and complex to use as
a precise tool.
In The Kindness of Children (1999), Paley describes the way in which hearing a story
brought out other stories in the listeners. She notes that often it was the emotional tone, not any
particular content that inspired other stories. For example, in one section, she represents a talk in
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which the audience tells story after story about times when they felt left out. The stories
themselves were very different but the feelings invoked shared much in common.
Not only can a theme of a story inspire similar stories but it can also inspire behavior. In
a high school classroom that Paley visits, a student, Tovah, describes feeling angry on a bus.
Then a fellow passenger read out loud from a newspaper article about a gorilla that saves a
toddler. Suddenly, the mood on the bus lightened. People started talking to each other and Tovah
was even inspired to give someone her seat. No one learned a specific lesson from the gorilla
about how to act when a child falls into your cage. Instead, it is the spirit of the action (kindness
towards another) that Tovah and the other riders pick up on. Paley herself draws inspiration from
the spirit of Tovah’s story as she considers kindness in the classroom setting. Finally, it is
important to note that another community might have heard that narrative very differently. For
example, many could have heard it as a lesson on the ways in which animals and humans can
interact. The action it would inspire in them could be very different.
With this in mind, I will close this section with the claim that the kinds of complex
narratives that I draw attention to in the next chapter rarely make precise arguments (Coles,
1989; Nussbaum, 1992) and therefore cannot be guaranteed to accomplish any preset outcome.
Instead, as illustrated, they have complex qualities that can provide a deep and nuanced
companionship. As Carini (2001) writes:
Perhaps all big stories, all life stories as they travel from the teller to the receiver,
are catalytic agents—mixing the boundaries of possession and memory, firing
imagination, energizing more making, more stories, magnetizing others. (p. 62)

There is no one-to-one correspondence between the narrative read and the actions taken upon
reading it. Instead, the narrative offers a launch pad for thought and imagination
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***
When Florio-Ruane (1991) sought to shift the power dynamics in her “conversations”
with teachers, she encouraged both “teachers and researchers to depart from formal recording or
reporting of research and tell each other stories of what they knew about the teaching [in this
case] of writing” (p. 240). Narrative, therefore, facilitated the sharing of information between
equals as opposed to the more top-down relationship previously in effect.
One of the powers of narrative is that it encourages its readers to “see as” (Schön, 1983).
The narrative actions do not need to be and in many cases shouldn’t be copied directly. Instead, a
connection is made between the new situation and the narrative that inspires a new angle or
approach. Faced with an uncomfortable and crowded bus, the story about the gorilla allows
Tovah to see her fellow passengers differently. Though she does not express the sentiment
directly, it seems that they cease to be objects in her way but become fellow humans who merit
her support.
In this chapter I sought to define narrative, explore some of the ways that narrative effects
people cognitively, and locate its place within the teacher education community. Finding very
limited scholarship to connect narrative to practical wisdom, I have identified throughout the
degree to which narrative as mode of writing uniquely supports practical wisdom. In particular,
narrative cognition is a form of writing that supports the reader in processing narrative in a
manner that develops practical wisdom. Where narrative and discussions of practical wisdom
have both played a significant role in educational writing, connections between these topics have
gone largely unexplored. Therefore, in the next chapter, I explore teachers’ writings about their
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own practices and the ways in which, by drawing upon narrative, practical wisdom can be
supported through these texts.
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Chapter 4:
The Reflective Teacher Narrative:
Merging of Narrative, Teaching, and Practical Wisdom

Writers like Sylvia Ashton–Warner, George Dennison, Torey Haydey, Herb Kohl, and
Lou Anne Johnson have provided rich narrative of the life in their classrooms and have
become my favorite teachers. When I read their stories, full of all the drama of living and
loving, I was able to reflect on my own teaching in deeper and more meaningful ways.
–Terry Jo Smith (Smith, 2007, p. 182).

Speaking at a conference on teacher action research, the renowned author and early
childhood educator Vivian Paley recounted the time a professor of education asked her
why anyone should listen to what just one schoolteacher had to say about just one group
of children. Paley confided in the audience that she thought the question a bit rude, but
she replied politely, 'Because it is the only way to find out what one teacher thinks.'
Whether the professor found this a persuasive answer we don't know from Paley’s story,
but it was clear from the sighs of recognition that the teachers in the audience did.
-Patricia Cooper (Cooper, 2009, p. 1)
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In Teaching through the Storm: A Journal of Hope, Hankins (2003) argues that narrative
can help teachers make sense of the complexity of daily teaching. She writes:
Dealing with numbers of students in a given day, with multiple teaching events,
and with complex interactions has a disquieting effect, to say the least. Teaching
is always movement from the confusing to the merely uncertain. In a given
moment we are called on to make powerful decisions that may appear mundane
on the surface yet carry powerful messages. I believe sounder decisions will be a
by–product of habitually using the narrative method we're quite naturally drawn
to in our profession. (pp. 14–15)

As explained in Chapter 3, narrative can support the teacher in sorting through complex
situations by providing a frame through which the teacher can begin to narrow, and therefore,
digest, the various stimuli of the classroom. In this chapter, I will pull together the prior three
chapters, arguing that certain narratives that I term reflective teacher narratives (RTNs) offer a
friendship to teachers that both documents and helps promote practical wisdom. To do so, I will
begin with my own experience reading RTNs. I will then look closely at the elements of RTNs.
My intention is to both introduce the reader to the features of the genre while also, through
drawing my examples from different works, provide a review of the genre itself.

A Fortuitous Accident: Paley as Friend

My first semester of student teaching, I stood in the university bookstore pulling books
from the shelf for a literacy course. As I stacked up my large collection, the cover of Paley’s
(1997) The Girl with the Brown Crayon immediately caught my eye. The title also had an
appealing ring, reminding me of Harold—the boy with the purple crayon who drew his own
worlds to explore (Johnson, 2012). I dove into the book before class had begun making it the
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first text that I read for graduate school. I loved it and my fantasy about the kind of teacher I
would become was broadened.
Higgins (2011) diagrams the many and interconnected relationships that occur in
classroom interactions as the student engages with the teacher, other students, subject matter,
group dynamics, and many more factors. Echoing the complexity of a classroom, The Girl with
the Brown Crayon (1997) has many layers. It tells of a little girl, Reeny, who led her class in a
passionate study of the writings of children’s author Leo Lionni and of the teacher, Paley, who
follows and encourages that passion. It is the story of an African American child in an almost
exclusively Caucasian school. It is the story of a girl and a teacher who work together to ensure
that this child is not only welcomed into the community but helps to create it. Finally, The Girl
with the Brown Crayon is a love story about relating to children, books, and curriculum.
The book integrates my commitments to social justice, self-reflection, narrative,
integrated curriculum, close attention to children, and inquiry. As I proceeded through graduate
school, student teaching, and then later to teaching itself, very little quite compared to this little
book and very little achieved the same standard. The Girl with the Brown Crayon (1997)
represented the kind of teacher I wanted to be and slowly, as I got my sea legs in the classroom, I
began to work towards the vision of education that Paley so elegantly offers.
Oddly, though perhaps tellingly, the book was either miss-shelved or ultimately left off
the syllabus by the professor. Though I was eager to discuss it with a community, it never made
its way into the curriculum. The two-semester long course went by. Though I read many useful
and interesting works, nothing captured my attention or influenced my teaching as much as the
Girl with the Brown Crayon (1997).
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Fast-forward a year and, having finished student teaching, I was substituting in the
classroom that I would be taking over the following year. During a conflict a child exclaimed to
his classmate, “You can’t say you can’t play.” I didn’t know what to make of this. As it turned
out, once more Paley had paved my way into the classroom. That fall I read Paley’s (1993) You
Can’t Say You Can’t Play having found it on the teacher resource shelf in my classroom. It had
been the summer reading for the teachers the year before. Again, Paley inspired me with her
insights. I discussed the book with everyone I knew both excited but also humbled. Much of
what Paley offered seemed so radical that I had no idea how to implement it let alone whether it
even made sense. That said, because she wrote so reflectively, explaining her purposes behind an
activity, she helped me to make meaning of activities that I wouldn’t have understood
independently. Further, something in her teaching resonated with me and I trusted her
immediately.
That first year, feeling somewhat isolated professionally, I read Paley voraciously. I had a
vision for what schooling could look like based on my own experience as a student at a
progressive elementary school. The first staff meeting of the year we were asked to share our
goals for the year. I said that my third grade study of the ocean had been magical. The teachers
had included in the classroom a fish tank and wading pool full of sand. We had many fieldtrips
to the ocean, performed a play that a student had written about a mermaid, created life-size
whales out of butcher paper, and sung “the lobster splash”—a rewritten version of “monster
mash.” I remembered the year in detail and with joy. I told my colleagues that my goal was to
allow school to be magic. Many, including the principal, nodded with enthusiasm but more direct
support didn’t come. That year I had colleagues who taught me a great deal about individual
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lessons, management, and ways of looking at children. I was lucky to learn from them but I
craved more. The curriculum within the school largely lacked the kind of year-long allencompassing lens that made my own third grade experience so magical. It was primarily
through books such as Paley’s that I was exposed to the possibility of more. I read the books and
held the practices close. I wasn’t ready my first year to go much beyond survival but year two I
was ready for magic.
Each year I have incorporated more from Paley’s books. As noted, when I first read You
Can’t Say You Can’t Play (1992), I wasn’t sure what to do with it. In this story, Paley discovers
that if she is going to create a classroom where children can’t “say you can’t play,” she must also
participate in this model. She decides that she ought not restrict children from activities or send
them into time-outs. I found this fascinating and theoretically appealing but as a first year teacher
it seemed impossible to implement. I relied on time-outs for management. My second year, my
time-outs happened far less and often were given as options. I would suggest that a child go for a
walk if they needed to or ask, “Do you need a break?” and then honor the answer. My third year
a parent donated a beautiful rug to the class. Around the same time a yoga instructor at the
school introduced the notion of a peace mat where kids could go if they wanted a break from
doing yoga. With the children’s encouragement, I put the small rug onto a crate and renamed it
the peace rug. The children and I decided that they could go there if they wanted a break but I
was not going to use it punitively. My class changed. The children initially were so excited about
the rug that it was a destination point. As the novelty wore off, children used it for taking a break
to calm down or when they simply wanted to sit alone. Paley’s idea that “you can’t say you can’t
play” had made its way into my curriculum in a manner that suited my class.
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I could give countless examples of Paley’s influence on my classroom teaching and later
my work with graduate students. Ultimately, I will close by saying that Paley has been a mentor,
colleague, role-model, and inspiration as I make my way through teaching. I could not have
asked for a better friend.

RTNs: Loosely Defined

A Genre in Search of a Name

Researching and writing this dissertation, I have debated the value of naming and
therefore identifying the category of literature discussed in this chapter.28 As a teacher, I have
spent much of my career studying ways of opening up my response to people and avoiding the
shorthand of labels. Drawn to philosophy and the persistent unpacking of terms that come with
this field, I tend to be adverse to the kinds of names that categorize.29 Throughout this
dissertation, I have sought to carefully open up as opposed to closing down commonly used
words. On the other hand, I have depended upon terms and the connotations that go with them to
be able to articulate my ideas. With this in mind, I have decided that naming a genre will help to
speak of it more adeptly.

28

I am grateful for Megan Laverty for pushing me to examine my decision to name a genre and my subsequent
choice of a name.
29

In Chapter 1, I argue the notion that one’s profession shapes and influences one’s ethics. The degree to which my
approach to labeling generally has been influenced by my classroom work, offers an illustration of the interrelation
between one’s personal ethics and one’s professional practice.
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Throughout this dissertation, I have also stressed the importance of pulling resources
from a broad range of sources. In contrast, the books focused on in this chapter largely from the
same community. Specifically, most of the referrals have come from teachers associated with the
Summer Institute on Descriptive Inquiry—an organization focused on close attention to the
individual, inquiry, and integrated curriculum, that connects schoolteachers from across the
country. In writing about RTNs, as I argue in my methodology section below, my research has
convinced me that I am not inventing a genre. Nor am I arbitrarily assigning books to a category.
Instead, in researching this dissertation, I have come to see that a genre has existed dating back
as early as Tolstoy’s writing on Yasnaya Polyana. Therefore, in naming, I am identifying a
community long in existence.
Silberman-Keller (2004) draws on the “Aristotelian literary tradition to define a genre as
“a horizon of expectations that are fulfilled by producers and consumers of a certain creation” (p.
382). Though I provide the name, RTN, I am not the first to link these types of books together.
Many authors of RTNs have referred to each other’s works primarily as teacher stories, as
inspirational sources for both their practice and their own writing (Dennison, 1969/1999;
Diamond, 2008; Galls, 1998; Hankins, 2003; Isenberg, 1994; Paley, 1995; Smith, 2007). Preskill
(1998; Preskill & Jacobvitz, 2001) term “Narrative of Reflective Practice” shares some features
and texts in common with RTNs. That said his categories for inclusion focus on the subject
matter and career stage the author. In contrast, I look more at the form the text was written.
In the world of classrooms and schools, a shared name helps to bring together those who
share space into a community. For example, in many schools students and teachers name their
class together each year to foster shared identity. Similarly, when people meet frequently
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together to address a particular cause, it tends to become important early on that the organization
name itself. This allows both those inside and outside to better recognize the community. In the
spirit of recognizing both similarity in form and also a community that I will argue subsequently
has already existed, it seems important that this community of written works (and the teachers
that write them) be named.
With this task in mind, I am committed to but intimidated by the task of naming. I would
prefer that someone else were to have done it—perhaps Tolstoy as one of the original authors or
Paley as one of its most prolific and famous contributors. Just as I seek description when
categorizing my students, I came to reflective teacher narrative because it was as descriptive a
name as possible. In the space that follows, I will give a brief gloss of the choice of each of the
words I use and then use the remainder of the chapter to flesh out the genre with more depth.
Reflective—as defined earlier, I draw on Dewey (1916/1944) to use the term reflection to
refer to the act of thinking about an action in such a way that it influences how one proceeds
going forward. Someone who is reflective, therefore, is someone who consistently couples
actions and reflection. Because of the Deweyan link between reflection and experience, I also
intend for associations with experience.
Teacher—as I will discuss in depth below, reflective teacher narratives are written
exclusively from the first-person perspective of a classroom teacher. Though I acknowledge that
many people can be teachers, I am focused on those who work in pre-k-12 schools.
Narratives—in defining the term narrative, I draw on the definition from chapter 3. Put
briefly, a narrative is writing that follows a plot and includes characters and setting.
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In committing to this name, I have come to accept that no three-words can capture the
nuance of the complex genre that I will depict below. Where this at times has tempted me to
simply go in the direction of some mapmakers and scientists and name the works after someone
—Tolstoy, Paley, or perhaps something personal to me, I have resisted this as leading to a
greater misnomer than the term itself. Therefore, I offer the term reflective teacher narratives as a
means of making myself clear within this dissertation. With some ambivalence, I use the
abbreviation RTNs simply because I have found it is less awkward than repeating the full name.
If the name serves others, I welcome its use. Were Paley or Gallas to rename it, I would also
welcome their revisions.

Methodology

In the “Epilogue” of his seminal work” Mimesis: The Representation of Reality in
Western Literature, Auerbach (1946/2006) describes how he chose his sources from the vast
Western Canon:
The great majority of the texts were chosen at random, on the basis of accidental
acquaintance and personal preference rather than in view of definite purpose.
Studies of this kind do not deal with always but with trends and tendencies, which
cross and complement one another in the most varied way. (p. 556)
As with Auerbach there is an element of “accidental acquaintance and personal preference” that
brought the majority of the texts that I classify as RTNs to my attention.
Most came to me through my journey as a teacher and with teachers. As Preskill (2001)
writes:
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Like Herb Kohl, who recalled in one of his own narratives a few special times in
his life when a book just seemed to be waiting for him to pluck it form the shelf,
my intellectual life was transformed one day while perusing Mike Rose’s Life on
the Boundaries. (p. vii)

As noted in my introduction to this chapter, my first exposure to RTNs was entirely by
accidental discovery. After that, the books came into my hands largely mediated by other
teachers. I would be discussing something in my classroom and someone would recommend
another text. Partially because very little theoretical analysis exists about these works, I learned
about them primarily through word of mouth.
Eventually, I started tracking RTNs, seeking out the books that the authors themselves
referenced. Yet, even when I began to pursue these works as part of my dissertation, my leads
came primarily from teachers (not academics), who would give me titles to follow.
Throughout the literature defining narratives, the writers frequently first identified works
that they felt to be narratives and then analyzed those works to determine what the common
features were (Currie, 2006; Miller, 1995; Nanay, 2009). Similarly, in trying to describe books
that fit the category of RTNs, the “laws” emerged as I began to sort them in my mind.
I initially sorted teacher narratives based upon the effect they had on me. After I had
placed much that I had read into the genre of portraiture and case studies, I found myself with
what I later labeled as a pile of RTNs in front of me. From analyzing this pile, I was amazed to
find that these books had a common set of features despite vast differences in voice, subject
matter, and organization.
As I will discuss in the depth in the chapter that follows, the essential qualities of RTNs
are:
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They focus on particulars
o The setting and characters are described in depth



The teacher is the protagonist and first person narrator



The teacher is guided by a philosophy which she explains in varying degrees of
specificity to the reader



They depict the teacher’s practice and his reasoning behind an action



They follow a plot that highlights the teacher’s development within the classroom

In the chapter that follows, I will first locate RTNs in relation to academic scholarship. I
will then describe in depth the various features of reflective teacher narratives. My emphasis will
be on describing each feature and the effect that it has on readers. Keeping in mind Auerbach’s
(1946/2003) claim that “Studies of this kind do not deal with always but with trends and
tendencies,” (p. 556), I describe the features not to impose narrow limitations on the genre but to
give an overview of important features.

Genealogy

In referring to this section as a genealogy, I want to invoke in the reader the experience of
trying to construct one’s family tree. At least in my own experience, this work becomes
immediately challenging and hard to render neatly. Tracing familial connections can also pose
challenges—on any given family tree, typically a few places are difficult to fill in.
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When writing of genealogies in philosophy, the general emphasis is on deconstructing a
particular lineage (Nietzsche, 1967/1989; Foucault, 1997; 1978). In my look at genealogy, I want
to stress both lineage but also the off shoots. For example, a humanities professor’s office tends
to highlight their particular lineage, what McClintock (2012) refers to as a canon. An abundance
of books line the wall. To return to the image of complete friendship in Chapter 1, these books
consist of the friends that the professor wants to hold close to him on a daily basis.30 As a student
entering into this space, the books also communicate to me the professor’s intellectual lineage. In
my experience, the books rarely simply sit there. Instead, a professor will often take a book she
finds applicable to a student and hand it across the table. In this way, the genealogy branches off
in many directions—each student taking away just a few influences from the professor. With this
in mind, in this section I focus on what I see as a lineage for RTNs. I will then look at their
relationship between RTNs and other textual communities.
From Fables to myths, to the Bible, to novels, narrative and pedagogy are frequent
companions (Booth, 1988a; Lerer, 2008; Rousseau, 1997). In fact, many writers have claimed
that their purposes in writing narratives have been primarily pedagogical. As Booth (1988a)
summarizes “Almost all writers until quite recently have claimed to teach virtue while giving
pleasure” (p. 211). Writers and readers have continued to attribute moral lessons to novels
(Furman, 2012). In a particularly extreme example, Gustave Flaubert (Flaubert, 2005) was put on
trial for publishing Madame Bovary. The prosecution argued that Flaubert’s intention was to

30

I am grateful to David Hansen for helping me to see this connection to friendship during an informal discussion
of the professor’s office.
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corrupt whereas Flaubert, making a somewhat similar claim to Rousseau, argued that he wrote
the novel to steer young women away from sin (Flaubert, 2005).
Though, as argued above, teachers can learn about practice from all kinds of books, in the
remainder of this dissertation I will focus on narratives about teaching. In this section, I will give
an overview of the many types of narrative books related to the profession ranging from novels
to qualitative research. Without delving into a full study of texts that feature teachers, I would
like to draw attention to those that most resemble RTN.

Novels about Education
In “Three Plots, Six Characters and Infinite Possible Educational Narratives” (2004),
Silberman-Keller draws attention to fictional works that address education (such as Jean-Jacques
Rousseau’s Emile). In addition to the countless books where a teacher is featured in a supporting
role, many novels and later movies feature teacher protagonists.
Of most influence to RTNs are those that give a detailed depiction of practices and the
vision behind them. For example, Charlotte Bronte’s fictionalized teaching experiences in Jane
Eyre (1997) and Villette (2004) and much of Louisa May Alcott’s (1871/1901, 1876, 1927,
2002) children’s fiction. Though ostensibly fiction, both authors had intimate experiences with
schooling. Bronte worked as a governess and then set up her own school. Alcott drew on her
experience teaching younger siblings, working as a governess, and her father’s brief experience
as a founder of a school (Bakke, 2006).

Non-Fiction Narratives about Teachers
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My search to determine the point at which narrative and empirical texts first merged
brought me to two nineteenth century writers, the famed novelist Leo Tolstoy and the scientist,
Freud. Tolstoy (2000) capitalized on his strength as a storyteller to write non-fiction about the
school he established on his estate. Finding himself limited by typical approaches to scientific
research and writing, Freud (1955; 1989/1995), capitalizes on narrative forms to open up new
approaches to science. In a telling comment, Freud (1989/1995) asserts that “what poets and
students of human nature had always asserted turned out to be true” (p. 20). Linking poets to
“students of human nature,” Freud links the humanities to the sciences. Looking to insights from
narratives, Freud’s (1989) study of mythology and the Bible heavily influenced the theories he
developed. Helping patients to construct and reconstruct narratives famously became Freud’s
primary means of treating patients. Finally, Freud turned to narrative as a new means of
documenting his findings.
Narrative formally made its way into qualitative educational research in the latter part of
the twentieth century. In On Writing Qualitative Research: Living by Words, Ely et al.
(1997/2001), largely trace the inception of this genre to Freud’s case histories.
Narrative is frequently described as the natural language of teachers (Graham, 1995).
Within narrative research, a small body of literature has focused on the usefulness of teachers
telling their personal stories both in the classroom and as a means of reflecting upon one’s
teaching (Genishi et al., 2010; Goodwin & Genor, 2008; Huberman, 1993). There has also been
some writing on teachers using stories to link together the elements of a curriculum
(Gudmundsdottir, 1991, Paley, 1992).
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Relationship of RTNs to Academic Scholarship
Within the field of ethnography, RTNs most resemble what John Van Maanen refers to as
“impressionistic tales” (1988) or Polkinghorne (1988; 1995) refers to as narrative analysis. These
are a form of writing in which the:
The audience is asked to relive the tale with the fieldworker, not interpret or
analyze it. The intention is not to tell readers what to think of and experience but
to show them the experience from beginning to end and just draw them
immediately into the story to work out his problems and puzzles as they unfold.
(Van Maanen, 1988, p.103)

The audience joins the author in the journey and, in being brought in, is encouraged to respond
as a participant. This contrasts with writing where the participant of the experience is analyzed
by the reader as well as with traditional academic research in which the researcher guides the
reader’s response to the data with a well-shaped argument. In this way, one of the features of this
genre is that it “tries to keep both subject and object in constant view” (p. 102). The object of
study, the person having the experience, is also the subject—the person presenting the
experience.
In a few cases, the texts were the direct results of doctoral study (Hankins, 2003; Smith
2007) or were written by university faculty (Carini et al, 2009; Kinloch, 2012). Gallas has a
doctorate in education and her writing draws on academic structures with sections on
methodology and data collection. Herbert Kohl and George Dennison both had university careers
after publishing their books.
Most could be categorized as “autobiographical research” (Griffiths & Macleod, 2008),
which are the first-person products of rigorous and systematic data collection and careful
analysis. For example, though Paley’s works read like stories, they are based on daily audio180

recordings and meticulous transcription (Cooper, 2009). Similarly, describing her own approach
to research, Gallas (2003) writes:
In 1994-1995, when I was not teaching, I began to consider the imagination as a
topic to be investigated, and I realized that I had to begin with my own life. This
chapter lays out the development of my first efforts to learn more about
imagination in the year following my work with Denzel. It includes a description
of the research process that emerged for me: a process of reading, writing, and
self-conscious reflection. (p. 28)

Gallas proceeds to depict a rigorous study of imagination outside of the classroom that informs
her observations in the classroom.
That said, because the emphasis in RTNs is on narrative cognition, as with any fiction,
the burden of proof is in whether the events and the responses to the action seem plausible based
on what the reader knows about the context. Pagano (1991) encourages people to “take a literary
attitude to our stories about teaching” (p. 198). By this she means that people ought to “direct our
attention to narrative and actual affects and away from the troublesome, and possibly repressive,
questions of truth and falsity” (p. 198). Validity relies less on determining whether the data has
been accurately collected and more on whether the author displays both his or her reasoning and
her data in detail.
With this in mind, though the works highlighted in this dissertation are non-fiction, many
fictional works (Alcott, 1876, 1927, 1901/1871, 2002; Ashton-Warner, 1958) share the same
features as RTNs. Though beyond the scope of this dissertation, fictional RTNs can also support
the development of practical wisdom in much the same manner as fiction does (Booth, 1988a,
Nussbaum, 1992).

181

When Dennison (1969/1999) and Kohl (1967) popularized what I classify as the RTN in
the 1960s and 70s, their books were not affiliated with academic presses. Currently RTNs are
almost exclusively published by academic publishing houses. Most are published by Teachers
College Press (in some cases as part of the Practitioner Inquiry Series), as well as the University
of Chicago Press, and the Harvard University Press. Of note, very few are published by
education publishing houses housed outside of universities with the notable exception of
Heinemann. In this way, the genre has reached a variety of publics but also lacks a clear location
within academic publishing.
Despite the relative abundance of these narratives, I found virtually nothing in the
scholarly literature that addressed their use in teacher education. Where Silberman-Keller (2004)
claims that educational narratives make a valuable contribution to the field, she finds a lack of
narrative in the presentation of the programs, curricula, and theories typically offered to teachers.
Conducting a search of some of the more famous authors who write about their practice (Paley,
Gallas, and Sylvia Ashton-Warner), virtually nothing came up in the peer-reviewed literature that
acknowledged their work. Indicating the degree to which RTNs span across disciplines, the few
reviews I found were written in peer-reviewed texts (Marshall, 1999; Nomathemba Seme, 1995;
Tai, 1998), by practicing teachers and administrators for blogs and other sources (Hammonds,
2010a, 2010b; Dee, 2011; Ryan, 2008), and in some cases in newspaper articles aimed at the
general public (Scribner, 2009).
Where the authors are occasionally mentioned and reviewed, typically the focus is on the
implications of curricular ideas, not the writing style or its possible impact on teachers. For
example (Cooper, 2009) notes that while some have written about Paley’s contribution to
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specific educational practices, few have acknowledged her impact as a thinker and writer.
Preskill and Smith Jacobvitz (2001), Mary Renck Jalongo and Joan P. Isenberg (1995),
and Isenberg (1994) provide the rare book-length explorations of the value of teacher stories in
educating teachers. Where these texts include works that I classify as RTNs, their classification
system is largely different from my own. Also, of note, these authors document a growing
interest in teaching stories but, given my struggle to find additional texts, it seems the push
towards teacher stories in teacher education largely began and ended with these authors.
Despite a lack of academic documentation, in the world of the practicing teacher and
teacher educator, RTNs make an appearance with far more prevalence. As noted, my earliest
interactions with RTNs came through my involvement in progressive organizations and
institutions. At PS 428, the staff reads a book together every summer. RTNs are consistently a
popular choice. In progressive organizations such as the National Writing Project, the Institute
on Descriptive Inquiry, and the Elementary Teachers Network both reading and writing RTNs is
common. The books are passed both informally between teachers and have been part of the more
official curriculum when I’ve attended these various programs.
Finally, RTNs seem to make it onto the syllabi of many professors I’ve come in contact
with. While usually they play a marginal role—one article or one book of this genre being read,
I’ve heard many professors and students describe them as the best reads of the semester. Sharing
this dissertation, faculty frequently recognized the texts and responded with stories of their own
students’ positive reception. A professor colleague recently posted a request on facebook for
books in which teachers write about their own lives. People, mostly professors, swapped titles
with warmth and enthusiasm, described the impact of specific books on them and their students,
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and also discussed some of the strengths and limitations of the genre. Last I checked the
conversation was 58 posts long. This anecdotal reference is backed up in a number of published
works that highlight the positive reception of RTNs in teacher education classes (Featherstone,
Featherstone & Featherstone, 2003; Isenberg, 1994; Preskill & Jacobvitz, 2001, Wilhelm &
Novak, 2011).

Features of RTNS

Intimacy with Particulars

As noted in Chapter 2, the cultivation of practical wisdom requires that the practitioner
know her terrain intimately. Similarly, that education is grounded, at least to some degree, in a
particular setting is a very common refrain. Some of the earliest Western writings on childhood
education (Darnton, 1984; Kukla, 2005; Tosato-Rigo, 2012), including the seminal educational
texts of Michel de Montaigne (1987), Rousseau (1979), and Locke (1693/1996), emphasize the
importance of adapting educational practices to a unique context.
In Democracy and Education, Dewey (1944/1916) maintains “that the only way in which
adults consciously control the kind of education which the immature get is by controlling the
environment in which they act, and hence think and feel” (p. 18-19). As the primary means of
educating, the particularities of an environment are extraordinarily important. For Dewey
(1944/1916), the environment includes both physical and human features of a space. In other
words, as with a novel, the setting and the characters in a classroom are highly important.
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As discussed in Chapter 2, the teacher has access to the particulars of a situation in a way
that the researcher does not. Patricia Cooper (2009) writes:
To paraphrase cognitive psychologist Michael Cole (in Paley, 1986), the expert
teacher proves a better guide to best practice than does the educational theorist,
psychologist, philosopher, and, I would add, the economist, because she is
uniquely positioned to listen carefully and respectfully to what the children say
and how they think. All lessons in effective pedagogy begin here. (p. 3)
While I am uninterested in assigning value judgments such as “better guide,” I concur that the
intimacy and interaction that come with teaching allow the teacher special access to the world of
classrooms.
Quoted in Chapter 2, Gallas (1998) refers to her classroom as “a unique culture” of which
she is a “full member” (p. 146). Each classroom is an original space—a space that changes in
significant ways from year to year and therefore requires continual adaptation. The teacher, as
part of that space, is specially positioned to describe it.
Knowing the terrain, what Gallas (1998) refers to as the “fauna and flora” (p. 146), in
education requires that the teacher know her context, students, content, and personal abilities. I
will discuss context and students respectively in subsections titled “setting” and “characters.” In
a separate section, I will discuss the “The Teacher as Protagonist.” A full discussion of content is
beyond the scope of this dissertation and has been addressed by many scholars. I will therefore
look at content within “The Teacher as Protagonist Setting” instead of as its own larger category.

Setting
The Environment of a Classroom

RTNs explore teaching practices for students of all ages

and in a variety of educational contexts. The focus of this study is primarily on teachers in
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primary and secondary classrooms though I do occasionally reference RTNs of significance to
the genre that are written about adult education (Coles, 1989; Horton, 1998; Palmer, 2007).
As noted in my discussion on simulation in Chapter 2, Dewey (1944/1916) believes the
classroom offers a unique “simplified” space in which adults can limit “the features” to those
“which are fairly fundamental and capable of being responded to by the young” (p. 20). Schools
according to Dewey are modifications of a larger environmental context suited to children.
The physical setting of schools in the United States of America is often very similar. My
first year in graduate school, having not been in an elementary school for many months, I
remember walking up the stairs of a school I’d never been in before. As I reached the main
hallway my stomach clenched with the excitement of coming home. The strong sensation came
simply from being in the hallway of public school.
Julie Diamond (2008) depicts the classroom as a particular world with specific
accompanying acts. In an evocative description she writes, “I use the wooden pole to open all the
windows. I plug in the fan, the radio, and the clock, set the clock to the right time, and hang it
back on the wall” (p. 7). Reading this years after leaving the classroom, I am viscerally brought
back to that space. I can feel the pole in my own hands as I had each day when I would open up
the classroom windows to let air in. Accompanying the maneuvering of the pole is the pre-day
sensation of anticipation, nervousness, and industry.
The conditions of classrooms reflect and contribute to a particular sense of what it means
to be a teacher. Diamond (2008) writes of her preparations before the school year, “Repeating
these acts every August, opening up the room, I conjure up the teacher self I’d left behind in
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June, the person who occupies this classroom” (p. 7). Doing those acts in that space help to
determine the person that Diamond is in the setting, a teacher.
Diamond (2008) and Higgins (2011) depict how teachers must make do with and are
shaped by less than benign conditions such as scarcity of materials and furniture. Diamond
(2008) acknowledges that “scarcity turns teachers into scavengers, and making do becomes
second nature” (p. 213). This makes the teacher industrious but
chronic deficiencies color our perception of ourselves and the job we do. The
result of school’s material deficits is neither material nor measurable; it is a
spiritual loss, a decrease in the hopefulness and sense of purpose that should be at
the heart of any school. (p. 213)

My first year of teaching, the heat was pumped so high in the winter that the children had to strip
down to their undershirts. At the same time, drilling outside my classroom window made it
impossible to open the windows and hear what the children were saying. No one in the city
seemed to have taken into account that drilling outside a classroom might render impossible
work within the classroom. Driven to distraction by heat and noise, I felt as if my work had been
deemed unimportant.
My last year in the classroom, I remember commuting from the elementary school up to a
large private university to sit in on classes. The transition was jarring each time. The bathrooms
in particular stood out: I went from a building in which the water didn’t turn on easily, the toilet
didn’t flush correctly, there was always paper and towels on the grimy floor, to a pristinely clean
space where everything worked correctly. The environment at the university made me feel
valued but also angry because I was given the cushy amenities in the space where I needed such
amenities far less than during the school day I had just finished.
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Geographic Location

In her groundbreaking work, Ways with Words: Language, Life,

and Work in Communities and Classrooms, Heath (1983/2006) argues that the cultural setting in
which children grow up largely determines how they approach learning and schooling. Lisa
Delpit (1995/2006) and Annette Lareau (2003) similarly argue that the ways in which children
learn to speak, act, and perform in school are heavily influenced by their home environment.
Taking this into account, while RTNs mostly take place inside of schools, many address
the communities in which children live. Diamond (2008) begins Welcome to the Aquarium: “P.S.
87, where this book is set, mirrors its neighborhood: lively and fast-multi-hued in population, its
culture celebrating creativity and difference as well as accord” (p. xv). Diamond draws attention
to the pace and values of the urban neighborhood in which the school is located and from which
the children hail.
For Ashton-Warner (1958; 1963), Dennison (1969/1999), Hankins (2003), Kohl (1967),
Terry Jo Smith (2007), and Tolstoy (2000) the environment outside of the school plays a
particularly significant role. The conditions in which the children live are discussed in relation to
the influence they have on the children’s experience in the classroom. For example, Smith (2007)
notes that her classroom may very well be the one place where the children she works with feel
safe and therefore have an opportunity to freely explore.
Dennison (1969/1999) expands the classroom walls to New York City itself, bringing the
reader into scenes where the children engage with the city. For example, Dennison describes
watching his students jump over a turnstile and the ways in which he grapples with how to
respond as a teacher in that moment. In a very different environment, Tolstoy (2000) also depicts
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out-of-school adventures he has with students as they explore the natural environment in rural
Russia. It is important to note that in each example where the external environment is focused
on, the writers depict children living in poverty who are part of a different social group from the
author and the dominant society.

Time Frequently RTNs are bounded by a study of a particular class over one or two years. In
other cases a teacher will follow his or her career through a variety of classrooms and over many
years. In some of those, as with Smith (2007), each chapter (and the problems and solutions
associated with it) depicts one school during one year. Smith’s growth gains momentum over
time and she uses each particular year to show the ways in which her teaching evolved. In other
cases, a teacher will review an entire career, narrowing the focus to a theme of particular inquiry
pursued over many years. For example, Lynne Yermanock Strieb (2010) looks at her interactions
with parents from her entré into teaching to reflections post-retirement.

Cultural Context

Diamond (2008) warmly describes the value system of the school in which

she works. She highlights that the principal “seems to know the names of every one of the
school’s almost one thousand children” (p. xv) and she discusses how the school’s collaborative
environment can nurture teachers to grow and improve.
In contrast, Diamond (2008) also describes a school in which a principal threw out her
classroom furniture because he wanted all the furniture to look the same. This environment
influenced her negatively and eventually she left. As Diamond writes, “a school environment can
create obstacles and make teaching harder” (p. 212). Diamond argues that the current educational
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climate is one such stifling environment. She writes as a veteran teacher to respond to the fact
that successful teachers now rarely stay in the profession very long (p. 1). Diamond closes the
book discussing how a focus on standards is negatively shaping the kind of teaching new
teachers can aspire to.
Smith (2007) locates the reader in Teaching the Children We Fear: Lessons from the
Front by explaining that she “include[s] the fact that my children are labeled because it provides
insight into their status and experiences within school” (p. xi). Later in the book she writes, “in a
sense, the ways in which power is exercised in many schools is like a river with a strong current”
that:
does not lead everyone, nor every group, to the same place in the same way. Poor
kids, kids of color, and kids with disabilities often do not end up at the same
destinations as affluent children. Their journeys are often perilous, putting them at
all kinds of social, emotional, and academic risks. (p. 180)
Working within such a context requires that the teacher build an “understanding” of “the river”
to be able to support the children as they navigate through it (p. 180).
Along these lines, the school system historically has blamed children and families for
failing to be ready for school (Collins, 2003; Delpit, 1995/2006; Smith, 2007). In contrast,
Dennison (1969/1999), Kohl (1967), and Smith (2007) maintain that the current structures of
schools worsen children’s experiences. In the Lives of Children: The Story of the First Street
School, Dennison (1969/1999) argues that “under the conditions that prevail in the public
school,” a teacher “could not possibly have responded to” the needs of a child who had suffered
from extreme poverty (p. 17). Fitted to such an environment the child “paid a heavy price” (p.
17) as well as the teachers who struggled to work with her.
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Opposing those who blame children for poor behavior at school, Smith (2007) notes:
I think it is a testament to their emotional sanity that they had spent so much time
protesting and resisting what schools had offered them. The more I came to
understand them, the more I began to resist and protest the limiting curriculum I
was supposed to teach and the punishing roles I was expected to play in their
lives. (p. 31)

Seeing the context of schools as a problem, Smith insists that she must change the school setting
to make it a meaningful and safe place for her students to be.

The Environment the Teacher and Students Create

In addition to responding to the

environment, the teacher also influences it. According to Dewey (1916/1944) the teacher and
school intentionally limit the features of the school environment for instructional purposes.
Diamond (2008) begins Welcome to the Aquarium depicting the ways she sets up the room
before the children have arrived. Diamond writes, “I’m committed to a definition of a classroom
as a laboratory workshop” (p. 10) that inspires learning in the children. The image of the
laboratory captures Diamond’s commitment to watching the ways that different components of
an environment (both human and structural) interact with each other.
Believing that even the smallest aspects of the environment have lessons, Diamond,
“think[s] about the function of different pieces of furniture” (p. 9) and shares the reasoning that
goes into her careful arrangements. For example, she tells the reader how she lay out a rug in
front of the rabbit cage “because I know children will want to sit or stretch out next to the cage”
(p. 10). With each move of furniture, Diamond pictures how the children may interact in this
space. Keeping with the idea that the classroom is a laboratory, Diamond continues to modify the
space throughout the year depending on the children’s responses.
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Routines too influence the kind of actions that can happen in a classroom space (Cowhey,
2006, Diamond, 2008). After setting up the physical space, Diamond describes the routines she
establishes that also structure the experiences for the children. Diamond writes, “we associate the
word routine with dull repetition, yet without routines, we’d be in a bog of continual decision
making” (p. 17). Diamond shares her routines and the ways that they influence her actions.
Yet, Diamond emphasizes throughout the degree to which her structures make space for
the children’s own influences. She keeps the walls relatively bare, waiting for the children’s
work to fill them. She keeps the routines clear and simple so the children have room to act
independently within them. For Diamond, the features of the environment established prior to the
children are simply a “stage set, waiting for the actors” (p. 11). Yet Diamond’s actors are not part
of a pre-written play but an improvisation. The actors above all influence the factors that
ultimately inform the way the space works. From this perspective, “the correct way to amplify
their games [learning] is simply to give them new and unexpected props and say nothing”
(Dennison, 1969/1999, p. 66). The teacher adds to the activity by bringing in new materials for
the children to incorporate if they deem them appropriate.
With this in mind, in RTNs, a common theme is the degree to which a curriculum and
even the physical space of a classroom must change each year to adapt to the children within it.
Gallas (1998) and Hankins (2003) conclude their studies of a particular class with reflections on
the ways that their newest classes differ from the class depicted in the book. Gallas (1998) even
uses an example from her new class to contradict and, in doing so deepen, some of the central
ideas she took from the class she focused on in the book.
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Along these lines, documenting the activities of a particular day can be very difficult in
schools where children’s interests drive the curriculum. As stated in Jenny’s Story: Taking the
Long View of the Child: Prospect’s Philosophy in Action (2010), it is hard to “provide a glimpse
of what school might be like . . . on a typical day” as “such days are rare in classrooms that make
room for children’s choice” (Carini et al., 2009). Therefore, as identified at the start of this
section, to study a classroom environment, one must know the characters who make it up—a
topic I will address in the next section.

Characters
From the Enlightenment if not earlier, Western texts on education, have long since called
for attention to the individual student (Locke, 1693/1996; Montaigne, 1987; Rousseau, 1979). As
noted in Chapter 2, Locke’s (1693/1996) treatise ends with the recognition that “each man’s
mind has some peculiarity, as well as his face, that distinguishes him from all others; and there
fare possibly scarce two children who can be conducted by exactly the same method” (p. 161).
RTNs showcase the ways in which a teacher informs practice through attention to the individual.
As Hankins (2003) writes:
Much of my energy as a teacher is spent in wondering about the lives and dreams
of the children I teach. I work at shaping and reshaping practice in ways that will
address the unique promise each student holds. Challenges ubiquitous in teaching
confuse me and drive my inquiry: time constraints, multiplicity of learning styles,
incredible ranges and students' emotional and physical well–being, varied
academic performance. The more I learn about the individuals I teach, the more I
move between construction and revision as I plan for them. (p. 1)

Hankins devotes much of her attention to studying the children she teaches. She uses her study of
these children to “construct” and “revis[e]” her “plan”[ning].
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Building on Gallas’s (1998) conception of the teacher as an aboriginal ethnographer,
RTNs often begin with demographics about the population in which they work (Armstrong,
1980; Diamond, 2008; Gallas, 1998; Kohl, 1976; Smith, 2007). After addressing the classroom
community more generally, the authors typically zoom in on individual children. Hankins (2003)
writes that
The journaling helps me assert that children who come to school are flesh and
blood. They are not statistics, nor are they the anonymous children who are
written about in the passive voice in the literature on schooling. They live and
breathe both in and outside school. I feel compelled to write about them as the
real children who remain unknown in the reports on test scores and the
demographic breakdown. This teacher is flesh and blood as well–one who works
to absorb the obvious “savage inequality” (Kozol, 1991) of the living conditions
represented in a single classroom; one who deals with the image of myself as
teacher and the ways I react in the heat of the moment of chaos, disobedience, or
disrespect. In short, the “narratives help to fashion my professional identity”
(Ochberg, 1994, p. 114).” (p. 6)

Specifically, the narrative format of RTNs allows the teacher to tell the stories of individual
children. As Carini (2001) writes, stories “lend weight and flesh to the self, to make the tangle
thick” (p. 70). In other words, writing about individual students in a storied format, makes the
person three-dimensional. Through the narrative, the child can be depicted with individuality
instead of as a demographic statistic.
The title of Kohl’s (1967) book 36 Children focuses the reader immediately on the fact
that Kohl is writing about specific children. Kohl then lists the names and ages of each child in
his classroom. Similarly, in her chapter on setting up the physical layout of the classroom,
Diamond (2008) has a section entitled “names” to document her ritual of reading over and
copying out the names of incoming students (pp. 11-13). Diamond links attending to students’
individuality to the importance of not knowing in teaching. As she explains, “Soon enough, a
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face and personality will go with each name. As I get to know the children, it will be impossible
to imagine those names not associated with those personalities” (p. 11). She cautions teachers to
remember as they set up the classroom to leave as much room as possible for the children to fill
the space. She explains that when the children arrive the walls will be somewhat sparse, lacking
store bought images, as they await the children’s own work. As with Kohl (1967), Diamond’s
section on names reminds the reader that the work of teaching is the work of relating to children.
To further highlight the unique voice of the child, Michael Armstrong (1980), Tolstoy
(2000), and Kohl (1967) include long passages of dialogue as well as extensive quotations of
children’s writing. In addition to writing Armstrong (1980), Kohl (1967), Diamond (2008), and
Carini et al. (2009) include other forms of student work ranging from drawing, photographs, and
math work.
Gallas (1998), Hankins (2003), and Smith (2007) structure the narrative around chapters
devoted to particular children. In those books, the child is featured through detailed descriptions
as well as depictions of the child’s actions in the classroom.
Some books focus almost exclusively on a single child and the lessons that the teacher
took from working with him or her (Carini et al, 2009; Paley, 1981; 1990; 1997). As discussed at
the beginning of this chapter, Paley’s (1997) The Girl with the Brown Crayon is a story about
Reeny and her relationship with Lionni. When I read this book to my graduate students, they
spoke of the joy of joining into Paley’s world and the sense of sadness they felt in leaving it. In
particular, they emphasized the connection they felt to Reeny. One student spoke with zest,
imagining that Reeny grew up to be an amazing person likely around his age. He wanted to find
out what happened to her and even to meet her.
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In a particularly in-depth exploration of a child, the many authored Jenny’s Story: Taking
the Long View of the Child: Prospect’s Philosophy in Action (2010) looks at the child, Jenny,
over many years. Different chapters are written by different educators (both her own classroom
teachers as well as university professors), focusing on the ways in which a child can be known
through the lenses of many adults.
The children focused on are typically those who have influenced the development of the
teacher. As Paley (2004) writes:
A former editor of mine always asked: What is the focus of your book and where
is the growth? The spotlight here will be upon the dramatic play of young
children, but the growth I attempt to record may well be my own. (p. 8)
As an example of the connection between a child and a teacher’s growth, after describing the
behaviors of a child she initially struggles with, Kenny, Hankins (2003) first writes:
Both were scenes that I came to dread. He was a master at building a warning, and
I learned as other teachers did to be manipulated by his moods, his sudden glazing
of the eye, and his clenched fist. I didn't notice for a while just how tense I would
become as I worked with him, talking constantly, praising him too much or too
little. I moved between anger and despair over his moods. (p. 50)
Here Hankins describes both the child’s actions and her reactions to it. She humbly notes the
degree to which she is made “tense” in working with this child. Later, as discussed more fully in
this chapter, Hankins successfully alters her practice to work more effectively with Kenny.

Ways of Knowing the Particular: Data Collection and Analysis
Gallas (1998) writes, “as teacher researchers, we know what we use as our data: talk,
field notes, classroom artifacts, personal journals” (p. 19). Importantly, while part of her books
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for publication, Gallas emphasizes that these sources inform instruction. Similarly, an audiorecorder accompanied Paley for many years. She would transcribe from this recorder every night
as part of her preparation. Some but not all elements made their way into her books (Dyson &
Genishi, 2005; Paley, 1981).
To adapt lessons to a student, Dewey (1909/1975) instructs that the educator “must study
the child” (p. 48). Similarly Montaigne (1987) suggests, “when the boy’s turn comes, let the
tutor listen to his pupil talking” (p. 169). Montaigne argues that “It is good to make him [the
pupil] trot in front of his tutor in order to judge his paces and to judge how far down the tutor
needs to go to adapt himself to his ability” (Ibid.). Sounding much like an advocate for practical
wisdom, Montaigne then explains that these observations should be used to develop diverse
educational practices:
Those who follow our French practice and undertake to act as schoolmaster for
several minds diverse in kind and capacity, using the same teaching and the same
degree of guidance for them all, not surprisingly can scarcely find in a whole tribe
of children more than one or two who bear fruit from their education. (Ibid)

In contrast, a teacher is effective when they use their observations to tailor the lessons
appropriately to a child’s needs.
Jenny’s Story: Taking the Long View of the Child: Prospect’s Philosophy in Action
(2010) is as much about how educators learn about a child as it is about Jenny or the classrooms
in which she dwelled. The authors depict the ways in which a teacher, primarily Cecilia
Espinosa, used the process of Descriptive Inquiry to inform her teaching.
Journaling can provide teachers with the opportunity to step away from the business of
practice and explore their work (Huberman, 1995). For Hankins (2003), journaling is a cultivated
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practice that heightens her ability to attend to children. Throughout the book, she describes her
process of journaling and the ways that it brought her new insights. Returning to Kenny, Hankins
explains that descriptive writing allowed her to know him better, acknowledge his strengths, and
become aware of the negative dynamic she had developed with him. She writes:
Gradually we worked into an understanding of each other. When I made a pact
with myself to attend more to his academic prowess then to his poor behavior, I
became less manipulated by his moods. I needed to view Kenny as the talented
boy that he was, minus his tantrums, in order to teach him well. (p. 50)

In Chapter 2, I introduced the importance of finding a productive frame through which to
respond to a person or situation. In this case, through writing Hankins shifted the lens in which
she was viewing Kenny. She stopped fixating on his tantrums—behaviors that made her tense
and unable to respond calmly to him. She began focusing on his academic abilities and creating
situations in which Kenny could show these off.
Smith (2007) also addresses the process of description and developing a sense of a child
through words:
What I am doing now by writing about knowing Joey is an attempt to translate
meaning from one world to another, one dimension to another, one reality to
another. With Joey, there are many worlds, many dimensions, many stories, and
an endless array of meaning. I do not want to synthesize these worlds, I want only
to describe them and then stand back and see them, dressed in symbols, dressed in
words, dressed in systems of meaning that define them, express them, and
transform them. (p.34)

Like Hankins (2003), Smith (2007) emphasizes that with writing she is not trying to capture the
child—limiting who he might be with words. Instead, she seeks to be as descriptive as
possible—noting what the child does instead of making claims about who he is. She uses
language to create frames that “transform them” or at least transform the ways she perceives
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them. Through writing both Smith (2007) and Hankins (2003) achieve some distance from the
classroom which allows them to view to their work with a child slightly differently.
Supplementing more formal forms of data collection, Smith (2007) also identifies that
she comes to know her students as one comes to know another socially. She writes:
Knowing Joey happened in a world of experience. It happened in conversations,
in hugs, in argument, in tears, and in smile. It happened in connection, in
negotiation, in agreement, and in disagreement. It happened in community, where
I got to know Joey not only in relationship with me, but with others who loved
him too. (p.34)

Smith knows Joey ultimately by being in relationship with him. From this perspective, the child
is not something to be analyzed and studied, but a person to be known.
Along these lines, the child in RTNs is not an object to respond to but a collaborator. In
some cases this is particularly obvious. Paley (1997) constructs an entire curriculum by
following Reeny’s lead. In other cases, the child’s effect on the teacher is a more subtle
modification of perspective. Hankins (2003) writes:
Through Randel's preaching event, I received first-hand instruction in the lesson
that we must not allow any child to come to school unable and not asked to
contribute his or her narrative way of knowing to the community we attempt to
build. (p. 45)
Hankins’s lessons go far beyond any understanding of a child’s interest in preaching. Instead,
Randel gives Hankins a deeper lesson on the ways in which she must make space for the child to
enter her classroom, as preacher, or any number of other identities.

The Teacher as Protagonist
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In her opening to Learning from Experience: Memory and the Teacher’s Account of
Teaching, Ben-Peretz quotes Patricia Sikes: “Pupils are not the only ones who sometimes forget
that teachers are human” (Sikes, 1985, p. 57 in Ben-Peretz, 1995, p. 1). When depicted in
popular media the teacher often emerges in caricatured dichotomies—either the saintly, lone,
martyred hero/heroine or as a selfish villain (Booth, 1988a; Higgins, 2003, 2011). Often the
teacher is given no identity or is perceived as a passive force for others to guide (Elbaz, 1983;
Higgins, 2011). In a work notable for its thorough attention to detail, in Rousseau’s Emile (1979)
Emile’s precept is given no name and no concrete descriptors. Resisting description of this man,
Rousseau writes, “It is in considering what he ought to do that we shall see what he ought to be”
(p. 50). The tutor therefore has no mentionable character traits aside from those that relate to his
task. Along these lines Rousseau writes that ideally “the governor had been raised for his pupil”
(p. 50). The tutor will have no life aside from raising that one child: “the same man can only give
one education” (p. 51). I am eerily reminded here of Kazuo Ishiguro’s (2005) novel Never Let me
Go in which human clones are raised to donate (while still alive) various organs until their bodies
eventually give way. I am also reminded of the more familiar but perhaps equally disturbing
concept of the wet nurse whose body is used to nurture others often at the expense of her health
and those of her own children. In each case, one body is depicted as existing as an instrument for
the sake of another’s well-being.
Though largely co-dependent, Emile is without his governor in a few scenes in the
Emile—though one could argue that the governor’s controlling hand can be felt even in such
scenes. Emile is fully independent in Solitaires (Rousseau, 2009). In contrast, I cannot find a
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moment in Emile where the governor exists without Emile. The meticulous manipulations of
environment that the governor develops to ensure that Emile has exactly the right lessons make it
impossible for the governor to have even a moment’s thought to himself.
Rousseau (1979) is explicit that the governor ought to have no life outside of Emile. As
he writes, “does he then want to find a friend? Let him raise his son to be one” (p. 50). Upon
Emile’s marriage, the governor remains in service. As Emile requests:
Remain the master of the young masters. Advise us and govern us. We shall be
docile. As long as I shall live, I shall need you. I need you more than ever now
that my function as a man begins. You have fulfilled yours. Guide me so that I
can imitate you. And take your rest. It is time. (p. 480)

In this seemingly contradictory passage, the governor is both exhorted to continue his work and
told to “take your rest.” It seems the precept is offered two options: work for Emile or rest. A life
of his own is not offered. Similarly, Emile comments that the master has “fulfilled” his
“functions as a man” (p. 480). Where Emile’s functions involve creating and being a part of a
family, the governor is given no partnership or children of his own. His functions relate entirely
to the raising of and caring for another.
Along similar lines, in an interview with reporter Elizabeth Green (2010), Lemov claims
that teaching is acting, implying that while teaching the personality of the teacher must be
hidden. Green notes that Lemov is a master of this act. When he transitions from the one-on-one
interview setting to teaching a group of teachers “a different man stood up” (p. 9). Reflecting
this, Teach like a Champion: 49 Techniques that Put Students on the Path to College (2010)
could be read as a set of stage directions. Lemov even tells the teacher how to walk through the
room. Watching the videos attached to the book, the teachers appear to be simply performers—
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fundamentally indistinguishable and therefore easily replaceable. The notion that teaching is a
performance is not a fringe perspective. Instead, Professor Deborah Lowenberg Ball, who Green
(2010) refers to as a professor who “took the lead in rethinking teacher education,” claims that
“teaching ‘is decidedly not about being yourself’” (p. 13).
Horton (1998) expresses “great resentment” at claims that any given technique make a
practitioner effective. Challenging the reduction of organizer Saul Alinksy’s work to a particular
“method,” Horton argues:
They think it's a matter of gimmicks. What made him such a good organizer
was his tremendous sense of humor, his brilliance and his utter disregard for
what anybody said about him. He could have organized in half a dozen
different ways and it would have worked, though some people think it was the
particular method that was responsible. (p. 178)
A combination of methods, personal characteristics, and presumably depth of experience allowed
Alinsky to respond effectively to a host of situations.
Horton then summarizes how one can learn from a talented practitioner like Alinksy
saying: “You don't try to imitate people who know more than you. You try to learn from them”
(p. 178) and then proceeds to tell a number of stories about Alinsky’s work. In sharing these
stories, Horton writes what happened and also what he learned from them, guiding the reader in
the process of learning from Alinsky.
Along similar lines, an essential feature of practical wisdom is the emphasis on the
individuality of the practitioner (Ben-Peretz, 1995; Elbaz, 1983). As Ben-Peretz (1995) writes,
“teachers’ life histories and narratives have begun to play a central role in educational research”
(p. 1). Similarly, explaining her reasoning for focusing in-depth on the thinking and actions of
one teacher, Sarah, Elbaz (1983) writes, "any study of the teacher's practical knowledge must
202

seek out the particular perspective and point of view which shapes it, however implicitly" (pp.
16-17). Yet a challenge that Elbaz (1983) acknowledges in her conclusion is that, as much as she
sought to present the teacher as the active agent, by writing the teacher’s own story, Elbaz
ultimately has not written Sarah’s story. Instead, it is definitively Elbaz’s story about Sarah that
Elbaz ultimately admits to telling. Further significant, Elbaz writes and is influenced by her
academic world, therefore, ultimately, Elbaz book is not a teacher story but an academic one
about teachers.
In contrast, at the core of the RTN is the first person, teacher narrator. As Diamond (2008)
explains, the “subject of the book is also the teacher” (p. 5). The teacher is a subject—active and
not object. Not insignificant, when written about by others, the teacher is typically referred to
either by their first name (Elbaz, 1983; Sockett, 2012) or as Mr. or Mrs. (Hansen, 1995; Sockett,
2012). In contrast, when the teacher is the author, they are typically referred to by their last name
(Isenberg, 1994; Sockett, 2012; Preskill & Jacobvitz, 2001).31
In the same section, Diamond describes reading Ashton-Warner and feeling inspired
because of the “power of her voice” (p. 5), which she appreciates for its self-reflective
originality. She notes, “I wanted my voice to be distinctive. Now, that result seems inevitable; I
was there in the classroom as myself” (p. 5). Diamond initially admires Ashton-Warner because
of her strong original voice. She hopes to someday achieve a similar teacher-identity. As a
veteran teacher, Diamond determines that originality was inevitable because she, as the teacher,
31

As I will discuss more in Chapter 5, in one strange and notable exception, in Featherstone, Featherstone, &
Featherstone (2003) the authors switch between referring to the teacher-authors by their last names and their
classroom appellations. For example, Herb Kohl is repeatedly called Mr. Kohl. This has the effect of making the
author, Kohl, appear as an object, character, in Featherstone, Featherstone, & Featherstone’s text instead of a selfauthoring subject.
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was a unique individual.
Most RTNs are narrated by teachers but a few are co-authored by a teacher and
researcher (Kozol, 2007; Carini et al, 2009). Importantly, in those cases, the teacher is in
dialogue with the researcher and not the object of someone else’s study. Similarly, Valerie
Kinloch (2012) and Armstrong (1980) write from a somewhat rare perspective of classroom
teachers who are also academic researchers. Kinloch (2012) depicts her own teaching and
Armstrong (1980) writes about work he did in collaboration with a full-time teacher. In this way,
the dichotomy between the practitioner and the researcher (Schön, 1983) are broken down as the
researcher and teacher are one-and-the-same (Van Maanen, 1988, p. 106).
In RTNs, the character of the teacher is fleshed out in a variety of ways.32 As noted in the
previous section on setting, in some cases, we have the luxury of following a teacher through
many years of practice. Some offer a composite of learning across a practitioner’s career (Smith,
2007; Strieb, 2010). Gallas’s vast opus documents her change as a teacher. Each book and article
carries her distinctive voice and approach to children, while highlighting different aspects of
Gallas’s work as a teacher of science, social studies, literacy, and art. We also watch her teach
the youngest and oldest elementary school students. We see her grapple with race, class, and
gender over time.
Paley’s writings tell her journey over the course of over twenty years. In some books,
drawing from memory, she delves back even earlier, sharing her growth as a practitioner and her
32

Preskill (1998) has classified teacher narratives largely around the perspective in one’s career that the teacher has
written from. For example, he refers to books written about the first year as “Narratives of Apprenticeship” and
those written as reflections upon a full career as “Narratives of Journey.” As the bulk of the texts I work with hail
from in the midst of a teacher’s career, with a few notable exceptions, I do not find these distinctions helpful for my
purposes.
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life history as it relates to her classroom work. For example, a reader of Paley comes to know the
isolation she felt in the classroom as a child and the ways that being both Jewish and shy set her
apart. We learn that Paley initially taught in a more “traditional” manner but came to see that
there were more effective ways for her to teach. We watch her discover the power of play and
listen to her as she begins to listen to her students. We see her politics change significantly both
within a particular books and between the publications of White Teacher (1979/1989) and
Kwanza and Me (1998).
Describing her response to the protagonist of Up the Down Staircase, Isenberg (1994)
writes: “Sylvia Barrett was useful in the way that fictional characters often are. She offered me
the chance to examine my own experience indirectly by looking at hers, at twenty-four, my
capacity for introspection was often limited . . . “(p. 38). As a young woman, Isenberg was
unable to confront her own decisions directly. Following a character gave Isenberg an entry point
into examining her own life more closely. RTNs offer teachers the chance to explore significant
questions without having to immediately confront, directly, their own life choices.

Personality and Emotions
Just as the philosopher has historically sought to distance himself from emotions, the
teacher has been encouraged to leave feelings at the classroom door. In a professional
development at my former school, a crises management consultant from the Department of
Education advised teachers to acknowledge that children provoke particular feelings. She then
shared that these feelings ought to be dealt with in the evenings perhaps with a glass of wine, not
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in the presence of the children. The teacher’s emotions were depicted here as troubling and
invasive.
In contrast, as discussed in Chapter 2, emotion plays a central role in the moral decision
of the classroom teacher. Palmer (2007) addresses the range of emotions that the teacher might
feel in the classroom. Instead of hiding these emotions and saving them for the evening, he
argues that we must call on these emotions and involve them in our work. In RTNs, the teacher’s
emotions typically emerge as useful forces to engage.
As Diamond (2008) writes: “The feeling of moral obligation is a characteristic of good
teachers. This isn’t—as the chapter on Henry makes clear—an abstraction, a generalized love of
humanity. It is made up of varying emotions, including sometimes, negative emotions” (p. 206).
For Diamond, to take moral responsibility as a teacher means engaging in relationships with
children that call forth one’s emotional self as a human being.
Many teachers in RTNs depict their on-going struggle with anger in the classroom. In a
powerfully honest segment, Strieb (2007) writes at length about her temper and the way that it
was off-putting for parents. Sharing a note she sent home to a parent whose child was
misbehaving, Strieb comments with regret, "I often wrote them [the letters] when I was angry,
which can be surmised from their tone” (p. 86). In a section titled, “My Yelling: Reactions and
Help from Parents” (pp. 51-53), Strieb acknowledges:
No I wasn’t a perfect teacher, if there can possibly be one. I was not a calm and
quiet teacher, and I envied those who were able to communicate displeasure to the
children with the lift of an eyebrow or a quiet reprimand. (p. 51)
Strieb goes on to admit that “unfortunately I have a loud voice and throughout my teaching life I
often yelled, especially if a child repeatedly did things that disturbed the other children or me”
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(p. 51). Her honesty disrupts the myth that the teacher must be perfect and perfectly in control to
be successful.
Similarly, Smith (2007) is brutally honesty about the anger she felt at students and the
ways that it could influence her interactions with them. She writes [Italics are hers, indicating
that this is her journal]:
I was furious too. I was not going to let this kid threaten me like this. I was not
going to back down. I couldn't. It's part of who I am as a teacher and a person. I
was not going to let him bully me. I had no doubt he could beat the hell out of me,
and as mad as he was he could hurt me. But I was so mad I didn't care. We were
going to have to see what happened. He was going to have to make good on his
promise or shut up. (p. 151)
Smith depicts her anger as “part of who I am as a teacher and a person:” something that she
cannot simply eradicate. Smith's honesty places her firmly among the ranks of the very human
teacher who struggles and continues to struggle even after many successful years in the
classroom.
Kinloch (2012) depicts a situation in which losing her temper is ultimately productive.
She describes becoming so angry at her class that she storms out of the room. In the power
vacuum left when Kinloch leaves, one of Kinloch’s high school students enters to calm the class.
Kinloch is then retrieved and returns calmed down. Kinloch’s departure and return becomes a
powerful learning experience for the students. It offers an authentic opportunity for her to
apologize and for them, in turn, to apologize to her. By apologizing and accepting their
apologies, Kinloch shows her students how they can fix problems that happen because of their
own anger. Her students learn about the effect of their actions but also on the ways in which
someone can ultimately regulate anger. As one student noted, “people walk out on me and don’t
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ever walk back in” (Kinloch, 2012, p. 106). When Kinloch returns to class, her students feel
valued. They learn that the relationships she has with them is bigger than any one incident.
As a teacher inclined towards calm mediation, I tend to move very quickly towards
appeasement. This sometimes means that conflict is brushed aside in my classroom without
being adequately addressed. I am neither superior nor inferior than teachers who are quicker to
anger but instead different passions make up “who I am as a teacher and a person.”
Many have argued that affection is an important feature in relationships between teachers
and students (Ashton-Warner, 1958; Dennison, 1969/1999; hooks, 2003; Palmer, 2007; Smith,
2007; Sockett, 1993). Though affection generally has more positive associations than anger, in
education it has often been associated with danger (Elbaz, 1983; hooks, 2003). Both Rousseau
and Montaigne caution against parents educating their own children, arguing that love of the
child makes them unable to properly apply reason (Rousseau, 1979, p. 187; Montaigne, 1987, p.
172). Where Emile’s model tutor seems largely divorced from feelings, in many of the
educational relationships depicted in both Confessions (2012) and Julie or The New Heloise
(1997) erotic love plays a significant role. Rousseau’s sexualized relationship between affection
and education lacks promise for the contemporary reader.
During my masters in education, a classmate asked if she had done something wrong by
holding a young child’s hand. The response from the faculty was ambiguous. Essentially the
professor suggested there were times when such a thing might happen and that was appropriate
but she cautioned us that touching children, especially in a room without witnesses, could lead to
a lot of trouble for the teacher. Within this system, I felt nervous when I pulled a crying first
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grader onto my lap for the first time in my third year of teaching and, again, years later, when I
kissed the top of the head of an inconsolable kindergartner.
Offering both a characterization and a caricature of the pressure on teachers to distance
themselves from children, Ashton-Warner’s (1958) fictional protagonist, Anna, describes being
found by a school inspector, teaching with a child on her lap:
What a way for teacher to be caught! Sitting on a low chair holding a child like a
woman! Why aren't I standing at the blackboard like other teachers with a pointer,
telling the children to be quiet and listen to me? … What a characteristic failure I am!
Ah, Guilt, you are killing me! (p.102)
Anna suggests that she values holding children “like a woman” by continuing to show this kind
of affection throughout the book. On the other hand, anxiety that she ought to be distanced from
the children by physical distance and a pointer prevails throughout the novel as well.
Smith (2007) describes the ways she initially kept apart from her students but came to see
physical affection as an appropriate and necessary response. She writes:
Then the hugs began in earnest. These kids, who were so quick to curse and hit
when they got angry, were even quicker to show affection. As this began to
happen, something shifted subtly in the classroom. Oh sure, we still had our angry
moments and fights, but not as often. I was aware that these were teenagers and
the limits had to be clear. But in 8 years of teaching, I have had only a few
students who seemed to misunderstand the nature of hugs and affection in our
classroom, and I was sure to clear that misunderstanding up quickly. (p. 8)

Smith finds that her most volatile students craved close connections. Physical affection proved a
means of supporting them and showing that she cared.
Where, as noted, sexuality tends to dominate Rousseau’s (2012, 1997) pedagogical
relationships, for Ashton-Warner (1958) and Smith (2007) the relationships with children are not
sexual. In Teaching Community: A Pedagogy of Hope, hooks (2003) explores this common
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dichotomy between a teacher’s lack of emotional attachment to his or her students and the erotic
relationship. hooks then advocates for a middle ground. She claims that to teach well, one must
form relationships with students and these relationships must involve emotions including nonerotic love. hooks (2003) emphasizes that the problem is not showing affection but particular
relationships where the affection is shown in an inappropriate way.
Like Anna, I too initially felt uncomfortable whenever I showed affection to children but
came to see, partially by reading about it in RTNs, that this was in fact the more appropriate
stance towards children. Where there are certainly children who do not want to be hugged,
having taught for years and observed in many classroom I have found that the majority of
children seem more comfortable with teachers who show both verbal and non-verbal forms of
affection.
This is not to say that the teacher should unleash all emotional responses on their
students. This would be highly problematic.33 Instead, the teacher must sort through, address, and
in some cases channel these emotions as they work. As Dennison (1969/1999) writes:
The teacher’s instrument is himself. Group therapy puts us in touch with
ourselves. It clarifies emotions and reduces the blind spots in behavior. We cannot
pass from the mechanical conceptions of method to the living reality technique
except by passing through ourselves. (p. 257)

Teachers need to find avenues to address emotional triggers and responses so that they can draw
on emotions effectively. Group therapy provides one such avenue for addressing emotions.

33

For a nuanced discussion of the place of teacher emotions in practice see Higgins (2011). To offer just a brief
summary of his complex argument, Higgins stresses that when teachers attempt to hide or place aside emotions,
these feelings tend to ultimately emerge in destructive ways. Higgins argues that teachers must find ways to
recognize their feelings within their practice in a manner that is safe for both them and their students.
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Another powerful way to learn from how others respond emotionally is through reading
RTNs. After the teachers at my school read Gallas (1998), many noted how honestly she shared
her feelings. A few weeks after the whole staff discussion of Gallas’s book, I met individually
with a teacher to brainstorm about some of the students in her class. After many minutes of
trying to put a finger on what was making the start of my colleague’s year so frustrating, inspired
by Gallas I commented that while I had come to like the students in her class, the reason that
they had been sent to work with me in the first place was that they “just kind of annoyed their
teachers” and that initially they had annoyed me as well. I then apologized for saying this. My
colleague responded that it isn’t that as teachers we don’t all have feelings of annoyance but that
most teachers don’t speak about them. In expressing these feelings, she suggested, we can
acknowledge that the feelings exist and then move past them. In contrast, when we keep the
feelings inside, they fester. This opportunity to discuss emotions allowed us to address them
more effectively. The point was not to vent but to acknowledge and, in doing so begin, to cope
with the emotional response.
In addition to conversation, journaling supports many teachers as they work through
strong feelings. Smith (2007), Diamond (2008), Hankins (2003), and Strieb (2010) all quote their
journals throughout their writing. Kinloch (2012) seems to use her “field notes” to both
document and also work through her immediate responses to classroom occurrences.
Discussing how she dealt with what she depicts as her volatile temper, Strieb (2010)
writes: “Writing in my journal allowed me to gain some perspective, and between the draft and
the actual writing of the newsletter, I had to calm myself. Thus, the tone and content of the
original journal entry changed” (p.88). By writing in her journal before sending a public note,
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Strieb calmed herself down and, in her estimation, more appropriately responded to a situation.
Similarly Hankins (2003) includes a journal entry in which she expresses irritation and
confusion over a child’s fixation with a dirty book bag. Hankins eventually discovers that this
bag is one of the sole remaining objects that the child has from her mother who has passed away.
Hankins comments:
I included that entry with all my frustration and sarcasm left intact. Writing
through frustrations provides some distance from the event and helps me see it
more objectively. Writing how I felt with honesty in the Journal provided a far
better place for that tirade than the teacher’s workroom. It is, however, painful to
read it now, knowing what I discovered later. (p. 120).

Hankins designates the journal as an appropriate place for gripes because through journaling she
can work through her frustrations. In contrast, in the teacher’s lounge teachers notoriously
encourage each other in their frustration and irritation with a child can amplify.
Strieb (2010) describes in depth her on-going attempt to control her temper. She goes
against the conventional wisdom that if one is truly sorry about something, one shows it by not
doing it again. Instead, she admits that “my yelling was something that I hated about myself” (p.
51) and that she had to work on addressing it productively throughout her career. To stop yelling
Strieb attempts many inventive strategies:
I tried a variety of methods: inviting children themselves to signal me,
asking student teachers to write observations that included the circumstances
during which I yelled, promising the children that I would stop, counting to
5 before bursting out (that never worked), keeping a tally with a slash on the
board each time I yelled. I asked the children and colleagues in the adjoining
room to help me. (p. 51)
While her yelling ultimately diminished, Strieb laments, “I was never able to completely stop”
(p.53). Strieb bravely shares something about herself that defies popular wisdom: that a teacher
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shouldn’t yell and that, if a teacher does yell, she should be reflective about her own practice,
and use that reflection to stop yelling.
Strieb ultimately takes the same approach to her own yelling as she suggests for looking
at students. Challenges ought not to be looked at as indications of being a bad person and people
are to be supported and not fixed. In vulnerably sharing an area of her practice that causes her
shame, Strieb reminds the reader that teachers are human, not saints and she opens up space for
teachers to accept their weaknesses even as they work with them. In sharing her struggles with
anger, something embarrassing that many teachers deal with, Strieb offers a gift to teachers. Her
honesty allows teachers with a similar challenge to know that they are not alone and also gives
them ideas for how they might address this issue.
Higgins (2011) notes, frustration is necessary to growth but an overload of frustration can
impinge upon one’s ability to learn from it. He writes of the importance of helping people to
navigate frustration (p. 225). Reading someone else’s narrative allows the teacher to think
through someone else’s frustration without having to engage in the experience. Faced with a
similar situation, they may be able to draw on what they learned from reading about it. Further,
knowing that others get equally frustrated, may help the teacher feel less defensive about her
own limitations. This, in turn, can help her respond more calmly in moments of frustration.
In RTNs, children’s difficulties are often portrayed as access points to their greatest
strength. Character traits are presented as neither positive nor negative but features that make a
person who he or she is (Palmer, 2007). Similarly, attributes about a given teacher are looked at
not as problems to overcome but realities to work with. As Diamond (2008) notes, her “stubborn
streak” can be “annoying” “to others” but has also “stood me in good stead as a teacher” (p. 210)
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because it kept her in classroom teaching and helped her remain committed to her values.
In other cases, one quality may make up for a quality that is lacking. Diamond says,
“When people hear that I teach young children, they frequently say, ‘You must be so patient!’ In
fact, patience isn’t my strong suit, but my genuine interest in children and loyalty to their growth
usually trumps my natural impatience” (p. 206). From my experience with elementary school, I
would agree that patience is a useful quality to have as a teacher. For teachers like Diamond or
Strieb who are less patient, other qualities can compensate.

Content
A Teacher’s Habits

In Chapter 2, I discuss the ways in which an experience once reflected

upon can become habituated (Dewey, 1944/1916). An essential feature of practical wisdom is
that the professional draws from a wide range of former classroom experiences to make their
decisions. Though a few RTNs feature the development of new teachers (Codell, 1999; Kohl,
1967; Kozol, 2007), the majority reflect the voices of experienced teachers. In RTNs, much that
the teacher has previously learned about teaching is rarely directly addressed but instead emerges
in the teacher’s confident practice. For example, Diamond (2010) likely learned how to set up
her classroom through years of trial and error as well as collegial support. She does not highlight
these lessons but instead draws on them to simply describe what she has done.

Personal Experience

In Chapter 2, I referenced Goodwin and Genor’s (2008) claim that

writing autobiography helps student teachers effectively deal with personal history in the
classroom. I both took and later taught a course in which I had to connect my autobiography with
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teaching. I learned first from classmates and later my students that describing one’s past and
relating it to the classroom was often not intuitive. The ability to reflect on how the past
informed current beliefs and to be open to new perspectives posed great difficulty for some
students who reverted to a closed defensive stance. I believe that these students defensive
response was a cue for the professors to think more deeply about what might be making the
assignment hard. Where many factors were likely at work,34 one challenge was that students
were unsure how to connect their history to their teaching situations. RTNs can provide teachers
inspiration and a model for drawing on their histories effectively. In particular, Hankins (2003),
Isenberg (1994), Paley, (1979/1989; 1995), and Smith (2007) mine their personal backgrounds to
work through challenges in the classroom. In White Teacher, Paley (1979/1989) writes:
It was clear to me that I was unable to mention color in the classroom. When I
was little we never referred to the color of the cleaning lady’s skin. Of course we
would not say, ‘nigger.’ But, in her presence, we would never say colored, black,
brown, skin, hair, maid, or Negro. In other words, we showed respect by
completely ignoring black people as black people. Color blindness was the
essence of the creed. (p. 9)
In sharing that she was taught to ignore race as a child, Paley explains her initial difficulty with
addressing race directly in her classroom. In this way, she demonstrates the powerful influence
that her background had on her way of engaging with children. Indicating that one’s past
shouldn’t dictate actions unquestioned, Paley explores her own history and stance when she
starts teaching African American children. Based on student reactions and discussions with
trusted adults, Paley found that ignoring race made it taboo and was especially hurtful to African

34

For a very thoughtful examination of how to support students in this kind of self-examination, I recommend
Cohen (2007).
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American students who were acutely aware of color. She took it upon herself to develop
practices and ways of conducting conversation that acknowledged and explored race.
Paley (1979/2000) also draws on her experience as a Jewish child to explore what it
means to be different from one’s teachers. She writes:
I also saw that having a dozen other Jewish children in the class didn’t make
being a Jew more acceptable in that room, because not one of the teachers
accepted us as Jewish children. They insisted we were all just children, which
meant we were all Gentile children since that was the only kind of child they
thought about or talked about. (p. 11)
Paley extrapolates from her experience being Jewish to think about the minority perspective
more generally. Paley then analyzes the emotions of that experience to inform her work with
African American students. Helping the reader to see the degree to which this past experience
informed her teaching, she carefully explains:
It may seem that I am overdoing my comparison of Jewish feelings and black
feelings. But I am talking about feeling different. Perhaps coming to terms with
one kind of difference prepares a person for all kinds of differences. At least this
is the way it was for me. (Ibid., p. 28)

Paley carefully explains that she is not comparing the specifics of the Jewish experience with
that of African Americans. Instead, she is using her understanding of “feeling different” to reflect
on how her own students might feel as outsiders. Paley’s personal history helps her to solve a
classroom problem by “see[ing] it as” (Schön, 1983) similar to her own circumstance.

Appling a Frame: Philosophy in RTNs
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Much educational writing requires a discerning reader to determine the writer’s
philosophical stance. In some cases, the writers themselves believe that their work is
philosophically objective and maintain that they are simply conveying facts that bear no
particular stance or leaning (Lemov, 2010). In other cases it seems that the author is not clear
what her stance is. A new teacher friend of mine was surprised that her principal was enthusiastic
about certain elements of the teacher’s curriculum but then left little time for that work to happen
in the mandated schedule. It seemed the principal didn’t fully understand her own values and
therefore advocated for a range of contradictory methods. The result was that the teacher wasn’t
able to follow any approach with much depth.
An essential feature of practical wisdom is the frame the practitioner brings to inform her
work. As Horton (1998) writes:
People, especially those who act out of guilt or who are recent converts,
get principles mixed up with strategy. They learn it all as a package, and they
think, “You believe this, and you do it this way.” They feel that they would be
betraying their principles if they didn’t do something a particular way. People
must be helped to understand that you’ve got to find a creative way to get what
you’re aiming at. (p. 199)

A clear set of principles helps the reflective practitioner make decisions about whether a
particular practice is appropriate in light of the larger goals being pursued (Pendlebury, 1995).
Clarity on principles allows the practitioner space to respond “creative[ly].” This supports the
practitioner as she works to be responsive to a unique environment. Similarly, Sockett (2012)
makes an impassioned claim for the teacher to assume a moral responsibility for her work in the
classroom. Sockett argues that part of this responsibility is serious examination of the moral
questions of education.
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A philosophical frame helps the thinker to determine the appropriate actions. It can also
limit actions—making it important for the teacher to know exactly how a frame may be affecting
them. Hankins (2003) uses her journal to rethink the frame that she applied to Kenny. In reframing, Hankins also changes the place where she connects with the child. In The Human
Condition, Arendt (1958/1998) uses the image of a table to describe a political community (p.
52). She argues that the “public realm, as the common world, gathers us together and yet
prevents our falling over each other” (Ibid.). Gathering around a shared world brings people
together and offers an individual space for each person. In working with Kenny, Hankins (2003)
changed the “table,” the shared world the two of them gathered around from his tantrums to his
academic ability. In this way, she allowed them to interact around a more positive object. In
changing the site of interaction, Hankins “felt as though we went somewhere together” (p. 65).
As discussed in Chapter 2, a modification of the frame that guided her relationship with Kenny
built within her larger philosophy of valuing children allowed Hankins an avenue to act more
positively.
In advocating for moral investigations of practice, Sockett (2012) talks the reader through
his own examination of pedagogical acts. An important attribute of the RTN is that the authors
draw heavily on philosophy to inform their teaching and they are explicit about these
connections. Diamond (2008) opens her book explaining that her view of teaching “grows out of
a progressive approach to education, the conviction that learning is something a learner does, not
something done to the learner” (p. 1). Here Diamond shares both the philosophy that guides her
and, in the subsequent paragraphs, how she came to this philosophy.
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In Spinster, the following scene occurs between the school inspector and Anna
respectively:
"Where do you get your ideas from; reading or thinking?"
"From reading and thinking and experience"
"Whom do you read?”
"When I was young Bertrand Russell was my man. He was my man."
"But he's rather deep, isn't he?"
"Oh, no. A lot of his work is accessible." (Ashton-Warner, 1958, p. 222)
As the scene continues, Anna names additional philosophers and poets that she reads to gain
inspiration and ideas from teaching. Anna expresses what many teachers in RTNs believe—their
philosophies grow through reading, thinking, and experience. For example Diamond (2008)
explains that her many years of classroom experience helped her “gain” the philosophy about
learning quoted above. Diamond explicitly attributes this philosophy to her studies at Bank Street
and reports she read about educational reforms in England. She also drew ideas from her past
experiences as an activist, her work with colleagues, parents, and children, and avid reading of
philosophy, RTNs, and other educational writing.
Philosophy is addressed through a variety of structures in the RTN. Smith (2007),
Hankins (2003), and Gallas (1994) devote large segments to their conceptual framing and the
academic studies that guided their responses to the events in front of them. These segments
largely follow the format of an academic paper—quotes are used and analyzed to present a
particular argument.
In other cases, philosophical references are woven more fluidly into the narrative.
Philosophers are referenced almost as if they are simply other colleagues with whom the teacher
corresponds. Tolstoy (2000) repeatedly references Rousseau’s influences. In Welcome to the
Aquarium (2009), Diamond quotes Dewey at length. Ashton-Warner (1963) and Dennison
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(1969/1999) base much of their practice on Freud. Paley references the Bible, novels, her family
and colleagues, as sources of philosophical insights. Additionally, Cooper (2009) maintains:
“Though Paley is not explicit about the theoretical foundations of her beliefs regarding how
young children develop and learn, analysis suggests the overlapping influences of Locke,
Rousseau, Dewey, and Vygotsky on her thinking” (p. 26). Thus, though not always directly
referenced, it is evident to Cooper that Paley’s work is guided by philosophers.
The authors of RTNs also express and develop their own philosophies throughout the
text. Paley regularly turns from the action to offer an insight. Often with one line these responses
to a situation are profound illustrations of a deeply thought-through philosophy. For example, in
White Teacher, Paley (1979/1989) comments:
My attempts to help black children feel more comfortable in a white environment
have made me more aware of the discomfort every child experiences as he
realizes he is being judged by someone who does not know him. (p. xvii)
In this case, Paley’s philosophy grew as she explored her prior experiences, the activities in her
classroom, and had many conversations with colleagues and parents. In many ways, the book
that follows provides the data used to develop this philosophy.
One of Paley’s (2005) later books, A Child’s Work: The Importance of Fantasy Play
reads somewhat differently from the rest of her opus. Though she frequently shares classroom
anecdotes, this book emphasizes theory. Building on her life work in classrooms, the narrative
told (if there is one) is that of her own discovery as a teacher. The emphasis though is less on the
narrative and more on the lessons learned. In this work, Paley draws heavily on the writing of
others and offers a detailed articulation of her philosophy—explored through classroom
examples.
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Gallas’s book length works typically center on the development of new philosophies
around a classroom practice or concept. Gallas’s philosophical thinking is nuanced and profound
and merits its own in-depth study. With this in mind, I give very brief summaries of themes from
two of her books simply to offer a taste of the questions she addresses. As suggested by the title,
“Sometimes I Can Be Anything: Power, Gender, and Identity in a Primary Classroom” (1998)
explores the way in which communities (specifically of children) navigate power differentials
and individuals learn to assert themselves within them. In Imagination and Literacy: A Teacher’s
Search for the Heart of Learning, Gallas addresses her multi-year exploration of imagination as
she finds the stance that ultimately grounds her teaching.
Gallas (2003) draws on many sources as she ponders her subject. Sparked by some
questions she had from working with a student, Denzel, Gallas embarks on a year-long study of
her own relationship with imagination:
I began to consider the imagination as a topic to be investigated, and I realized that I
had to begin with my own life. This chapter lays out the development of my first
efforts to learn more about imagination in the year following my work with Denzel.
It includes a description of the research process that emerged for me: a process of
reading, writing, and self-conscious reflection. (p. 28)
Gallas builds her theories from her “own life,” readings—many of which were philosophical
texts and RTNs, and classroom experience. Gallas depicts the way in which a frame evolves
through research. She began with the conception that imagination was an important lens through
which to look at actions taking place in her classroom. Through her reading and her work with
children, she refined this frame to develop a more concrete philosophy about how imagination
fuels learning.
The authors of RTNs also identify and actively resist philosophical frames they believe
221

are detrimental to their students (Ashton-Warner, 1963; Dennison, 1969/1999; Hankins, 2003;
Smith, 2007). Throughout her narrative, Hankins (2003) emphasizes the importance of frames—
the stories that are told and people tell about themselves. Hankins articulates how writing
allowed her to see children differently. She also depicts the ways that she helps children re-frame
the ways they view themselves by helping them to construct new narratives. She describes how
when asked:
to circle the children's names who were “at risk of school failure.” I angrily
refused to play. I wrote back in effect that I would not label a child in the first
week of first grade as a potential failure! (p. 76)
Believing that labels powerfully frame the way a child is perceived and then taught, Hankins
refuses to engage in what some see as an innocent identification of children who are struggling in
her room as “at-risk.”

RTNs as Opportunities to View Practice

Cooper (2009) argues that the opportunity to witness an exemplary teacher’s practice
addresses “one of the most investigated, but stubbornly recalcitrant problems in school reform:
how to find our way home from theory to practice” (p. 2). In other words, to see the ways that an
action and a theory (philosophy or frame) connect, it is essential to watch a practitioner who can
make these connections. As discussed in Chapter 3, narrative provides a unique window into the
way in which someone can enact certain values. Teacher narratives offer other teachers the
opportunity to witness exemplary practice (Cooper, 2009; Cowhey, 2006; Berliner, 1986;
Featherstone, Featherstone, & Featherstone, 2003; Preskill & Jacobvitz, 2001). As Ben-Peretz
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(1995) argues "Professional memories can be conceived as constituting a central part of the
wisdom of practitioners, with the potential of serving the individual, as well as his or her peers”
(p. 7). In other words, as I’ve argued throughout this dissertation, hearing someone else’s
experiences in the classroom can play a significant role in developing one’s own practical
wisdom.
As discussed in my prior section entitled “A Teacher’s Habits” many practices are shared
throughout RTNs. In the below section I will briefly note a few highlights to give the reader a
sense of the kind of practices different RTNs offer. In organizing these books into categories, I
have the teacher educator and teacher reader in mind. For example, if someone wanted to include
an RTN in a literacy class, I would suggest particular texts of Paley. For a math course, I would
go to a different author. My purpose in constructing the categories is not to limit these texts to a
given category. For example, while Paley introduces many exceptional literacy practices, none of
her books are exclusively or, even predominately, about literacy. In coming up with these
categories, I have the teacher educator and teacher reader in mind
 Literacy
o Paley’s vast collection of books (1979; 1981; 1984; 1986; 1988; 1990; 1992;
1995; 1997) describes the ways children dictate and then act out each other’s
stories in her classroom.
o Armstrong (1980), Kohl (1967), and Tolstoy (2000) analyze children’s writing
and the curricula developed from this work that achieved quality work.
o Ashton-Warner (1958; 1963) describes what she calls her “key words” curriculum
in which children learn to read and write by being given words that are
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meaningful to them to then put in sentences.
 Science
o Gallas (1995) shares the way that a combination of discussion and
experimentation helped her students explore science in her early elementary
classroom.
 Math
o Armstrong (1980) looks closely at how hands-on-materials and work with
patterns can contribute to mathematical understandings.
 Social-Emotional
o Paley identifies how story-acting and imaginative play both support children’s
ability to connect to a community and work through upsets (1979; 1981; 1984;
1986; 1988; 1990; 1992; 1995; 1997).
o Gallas (1994; 1988) looks at the ways discussion, sharing, and play can help
children build community and work through frustration.
 Structures
o Diamond (2008) and Esme Codell (1999) describe in detail their classroom set up
and the effect routines and layout had on their students.
 Art
o Diamond (2008), Gallas (1994), and Armstrong (1980) discuss teaching visual
arts to very young children.
In Chapter 2, I distinguished between paradigmatic narratives that model or illuminate particular
practices and theories and narrative cognition that describe the ways in which a person problem
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solves. In RTNs practices are typically embedded within the plot. The reader is exposed to
practices without precise suggestions for implementation. While one can get very specific ideas
about practice from RTNs, they are neither manuals nor illustrations. As a teacher, I took many
ideas from the books but to do so I typically had to draw on my own resources as well. Logistical
concerns are typically omitted, making it impossible to simply copy any particular element of the
work. For example, Paley relied on more direct literacy instruction in addition to her storytelling
curriculum, but she rarely shares that work (Cooper, 2009). Simply following Paley’s
storytelling curriculum is not enough to create a rich literacy classroom though it’s an excellent
start. As a teacher, it took thought, experience, and study of other practices to implement some of
Paley’s practices within my own balanced literacy curriculum.
Along similar lines, another valuable feature of many RTNs is viewing an experienced
teacher develop and sustain year-long curriculum. In Welcome to the Aquarium, Diamond (2008)
depicts how she “find[s] curriculum” by following the interests of her students. As noted, in The
Girl with the Brown Crayon, Paley (1997) develops a curriculum that follows Reeny’s,
fascination with Lionni. I read this book to graduate students in a literacy course as an example
of an emergent, integrated curriculum. A culminating assignment for the course was for students
to scaffold a curriculum for the grade level and population they expected to work with the
following year. I chose to read Paley’s book out-loud because I wanted students to hear it but not
be able to pull from it easily as they developed their own curriculum. The ideas were to serve as
a launching point, not a model to follow. In the final projects, students drew from Paley’s ideas
but the curricula they created reflected their own interests and their sense of the students they
would teach the following year.
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Discussing the importance of reading the works of a wonderful teacher such as Paley,
Cooper (2009), writes:
Our attraction to the exceptional keeper of the classroom keys reflects another
dimension of teacher learning that is often overlooked in teacher education. This
is our need for inspiration. However quaint an idea, we keep company with the
expert teacher because she makes us feel confident of our mission and motivates
us to try harder. For this, we are grateful. (p. 3)
Cooper’s “keep[ing] company” hearkens to my claims in the first chapter that teachers require
on-going and ever-changing friendship from professional development. Featherstone,
Featherstone, and Featherstone (2003) also express the extent to which Paley served as
inspiration both in the Featherstone family and also in Joseph Featherstone’s teacher education
courses. Hearing about Paley’s curriculum exposed my graduate students to strong teaching and
encouraged them to stretch their own plans. In most cases, their final products reflected far more
innovative approaches than their initial discussions about curriculum depicted. Many students
said that Paley opened up their thinking to a greater sense of possibility in the classroom.

Practical Wisdom in Action
At the core of practical wisdom is the ability to problem-solve (Schön, 1996; Schwartz &
Sharpe, 2010; Scott, 1998; Traugh, 2009). Quoting the dean of an engineering school, Schön
(1987) writes: “we know how to teach people how to build ships but not how to figure out what
ships to build” (Alfred Kyle, personal communication, Schön, p. 11). Similarly, in omitting key
structural details Paley does not tell me exactly how to “build ships” but she does something far
rarer. She shows me how an experienced practitioner determines “what ships to build.”
Uncertainty is often poorly regarded in educational circles. As Schön (1983) argues,
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within the techno-rational approach educators are seen as experts with answers. Reflecting this, a
striking feature of Lemov’s (2010) Teach like a Champion is the emphasis on speed. Efficiency
is highlighted from the way in which papers are passed out to the speed in which students are
questioned. For Lemov, keeping to a pre-determined course is essential and speed assists this
process. Digressions, looked down upon as distractions, are made impossible.
In contrast, the importance of giving students time to formulate their ideas has been
frequently documented as essential to getting meaningful and diverse responses from students
(Cazden, 1988; Palmer, 2007). Similarly, Gallas (1998) writes of her inquiry process,
There is a deep silence within the cacophony that surrounds me. No one answers.
This declaration is a response to confusion that I've spoken about before (Gallas,
1994), and it embodies a research position and a desire to understand, rather than
a search for solutions. In other words, if we don't immediately know what's going
on, then the problem is certainly worth investigating. (p. 19)
For Gallas, significant questions exert themselves in noisy ways. A “problem worth
investigating” features the noisy complexity and confusion of problems requiring practical
wisdom.
Silence as an initial response to a noisy challenge serves to acknowledge and even honor
a lack of answers. In contrast to Lemov’s classroom where goals are written on the walls and
questions and answers are volleyed in rapid fire, Gallas (1998) notes of her inquiry group that “it
is characteristic of our work that we don’t always know what’s going on” (p. 19).
I highlight the contrast between Lemov and Gallas’s relationship to questions and silence
to draw attention to how hard it is as a teacher to resist the pressure to furnish immediate
answers. As Gallas (1998) writes, the sense of not “knowing what’s going on” “seems like a
terrible thing for teachers to admit” (p. 19). Palmer (2007) depicts this silence as excruciating for
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both the teacher and the students but also essential (2007). As discussed in Chapter 2, the
unknown can be very frightening for practitioners (Schön, 1987). In fact, it can be so frightening
that an approach like Lemov’s that discourages digressions can feel like a move towards steady,
safe shores (Hauerwas & Burrell, 1977). Yet, at the core of practical wisdom is the belief that
such ground is only superficially steady. Instead, the practitioner like the sailor must learn to
stand upright on the constantly shifting waters that make-up their work.
In structuring their books around plot and sharing their questions and wonderings
throughout, the authors of RTNs frequently leave the reader without answers. Instead,
responding to the noise that the teacher must also respond to, the reader has the sense of
struggling alongside the teacher as both find stability. In the following section, I will discuss the
ways in which RTNs achieve this by looking first at their use of plot and second at the ways in
which the teachers reflect on their own actions.

Plot

As discussed in Chapter 3, Nussbaum (1992) and Roberts (2008) emphasize that

one of the strengths of fiction is the opportunity to watch an actor grapple intensely with a
problem. Similarly, describing impressionistic tails, Van Maanen (1988) argues that the power of
these tails is that the reader has the opportunity to follow a series of actions as they develop. Van
Maanen writes:
The audience cannot know in advance what matters will prove instructive, and
thus by trying to hang on to the little details of the tale, they experience something
akin to what the fieldworker might have experienced during the narrated events.
(p. 104)

In this way, the reader is brought into the situation, watching it unfold. As discussed in Chapter 3
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this feature allows the reader to grapple with the situation, considering how he might respond
along with the author.
The plot of many narratives organizes around a “predicament” that a character must react
to. Often the character changes her actions and even her perspective on account of her responses.
Typically, this change “brings the story within sights of its conclusion” (Gallie, 1964, p. 22 in
Dewhurst & Lamb, p. 909). The degree to which the character is able to respond successfully to
a predicament often determines whether a narrative is a comedy or a tragedy. For example,
Prince Hamlet’s inability to change his perspective means that he fixates on the same problem
throughout the play. Unable to act in accordance with his beliefs makes him unable to respond
productively to his problem. Therefore, without a change of perspective, actions, or both,
Hamlet’s situation ends in tragedy.
RTNs are typically marked by a sense of drama that accompanies plot. Hankins (2003)
notes that her editors criticized her because they didn’t know what she learned until the end of
her books. She joyfully rejoins, “neither did I” (p. 50). This sense of unknowing comes through
in her writing. We see her struggle powerfully through challenges and, as I will discuss in my
section on assessment, even at the end, her focus remains on the process and not a conclusion.
In the classrooms of RTNs, struggle for the teacher often revolves around supporting
specific kids. These children are positioned not as problems but as part of problematic
relationships with the teacher or material. After setting the stage, RTNs often depict the teacher
grappling with how to respond to the child. For example, as quoted in my first chapter, in her
preface to The Boy Who Would be a Helicopter: The Uses of Storytelling in the Classroom, Paley
(1990) introduces Jason as “the one we must learn to include in our school culture if it is to be an
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island of safety and sensibility for everyone” (p. xi). Over the course of the typical RTN
narrative arc, the teacher’s philosophical stance, prior experience, and skills in the classroom
come together into some resolution of an initial problem. For example, in the aforementioned
text, Paley’s use of storytelling leads to a community in which stories, space for imaginative
play, and other children ultimately support Jason’s, albeit tentative, connection to his classroom.
In some books challenges are resolved to some degree, giving readers some ideas about
how they might address similar situations in the classroom. For example, in You Can’t Say You
Can’t Play, Paley (1992) describes her frustration with children excluding each other in her
classroom. The book follows Paley struggle to respond to this behavior. The reader sees how she
turns to her own experiences, the children’s ideas, and the insights of older children to ultimately
propose a new policy in her classroom: you can’t say you can’t play. After determining this rule,
Paley describes how she implements this practice and the effect that it has on her students’
behavior. Many teachers have similarly adopted a policy of you can’t say you can’t play after
reading Paley’s book (Cooper, 2009).
In The Girl with the Brown Crayon: How Children Use Stories to Shape their Lives, Paley
(1997) begins with the introduction of a problem—the lack of racial diversity in her school. She
writes: “the room appears to be filling up with black girls though in fact only Reeny fits the
description” (p. 1). Reeny has “fill[ed]” the room with drawings of “black girls” perhaps, Paley
implies, compensating for the absence of any other African American children in her class. In
this book, Paley and Reeny work together to determine the kind of classroom that will provide
the most ideal learning community for Reeny. Reeny gently suggests throughout what she needs
in her classroom and Paley constructs her actions in the classroom and the curriculum around
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Reeny’s passion for Lionni and fairness. The two have a very successful year.
As discussed in Chapter 3, in his analysis of Camus’ The Fall, Roberts (2008) argues that
witnessing reflection can be just as helpful when the protagonist cannot resolve a struggle.
Similarly in RTNs the teachers often end the book with certain challenges unresolved. Not
everything in The Girl with the Brown Crayon (1997) goes as smoothly as Paley and Reeny’s
relationship. Reeny’s parents’ are very concerned about sending their child to an almost
exclusively white school. Paley grapples with her feelings about this and makes changes to be
more supportive of Reeny and her parents’ concerns. The family is largely pleased with Paley’s
efforts. Ultimately and partially because of a racial incident that happened with the school
secretary, the family decides to move Reeny to a more diverse public school. Paley accepts the
decision with disappointment. She has built a successful relationship with the family but her own
work is only a small piece in a much larger picture. In this case, the reader is left to consider
what must change in society to improve the experience for Reeny and her family.
In other cases, the reader grapples with conflicting values. Escorting his students on the
subway Dennison (1969/1999) writes:
Once again they both ducked under the turnstiles. I feel, fundamentally, that they
should, or rather, that there should be no turnstiles. Yet how can I approve
behavior that will get them in trouble? They are children, not revolutionaries. I
give them their tokens and insist that they pay. They duck under and run. I haven't
got it in me to bawl them out—or to ask for the tokens back again, taking pennies
from the poor. And so I shake my head in stupid embarrassment and put my token
in the slot. (p. 59)

Dennison addresses many feelings in this passage. He does not believe in charging people to ride
the subway. He is also aware that the children’s refusal is not a coherent political act and, even if
it were, his students as minority males could face heavy consequences for this act. In this small
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scene, he faces a central challenge of Delpit’s (1995/2006) Other People’s Children: Cultural
Conflict in the Classroom: How do we prepare children, particularly those who are minorities
and therefore especially vulnerable, for the reality in which they will live while acknowledging
that this reality is corrupt and detrimental to them?
Dennison also faces tensions around privilege. The children take his tokens but not for
his intended purpose. Taking his tokens and not using them could be perceived as subverting
Dennison’s authority or taking advantage of his generosity. He concludes by expressing
embarrassment though it is unclear what element of the scene makes him embarrassed. The
reader is left with many questions such as: How could Dennison have responded with more
success by his own estimation? Is paying for the subway ethical and why might some people
perceive it as unethical? What were Dennison’s students’ motives and feelings in the situation?
Was his authority undermined when the students took but did not use the tokens?

Reflection on Reflection-in-Action

As depicted throughout this chapter, in RTNs the reader has

the luxury of hearing a talented teacher reflect on process. For example, as noted earlier, as
Hankins (2003) explains her initial approach to Kenny and written reflection supported a new
perspective on him. As discussed in my section “Appling a Frame: Role of Philosophy in
RTNs,” as the teacher narrates classroom activities, they interject the philosophies that guide
them throughout. In bringing reflection to experience, activities become, in Dewey’s sense of the
word, an experiences from which the practitioner can grow and change.
As discussed in Chapter 2, one of the challenges in learning from other practitioners is
that much of the thinking happens internally. As I discussed, student teachers often find the
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thinking of their cooperating teacher opaque. Watching a talented cooperating teacher, student
teachers are exposed to a host of practices but they don’t necessarily get the purpose behind the
practice. This can make it hard to determine what they may choose to emulate and why.
Picking up the discussion from Chapter 2, in analyzing the Resident’s frustration with the
Supervisor’s comments, Schön (1983) suggests: “what eludes him [the Resident] is the system of
understandings which lies behind the Supervisor’s inquiry” (p. 125). Where it is clear to both the
Resident and Schön that the Supervisor brings a wealth of understanding to the work and is
probably accurate in many of his conjectures, the Resident is unclear how the Supervisor
determined what information to focus on. As Schön summarizes, “he reflects-in-action but he
does not reflect on his reflection-in-action” (p. 126). Seeing only the results of the Supervisor’s
thinking but not the background for these thoughts, the Resident struggles to improve at listening
to his patients and making conjectures based on the data.
Hearing another person’s thought process can help one understand how he solved a
problem. In her book on classroom discourse, Courtney Cazden (1988) writes “While watching
one of Duckworth’s clinical interviews with children working a problem in geometry, a teacher
said, ‘I guess for the first time clearly I saw children learning—the process of learning without
the answer fully intact’” (p. 133). In being able to hear the process, the teacher could better
understand the child’s thinking. Likewise, when assessing a lesson, it is important to understand
what the teacher was trying to accomplish. Listening to a teacher explain his reasoning behind an
action can help someone else see what that teacher was trying to do (Noel, 1990a, p. 278).
This in turn allows one to assess the action based on the teacher’s intentions.
Emphasizing the ethical implications, Smith (2007) writes, “the good teacher similarly does not
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adopt any means to achieve results” (p. 331). At times, they may achieve a result in a lesson that
I disagree with. For example, teachers often rely on rewards to control classroom behavior.
Sometimes building a behaviorist dynamic is intentional. At other times it is not in accordance
with the teacher’s values but she lacked familiarity with other approaches. In the former case, I
may try to expose the teacher to other philosophies beyond behaviorism or, if she seems
committed to this approach, I will support her in determining the methods that best achieve this
effect. In the latter case, I may help him determine what philosophy better resonates and how he
might develop management techniques that support it.
Similarly, hearing someone’s decision making behind an action can help another
practitioner decide whether to try the same action. In setting up her classroom, Codell (1999)35
comments:
I noticed other teachers arranging the desks so children would be sitting in
cooperative, small groups. I kept thinking that that was politically correct, I should
do it like that. But somehow it took all the romance out of the first day of school,
when you're supposed to feel very foreign and alien, a day when your thoughts are
very new and personal. So I decided to be more traditional and put the desks in rows.
Besides, I want to seem really mean for a while. (p. 22)

As a teacher who typically arranges desks (even for adults) in cooperative groups, it never
occurred to me to arrange desks in rows for Codell’s purpose. Were I to come into her classroom
without hearing her explanation, I might make judgments about the kind of teacher she is.

35

Indicating the limitations of classifications, I remain ambivalent about whether Codell’s work is a reflective
teacher narrative. While a strong example of a teacher reasoning and a depiction of an individual class, as I will
discuss more in “learning from experiences and mistakes,” Codell’s work ties together a little more smoothly than
most of the books in the genre. Her struggles in the classroom are quickly resolved. Though she explains her
reasoning, we do not see her in the midst of challenge or questioning. Ultimately, I have decided that it fits on the
outskirts of the genre.
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Hearing her explanation, I accept that, given the context of Codell's dramatic practice, her
decision will likely have the desired effect. I will continue to arrange my desks differently,
seeking to bring children into community from the very first day. Nevertheless, her decision and
explanation makes me more sympathetic and aware that some children may seek more personal
space and I will seek ways to create that in my classroom as well.
As Horton (1998) argues in the previously quoted passage, hearing someone’s philosophy
can also allow one to consider the spirit of a practice and then adapt it appropriately. For
example, Ashton-Warner (1963) gives students cards with words on them to build literacy. The
children choose the word. The next day Ashton-Warner has each child read the word. If he
knows it, he keeps the card. If he doesn’t know it, Ashton-Warner destroys the card, believing
that if the word mattered to the child, he would have learned it. In most cases, I too have found
that children learn the words that matter to them and tend to forget those of less interest. Yet, for
me, the act of destroying the card feels slightly violent and harsh. Where Ashton-Warner is
interested in exploring the release of destructive forces in a variety of ways, I am less inclined.
Further, I have found that in some cases the word does matter to a child but they are not ready or
able for any number of reasons to read it. Ripping the card can be hurtful. Therefore, I amended
this practice by giving the child the word once they had mastered it. In some cases, words not
mastered remained in rotation for the child to review. Other times, I would discard the word but
typically with the child’s permission.
The chance to view someone’s process can also affirm someone’s hard work even when
the product does not reflect the effort. Further, viewing someone’s process can showcase the
thinker’s intelligence in ways that a product may not. For example, what appear to be small
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victories in the classroom can seem greater when we see how the teacher got to them. For
example, I spent two years working with a child that culminated in occasionally joining his class
in the meeting area. His huge step was something that most students do from day one. In the
context of all the work and the goals set throughout, joining the meeting area was monumental.
An outsider might come and see my work in the school as useless because the child still
struggled. They might also accuse the child of being incapable of growth. Because of two years
of my notes documenting our work, both his efforts and mine were apparent.
In this way, reading someone’s process can help better assess a final product. Freud
(1989/1995) writes of his own reflective narratives in “Prefatory Remarks” to the “Fragment of
an Analysis of a Case of the Hysteria (‘Dora’),” “I am beginning to bring forward some of the
material upon which my conclusions were based and make it accessible to the judgment of the
world” (p. 173). Similarly in the Confessions, Rousseau (2012) pairs his judgments with his
findings so that others can also judge. In sharing their reasoning and the results, Freud and
Rousseau help the reader judge their findings based on the process. Witnessing both the actions
and the reasoning as a teacher works through a challenge in the classroom, another teacher can
see their thinking as opposed to the answer “fully intact” (Cazden, 1988, p. 133). In following
the reasoning of someone else, one can learn another means of problem solving and, in doing so
strengthen one’s reasoning abilities.
As argued in Chapter 3, by pairing actions and insights, narrative provides a particularly
useful means of exploring someone’s reflections. Including both actions and a teacher’s thoughtprocess, RTNs are particularly useful in cultivating reflection. For example, Isenberg (1994)
emphasizes that while she did learn particular strategies from Ashton-Warner, what helped her
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the most was hearing Ashton-Warner’s descriptions of practice. As Isenberg explains, reading
Ashton-Warner’s on-going reflections, helped Isenberg “consider the possibility that it might be
alright to have more questions than answers” (p. 26).

Learning from Experience and Mistakes

Most days parents entrust their children to the guidance of other adults, teachers. Thus,
teachers have tremendous responsibility over other people’s children. This level of authority can
be scary for both parents and teachers. A quick survey of news articles on education reveals that
anxiety over teacher’s fallibility is a common refrain. One response to this anxiety has been the
increased federal and state regulation of both schools and teachers (Ravitch, 2010). Race to the
Top has been buttressed by most states’ adaptation of the Common Core Learning Standards that
heavily regulates what children are taught. Much of the current “reforms” have focused on
promoting uniformity in assessment and instruction (Carini et al., 2009). Both graduate (State
Department, 2011) and in-service programs for teachers are also increasingly regulated (Ravitch,
2013; Carini et al., 2009).
As discussed in Chapter 2, an essential feature of practical wisdom is learning by doing.
In many cases such learning is a process of trial and error with errors seen as necessary to learn
(Schön, 1983). “See[ing] mistakes as essential to learning” (Diamond, 2008, p. 212), Diamond
argues that new teachers must have the space to make mistakes. To learn from one’s mistakes
requires that “teachers need to make a habit of, in Deborah Meier’s (2002) words, a ‘selfconscious reflectiveness about how they themselves learn and (maybe even more) about how and
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when they don’t learn’” (p. 212). Teachers must feel confident trying out approaches without
guarantees of success. This will help them better understand their learning process as well as lead
to new understandings. Preskill and Jacobvitz (2001) go as far as to say that “the only way for
people to find themselves is to get lost” to “be stripped of all habits, conventions, and
preconceptions that get in the way of self-reflection” (p. 125). Learning necessitates going
through the uncomfortable process of stumbling through areas of confusion.
To be able to work with mistakes it is essential that the practitioner feel safe doing so
(Preskill & Jacobvitz, 2001). A learning environment that accepts mistakes as part of the process
can help learners take risks (Drago-Severson, 2004). As noted, the current educational climate
seeks to minimize teacher mistakes through regulation and scrutiny.
In a punitive environment, a teacher’s willingness to acknowledge mistakes takes courage
(Sockett, 1993, p. 72) and can, therefore, be very powerful when witnessed by other teachers. In
his forward to Paley’s Boys and Girls: Superheroes in the Doll Corner, Phillip Jackson praises
Paley’s “capacity to look at herself as a teacher in an unflinching way” and to acknowledge her
“blunders as a teacher and of her efforts to correct them” (Paley, 1984, p. iii in Sockett, 1993, p.
72). Jackson goes on to say that in viewing Paley’s courageous exploration of her own mistakes,
“we are encouraged to face up to weaknesses of our own and thereby to begin the often painful
business of doing something about them (Ibid.). Because viewing another person problemsolving can support the development of practical wisdom, the opportunity to witness the
mistakes of others as well as the ways in which they works through them is invaluable.
To this end, Diamond (2008) writes:
Thus, it is imperative that when experienced teachers train student teachers
or mentor new teachers, they are candid about questions and doubts, and
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demonstrate how good teaching often arises from uncertainty. (p. 212)

In exposing areas of confusion, the experienced teacher demonstrates the importance of
acknowledging “uncertainty” in teaching. This demonstrates to the new teacher the ways in
which someone learns through working through confusion. Again writing of Paley, Preskill and
Jacobvitz (2001) argue that, “her example gives beginning teachers permission to probe their
own practices for errors and inappropriate actions and to learn how to adopt a situation to make
these mistakes less likely to occur in the future” (p. 86). New teachers learn both from the
mistakes of others as well as from witnessing how one both admits to and acknowledges
difficulties.
As an example of this Hankins (2003) shares a moment in which she misses something
important that a student has done because “ever the instructor, always making a point” she offers
a suggestion instead of looking closely at the child’s work. Hankins is saved from this blunder
from another student as “At about that moment, one of the children with better observation skills
than mine” discovered what the first child had done. In this case, Hankins immediately changes
her actions having “realized, then, just what he saw” (p. 129). Her openness to another
perspective, in this case a child’s, allows her to immediately correct a mistake.
In other cases, the teacher only realizes their blunder much later. Smith (2007) reflects
more generally on mistaken responses:
Looking back, I see I rarely have regretted being patient, giving students room to
work out their anger and fear. Sometimes I go to places with the students where
my own anger and fear decide the limits. Looking back at these relationships, I
usually have regrets. (p. 164)

By highlighting that she rarely regretted patience but often regretted anger, Smith encourages
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other teachers to show more patience when possible. In drawing attention to areas when she
might have sought to be patient but lost her temper, Smith acknowledges that as a human, the
teacher cannot always respond exactly how they would hope to.
Teachers also highlight missteps they are not sure how to correct. Strieb (2010) writes
that throughout her career she called parents when their child misbehaved in class. Now retired,
Strieb believes this may not have been productive. She remarks that the parents often had no idea
how to change behavior that happened in the classroom and that her calls only led to frustration
and anxiety. No longer able to test her theory in the classroom, Strieb leaves it to the reader to
take up her question.
Perhaps most difficult, in RTNs teachers frequently acknowledge the students they were
unable to teach effectively. High grossing movies such as To Sir, With Love (1967), Stand and
Deliver (1988), Dangerous Minds (1995), and Freedom Writers (2007) depict teachers who turn
around the lives of their students through a year (or a few) of excellent teaching. This myth puts
tremendous pressure on teachers who as a general rule very much care for and endeavor to
protect their students. The inability to connect with, let alone improve the lives of every child is a
painful reality for the devoted teacher.
In some cases, teachers struggle to connect with certain personality types. As Smith
(2007) says, “I had a harder time warming up to the whiny kids who did not stand up for
themselves” (p. 166). She writes for about a paragraph about the ways in which she fell short of
supporting these students and acknowledges with shame, “I imagine I smiled less at them. I wish
I had been bigger than that” (p. 166). Where Smith shows great patience for children who
demand attention, she acknowledges her limitations with quiet children. In hearing Smith’s
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honest acknowledgments, the reader is left to think about the children he or she has trouble
connecting with.
Others document the inability to connect with a particular child. Cooper (2010) writes:
“All teachers carry the burden of the children they somehow did not manage to include. I often
wonder what happened to Fabian, from one of my first kindergarten classes” (p. 102). The below
passage which I shared with the staff at PS 428 as part of a review of my practice was incredibly
painful to write and share:
When I started teaching . . . I remember watching Sophie [the principal] contain a
child who was thrashing in her embrace and thinking, I could never be that close
to a child behaving like that. [Then] Wilfredo, one of the kids frequently found in
Sophie’s bear hug, joined [one of my literacy groups] from another class.
Wilfredo and I started off wonderfully. I saw him as a reader and he was making
leaps and bounds. With me, he was calm and peaceful and excited to learn. Then
one day Wilfredo went after first-grade Isaac. I was frightened. I didn’t how to
calm him down so I removed the other students from the room and called the
office. I felt betrayed by Wilfredo’s actions and, in retrospect, I think he felt
betrayed (perhaps by my call to the office) but certainly by my subsequent
distance. Where I still believe calling the office was a good decision in that
moment (I didn’t have the resources at the time to calm him down), I should have
followed up with him and I should have trusted him as soon as he returned. We
were never quite the same after and I feel some shame in writing this. Julisa says
she trusts me because even though I lose my temper, I always say I’m sorry. I am
so sorry Wilfredo.

The inability to connect with let alone improve the lives of children who, as teachers, we seek to
support and protect is extremely painful.
Highlighting the many factors that determine a child’s well-being, Dennison (1969/1999),
Hankins (2003), and Kohl (1967) conclude with updates on how various children did after
leaving their classes. Where most children benefited in small ways from their time with these
teachers, their lives in many cases did not get markedly better. Hankins (2003) shares her sense
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of guilt: “Nickole is the only one that I meet in those nightmares where things appear normal and
then go terribly wrong” (p. 166). Hankins is haunted by the reality that she has not been able to
help Nickole as much as she would have liked to.
Sharing this inability to support all children serves many functions. Foremost, teachers
are not fully responsible for the success of their students as many factors in society both interfere
with and support a child’s success (Featherstone, Featherstone & Featherstone, 2003; Smith,
2007). Furthermore, as discussed in the subsection “Personality and Emotions,” teaching
depends on building relationships and not everyone connects closely with each other. Reading
that even teachers who excel at building connections are not always successful can be consoling
for another teacher who is upset about an inability to connect with a child.
It can also be useful to hear about one teacher’s inability to connect with a child because
it can offer support to another teacher working with a similar child. As Smith (2007) writes of
one student she was unsuccessful with, “I included Kimberly’s story in hopes it will help others
avoid the pitfalls I felt into” (p. 33). Devoting a full chapter to describing Kimberly, their
dynamic, and some of the lessons Smith learned, the reader may gain an entry point into a
similar situation.
Finally, teachers grow when they identify areas of practice that they want to work on and
then seek external support on these practices (Drago-Severson, 2004). For example, in a
professional development at PS 428, we asked teachers to discuss with each other the areas of
practice they were most interest in working on. While topics were framed around interest, most
teachers were very honest about areas they felt needed improvement. Note-takers transcribed
much of these conversations to share among teachers and administrators. In reading these notes, I
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was touched by the honesty and humility in which teachers discussed their practices. As
someone in a mentoring role, I found the notes invaluable. They provided an entry point to my
work with teachers, allowing me to start my conversations around what the teacher wanted to
focus on.
As noted at the start of this section, hearing someone share challenges can encourage
others to share. Telling the staff about Wilfredo, sparked colleagues to speak about children they
struggled with. Many also reached out to support me in my sadness about him. Similarly, reading
Gallas (1998) at PS 428, led to a very honest discussion about children that most frustrated
different teachers. Gallas’s honesty encouraged our honesty. By being open about their
weaknesses, the teachers in RTNs demonstrate a way for teachers to talk openly about practice.
In contrast, not acknowledging difficulty can make teacher narratives hard to stomach.
Throughout the process of writing this dissertation, I have spoken informally to teachers about
the books I was reading. After reading Educating Esme: A Diary of a Teacher’s First Year
(1999), I texted a teacher friend of mine because I thought she might appreciate Esme’s struggles
with her principal, her practices, and her humor. I include, unedited, my colleague’s powerful
response: “I read that book my first year of teaching. I hated it. Michelle and I were planning a
book burning party.” She followed up this strong response with “hated ;) self important . . .” On
the one hand, I was surprised at how negative my friend’s response was because Codell shares
many characteristics with my friend. Both are gutsy, innovative educators who connect well with
students. As with my friend, Codell also speaks warmly about the strengths of her colleagues and
the importance of collegiality in teaching.
On the other hand, the more I thought about it, the more I saw that Codell’s work is
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presented as an idealized example of teaching. The publishers include prominent references to
Codell being the recipient of an award and her public speaking engagements. As I understand it,
Codell was presented to my friend in graduate school as an example of what she ought to teach
like. Where strong practices emerge out of tension or difficulty in the RTNs I have discussed,
Codell focuses almost exclusively on areas of success.
Where the writers of RTNs depict areas of difficulty with poignant humility, Codell
(1999) rarely holds herself accountable for challenges. Acknowledgment of struggle relate to her
relationship to administration and the hoops she is forced to jump through. In one of the rare
passage that describes the frustrations of teaching, Codell writes:
They talk about rewards and gratification in teaching school, and there is a share
of it but they don't tell you it's like joining a monastery or going to help or
sleepwalking or being afraid, afraid as you were when you were small. They don't
tell you how it feels when you get dizzy in front of a room full of children, or
what it feels like to tug at the tense bodies of children lashing, hating, fighting,
spitting, scratching. They don't tell how it feels to hear “I hate you!” or how it
feels to say, “That's okay, I still love you.” (p. 161)

Neither this passage nor the book address how the teacher works through these moments of
difficulty. Further, the blame for difficulties appears to be on the children and the situation.
Codell does not hold herself responsible for the ways in which the job is difficult. Though I had a
less strong response than my friend, the effect is off-putting. Where Codell entertains me and I
learn some ideas for instruction, I am not left with much to think about once the book is finished.
I have not grappled with her on anything.
Preskill and Smith Jacobvitz (2001) classify teacher stories such as Codell’s that reveal
dysfunction within the larger system and focus on resistance to these systems as “The Narrative
of Social Criticism.” These texts have a valuable place in the literature on teaching. They not
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only expose a corrupt system but in some cases they offer suggestions for how a teacher might
operate within and against it. In emphasizing systemic challenges, they powerfully depict that
school reform, as argued by Cochran-Smith and Lytle (2006), must go beyond the work of any
individual teacher. Where the focus on systemic issues is very important and can help the teacher
come to terms with his situation, it is not usually very helpful in coming up with improved
practices within that system.
One of the limitations of focusing on external challenges is that strong teaching itself is
sometimes presented as the obvious path. For example, reading Kozol’s (1967) Death at an
Early Age, in my first year of teaching I remember feeling somewhat dissatisfied. I had read the
book for ideas about teaching but instead found myself reading more of an ethnographic
documentation of urban poverty. Though I valued Kozol’s work tremendously for this
documentation and the insights that accompany it, as a teacher, his text left me without much to
build upon. Though he shares many interesting practice, these are presented in too cursory a
manner for me to incorporate. Similarly, I found Kozol’s move from struggling to successful to
be unsatisfactorily quick. His explanation that he was able to reform his practice quickly because
“I came into the room knowing myself to be absolutely on their side” (Kozol, 1967, p. 162 as
quoted in Preskill & Jacobvitz, 2001, p. 37) struck me as too superficial an assessment of teacher
development. As noted by Higgins (2003, 2011), many young teachers enter the profession fully
on the side of the students only to find themselves floundering and, on account of this
floundering, increasingly distanced from the students they came to support. While I have no
doubt that Kozol was a successful teacher, his strengths went far beyond being on the side of
students.
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Finally, it is important to note that an acknowledgment of the external structures and a
depiction of a teacher’s process towards achieving within this context are not mutually exclusive.
For particularly strong examples of texts that take-on the institutional inequities while depicting
the challenges and limitations of a strong teacher see Ashton-Warner (1963), Dennison
(1969/1999), Hankins (2003), and Smith (2007).

Assessment and Results

As discussed in Chapter 2, in practical wisdom a solution is simply that which allows one
to move forward in practice. As Schön (1983) writes, “Having constructed and tested a solution
to the puzzle, the Supervisor means to keep it open to further inquiry” (p. 124). A practice is held
onto as long as it is achieving the desired results.
Though likely maddening for anyone who wants a “final” clean answer, Schön (1983)
argues that the willingness to keep a problem open is an essential feature of reflection-in-action.
As he explains, “A successful reframing of the problematic situation leads to a continuation of
the reflective conversation” (p. 136). As such, unlike in paradigmatic cognition where the
narrative may be used to prove the success of a particular philosophy, RTNs do not end with
conclusions. Hankins (2003) emphasizes:
Narratives offer no solutions, but interpretations that we can live with,
interpretations that sustain the children and me. The last thing this book should
become (were it possible for it to do so) is a compendium of definitive knowledge
about this set of children. I recall Einstein's statement that imagination is more
important than knowledge. I had a limited knowledge base of the girls and even
less knowledge of posttraumatic stress disorder and child psychology. It took all
the imagination I could muster, upon my acknowledging their struggle, to look
within it and move beyond it. I'm not a psychologist; nor am I well read in the
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field. However, just as I searched the literature on autism when I taught a child
with autism, and the literature on the effect of crack cocaine inutero when I taught
children labeled crack babies, I knew that I would need to search readings in
psychology to find the behaviors I saw in my girls. In addition to examining the
readings, I sought advice and support from colleagues in the field of psychology. I
never attempted to practice therapy; I never labeled the girls. I only mused and
wrote, and wondered and wrote, and read outside my field nightly with the
dictionary at my side, spending more time in the dictionary than the text, and
wrote some more. (p. 149)

In this passage, Hankins summarizes the ways in which the practitioner seeks to problem solve.
She studied the children closely, read as much as she could that might relate to their challenges,
and “sought advice and support” from colleagues. In refusing to “label” her students, she refuses
to make any definitive claims about them and firmly admonishes the reader not to read her work
as offering “definitive knowledge.” Instead, Hankins depicts an inquiry process for approaching
challenge in a classroom.
Reminding the reader that the lives of the children and teacher continue after the close of
a book, as noted, many RTNs conclude with updates about the children’s statuses.
Gudmundsdottir (1991) writes that “curriculum stories take several years to develop, a process
that will never end as long as the teachers continue to grow and develop professionally” (p. 210).
Paley kept teaching, as her many books show, after the conclusions she came to at the end of a
given book. She upturns many of these conclusions and modifies many others. Her practice and
her thinking on practice grew. In her large opus of works, Paley keeps the same conversation
going across time. As noted, Kwanzaa and Me: A Teacher’s Story (1995) directly references the
limitations that Paley sees in her conclusions from White Teacher (1979/1989). In this way, over
many years of writing and many texts, each one of Paley’s books brings forth fresh ideas.
Smith (2007) pauses in the midst of Teaching the Children We Fear, to explore the ways
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in which she might be assessed along conventional markers. In a poignant passage she queries:
Was I a good teacher because Joey's attendance, academic levels, and overall
behavior improved dramatically over the time he was in my class? Was I a failure
because with all of his improvement he did not come close to school standards?
Was I a failure because he continued to commit crime? Should I have been
tougher on Joey? Should I have been easier? How does the teacher know she is
“reaching” a student? What does it mean to reach a student? Am I in some way
responsible for Joey being able to hold a job? If some day he robs the store he
works at, am I in some way responsible for that? How much can we expect
teachers to give their students? (p. 46)
Smith shares Joey’s positive and negative developments related that are easy to assess and
wonders about her own responsibility and impact. She then concludes:
I do not know the answers to these questions. I do not think they can be answered.
I know that knowing Joey was one of the most meaningful relationships in my
life. It challenged me continuously to know myself, to reflect on my own motives,
my own needs for safety, my limitations, and my own sense of what it meant to be
a teacher. I know that “reaching” Joey meant allowing Joey to “reach” me. …
Knowing and teaching Joey meant allowing him to know and teach me. He was
an incredible teacher. (p. 46)

Smith cannot assess the degree to which she has succeeded with a student. Instead, she locates
success in relationships and growth. She has no doubt that she and Joey connected to each other
in an important way. Further, she is certain that she grew from the connection. Having read her
section on Joey, it is unquestionable that he grew in relation to her as well.
A spirit of inquiry, instead of answers or solutions, drives the work. As Hankins (2003)
explains:
Neither of us uncovered it all—how would that be possible? We uncovered just
enough to give us more faith in questions than in answers, more joy in the journey
than in the destination, and a greater assurance that the psychic geography we
created and moved in together will exist, in many ways, forever. (p. 106)
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Going against the current emphasis on accountability as measured by the achievement of
benchmarks, Hankins like Smith (2007) demonstrates another kind of accountability. She holds
herself accountable to working on her relationships and pursuing questions in the interest of
improving craft.

Kind of Friend

Roberts (2008) argues that in not bringing Clamence’s situation to a smooth resolution,
Camus keeps the reader actively engaged in problem solving. By leaving questions open, RTNs
invite the reader to continue processing the book after they finish reading it. Hankins (2003)
suggests to the reader that:
As we close the book on the year of El Niño, you carry in your thoughts the
incomplete narratives of seven children and a teacher, as incompletely written as
our lives are open ended. You carry their problems now while still mulling over
your unanswered questions. You find yourself in dialogue with my interpretations
and wonder if you had all the particulars, all the journal entries I did not include,
whether or not we would agree on interpretations. You leave the last narrative
knowing that, after all, there are tens of thousands more children who could be so
uniquely written about. (p. 153)
Hankins guides the reader to areas explicitly not addressed, “problems” unresolved, “the
incomplete” nature of her “narrative,” and the potential for different conclusions based on “all
the particulars.” She reminds the reader of the particularity of her work and the “tens of
thousands more children” who could be looked at closely but have not been. Emphasizing the
“incomplete narrative,” Hankins disrupts the typical format of research. Going far beyond the
usual academic nod to “areas for further study,” Hankins embraces as inevitable the unresolved.
By sharing unresolved feelings and bringing the reader along, the reader can also take on the role
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of the problem-solving teacher. The reader is positioned as a collaborator, one who will, as with
the Hankins, continue to think through the implications of the book.
Van Maanen (1988) writes:
Self–understanding is not the endpoint of fieldwork as confessionals sometimes
suggest. Nor is the brilliant, but necessarily objectified, representation of another
culture the endpoint. Impressionistic tales dance around both polls and inform,
educate, amuse, and evoke in useful ways. Their open–endedness is their strength,
for meaning can be worked on again and again and few readers are excluded. (pp.
138–139)

Leaving the conclusions open promotes a spirit of inquiry as opposed to a quest for particular
answers.
Finally, where tentative conclusions are drawn, they are presented in the spirit of
collaboration. Of an exchange with a child who describes his drawing process as “writing,”
Gallas (2003) comments:
This exchange was one I had seen before with these young writers; it is most
probably one that other teachers of young children have also witnessed. Writing
and drawing are used interchangeably. Also, pretend, is inserted in their discourse
as they draw the story out, literally drawing the story on the page, metaphorically
pulling it out from their imagination and co-constructing a unified text. (p. 46)

In describing her moment of discovery, Gallas positions herself as one who did not know but
came to a new understanding. Additionally, she assumes that the reader is in the privileged
position of knower, assuming that her idea is “is most probably one that other teachers of young
children have also witnessed.” There is an assumption that her readers are already part of the
club of expertise that Gallas has recently joined.
In concluding this chapter, I remind the reader that the openness of the RTNs helps one to
think with the narrative. Where there are many specific ideas about practice that could be drawn,
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the reader is left to consider how they might adapt these practices to their own context. As noted,
Paley does not give a full enough picture of her schedule, to allow a reader to simply lift her
literacy curriculum to use.
***
In this chapter, I have defined RTNs as a genre of teacher stories and presented the
features of these texts. Drawing on my previous chapters on practical wisdom and narrative, I
have shown how RTNs promote practical wisdom. As highlighted in this chapter, the authors of
RTNs demonstrate practical wisdom by studying a context, applying frames, and testing out
actions. The teachers problem solve throughout the narratives, often achieving impressive
successes. Further, the works promote practical wisdom because they offer reflections upon
reflection-in-action. Throughout, the reader has a sense of how a practitioner reasons and acts in
response to a particular context. The reader problem-solves with the teacher-author. The authors
invite the reader to engage with them as collaborators instead of speaking at them. They do this
by sharing not only their decision making process but the evidence that they used to make
decisions by depicting problem solving as it unfolds, and by offering many significant and
unresolved challenges. Finally, in contrast to works that present an idealized teacher, the humble
emphasis on the practitioner as a complex person with strengths and weaknesses invites the
reader to join them as a realistic but admirable peer. Building on the kind of friendship RTNs
offer, the following chapter will return to my question in Chapter 1 of how teachers can interact
with each other in a manner that promotes teacher flourishing.
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Chapter 5:
Meeting Each Other:
Wonderings about a Place for RTNs in Teacher Education

“You will take a seat and tell a story. We will stare forth at each other from our
individually shaped and genetically different nervous systems in this time and place, and
we will discover whether we can meet in any useful way.”
-Peter Kramer (Kramer, 1997, p. 296)
“This is my story which I have related. If it be sweet, or if it be not sweet, take some
elsewhere, and let some come back to me.”
-Gail E. Haley (Haley, 1970)
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When asked by a professor of education:
Why anyone should listen to what just one schoolteacher had to say about just one
group of children. Paley confided in the audience that she thought the question a bit
rude, but she replied politely, “Because it is the only way to find out what one teacher
thinks.” Whether the professor found this a persuasive answer we don't know from
Paley’s story, but it was clear from the sighs of recognition that the teachers in the
audience did. (Cooper, 2009, p. 1)
The importance of knowing “what one teacher thinks” cannot be understated. In trying to
understand what happens in schools, individual teachers must be consulted (Cochran-Smith &
Lytle, 2006; Florio-Ruane, 1991; Higgins, 2011; Isenberg, 1994; Jalongo & Isenberg, 1995;
Kozol, 2005; Preskill & Jacobvitz, 2001; Schubert, 1991). RTNs provide a powerful window
both into what one teacher thinks and also into what one teacher does.
Pendlebury (1995) borrows John Gardner’s claim that
Typically a story ends in one of two ways: in resolution or in logical exhaustion.
A story exhausts itself when we realize we’ve reached the stage of infinite
repetition; any further events which might follow will all express the same thing.
(pp. 56–57)
In contrast, resolution comes once equilibrium is found between the challenge and the response.
Instead of constantly running through the same endless loop of frustration, the actor has found an
avenue that lets one question rest so he can pursue new questions.
This dissertation began with: How do we promote teacher flourishing? I have pursued
this through two interrelated questions: How can we support the teacher in a manner that
contributes to his or her achievement of the good life? and How can we support the teacher
to achieve success in the role of teacher?
In Chapter 2, I examined the features of practical wisdom and how they related to
teaching. I then looked at how practical wisdom might be developed. In Chapter 3, I identified
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some of the pedagogical features of narrative and the ways that these features supported the
development of practical wisdom. In Chapter 4, I introduced RTNs as a genre of writing that
integrated narrative, teaching, and practical wisdom. I highlighted the broad range of ways in
which RTNs can be educative.
In Chapter 1, I suggested that teaching requires balancing openness to others’ ideas with
a means of sharing what one knows as well. As a teacher, I find that being told how to use a
resource tends to make me feel condescended to and bossed around. When writing to teachers, as
I describe later in this chapter, I resisted offering suggestions. On the other hand, it seemed
withholding to not share ideas that I had come to. With this in mind, at the end of each
descriptive letter, I would offer wonderings as a means of tracking the kind of thinking I came to
in response to the situation. In this spirit, I move past my analysis in Chapter 4 of what RTNs can
do, to wonder about some of the particular ways that using them might influence teacher
development.
In this chapter, I will highlight some of the influences that RTNs can have on pedagogy.
In the first section, “Reading RTNs with Pre-Service and Practicing Teachers,” I will introduce
and revisit some experiences that teachers and pre-service teachers have had with RTNs and the
ways that this work could be brought more firmly into schools of education. In “Teaching and
the Good Life,” I will return more directly to the theme of teacher flourishing. I will explore
Arendt’s approach to the good life and her discussion of the public sphere. I will argue that
writing and reading of RTNs creates a public arena that is often absent for the teacher. In
“Supporting Teacher Flourishing at PS 428: Adapting RTNs to Work in Schools” I will return to
my work as Support Team Coordinator that I introduced in Chapter 1. I will highlight how in
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adapting the format of RTNs to letters to colleagues I found myself able to address teacher
flourishing. Finally, in “RTNs within the Larger Context of Teacher Support,” I will locate
RTNs in teacher education.

Reading RTNs with Pre-Service and Practicing Teachers
In A Story A Story, Gail E. Haley’s (1970) retelling of the Ananse folk tale, all the stories
in the world are kept locked up in a golden box by the Sky God. To retrieve the stories, Ananse
must outsmart the likes of hornets and leopards. Triumphant, Ananse does not keep the stories
for himself but instead “scatter[s] [them] to the corners of the world.” The implication is that
stories are not to be held under one person’s control. The tale ends with the quote at the
beginning of this chapter, “If it be sweet, or if it be not sweet, take some elsewhere, and let some
come back to me.” “Sweet” or “not sweet,” a story is meant to move freely.
In Chapter 4, I highlighted how RTNs could be educative. Isenberg (1994) gives a
particularly exhaustive account of the ways in which RTNs supported her teaching journey. In
this section, I do not offer a compendium of how RTNs have been used. Practical wisdom leaves
decisions to the practitioner’s discretion. As argued in Chapter 3, narrative form lends itself to
this openness.
Throughout this dissertation, I have dissected RTNs—exposing various constituent parts.
I have done this to launch a precise defense on behalf of the works. Writing for a largely
academic audience, I have attempted to use their discourse—translating the experience of
reading RTNs for a community that has largely not taken these works seriously. Yet, ultimately
in reading these texts with students, I advocate for letting the texts speak for themselves. Having
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shown the potential of these narratives, I hope that they can be drawn on as potentially powerful
content without the professor narrowing the types of conversations that might come about.
Where I do not believe in reducing a text to a particular set of lessons, I do believe that in
listening carefully to texts. Booth (1988a) argues that where a text does not dictate a particular
reading, it invites an approach within specific parameters. As quoted in Chapter 3, Nussbaum
(1990) admonishes the reader of novels not to
convert them from what they are into systematic treatises, ignoring in the process
their formal features and their mysterious, various, and complex content. It is, in
fact, just this that we wish to preserve and to bring into philosophy—which
means, for us, just the pursuit of truth, and which therefore must become various
mysterious and unsystematic if, and insofar as, the truth is so. The very qualities
that make the novels so unlike dogmatic treatises are, for us, the source of their
philosophical interest. (p. 29)

I re-quote this section in its entirety because of its significance both here and to my project
overall. As I have argued throughout, RTNs are powerful because of the form in which they are
written. Their form calls for a reading that acknowledges and draws upon nuance.

Providing an Inclusive Curriculum

The most significant criticism that I have faced when sharing this dissertation project is
that RTNs lack concrete directions. The criticism tends to go something like this:
1. I agree these are wonderful books.
2. I grant that they were heavily influential for you as a teacher.
3. But . . . you are very bright and because of this you were able to make extrapolations to
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your practice that other teachers won’t be able to make.
4. Therefore, how can you guarantee that teachers get any ideas, let alone the right ideas,
from these books?
I have favored more open-ended and less direct instruction throughout my career; however,
some have suggested that some students might not be bright enough to access my curriculum. As
I see it, these worries tend to reflect two distinct perspectives on learning. One perspective is that
if the teacher uses a more open-ended curriculum, students may not take away the “right
message” from a text or assignment. As described by Marilyn Cochran-Smith and Susan Lytle
(2006), this often stems from a belief that knowledge can be transmitted directly from one person
to another and that there is a particular set of information that ought to be passed along. In most
cases, I do not believe that direct transmission of information is possible or desirable. That said,
as I tell my graduate students when they worry about more open-ended assignments, there are
some cases when I want something particular. For example, when I tell them to turn in final
projects in a folder, I do not mean a binder. In those cases, I am neither open ended nor vague
about expressing what I want. Instead, I am very direct and repeat the request in many and varied
ways. Along these lines, in the rare case that I want students to consider something very specific
such as how to pass out materials, I do not assign a RTN as the reading. Instead, I might turn to
something more direct like The First Six Weeks of School (2000). In response to the criticism that
teachers need more direct instruction, I have countered throughout this dissertation that teaching
relies on the ability to read complex situations and therefore teachers’ educations should not be
too directive.
Another critique of the more open-ended assignment is that some students, usually those
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described as struggling, will not be able to make meaning without guidelines (Lemov, 2010). I
take very seriously the notion that a given concept may not be appropriate for someone at a given
time. As noted in Chapter 1, my commitment to teaching is based on a Deweyan (1916/1944)
conception that growth can happen at any stage in a person’s life. Teaching, as Drago-Severson
(2004) adeptly argues, requires that I consider what that individual person needs to grow.
Working with adult learners requires meeting them with a level of challenge that feels safe and
accessible. As Lev Vygotsky (1986/1997) reminds us, supporting someone’s learning requires
helping them to stretch their thinking without overwhelming them.
Different needs in the classroom are often met with differentiated assignments in which
each student does roughly the same work with the level of challenge increasing. One child works
on addition of two-digit numbers while another does addition of three-digit numbers. I have
often differentiated in this way when working on very specific skills. Yet, as discussed in
Chapter 1 and hopefully conveyed throughout this dissertation, my conception of capacity is far
broader than a hierarchical continuum could express. Drago-Severson (2004) emphasizes the
different ways of knowing that people bring to a situation. As a classroom teacher, whenever
possible I tried to make assignments with different entry points built into an activity. Instead of
giving “higher level” and “lower level” writing worksheets, most of my assignments were open
enough that children could respond to them at their level. A writing prompt might be responded
to through a picture, a short text, or a multi-chapter book. Children, sometimes with adult
guidance, chose the response that best fit their needs. In seeking to create a curriculum that
includes all learners, I have tried to create both curriculum and assignments with a broad range
of entry points. (See Furman, Forthcoming, and Duckworth, 2001, for a detailed look at what
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such curricula can look like.)
Likewise, depending on her experience, confidence, and approach, the teacher will be
looking for different kinds of support. For example, to return to my journal entry in Chapter 1,
the teacher setting up her room was not looking for a philosophical discussion about the
pedagogical implications of different room arrangements.36 As a new teacher, she trusted her
colleagues’ judgment enough to copy their arrangements without questioning their reasoning.
Staring at a mess of furniture before my first year in the classroom, I too sought to copy my
colleagues’ furniture arrangements. More at home though in discussions of philosophy than
furniture, I ultimately sought out the colleagues who were most interested in musing upon the
reasoning behind their arrangements. Putting philosophy at the forefront of the discussion
allowed me to feel competent in at least one area as I stared at the mess that would become my
classroom. Facing our new classrooms, my colleague and I sought different entry points.
Jackson (1995) writes that “stories, we are told, work by promising to impart information
that is never really delivered” (p. 20). Stories “arouse” “the desire for wisdom” (Jackson, 1995,
p. 20), but they also never directly fulfill this desire with particular answers. As discussed in
Chapter 3, literature lends itself to many readings (Booth, 1988a; Coles, 1989; Gadamer,
1975/2006). Someone may even get something very different from a text at different periods of
life (Isenberg, 1994; Mead, 2011; Nussbaum, 1990).
That said, not all texts, including those in narrative form, lend themselves to such rich
readings. In “Writing out of the unexpected: narrative inquiry and the weight of small moments,”
36

Diamond (2008) and Hansen (2001) both offers a lovely explication of how one might think through arranging a
room. Preskill and Jacobvitz also offer an interesting look at furniture arrangements in their discussion of Shore
(1996).
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Vinz (2007) comments:
Our work and research on this project must lay bare the small moments that can
be best storied. I don’t mean the easy stories with their syrupy language of
success with self-congratulation oozing from the characters, actions, events, and
implications. I need stories that explore the details and layer the complexities that
demonstrate “research as inquiry” where work is embedded in the research and
the research deeply implicated in the work rather than standing apart as
“findings.” We work from the small pieces and the big ideas come from a
patchwork of small moments. (Gordon et al., p. 331)
Fulfilling Vinz’s criteria of focusing on details, “complexities,” “inquiry,” and “big ideas,” RTNs
have the advantages of richness and broad scope. This encourages people to tap into the text
from different places (Isenberg, 1994).
As noted in Chapter 4, every year of teaching has led me to a different relationship with
You Can’t Say You Can’t Play (1992). My students also read Paley from different places. A first
semester student teacher started her own study of Lionni and read aloud one of his texts for a
class assignment. Other students seized on Paley’s integrated curriculum and sought to develop
their own for the following year. Where some connected with the teacher character, Paley, others
strongly connected with the student, Reeny. The book allowed for a rich discussion in a way that
another one of our central texts that semester—a textbook on literacy strategy—did not. Where
students attested that the textbook was useful to gain specific strategies, it was not the kind of
book they needed to read many times.
Keeping in mind the spirit of more open-ended guiding, in Teachers’ Stories: From
Personal Narrative to Professional Insight, Jalongo and Isenberg (1995) share previously
unpublished complex teacher narratives with no clear message. Included with the stories is a
range of responses the text evoked in teachers. By sharing their own analysis and the responses
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of other teachers, Isenberg and Jalongo provide examples of how experienced teachers integrate
stories into their own experience.
Similarly, reading Gallas’s (1998) Sometimes I Can Be Anything at PS 428 evoked a
range of responses. To illustrate the many access points to this rich text, I have shared a few
responses the teachers had to the book:

Ideas for Practice
In Sometimes I Can Be Anything, Gallas (1998) shares many teaching practices. Of
particular interest to my colleagues’ was Gallas’s response to discussions when one child said
something hurtful to another. Gallas generally let the conversation unfold without her
interference. Some of my colleagues felt strongly that hurtful comments should be interrupted
and redirected immediately. Other colleagues expressed Gallas’s perspective that when ideas are
silenced in the classroom, they tend to bubble over into other areas. My colleague’s discussions
of how Gallas handles this led to people sharing their own practices. In some cases, teachers
reevaluated their particular approach, deciding they would try something new.
In the rare instances that Gallas redirects a child’s comment, she does so privately.
Referencing Gallas, a colleague at PS 428 noted with enthusiasm that she had stopped shouting
directions across the room at a particular student. Instead, she now waited until she was able to
find a private space to talk with him. This led to improved behavior and an improved relationship
with the child. In drawing on Gallas, my colleague had not taken her practice and copied it
exactly. My colleague’s focus was not on meeting area discussions but instead behavior
modifications. My colleague had analyzed the practice for what she saw as its essential value—
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an attention to not embarrassing children—and had adapted it to a particular child’s needs.

Confronting and Reconsidering Language
Some of my colleagues focused on Gallas’s (1998) repeated use of the phrase “bad
boys.” Off-putting for many, as we discussed the book, a more nuanced look at the phrase
developed. It was clear for most that Gallas respected her students and her perspective went far
beyond a label. One teacher noted that while she didn’t like the phrase, it occurred to her that
labels that she used freely, such as “ELL” (the oft-used abbreviation for English Language
Learner), are just as limiting and potentially problematic. Another teacher admitted that where
she would never refer to her students as “bad boys” publicly, she sometimes thinks of children
that way. A general consensus mounted that it was important to be open and honest about the
kinds of labels we were attaching to children.
Gallas’s candid responses were ultimately inspirational. Teachers appreciated that Gallas
owned up to her less positive feelings. Returning to my example from Chapter 4, Gallas’s
frankness encouraged a colleague and me to speak more honestly about children we were
frustrated with. At the end of the conversation, I expressed some misgivings about being so
frank. I emphasized that the last thing I wanted to do was further poison her relationship with the
children. My colleague commented that the conversation had reassured her that she wasn’t crazy
for being irritated. Instead, having her irritation affirmed allowed her to move past it and commit
to a better relationship with her students. Gallas’s respectful honesty had given us permission to
speak more openly about children.
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Reflection upon Data Collection
Gallas’s note -taking and the subsequent analysis of these notes heavily informs her
practice. After reading Gallas, many of my colleagues felt inspired to document classroom life in
more detail. They lamented that the emphasis on standardized data and rubrics meant that a lot of
the information they had on students was very narrow. Reading the book led some teachers to
reconsider the kinds of notes they were taking. Given that Gallas’s note taking was very time
consuming, I offered to observe for teachers at times or to cover their class so that they could
take notes.

Teaching and the Good Life

That teaching can be a means of achieving the good life has been well argued (Hansen,
1995; Higgins, 2011; Preskill & Jacobvitz, 2001). In connecting the good life to teaching, my
purpose is not to idealize teaching as the preferred route for happiness. Though I have found
happiness in teaching, I disagree with Preskill and Jacobvitz’s (2001) claim that “teachers who
persevere and continue to learn will discover that the time spent with students is profound and
illuminating as anything they have ever done” (p. 61). I appreciate their enthusiasm for teaching
but the value one gets from teaching varies based on the individual. Many (even in the best of
conditions) do not find teaching to be the most “profound and illuminating” work they’ve done.
For example, my father was a fine teacher by external accounts. He did not mind the work but he
was not particularly satisfied doing it. After nearly 10 years, he left teaching to go to law school.
Though teaching and the law shared some common qualities—such as working with people and
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speaking in front of large groups—the nuances of the legal profession appealed to him much
more.
Further, where teaching can offer a route towards the good life, it is rarely the only route.
Dewey (1916/1944) stresses that while the individual seeks fulfillment from a given vocation,
each individual pursues many vocations in his quest for happiness. Any one role—teacher,
parent, painter, et cetera—is simply part of the complex picture that is the human experience. If
teaching becomes so encompassing that one cannot do anything else, even those who love the
work may become unhappy (Higgins, 2011; Preskill & Jacobvitz, 2001).
Finally, I am wary of attributing too much emphasis to the role of the teacher qua teacher
as a means of pursuing fulfillment. While I agree that certain elements such as being an ongoing
learner and working with others are important to most teachers, RTNs make clear that each
teacher seeks the good life quite differently within the task of teaching. For example, AshtonWarner (1963) fills much of her day with piano playing; Gallas seems to require rich discussion
in her work space; and Paley gets quite a bit of nourishment from reading, watching, and telling
stories. In fact, despite her obvious aptitude for teaching, Ashton-Warner (Barnett, 1978) claims
that she would have been a pianist had she had the talent.
An advantage of teaching, when not overly regulated, is that it allows the practitioner to
pursue a broad range of passions through the work. Being an elementary school teacher appealed
to my interdisciplinary passions. During any given day, I could write, paint, sing, and study
history. Similarly, when recently interviewing my colleagues at PS 428 about what made the
work feel intellectually and emotionally fulfilling for them, their answers ranged from the thrill
of determining how to support a particularly challenging child to learning from students new
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approaches to a beloved text. From reading RTNs and talking with teacher colleagues, I am
convinced that the meaning one finds in classrooms is very personal.
The prevalence of “burnout” in teaching (Higgins, 2003) suggests that while teaching
could fuel the pursuit of the good life, it often does not. While burnout can be attributed to many
specific factors, from the monetary to the ideological (Santoro, 2011), one could argue that in all
cases, a teacher’s particular needs are in some way not being met by the work. Though many of
these needs are particular to the individual, certain conditions make it very hard to pursue a good
life through teaching. Drawing my examples from Higgins (2011), a scripted curriculum
diminishes many of the creative elements of the job. While the chance to work with students is
seen as a positive element of the profession, having too many students can render these
relationships somewhat meaningless. In other cases, positive elements, such as strong
connections with students, are overshadowed by negative conditions, such as working in decrepit
buildings.
Again, teachers’ tolerances for different environments differ. A shabby work
environment may barely register for one while another may find the aesthetics of a public school
setting too demoralizing to brave every day. Similarly, where one teacher may be burdened by
paperwork, another may be unable to handle large class sizes. Further, teachers have, as do all
people, different thresholds for situations that trouble them. Writing about African Americans
who have managed to succeed despite what he considers to be racist systemic failures, Kozol
(2005) argues:
The luminosity of one, the moral toughness of another, the sheer high-jumping
brilliance of a third, the kindly impulse sometimes of an affluent person from
outside their community to reward exceptionalities like these—ought not to
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afford us too much easy consolation for the structural inequalities that make
these victories so rare. (p. 61)

The bulk of children succeed not because of heroic efforts but because of a system that supported
them. Likewise, the bulk of teachers require an environment that will support their development
(Diamond, 2008; Higgins, 2011, Chapter 6; Kozol, 2005).
While one could focus on a host of factors that impinge on the happiness of teachers (see
Higgins, 2011, Chapter 6; Kozol, 2005; Santoro; 2011), for the remainder of this section, I will
focus on one: the importance of working with and being recognized by other teachers. My
emphasis on a teacher community comes from my own needs as a teacher, conversations with
other teachers, and scholarship that emphasizes the importance of teaching colleagues (DragoSeverson, 2004; Higgins, 2011; Isenberg, 1994; Jalongo & Isenberg, 1995; Preskill & Jacobvitz,
2001; Rose, 1989) and Arendt’s conception of the active life.
In this section, I will focus on Arendt’s claims, using them to establish concepts and
vocabulary. I will argue that RTNs provide a virtual polis by describing the ways that they allow
the teacher’s deeds to be known through her words. I will then look at the ways that RTNs have
contributed to the development of a teaching polis, albeit one that spans across both time and
space.

RTN as Polis
Friendship and the Vita Activa
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In the Human Condition, Arendt (1958/1998) argues that human life is made up of three
primary activities: labor, work, and action. In a brief gloss of her complex argument: Labor
refers to the cyclical activities that keep the individual alive. Work pertains to human products
ranging from buildings to constitutions to books that establish a more permanent human
presence.
Because it is the least tangible of activities as well as the focus of this section, I will
describe action in more depth. Action, what Arendt also refers to as the vita activa, provides a
significant source of meaning to human life. It occurs when people gather around a common
cause or idea. Individual responses to this common theme both distinguish and draw people
together. Through action, the individual is able “to be among men” (p. 7) by revealing himself
through “word and deed” (p. 176).
In the shared enterprise with others, speech and deeds allow people to reveal themselves
in their originality. Describing her need for teacher friends, Isenberg (1994) writes, “As an
extrovert in the Jungian sense, I require the physical and psychic proximity of others, preferably
caring others, to confirm my sense of existence” (p. 12). Despite her claim for the need of
physical proximity, in her subsequent discussion of relationships to texts, Isenberg suggests that
while physical and psychic proximity are both important, psychic is most important. As she
notes, “according to Dorothy Rowe, the British psychologist who introduced me to Jung, an
isolated extrovert can survive by relating to characters in books (Rowe, 1988, p. 54 as quoted in
Isenberg, 1994, p. 124). Extending this need for recognition to all (not just the extrovert),
Higgins (2011) writes, “we human beings require the presence of others to become the author of
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deeds” (p. 96). While a tree might make a sound when it falls in a forest, the sound arguably only
takes on meaning when someone has heard it and made meaning from it.
Both Isenberg (1994) and Higgins (2011) highlight that simply having the physical
company of others does not mean one is recognized. Elaborating upon a similar theme, Ranciere
(1999) writes in Dis-agreement: Politics and philosophy, noises are simply utterances and
sounds until somebody recognizes meaning in them. At that point, and only at that point of
recognition, do sounds become speech.
Therefore, action (and the recognition that can accompany it) does not occur in all
situations in which people share space. Where many have emphasized the importance of others
in developing a sense of self (Witherell, 1991), Arendt is very particular about the kinds of
interactions in which the self emerges. Based on the kinds of interactions that happen in the
space, Arendt (1958/1998) refers to the “household,” the “polis,” and the “social” (p. 28). For
Arendt, the household is largely the realm of labor in which one’s bodily needs are protected. It
is a private and protected space. The “polis” is the public sphere of action. Importantly, for my
purposes, it is marked by the presence of peers, Aristotle’s complete friends, who witness these
actions and contribute to the shared space through actions of their own. Finally, the “social”
marks an in-between space between public and private. Essentially, it is a public space in which
one’s physical body and even needs may be exposed but where there is no shared purpose
amongst people. For example, the hallways of many schools in which teachers jostle passed each
other but rarely interact could be described as a social space. Each person has an individual need
in that space, but there is no acknowledgment of a shared purpose, let alone recognition of the
other except as something to navigate around.
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The distinctions between social and political can be quite subtle. Isenberg comments
about her early years teaching, “my peers were companionable, but were often at odds
philosophically—if one can call our reactive rantings philosophy” (p. 13). Here Isenberg and her
peers may be speaking at each other but are not engaged in political activity. Ideas were spouted
but, from Isenberg’s (1994) depiction, no common world in which one was heard and recognized
was established. In some schools, teachers also move amongst each other in a teachers’ lounge or
around a copier without engaging in a shared world. In school settings there may even be an
abundance of pleasant adult social space without any political space.
Additionally, teachers may also engage in actions that, though technically happening in
public space, would be described as private. For example, throwing baby showers or discussing
one’s personal life is an example of private, domestic (to use Arendt’s term) interactions.
Caretaking happens in these interactions but not a shared endeavor around ideas.
Arendt has been widely and fairly criticized by the rigidity of her categories (labor, work,
action) and the hierarchy within them. Another challenge to her divisions is that, as Higgins
(2011) points out, where Arendt clearly characterizes some tasks as labor and others as work, her
characterization of action is less precise. Though she associates political discussion with action,
she is explicit that politics in its present permutations is not action. In fact, one of the conditions
of actions is that it is done for the sake of itself and not any particular end. For example, in On
Revolution, Arendt (1963/1965) depicts action as the period in which America’s founding
fathers’ debated, drafted, and fought for the Constitution. Once the Constitution was set and the
government established, they were no longer acting. Arendt’s action is found in a particular kind
of interaction, not any one job.
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Instead of assigning Arendt’s divisions to particular professions, Higgins (2011)
suggested that a given job might include elements of labor, work, and action (p. 106). For
example, in caretaking for students a teacher is laboring. In passing along certain elements of a
culture, the teacher is working. Engaging in the shared quest of making meaning from a text, the
teacher could be characterized as acting.
Given Arendt’s emphasis on action as integral to happiness, ideally all work would have
a component of action built in. The farmer laboring in the field and the carpenter working on a
desk should have components of their vocation in which they can reveal themselves as a farmer
and as a carpenter through words and deeds. To make space in various professions for action, I
will draw on Higgins’s (2011) claim that the parameters of a vocation could include an
expansive view of the tasks seen as essential to a job. For example, being a teacher would extend
beyond what happens in the classroom to activities such as the preparation that happens before a
lesson, mentorship of new teachers, being mentored, reading the literature of the field, and
particularly important for my purposes, work with peers.
In summary, I argue with Arendt (1958/1998) that action, the opportunity to be
recognized for one’s words and deeds, is a necessary ingredient in most people’s pursuit of
happiness. Instead of the common interpretation of Arendt that certain professions lend
themselves to action, I argue that action ought to be an element of all professional work. In the
following section, I will articulate the importance of recognition. I will then explain how action
can fit into classroom work.

Recognition and the Need to Write One’s Own Lines
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In Joseph Anton, Rushdie (2012) examines the effect of going into hiding under state
protection after a fatwa against his life was issued. Of all the traumas related to this experience,
Rushdie focuses largely on the disconcerting and dehumanizing effect of losing control of his
identity. Rushdie documents this loss across many contexts—the loss of a homeland (he could
not return to India during the fatwa), being the object of public scrutiny and criticism, and having
his movements dictated by the Special Branch. Rushdie is particularly troubled by the ways he is
depicted in the press. “Rushdie,” he argues is someone quite different from “Salman” whom he
lives with daily. While these different experiences troubled Rushdie for a variety of reasons, one
of his topmost complaints was that who he was a person was not being recognized.
In Chapter 1, I discuss my mother’s frustration when another parent, Rachel, claimed that
my mother had an easy child. One of the elements that I highlighted as problematic in this
interchange was my mother’s feeling unrecognized. Rachel’s comment did not take my mother’s
hard work and thinking into account. Unable to find an appropriate way of discussing their
respective children, neither my mother nor Rachel could share their practice. They both left the
interaction not only unsupported but also unknown.
In the Kindness of Children, Paley (1999) reveals what is rarely discussed in teaching, the
need for the teacher to be recognized in her task. Paley writes from retirement, feeling the loss in
identity that comes with her name no longer being “permanently affixed to a kindergarten door”
(p. 1). With this loss of her teacher identity, the writer Paley appears adrift, the “pages of [her]
notebook fill[ing] more slowly” (p. 1). While the book is ostensibly about the kindness of
children towards each other, repeatedly Paley returns to the kindnesses she seeks. Specifically,
Paley seeks affirmation of her own abilities. She misses the classroom when she was “tested each
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day” and had to respond to her own mistakes proactively. In one section, Paley self-consciously
regrets that someone else has solved an interpersonal problem, not her. She writes of this
incident, “I want to be the hero” (p. 108). When a child who often resisted adults shares a story
with her, Paley self-consciously expresses some triumph and queries, "Is this what it is all about?
If you tell me your story, you like me?" (p. 108). In hearing the story, Paley both comes to know
the child better and feels recognized herself, as someone worthy of someone else’s story. Her
question about being liked goes unanswered, but it seems that yes, for Paley, being recognized
and then liked are essential elements of the classroom experience for both children and adults.
Along these lines, Ben-Peretz (1995) found that when she put out the call to retired teachers to
share teaching memories, “all teachers participated in the study with great enthusiasm. They
enjoyed the opportunity to relate past experiences and to share their stories and insights with
others” (p. 20).
Many have argued that teachers’ daily work should be acknowledged in a manner that
recognizes their strengths without idealizing them (Hansen, 1995; Higgins, 2011; Kidder, 1989;
Kozol, 2005; Lawrence-Lightfoot, 1983). Kozol (2005) describes a teacher he admires, saying:
He is not one of those “super-teachers” who are subject to idolatry in movies and
in books from time to time. (There aren’t too many teachers like that in the real
world, to be truthful.) He has bad days when he gets cranky or the children, for
some reason, temporarily go spinning out of his control. His personal life has ups
and downs; he gets bad colds; he gets the flu; he comes into the classroom
looking awful some mornings, and his students tell him so. (p. 293)
Kozol’s teacher (as well as those in Chapter 4) is impressive within his humanness. With strong
emotions, flawed bodies, bad days, and imperfect judgment, successful teachers do wonderful
work.
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While many can certainly give a robust, respectful account that a teacher deems accurate,
there is something particularly valuable about writing one’s own lines. Rushdie (2012) bristled at
a rumor that Gabriel Garcia Marquez might write his biography. Though Marquez is one of his
favorite writers, Rushdie disliked the idea of being “someone else’s ‘novelization’ now” and
argues:
If roles were reversed he [Rushdie] would have felt he had the right to come
between another writer and his own life story. But his life had perhaps become
everyone’s property, and if he tried to stop the book he could just imagine the
headlines. (loc. 6792 of 10528)
For Rushdie, the chance to tell one’s own story is a right, likened to protecting one’s property.
Along similar lines, Rushdie describes the experience of playing himself in Helen Fielding’s
Bridget Jones. Of reading lines that someone else wrote for him, Rushdie comments, “It was
harder than he expected to play a character called Salman Rushdie whose dialogue was written
by someone else” (loc. 100074 of 10528). Quoting, Timothy Gould, Sockett (2012) writes:
our voices are “damaged when we have to say what we have no interest in
saying,” akin to the “damage done to our minds by pursuing intellectual problems
whose connection to our real interest has been severed from the outset.” (Gould,
1998, p. 62 in Sockett, 2012, p. 114)
Speaking someone else’s ideas can be damaging to the self. Further Sockett connects the damage
of saying what one does not believe to having to pursue intellectual questions one is not
interested in.
Rushdie’s experience highlights and connects two important themes. Both the act of
being written about and the act of being told what to say and do can be extremely dehumanizing.
Additionally, Sockett (2012) writes that “Silence is a position in which women experience
themselves as mindless and voiceless and subject to the whims of external authority” (Belenky et
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al., 1986, p. 34 in Sockett, p. 113). In other words, the inability to speak one’s own ideas is
connected to being subjugated.
As a kind of antidote to subjugation, as Arendt (1958/1998) claims, the ability to present
oneself through words and deeds empowers. Arendt argues there is an intrinsic connection
between the subject of a story and action because a story provides a means of “insert[ing] one’s
self into the world” by “disclosing and exposing oneself” (p. 186). Similarly, protesting against
assigning labels to children, Paley (1990) advocates for listening to their stories because “a
storyteller is always in the strongest position; to be known by his or her stories puts the child in
the most favorable light” (p. 54 as quoted in Preskill and Jacobvitz, p. 94).
Rousseau (2012), Freud (1989/1995), and Rushdie (2012) all write autobiographical texts
in the interest of expressing themselves clearly enough so that another can judge them fairly.
Each confesses mistakes in the interest of being held accountable for them. Along these lines,
Rushdie is comfortable with most of his mistakes—including those he acknowledges took years
to make amends for. Yet, the actions that haunt him were those he was pressured into doing.
In Chapter 1, I lament that teachers rarely get the opportunity to speak for themselves
(Isenberg, 1994).37 Instead, they are written about by others and their professional movements
are often closely regulated by others as well (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2006). Rushdie bristled at
having lines written for him in a play. In scripted curricula, many teachers are asked to perform
other people’s lines as they interact with children. As Kozol (2005) and Santoro (2011) both
note, this is often dehumanizing and demoralizing.
37

For a particularly compelling teacher’s account of being silenced see Anthony J. Mullen (2010).
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Isenberg (1994) expresses gratitude to the authors of teacher narratives for having
“spoken for all of us for well over a century, often as the only teachers whose voices sounded
outside the classroom doors” (p. 119). Though I resist the claim that one author can “sp[eak]” for
others, bringing the teacher’s voice “outside the classroom door” is no small feat. Despite the
benefits of being heard, Arendt (1958/1998) argues that “courage” is “present in a willingness to
act and speak at all” (p. 186). In writing their own narratives, teacher-authors have emerged from
the more private realm of teaching to the public realm of writer.
Finally, it is important to note that recognition comes both from being heard but also
from hearing others. Socrates famously claims that dialogue allows him to see himself reflected
back in the comments of his interlocutor (Plato, 1997). As discussed in Chapter 3, looking into
someone else’s pupil, Socrates emphasizes the degree to which one is reflected in the other.
Isenberg (1994) repeatedly describes the sense of recognition she felt in reading the narratives of
other teachers. William H. Schubert (1991) explains that in listening to other teachers’ stories,
“our own stories were more fully revealed to us” (p. 223). Recognition for Isenberg happens in
both a private communion with a text (p. 46) and more publicly in that, after her loved ones read
the book that resonated, Isenberg felt that “now, my stories were better understood and validated
in the eyes of my friends and family” (p. 35).
Having established the importance of being able to speak and be recognized for one’s
words and deeds, I will now turn to how that might happen within the teaching profession.

Can the Classroom House a Polis?
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In my section on community in Chapter 2, I identify that a prevailing image of the
teacher is as the lone adult in a room of children. Not a gadfly among gadflies, one of Western
culture’s most famous teachers, Socrates, learns early from the Delphic Oracle that he stands
apart in wisdom. Though he spends his time in the polis in constant debate, he does not enter the
polis as an equal. In the Republic (Plato, 1997), Socrates “went down to Piraeus,” (LI. 327a),
lowering himself geographically to join citizens from another city. There he enters a preestablished gathering as a wiser outsider. In the Symposium (Plato, 1997), Socrates stays awake,
and seemingly sober, while his interlocutors drift off. The dialogue closes: “But after getting
them off to sleep, Socrates got up and left” (LI. 223d). Aristodemus “follows” (LI. 223d) but
does not walk with him. Instead, in an almost parental move, after engaging in pedagogical
discourse, Socrates lulls his audience to sleep and goes off alone. Common legal wisdom is that a
client should never mount his own defense for a variety of reasons, yet in the vulnerable position
of being accused, Socrates defends himself in the Apology. When Crito and others offer their
support in the Crito (Plato, 1997), Socrates rejects their suggestions and, taking what he argues is
the moral high ground, explains why he must die. In the Phaedo (Plato, 1997) facing death,
Socrates spends his last moments comforting friends and family. Deemed without equal by the
Oracle of Delphi, Socrates is forever the guide of others. As an exemplar of teaching, Socrates
presents a vision of the teacher as both alone and elevated.
My purpose here is not to judge whether Socrates’s teaching life could have been
sustainable. I imagine there are some rare teachers who truly thrive in perpetually unequal roles.
My question though is whether recognition from students can satisfy the conditions of the active
life.
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In returning to Aristotle’s (1999) notion of friendship, though acknowledging that people
gain from being in both the role of benefactor and beneficiary, Aristotle argues that the most
fulfilling role is that of friend in a relationship among equals. Similarly, in his reading of Arendt
and Aristotle, Jacques Taminiaux (1997) argues that friendship among equals is a necessary
condition for the polis. The question then becomes, can the teacher find the conditions needed
for equality amongst students.
Aristotle (1999) defines a complete friendship as one in which friends mutually need and
benefit each other. At any given moment, one friend might be on unequal footing, but, over the
course of the friendship, both are equally dependent. On first look, Socrates’s repeated claims
that he needs discourse suggests this kind of reciprocity. Yet, Aristotle stresses that in all
friendships something has been exchanged. It is only in the complete friendship when the
exchange is of the same kind. So, for example, while the benefactor does get something from
giving, he does get the same kind of benefit (in amount and type) as the object of his charity. The
Alcibiades (Plato, 1997) offers one of the rare dialogues in which Socrates’s need for discourse is
met in a particular person. Socrates seeks out Alcibiades. Though the power dynamics prove
complex, Alcibiades and Socrates both find themselves attracted to one another. As Socrates
famously comments to Alcibiades, through looking into each other’s eyes literally and through
discourse, each comes to know and recognize himself. Here, affirmation is found in the pupil
suggesting that the two have crossed from an unequal to an equal relationship.
Higgins (2011) tentatively argues that despite the overall inequality, the teacher can still
occasionally find a polis among students. That both the teacher and the student find affirmation
with each other has also been documented in contemporary educational practices (Preskill &
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Jacobvitz, 2001; hooks, 2003). Paley (1992, 1995, 1999) in particular highlights the degree to
which discussions with students contribute to her growing identity and personal fulfillment. In
The Girl with the Brown Crayon, Paley (1997) comments that she depends upon her students to
“identify my own voice and imagine my own questions” (p. 43 as quoted in Preskill & Jacobvitz,
2001, p. 102). Paley even worries that without a classroom, a space where her students “know
my real name,” teacher, she will have “no name at all” (p. 89 as quoted in Preskill & Jacobvitz,
2001 p. 103). Paley’s sense of identity and feelings of recognition depend upon the classroom
and her identification as teacher.
Yet, as Higgins (2011) readily admits, seeking recognition from the student is ultimately
quite complicated. Arendt (1954/1968) argues that central to the teacher’s task is taking
responsibility for protecting the young. She firmly states that the home and the classroom ought
to remain private so that the child can grow without being seen. The child therefore, requiring a
host of protections, should neither recognize nor be recognized through words and deeds.
Debating whether the child can enter into public life is beyond the scope of this dissertation.
Instead, I will focus on the difficulty for adults of expecting recognition from the child. Nel
Noddings (2005) argues that in teaching there is the one who cares and the cared for. Noddings
argues that both gain something from the relationship. The child is taken care of and, in turn,
affirms the caretaker through affection. Noddings argues that the child who does not respond to a
mother’s care is not, however unwittingly, fulfilling his role in the relationship and this,
Noddings acknowledges, can lead to the mother’s burnout. Even when the child does show
affection in response to care, this dynamic more closely resembles Aristotle’s discussion of the
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benefactor than a complete friendship. Therefore, by this definition, the child and the teacher
cannot engage in politics together.
Offering a more versatile depiction of the types of relationships the child and adult can
engage in, Buchmann (1989) depicts “being a student’s friend” “as not just a personal matter but
a mutual engagement in learning that embraces shared wonder” (p. 57). Thus, for Buchmann
friendship can and does exist with students. On the other hand, Buchmann emphasizes that the
teacher must “understand that he [the student] does not owe the same loyalty to her [the teacher]”
(p. 56). Friendship can happen but it cannot be expected. The teaching adult’s opportunity for
affirmation is tenuous at best when placed on the student.
Illustrating this, Ashton-Warner’s (1958) Spinster focuses on the tension that Anna feels
between her needs in and outside of school. She alternatively writes of the degree to which
teaching “obliterates you” (p. 9) and also fills you with purpose. Specifically, Anna’s wish to
have her own family is presented as conflicting with her work in school. The book opens with
Anna holding a child affectionately and asking the child what is wrong. Anna then laments that it
has been a long time since anyone has held her that way. Even with adults, Anna develops
relationships in which one is the teacher and the other, the student (i.e., the caretaker and the one
who is cared for). For example, Anna has a close relationship with a colleague, Paul, whom she
often compares to her students. Paul takes much from Anna but returns little. In a reversal of her
typical parenting role, a childlike version of Anna seeks approval from the school inspector. The
inspector’s approval sends her into whirls of joy and confidence. Negative reviews dash her
sense of self. Where for Paley hearing a story is both an act of caretaking and being cared for,
Anna’s relationships largely lack this give and take. Being a teacher, for Anna, means being
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“invade[d]” (p. 22) by both children and adults. Ultimately, teaching takes too much from Anna
and the novel closes with her fleeing the classroom and returning to a former lover. Anna has
chosen to be cared for as opposed to caretaking. Without referencing each other, Noddings
(2005) and Anna use much the same language, speaking of “displacement” and “emptying” of
self. Where Noddings depicts these acts as rewarding, Anna cannot sustain the role of caretaker.
Likewise, I believe that relying on recognition from classroom work is also unsustainable for
teachers generally (Higgins, 2003).
In fact, upon a closer look, where at times Paley is engaged in a kind of political work
with her students—striving together to answer a particular question, Paley does not depend upon
her students exclusively in her quest for deeper understanding. There is no doubt that Paley gets
incredible sustenance from the classroom itself. On the other hand, the fact that Paley sought
conferences, speaking engagements, chances at publication, and the company of colleagues
suggests that the richness of her teacher identity drew on work with and also without children.
Paley (1979/1989) is quite explicit about the importance of seeking out adults instead of
burdening children with having to speak on their own behalf. Despite heralding Paley as an
example of someone who gains an incredible amount through dialogue with students, even
Preskill and Jacobvitz (2001) emphasize that in her quest for deeper meaning, Paley seeks the
conversations with children, families, and colleagues. For example, in You Can’t Say You Can’t
Play, Paley (1992) reaches out to her students as well as to other children in the school. In White
Teacher, Paley (1979/1989) brings her questions to parents and colleagues. Where Paley’s deeds
may occur largely in the classroom, I would argue that the ability to process her actions and the
recognition that she requires of these deeds happens in her words amongst adults. In seeing the
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role of teacher as central to identity, Paley includes in this role the conversation about teaching
that happens in the classroom with students as well as those outside of the room with adults.
Thus, where students can contribute to the teacher’s sense of recognition, the teacher
must also seek this recognition in the company of adults. I therefore seek to ensure that
engagement with colleagues is seen as one of the essential tasks of teaching (Drago-Severson,
2004; Preskill & Jacobvitz, 2001). Therefore, largely circumventing the debate about whether the
classroom (with children in it) could be a polis (Arendt, 1954/1968; Higgins, 2011), I will argue
that the schools should provide for an adult public realm.

Establishing a Community
Drawing on Alisdair MacIntyre, one of the criteria for a profession that Higgins (2011)
highlights is being able to place oneself among “contemporary practitioners” and within a
tradition (MacIntyre, 1981/2007, p. 194 in Higgins, 2011, p. 68). To determine whether teaching
has such a tradition, Higgins speaks broadly. “Swinging,” (p. 182) to use his term, from Socrates
to Cicero to Rousseau to Freire, Higgins acknowledges the range of practices that these and other
thinkers represent. In casting widely, Higgins makes a strong argument that teaching in its
various permutations is part of a tradition.
Yet, while, I feel pride to be cast as a teacher amongst the ranks of Socrates and
Rousseau, my sense of professional self does not come from these relationships. In terms of my
daily work, the educational tradition that provides me with a sense of being a part of something
meaningful is far narrower. Academics conduct literature reviews to locate themselves within a
field, participate in schools of thought such as those developed at the Frankfurt School, and
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identify with particular scholars. Applying to doctoral programs, I was advised to focus largely
on the people at an institution. At academic conferences, I am regularly asked with whom I have
studied. It is this type of tradition—the relatively small community of those both dead and alive
with whom one associates and grows from—that I seek to highlight.
Yet, classroom teachers are rarely placed in this way. When I was a classroom teacher,
people asked where I taught and might have queried about the reputation of the school. An
opening question was rarely what authors, colleagues, and mentors influenced me. There are
many reasons why tracing someone’s influences in teaching can be far more complicated than in
academia. As Florio-Ruane (1991) notes, “teachers have relatively less opportunity than
researchers to communicate about teaching to their peers or other audiences” (p. 244).
In Chapter 3, I argue that narratives can help delineate and strengthen a community
(Feinberg, 2004; Jackson, 1995). A special feature of narrative is that they “can bridge the gulf
between different times, places, cultures, and beliefs” (Witherell, 1995). In Chapter 4, I depict
how the community of writers of RTNs spans time and place. As noted, a frequent practice in
RTNs is stating one’s influences and affiliations with other teacher-authors. As Isenberg (1994)
writes, “It was Sylvia Ashton-Warner, Bel Kaufman, E.R. Braithwaite, John Holt, and Herbert
Kohl who taught me how to survive and teach in the urban classroom” (p. xiv). Here Isenberg
indicates her reliance on these writers and also places herself within a particular community of
educators. In sharing these influences, those familiar with these authors get a sense of the kind of
teacher Isenberg became.
From Tolstoy to Ashton-Warner to Paley, my community of teachers spans multiple
generations. To track the interconnections between texts and people, at one point I tried to draw a
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family tree of teaching influences. As with any family tree I’ve attempted, immediately my paper
became a complex series of lines and names. To illustrate the connections across space and time,
I will share just one anecdote. In my first year in the classroom, the local union newspaper wrote
an article about my teaching. Soon after, a specialist at my school reached out to me. She had not
read the article initially. Instead, it was a mentor of hers, a former teacher at the school long
since retired and living in another state, who had found this article. Three years later, when the
retired teacher came to visit my school, she sought me out based on the article. In our brief
interaction, she told me about how she used to teach literacy and she said that she had based her
methods on the writings of Ashton-Warner. She suggested I read Teacher (1963). My interest
was piqued but I was busy and never picked up the book. A few years later the specialist
mentioned Ashton-Warner’s literacy methods. This time I followed up, borrowing her then
tattered copy. From texts to people and back to texts, practices were shared and a community of
like-minded educators both found each other and developed.
Throughout this dissertation, I have emphasized that books can provide deep friendships
(Booth, 1988a; Nussbaum, 1990; Gregory; 2009; Isenberg, 1994). Showing the sense of intimacy
she felt with the authors of teacher narratives, Isenberg (1994) prefaces Going by the Book: The
Role of Popular Classroom Chronicles in the Professional Development of Teachers, saying that
the book is a “rather elaborate thank-you note to the teacher-authors who have sustained me in
the classroom” (p. xi). After thanking the authors of the texts she cites, she turns to the people
who have “sustained” (p.xi) her in person.
As noted, the richness of RTNs means that they have the potential to be complete friends
as opposed to offering entertainment or more utilitarian companionship. Depicting the richness
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of this friendship, Isenberg (1994) enthuses that “Ashton-Warner seemed, not only like the best
friend and traveling companion I needed, but also like the successful-teacher writer I wanted to
be” (p. 19). Preskill and Jacobvitz (2001) introduce teacher narratives as texts that “we will find
ourselves drawn to . . . again and again” (p. 5). Referencing Booth (1988a), they argue that “we
may even come to regard the protagonists and other characters in these stories as friends who
give us pleasure, help us grow, and make our lives fuller and richer” (p. 5). Preskill and
Jacobvitz describe a complete friendship that can support the reader over time and in a variety of
ways.
Feinberg (2004) highlights that narratives not only draw people into community but also
set boundaries. Similarly, the more I read RTNs, the less frequently I came across a new author
referenced in the texts. The community of educators with whom I most identified was to some
degree bounded. Reading Preskill and Jacobvitz (2001), I got the sense that they too had a
particular community—one that overlapped in a few cases with my own, but which was largely
distinct as well. With this in mind, I have sought to read as widely as possible within the genre of
RTNs. When using them in classes, I emphasize that these do not represent teaching but instead
offer, as Paley highlights, one teacher’s story (Cooper, 2009, p. 1).
Yet, as important as it is to find oneself in a community with others, Arendt (1958/1998)
highlights that simply sharing space (even with those who might be like-minded) is not political
work and therefore does not guarantee that one is recognized through words and deeds. In the
section that follows, I will argue that RTNs not only delineate and construct community, but they
can provide the space in which one can emerge as a political being.
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RTNs as Public Realm
Arendt (1958/1998) argues that through work people create a shared world of things
(both conceptual and tangible artifacts) around which they orient. For example, the literal walls
of the Greek forum and the political structures delineated the kinds of actions that occurred in
that space. The shared world provides for a “public realm” (p. 52). Using the image of the table,
Arendt explains that this public realm both “relates and separates men at the same time” (p. 52),
allowing them a means of interacting “without falling over each other” (p. 52). Ranciere (1991)
also emphasizes the need for something tangible around which people can gather. Connecting
this notion to education, he argues that if learning is to be egalitarian, there must be a “material
thing” that all learners can directly reference as they construct meaning together (p. 32).
RTNs can provide the shared “material” or world around which teachers gather. As
Schubert (1991) writes, “we have learned increasingly that narratives of teachers and dialogue
with them constitute a genuine and neglected form of inquiry” (p. 223). Where teacher narrative
is not always acknowledged as a form of teacher inquiry among academics, it has been noted to
facilitate explorations among teachers.
Of the books Isenberg (1994) discusses at length most were passed to her from a
colleague and she similarly passed them along once she read them. Isenberg describes Up the
Down Staircase as “a catalyst for building community at Smithfield [the high school where she
worked]” (p. 36). She shares that “faculty members passed around a dog-eared copy of the
hardback edition and chortled together over some passages that we actually read aloud in the
lunchroom” (p. 36). Despite differences in “pedagogical style, philosophical stance, age, or
discipline” the faculty could “recognize” and discuss certain elements of the text (p. 326). An
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Arendtian world emerged among the faculty that allowed communication where previously they
had trouble finding common ground. Preskill and Jacobvitz (2001) highlight a conversation in
Paley’s Kwanzaa and Me in which Paley’s colleague, Lorraine, argues that in publishing her
book, Paley will be “encouraging the dialogue” among teachers and parents.
Arendt (1958/1998) emphasizes that in the polis individuality becomes apparent in the
midst of a shared activity. RTNs facilitate shared inquiry in which a teacher’s distinctive
approach emerges. For example, Ashton-Warner’s (1963) “key word” curriculum provides an
area of content which other teachers have distinguished themselves through their explorations.
As the originator of the key word curriculum, Ashton-Warner’s approach to this work reveals her
individual strengths and concerns as a teacher. As noted in Chapter 4, her choice to rip up words
not learned reflects her particular interest in emphasizing both creative and destructive forces in
the classroom. Drawing from multiple resources, with my own students I merged elements of the
key word curriculum with Paley’s storytelling/storyacting work. In this activity, my students
chose words they wanted to learn and put them in a story. I would read each story out loud for
the children to act out. My decision not to rip up the cards also reflected my own vision. As
depicted in Preskill and Jacobvitz (2001), Kohl was also inspired to use key words. Reflecting
his commitment to shared experience, Kohl had each student choose words that all the students
would be responsible for (p. 142).
How one approaches a shared task allows for individuality to emerge. Creating a
community of inquiry through teacher narratives, in classes I will often share a range of authors.
In some cases, this means that I do not share a text in its entirety but instead chapters. In other
cases, I might share one full text paired with those that discuss very different practices. For
286

example, in exploring how people set up a classroom, Diamond (2008), Hansen (2001) and
Codell (1999) all express different philosophies and methods as they describe their arrangements
of furniture and materials. The topic, setting up a classroom, becomes the Arendtian table that
hosts multiple perspectives. As the teachers in my class add in their own visions, the polis is
expanded to even more voices.
In thinking about the type of polis made available through RTNs, it is important to
acknowledge who is and isn’t represented when choosing a text. In writing this dissertation, I
have sought the texts of teachers from different grade levels, a range of philosophical
underpinnings, and the writings of teachers from different genders, places in their career, ages,
ethnicities, religions, and races. The authors I have found represent a range of teaching styles.
That said, the emphasis in RTN on inquiry and building instruction around the particular context
and students means that most authors fall under the broad umbrella of progressive educators.
One of the unresolved limitations of the genre is that the vast majority of the writers are
Caucasian. Responding to this limitation without resorting to tokenism has posed a complex
challenge. To avoid reducing this important topic to a very limited overview, I will recommend
Paley (1995, 1979/1989), and Delpit (1995/2006) for discussions that have informed my thinking
on race in the classroom.

Words and Deeds: As Opposed to Simply Noise
Finally, it is important to emphasize that simply entering into Arendt’s (1958/1998)
political space does not mean that someone has engaged in politics. As discussed previously,
Ranciere (1999) distinguishes between speech and utterances. He says that for something to be
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speech there must be some degree of understanding between the person who talks and the person
who hears. Utterances are sounds, rendered meaningless if the one who should be hearing does
not or will not comprehend.
To be seen, one must be committed to approaching you on your own terms and for your
own sake. As Paley’s (1997) students discover:
It is through the mirror of friendship that you find yourself when you are lost. The
children do not recognize themselves in the school mirror until a friend comes
along, someone who can be trusted to see them as they wish to be seen. (p. 89)
To be seen, one must feel “trust[ing]” enough to expose oneself. To be worthy of such trust
requires looking at the person as he or she wants “to be seen.”
Where recognition, as discussed in the previous section, is powerful, misrecognition can
be particularly hurtful. Madeline R. Grumet (1991) writes in the “Politics of Personal
Knowledge”:
Even telling a story to a friend is risky business, the better the friend, the riskier
the business. How many times would you like to get your own story back from a
certain person? Do you remember how her eyes were glazed, how she didn’t
really listen, only waited for you to finish so her own turn to tell would come? Do
you remember how she asked the wrong questions, appropriating only those parts
of the story that she could use, ignoring the parts that really mattered to you? Do
you remember how she finished that story when you tried to tell it again,
forgetting whose it was in the first place, or the time she collapsed your story of
the hurricane into her sister’s account of being snowed in at O’Hare, revealing the
disaster file that conflated both accounts and printed out only generic if
hyperbolic distress? (p. 69)

Offering a catalogue of the ways in which one can be misheard, Grumet emphasizes how hurtful
it is to feel like your story has been mishandled. As discussed, telling one’s story puts the teller
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in a vulnerable position of having shared elements of the self. When the self is misheard,
appropriated, turned into a cliché, a violation has occurred.
While I do not advocate for censoring or telling people how to read RTNs, I do propose
that they listen carefully to what the author is sharing, just as Booth (1988a) argues one must do
in a respectful reading of any text. As Grumet (1991) cautions, if a close study of teacher’s
narrative
permits the teachers I work with to examine their own work with a seeing that is
more inclusive, that surveys an ever widening surround, that is a search I would
gladly join. But if my work certifies me as an agent of the state to peer into what
is hidden from public view, if it is my look that discovers and appraises, then I
might as well approach the classroom with bloodhound as well as briefcase, and
they ought to demand to see my warrant before they let me in. (p. 71)
As discussed in Chapter 1, it is one thing to learn about someone in order to help him, another to
study him as an object to control. RTNs are shared with the intention of seeing and sharing
practice, not in exposing weaknesses for the purpose of censure.
Few academics regard teacher narratives (both published and unpublished) as the
expressions of peers. In a particularly extreme and degrading example, D.C. Berliner (1986)
refers to the expert pedagogue as an “elusive beast” (p. 13) who, if found, “we will study . . . in
great depth and share those findings with those who also await their capture” (p. 13). Ivor
Goodson and Rob Walker (1995) write that “it is rare to find studies in which the subjects of the
research emerge from the reports as people with their own strong and coherent view of the
research enterprise” and there is an “assumption that ‘theory’ was solely the product of the work
of theorists, not teachers, or students” (p. 185). The researcher in such a situation is “portrayed as
hero” and “situations are depicted in ways that present the researcher as the most perceptive and
intelligent person there and the only one not vulnerable to false consciousness” (p. 191).
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Differentiating his “Teacher Lore” project from most studies, Schubert (1991) explains that his
“teachers are not merely studied in an effort to learn about them; indeed, they are invited to share
in the creation of knowledge” (p. 208). Similarly, William Proefriedt (1994) suggests that when
working as a consultant in schools, the philosopher should center her work on the teachers’
questions and priorities.
Reflecting perhaps the degree to which the teacher-writer is something of an anathema to
our culture, Featherstone, Featherstone, and Featherstone (2003) sometimes refer to the teacherauthors by their last name and at other times by their classroom name, “Mr. Kohl” and “Ms.
Amidon.” At first I read this as an example of how the academic community tends to see the
practicing teacher as someone to talk about and not, despite claims otherwise, someone to talk to.
In contrast, I believed that when the author Herbert Kohl is referred to as Kohl, he takes on the
status that academics typically award authors. He is now someone to be reckoned with and not a
subject to be studied.
Expressing a similar sentiment, Isenberg (1994) explains that she wrote about teacher
narratives
partly to situate them in a literary and scholarly framework and validate them as a
type of autobiographical research that should not be easily dismissed by literary
critics or educational theorists (who are often teacher-educators) as merely
popular or pragmatic writing. Rather, by recognizing their value as both literature
and research, I want to situate them within the discourse of the academy.
Similarly, Florio-Ruane (1991) argues that “bringing teachers’ stories into the canon of
educational literature may confer special status on both the authors and their stories” (p. 242).
On the other hand, Featherstone, Featherstone, and Featherstone’s (2003) use of the
“teacher name” could be a move towards the kind of collegiality that teachers have with each
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other. Kohl’s colleagues may very well have called him Mr. Kohl. In using the title Mr. Kohl,
they are perhaps suggesting that they relate to him as he depicts himself, as a teacher. Being
called Furman always seems to refer to a disembodied set of ideas that only exist in print.
Furman references largely immutable public property. Cara or Cara Furman or even Ms. Furman
is the person who acts both in and outside of the classroom. Cara is a thinker and an actor and
ultimately someone I am far closer to and far more proud of than Furman.
This paradox suggests a larger issue. To refer to a teacher as teacher, Mr. Kohl, the
teacher is stripped of his academic name. The teacher, in becoming a teacher first, stops being
the active subject of an idea and becomes, it seems, the object. On the other hand, perhaps the
name, Mr. Kohl or even Herb is the more appropriate one. Certainly, when I enter a classroom, I
ask to be referred to that way and not in the third-person as “Furman.” Being called Cara or Ms.
Furman gives me personhood while taking away authorship.
To me, this opens up an essential question of this dissertation: How can the work of
teacher and the work of the academic speak to each other on equal planes—not as object and
subject, practitioner and expert, but as friends gathering in the polis to exchange words and
deeds? In Chapter 4, in the “Teacher as Protagonist,” I argue that in RTNs the teacher emerges as
a unique, fully fleshed-out thinker and actor. In thinking about what it means to be Cara Furman,
instead of Furman, what does it mean for teachers and scholars to enter into the public arena as
an embodied speaker of words and actor of deeds? In my next, and final section, I take up how
this might be achieved.
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Supporting Teacher Flourishing at PS 428:
Adapting RTNs to Work in Schools

As a refresher from Chapter 1, I initially joined the staff of PS 428 as a first-year first and
second grade teacher. Five years later, I returned, having finished my doctoral coursework, to
take on the job of Support Team Coordinator. The principal created my position to help teachers.
The goal was for me to work individually or in small groups with children with whom teachers
were struggling. I also assisted teachers with more general areas of practice that they sought to
improve upon. As I discussed in some depth in Chapter 1, I brought a number of concerns to this
work. In summary, I wanted to:


Help teachers problem solve, not problem solve for them



Share ideas without telling anyone what to do



Determine the best way to support each teacher individually



Act in a manner that honored and respected both the child and the adult

Essentially, I sought to enter into what Aristotle (1999) refers to as complete friendship.
Before I could provide support, I needed to first develop a friendship based on goodwill
and trust. To do so, I did many mundane things like covering a classroom so the teacher could
run to the bathroom or physically retrieving children whom the teacher couldn’t access at a given
moment.
Of special relevance to this dissertation though was my written communication with
teachers. Because of issues with scheduling I was unable to meet frequently with teachers and so
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writing letters was the best option for communication. I came to see that letter writing had other
advantages too. Letter writing has a long tradition in pedagogy. Lucius Annaeus Seneca (1969)
frames his advice in letters to a particular student. Rousseau (1979), Montaigne (1987), and
Locke (1912/2007) all address their pedagogical treatises to parents in their acquaintance.
Capitalizing on the educational value of letters, the Enlightenment also saw a flurry of epistolary
virtue novels in which characters addressed questions of character and conduct through longdistance conversation (Montesquieu, 1964/1999; Richardson, 2009; Rousseau, 1997).
Contemporary authors have invoked the format to address both teachers (Kozol, 2007;
Featherstone, Featherstone, & Featherstone, 2003) and students (McClintock, 2014).
Florio-Ruane (1991) argues the narrower one’s audience the more one can focus on
particular content and share a personal voice. A letter encourages one to narrow oneself. Even
when published, the intimate associations of letter writing lead to allowances being made around
particular references. For example, in Julie or the New Heloise (1997), the characters refer to
many happenings that the reader is not privy to. Within the context of letters, the lack of clarity
can be forgiven. Educational letters, both fictional and between people, encourage a discussion
of particulars—suited to the instruction of the person being addressed as well as the person doing
the writing. This lends itself to practical wisdom where the particular is of the essence.
In my experience letters also gave the teacher less direct accountability—they could read
the often emotionally charged descriptions of my work with students without responding
immediately. They also didn’t need to respond to any particular comment. This allowed the
teachers to decide whether an idea or practice was useful to them without having to tell me their
decision. In many cases, months after I had written about a practice, a teacher would present it as
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something he had come up with. The teacher might have had experience with the practice before
I mentioned it or my comments might have strengthened his resolve to try something he too had
been interested in. It is also possible that the teacher may have simply forgotten that the idea
came from me. Regardless, in claiming practices as their own, the teachers were taking
ownership over something that was working. Their sense of ownership was far more important
than my getting credit for an idea.
Letter writing also led to intimacy as I shared my feelings, thinking, and experiences. In
fictional letters, the epistolary format brings one close to characters. In actual letter writing, one
engages in a personal and private exchange with the other person. In fact, the distance created in
time and space by the letter can at times allow for greater intimacy. In reading To Sir, With Love,
Isenberg (1994) is envious of E. R. Braithwaite’s facility in the classroom but comforted by the
fact that the author is a character, even one based on a real person. Reading about Braithwaite
allowed her to create some emotional distance between his success and her own sense of failure.
The sense of distance, facilitated by writing, allowed her to ultimately feel closer to Braithwaite.
Letter writing required a great deal of accountability on my part. I had to be very careful
with what I wrote since I wouldn’t be able to smooth things over as easily as I might in dialogue.
Aware that writing can go beyond the intended author and is a more permanent form of speech, I
needed to be very careful that anything I said about teachers and children was respectful. As
discussed earlier, Arendt (1958/1998) highlights that emerging in the polis requires courage. The
opportunity to be seen both affords acknowledgment and puts one at risk. Putting in writing the
areas of my practice that I felt most vulnerable about meant that I had to think very carefully
about what I would say.
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In thinking about how I would write teachers, I recalled both published and informal
writing directed at teachers. Published writing for teachers often felt condescending and too
narrow. For example, many books for teachers suggest that a particular strategy or technique will
work in all situations.38 As examples of informal writing, I had worked as a student teaching
supervisor and part of our training was to read samples of feedback that other supervisors gave to
students. Similar to my response to most published books for teachers, students had complained
that a lot of feedback felt overwhelming and nitpicky.
In contrast to these forms of writing, as I’ve now discussed extensively, as a classroom
teacher I read and loved RTNs. I decided that the best way to communicate with my colleagues
at PS 428 was to write my own version of those books. To do so, I wrote letters after I worked
with a child. Over the course of the year, a narrative of our journey together emerged. In some
cases, the journey spanned multiple years. These texts were in many cases as long as twenty
pages.
As I thought about RTNs in preparing my notes, I focused on the fact that the details
brought me into the situation. Following the plot allowed me to experience problem solving
alongside the teacher. I also appreciated the chance to hear about struggles because it positioned
the other teacher not as an expert but someone with imperfections and challenges like me. To
explore how this translated into daily notes, I will share a brief excerpt of one and then explain
the essential features:
1-29, XX
38

For an example of one such book see Doug Lemov’s (2010) popular resource Teach Like a Champion: 49
Techniques that Put Students on the Path to College
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This was the best reading period we’ve had. I get the sense he has the same kind of hang
up with books as he does with sitting in the meeting area. I taught him this new game for looking
closely at words. I sold it as “a really cool game that even big kids have trouble with but I know
you’ll be good at it.” Basically you simply put a dot over letters that make one sound and a line
over letters that combine to make a sound. I can show you. It’s a way to look closely at words
and talk about them. So we talked about how letters act “sneaky” and make unexpected sounds.
It helped him to start recognizing the word “said” and “puppies” and we used it to pull some
words that I knew he didn’t know from a book in his book bin. He got really excited and copied
out the word illustration for me to figure out. Then I built on that word and gave him motivation
which he actually was able to sound out! . . .
The only meltdown was looking at an actual new book. He was confident with a lot of the
books in his bin.. . .
Wonderings:
I wonder if he could do some labeling of things at home—using sight words around the
house to make sentences like “We cook in here.” He says he has sight words on his wall at home
to look at.
The transition to books is almost there but he gets so nervous around anything new and
anything he’s previously failed at. I guess the big step for me is about not expecting failure.

As illustrated in the above passage, I included both what the child and I had done and what I
thought about it. I also included questions and ideas I had for next time. Once I had developed
some trust with the teacher, as in this entry, I also include activities she might try. Finally,
throughout I pose authentic questions since the child baffled me as well. I emphasized inquiry
instead of any answers.
As noted, another essential feature that I brought to my work with teachers was an
awareness of the vulnerability of their position (Pagano, 1991, p. 195). As I discussed in Chapter
3 and Chapter 4, working in confusing situations can be very scary. In the classroom, the
responsibility that one feels to the more vulnerable child only adds to the fear many teachers feel.
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Early in my work at PS 428, I shared one of my letters with colleagues who didn’t work at the
school. My readers responded to how positive and calm I seemed in the letters. I was
embarrassed and admitted that as I re-read the letter I could feel my heart racing as it had when I
was with the child described. In the letter I had “edited out my fear.” After discovering this, I
shared both my fear and misgivings more. Editing out fear made my work look too easy.
Though the teachers showed signs of fear in their manner, fear was rarely acknowledged
in the school. As I wrote, teachers started opening up more themselves. Writing of hooks,
Preskill and Jacobvitz (2001) say that “she finds it productive for professors to be the first to
bring their own experiences to bear upon discussions. It is only fair for teachers to be vulnerable
if they expect their students to take similar risks” (p. 173). Through sharing my own insecurities,
the teachers and I developed relationships in which we spoke far more honestly together. The
teachers’ ability to be more honest about concerns made it easier to determine what questions
they really had about teaching.
An important feature of Aristotle’s (1999) complete friendship is that in friendship we act
and reason better by doing so with another person. Ranciere (1991) also emphasizes joining the
learner in the process. Yet, figuring out how to enter into an activity together is often a challenge.
Again, Arendt’s (1958/1998) image of the table proves invaluable. My notes first served to
simply reach out in conversation. I revealed myself through sharing my narrative of the work.
The narrative ended up serving in many ways as the table itself. Instead of focusing on what the
teacher’s question might be, I initially focused on my own questions. The teachers witnessed my
grappling with the children. Instead of pushing myself into the teachers’ practice, I invited them
into mine.
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Elbaz (1983) notes, “the interests and responsibilities of teachers will not always warrant
their extensive involvement in research" (p. 169). Though my colleagues did not always write
me back, they expressed in a variety of ways that they were keeping up on my missives.
Sometimes they would write a quick comment or question back. Sometimes they requested a
meeting. Most significant was the change in our relationship when we were together. For
example, one teacher who had been friendly but reserved began speaking to me warmly
whenever I walked by. I was stopped in the hallway to discuss kids. When I walked in the
classroom, teachers would often interrupt what they were doing to greet me, point out a
particular child, share some good news about a student, rejoice about a successful lesson, or ask
a question about practice. As Florio-Ruane (1991) discovered, when she took an interest in
teachers’ concerns, the teachers in turn became increasingly interested in what she had to offer as
well.

Developing Practical Wisdom Together

In reflecting on my letters at PS 428, I had the opportunity to obtain feedback through a
variety of measures. I conducted three Descriptive Reviews of Practice in which I shared what I
saw as key components of the work and received feedback from teachers. Two of these reviews
were with colleagues outside of the school and one was with half the school staff. Our staff
developer, Cecelia Traugh, conducted interviews with four staff members. I also gathered data
from my observations in teachers’ rooms, informal conversations with teachers about our work
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together, and feedback from the principal. In the section below, I will highlight some of the key
ways in which I found the work supported my colleagues’ practical wisdom.

Attention to the Particular
Practical wisdom depends on the ability to respond to a particular context. Many teachers
said that the notes I wrote helped them to see individual children more deeply. For some, hearing
how a child acted in a different context was useful. Along these lines, they appreciated hearing
how another person might view the same actions. My notes also helped teachers to look more
closely at a child than they were able to in the busy classroom. Increasingly, teachers asked me
to observe a child and take notes for them. Teachers would often take the descriptions I wrote
them of a child and develop practices in response. For example, learning from my letters that one
child struggled to turn his head, the teacher moved his meeting spot to a place where the child
could see the whole room without turning.

Development of Techne
In some cases, hearing about the work that I did with students added to the teacher’s
repertoire of activities try in the classroom. Teachers emphasized that being told about practices
in story form was helpful. Some liked the chance to see theories and practice together and said
that this format made it easier to follow strategies. Many commented that they appreciated that
the narrative form was non-didactic. Often, after reading the notes, the teachers would seek me
out to discuss a particular practice in more depth. For example, in reading about the ways that I
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conducted book clubs, some teachers then asked for more direct support in starting them up
themselves.

Thinking through Philosophy
An essential quality of practical wisdom is the emphasis on philosophy. Many teachers
noted and expressed appreciation of the fact that I consistently looked at children from a positive
perspective. When frustrated with a child, a few said they sought me out because they expected
I’d have a more optimistic view. One teacher directly commented that reading my letters pushed
her to think more rigorously about her own philosophy.

The Chance to Practice in the Company of a Friend
Aristotle (1999) claims that the complete friend helps us by joining in our work. As noted
in Chapter 1, one of my reasons for leaving teaching initially was that I felt isolated. Though I
had many school friends whom I joined for happy hour, I mostly lacked people who wanted to
speak in depth about the work that happened in my classroom. Reflecting upon my work as
Support Team Coordinator in my third Descriptive Review of Practice, I concluded that through
letters, I had written myself into the kind of conversation I had wanted as a classroom teacher. I
had created through these new relationships with teachers the school I had always wanted to
work in. What I most appreciated was the chance to talk about practice with others. Through
these conversations, I not only grew as a teacher but I also could share my work with others and
see their teaching as well. Essentially, what I valued was the chance to join a polis in which we
all could emerge through words in deeds.
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Likewise, a dominant theme that came out of Traugh’s interviews with teachers was
recognition. In my letters, I wrote descriptions of what I saw the teachers doing in the classroom.
I included many compliments and I built any advice around what I saw as the teacher’s strengths.
My colleagues also spoke about the power of being joined in their questions about students. They
appreciated that I did not problem solve for them but with them. It seemed that they, like me, had
also been desperate for a chance to discuss practice in meaningful ways.

***

In summary, many practices emerged from the discussions that began in letters. Both my
teaching and that of my colleagues improved in measurable ways. Yet, what ultimately stood out
for many of us was the way in which the letters fostered conversation. As with published RTNs,
the form of the letters supported and sustained rich explorations of practice.

RTNs within the Larger Context of Teacher Support

Throughout this dissertation, I have argued that teacher voices must play an active role in
discussions concerning educational policy and practice (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2006; FlorioRuane, 1991; Kozol, 2005; Jalongo & Isenberg, 1995; Preskill & Jacobvitz, 2001; Schubert,
1991). Nussbaum (1990) argues that narrative is the form in which questions of practical wisdom
are best discussed because it allows ethics, practices, and context to be explored conjointly.
Similarly, Jalongo and Isenberg (1995) write:
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Narratives are key components in the authentic study of teaching, for until we
understand the context and appreciate the perspectives of those involved, any
understanding of what it means to teach and learn will remain fragmented and
disconnected from the real world of teaching. (p. 16)

Narrative therefore provides an invaluable form for addressing both practical wisdom and
teaching.
As I have highlighted in Chapter 4 and earlier in this chapter, RTNs lead directly to new
practices. Because of the complexity of the text, teachers can access the readings from different
places. This means that a broad range of needs was met through the readings. In advocating for
increased readings of RTNs with teachers, I am not suggesting the elimination of other kinds of
texts from the curriculum. Instead, throughout this dissertation, I have emphasized the range of
sources from which I’ve drawn from. Though RTNs provided some of the most influential texts,
they were one small part of a long reading list that I made for myself as a teacher. For example,
every year I copied my schedule for the first two weeks almost directly from the highly directed
First Six Weeks of School (2000). Reflecting the range of sources, my writing curriculum was
heavily influenced by the philosophy of Foucault (1976) and the curriculum of Stephanie Jones
(2006).39
In this dissertation, I have also argued that friendships can and do happen with texts
(Isenberg, 1994; Preskill & Jacobvitz, 2001). Yet, people often become reliant on texts for
friendship when they are particularly isolated from others (Booth, 1988a; Isenberg, 1994;
39

See Furman (2009) for a detailed exploration of curriculum.
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Gregory, 2009). Though I focus largely on relationships with texts in this dissertation, in this
chapter I have argued that teachers need in-person relationships in schools. Where productive
collaboration can happen with a range of people and resources, ideally teachers should have the
chance to collaborate with other teachers.
Referencing teacher narratives, Preskill and Jacobvitz (2001) write:
These stories underscore the need for teachers to cultivate supportive and
constructively critical colleagues who can collaborate with them in forging a
culture of affirmation and continuous improvement in schools. Whether it is
students just getting into teaching or teachers who have been working at it for 20
years, processes must be established to allow people to confide in one another, to
observe classes, and to come to see one another as valuable resources for
increasing effectiveness. (p. 203)

Teachers require meaningful and ongoing collaboration. Instead of focusing on particular ends,
the goal of this collaboration is, as Smith (2007) articulates, to help one to “reflect on [her] own
teaching in deeper and more meaningful ways” (p. 182). In other words, collaboration is needed
to help the teacher determine her own means of improvement.
In constructing the boundaries of the friendship (Booth, 1988a) that I encourage between
teachers, I return briefly to the features of RTN highlighted in Chapter 4. I encourage that one:


Focus on particulars that are grounded in the setting and characters of the
situation



Articulate the philosophies that guide one’s work



Depict both the practices and the reasoning behind those philosophies



Highlight strengths and struggles



Orient the discussion around inquiry, reaching out through authentic questions
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That said, the form of writing (and speech) that best suits one person’s learning may be
inaccessible to someone else (Gilligan, 1982; Jalongo & Isenberg, 1995). A scientist with an ear
for languages, my partner watches movies for the images and particular phrases. He can repeat
sections of dialogue with perfect intonation but relies on me for the plot. Were I to explain to
him an element of teaching practice, I likely would not use narrative form.
Though inclined towards narrative and other forms of language-based work, much of my
own learning in teaching has come through other avenues as well. For example, one year I took a
workshop on woodworking and built a small wooden house. Though I have shared narratives
depicting this experience many times, it is not the narrative but the feel of the materials and my
colleague’s gentle support that made this activity so monumental. The storied version of building
the house was secondary.
In fostering conversations between teachers, one must be attentive to that individual
teacher. To reiterate these conversations should:


Help teachers problem solve, not problem solve for them



Share ideas without telling anyone what to do



Determine the best way to support each teacher individually



Act in a manner that honors and respects both the child and the adult

Ultimately the form this takes will depend on those in the conversation.

***
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This dissertation began with the question of how to promote teacher flourishing.
Throughout, I have argued that the flourishing of the teacher as a person and the flourishing in
the practice of teaching are intimately connected (Pendlebury, 1995). Specifically, I have
presented practical wisdom as an approach to work that promotes this flourishing. I have
maintained that practical wisdom requires engaging in words and deeds amongst friends. Finally,
I have argued that the ways that we discuss teaching, specifically drawing on narrative, can
encourage the development of practical wisdom. In reading and writing RTNs (both those
published and my letters), the teachers I worked with and I found a way to both improve and be
recognized through our words and deeds. In our discussions of practice, we became known as
humans. Teaching is complex, intelligent, humbling, and challenging work. It is also work
through which an individual teacher can achieve both personal and professional flourishing.
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