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Abstract 

The Care of the Student:  

Humanizing English Teacher Education by Learning from Narrative Medicine 

Patrick McAndrews Sitzer 

 

 This dissertation explores the ways English teacher education can learn from methods 

adapted from the field of narrative medicine. Established within a theoretical framework of 

dialogical self theory and transaction theories of reading, this narrative inquiry examines the 

questions of what happens to a teacher’s changing sense of professional identity when they 

record stories of their practice in a parallel chart and share them in a narrative study group and 

whether these practices can provide novice teachers more humanized support in their first years 

of teaching. 

 Three novice English teachers gathered over four months to record and share narratives 

of their emerging practice as part of a narrative study group facilitated by the researcher. Written 

narratives transcripts of conversations were analyzed to explore these teachers’ positionalities 

and literary features of their writing. Their results show possibilities for the benefit of future 

integration of methods from narrative medicine into English teacher education for the benefit of 

novice teachers and teacher educators alike. 
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Chapter 1: The Care of the Patient 

In 1926, Dr. Francis Peabody took the podium in front of an audience of his medical 

students at Harvard to share some of the wisdom he had gained during his illustrious career as a 

physician and medical educator. Peabody (1927) had been growing concerned with the creeping 

demands of the solely “scientific” aspect of training for medical students at the expense of what 

he knew to be an equally important element of entering the profession of medicine: 

The most common criticism made at present by older practitioners is that young 

graduates have been taught a great deal about the mechanism of disease, but very little 

about the practice of medicine—or, to put it more bluntly, they are too “scientific” and do 

not know how to take care of patients. (p. 877) 

Much was on the line, Peabody (1927) explained. If the diagnosis of disease required a careful 

ear to the needs of the patient, then its treatment required an even closer bond. Many of the 

failures of a young physician, Peabody believed, grew not from their lack of knowledge of the 

“mechanism of disease,” but their ineffectiveness – or worse, unwillingness – at building 

relationships with their patients in a holistic manner. How, then, were medical educators able to 

better train physicians for a career that would foster the importance of these realities? Peabody 

closed his remarks with a concise summation of what he had learned as a doctor and an educator. 

“The secret of the care of the patient,” he explained, “is in caring for the patient” (p. 882, 

emphasis added). 

 Nearly a century later and hundreds of miles from Harvard Medical School, I was busy 

making sense of my new role as a third grade teacher at a small school in New Orleans. I had 

received intensive training in my graduate coursework in education to prepare me to be a first 

year teacher: backward design unit planning, educational psychology, and whole class reward 
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systems to build buy-in from students. I was dismayed to find that my coursework had very little 

to do with the day in and day out of teaching. Rather than the dense academic articles I had been 

assigned, I found I was learning more from observing the effective teachers down the hall, or 

from my peers across the country teaching the same grade. How had such a chasm opened 

between my formal training and the skills I needed most to serve my students? 

 I learned quickly that the most important task for me was to establish authentic, caring 

relationships with each of my students. I had been taught, to borrow Dr. Peabody’s phrase, a 

great deal about the “mechanism” of teaching, but I was lacking in understanding about the 

significance of attending to the lives of my students. I have spent the years since that sweltering 

first year of teaching working on growing in my own capacity to listen to the stories of the lives 

of students, especially as my work has shifted from the K-12 classroom to that of higher 

education. Dr. Peabody’s address to his students of medicine leaves much to explore for our own 

work with students of education. This chapter establishes the project ahead as an exploration of 

what becomes possible when teacher education centers narrative practices that cultivate 

attention, affiliation, and dialogical identity formation – practices that have been put to use in 

narrative medicine but have been underutilized in teacher education. 

As I read more about the efforts of medical education to humanize the practice of training 

future doctors to more closely attend to the lives of their patients, I realized that the gains in their 

field could be beneficial for teacher educators to consider for our own practice in training 

teachers. We, too, have seen decades of bureaucracy interfere with our ability to build schooling 

that is just and equitable for all students. We have seen increased demands on educators that 

disincentivize spending the kind of time with students that they may need. More recently, we 

have seen a pendulum swing back to an emphasis on the “scientific” approaches teachers should 
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take in their classrooms, dehumanizing attacks on the profession in angry school board meetings, 

and growing mistrust of teachers’ expertise. The existence of these problems of rigidity, care, 

and education were not so much two problems as they were one that manifested in two separate 

but related sites: medicine and education, doctors’ offices and classrooms, medical laboratories 

and practicum schools. 

 This project builds a bridge from the field of narrative medicine (Charon, 2006) into my 

hopes of building a practice of narrative pedagogy. A dialogue between the fields can be fruitful 

for learning about the ways that narrative can humanize practice for the sake of the persons we 

serve. If the care of the student is about caring for the student, then our practices need to 

encourage and model ways to do so. I entered into this work to tinker with the puzzle of what 

might become possible when teacher education centers the kinds of narrative practices that 

narrative medicine has adopted, those that cultivate attention, affiliation, and dialogical identity 

formation. The chapters ahead share what was done as I explored that puzzle, and what might be 

left to do. 

A Puzzle of Rigidity 

Many things have changed since Dr. Peabody’s lecture in 1927, and yet far too many 

things have stayed the same. Nearly ninety years later, Dr. Daniel Sulmasy (2016) captured the 

spirit of the issues still plaguing the field of medical education. Sulmasy, a practicing physician, 

Franciscan friar, and philosopher, has taught widely across the interstices of ethics, medicine, 

education, and religion. Rather than a traditional essay lamenting the continued degradation of 

doctors’ ability to care of the whole of their patients, Sulmasy published a curt “rejection” letter 

on behalf of the editorial board of the fictitious Prestigious Medical Journal, outlining the gaps 
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in the aspirational Dr. Peabody’s widely anthologized essay “The Care of the Patient” and why it 

was simply not suitable for the pages of their esteemed publication: 

Chief among our reasons is that [your essay] is overly long. Opinion pieces—especially 

non-data driven articles about topics like ethics—should be no longer than 1,000 words. 

Compounding matters, the lack of graphics or tables makes the paper difficult to digest 

efficiently. We also agree with the reviewers that it is not evidence-based. You provide 

not a single reference to any empirical studies to support your many claims…it fails to 

take account of the really important aspects of medical practice, such as the generation of 

maximal Relative Value Units, the opportunities to improve quality and reduce costs 

made possible by the electronic record, and how the ideas in this paper might contribute 

to maintenance of certification (MOC). 

The fictitious reviewers one and two continue their skewering.  “As it is a paper based on 

anecdote and personal opinion,” reviewer one writes, “it is unlikely to have any measurable 

impact on practice” (p. 564). Are there scales of measurement that can be used to measure this 

so-called “care” of the patient, or the metric of physician sincerity? Is there a control group to 

compare outcomes in the important things like blood pressure, or a standardized satisfaction 

survey? 

 Sulmasy’s (2016) short piece delights the reader in its pithy send-up of the misguided and 

overly rigid focus of the medical field. Particularly, the means of the satire as a rejection letter 

from a “prestigious” journal remind the reader of the lofty locus of “knowledge” in the field, and 

that Peabody’s “opinions” are a blatant waste of everyone’s time. The critiques about the lack of 

graphs or references to empirical studies ring as hollow as the jargon of Relative Value Units or 

Maintenance of Certification. The focus is far too “mechanism of disease,” and not “care of the 
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patient.” If the issues are the same – or even worse – all these years later, what might be done to 

make them better? 

 The same year, high school English teacher Theresa LeSage (2016) published an 

interactive piece simply titled “Teaching Story” in English Journal. The piece listed three 

passages with respective multiple-choice questions under each. From arm’s length, one could 

imagine they have been handed a sample exam to prepare for the New York State Test, but 

closer examination reveals three narrative episodes in an increasingly fraught and distressing 

exchange between LeSage the teacher and her chronically absent student Charlie, whom she is 

trying desperately to engage in her classroom despite ongoing crises in and outside of school. 

The first multiple choice question to be completed captures the absurdity of viewing the work of 

teaching as a series of distinct, correct choices to make: 

1. The point of view from which this passage is told is best described as that of 

a. an uncaring, unreflective, lazy union thug. 

b. a student teacher describing a mentor teacher who “succeeds” with “at risk” kids. 

c. a teacher reflecting on the challenges of helping a student she barely knows. 

d. an expert, tenured teacher looking back at just a few reasons why she’s feeling an 

overwhelming sense of failure in the teaching profession. 

Sulmasy (2016) and LeSage (2016) help frame the conversation about the need for new models 

of educating medical professionals and teachers for the messy work they have chosen in their 

respective fields. The scholars to follow have helped pave the way with important work that 

focuses on humanizing their respective practices using narrative. 

 A call for a new model in medical education dates back many decades, but Engel’s 

(1977) influential article called for a biopsychosocial model of medical education for doctors 
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who had become too transfixed on only understanding the biology or physiology of disease. He 

similarly sought to tether skeptics of a purely biomedical approach to the crucial gains that 

academic medicine had made because of its focus on biology. The field had come to be too 

dominated by biologists. 

Across disciplines and a decade later, Bruner (1987) lamented that psychology had 

become too transfixed on simply studying behavior and had lost its footing on what should have 

been a sturdy foundation of helping persons explore meaning in their lives. Bruner had been 

working for years to theorize what he called narrative knowledge, an understanding that we 

made sense of the lives we lived mainly through stories, and that the starting place of this 

knowledge must be with the specific self, not some generalized, abstract being. 

Rosenblatt’s (1978, 1995) cry against addressing the reader as a generalized, ambiguous 

figure was of little use to discuss the way readers made meaning of texts they encountered. In 

medical education, Gorlin and Zucker (1983) emphasized the need to recognize that the power of 

the self of the clinician would be an important starting point to better understanding the way 

diagnoses are made, rather than treating diagnoses as generalized or objective. Bruner (1990) 

continued his push to explore human life with narrative in a way that moved beyond the simply 

biological and included a shift in valuing qualitative, narrative data as and in research. 

Critics were quick to pounce, however, as narrative research entered onto the scene that 

the practices were “vague and soft” and could not be put to meaningful use in teaching or teacher 

research. Elbaz-Luwisch (2007) noted that these critiques of narrative’s use would help facilitate 

a backlash toward a more “scientific” understanding of teaching. 

 Researchers like Clandinin et al. (2009) believed that stories helped teachers become 

more aware of their own life stories and the lives of their students, and research teams Cooper 
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and He (2013) and VanDerHeide and Johnson (2020) conducted extensive studies that invited 

teachers to explore their lives and practice narratively. Similar studies from Dvir (2021) used 

narrative for novice teachers to build their capacity to deal with the vast uncertainty of early-

career teaching. 

A Puzzle of Care 

I was unprepared to fully engage in a responsive way to the stories of the lives of my 

students that fall in New Orleans. My teacher education coursework dove into the “mechanics” 

mentioned in an earlier section, but not the realities of being a visitor in a culture that was not my 

own. But before I could explore the lives of others, I needed to explore my own. What I was 

absorbing was less a function of those around me and more a function of my own capacities to 

see and listen.  

This early challenge in connecting with students is similar to issues facing novice 

caregivers in medical fields connecting with patients: the science and mechanics of medicine can 

present one set of important skills, but they limit those on a more human level. These two sites of 

encounter are not so much their own, separate problem, but one. It is a problem of the ways 

training and preparation of professionals miss the opportunity for dialogue with the people that 

come to them for care. 

Similarly, many teacher education programs force feed a list of “best practices” that 

squeeze the complex work of teaching into the kind of rigid questions found in LeSage’s (2016) 

wayward exam. Rather than being taught what a correct answer to a problem might be, I needed 

to learn that my openness and ability to respond were far more important skills to sharpen. These 

moments of wobble (Fecho et al., 2021), episodes of uncertainty that challenge what we thought 

to be sure footing in our beliefs or practices, were better teachers than an academic assignment. 
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Novice teachers need a balance of coursework that allows them authentic engagement 

with the ins and outs of teaching, while also learning about themselves and how they may be 

programmed to respond in moments of uncertainty.  

Challenges in care for the human person of patients invites dialogue with Audre Lorde’s 

(1980) account of her battle with breast cancer in The Cancer Journals. Lorde chronicles the 

racist degradation she faced as a Black woman navigating the American healthcare system that 

refused to listen to her pain. In the early stages of writing this project, I visited my primary care 

physician for a routine yearly check up. Toward the end of our conversation, my doctor alerted 

me to a concern he had, recommending that I follow up with a specialist, which led to the 

recommendation that I undergo surgery. 

In March of that year, four months after the initial appointment, I underwent a successful 

operation at Weill Cornell’s medical campus in Manhattan. I was granted the ability to work 

remotely for a few days while I recuperated, and I was grateful for the ensuing spring weather 

that arrived in New York a few weeks later as I began to venture back outside the apartment. 

Follow-up appointments in the weeks that followed confirmed that the operation had been a 

success, and that I was healing as the surgeon had hoped. Having unwittingly entered deeper into 

the medical world than I had previously, each visit to the doctor was animated by the new light 

I’d found in exploring the world of narrative medicine and my positionalities I held in my 

personal, professional, and academic lives. Which stories did these patients sitting next to me 

bring with them in the waiting room, anxiously leafing through an old magazine, eyes darting 

from the clock on the wall to the watch on their wrist, foot tapping on the cold, tile floor? Did 

their doctors provide a listening ear, a sense of professionalism and warmth, a feeling of trust? 

Who was waiting on life or death information for themselves or a loved one? 



9 
 

More than anything else, my unanticipated foray into the medical world as a patient taught me 

about the privileges I’d been afforded compared to so many thousands of New Yorkers, millions 

of Americans, and untold counts of humans across the globe. I was never castigated or chided by 

a doctor. The pain or discomfort I felt during examinations was never laughed off or ignored. I 

had quality health insurance provided by my employer, who granted me time off work and the 

ability to work remotely. I had stable housing, access to healthy food, and the ability to rest. My 

appointments, consultations, and correspondence were all conducted in English, the only 

language in which I am fluent. I was a white, able-bodied, heterosexual male navigating a system 

that was largely designed with me in mind. This positionality in the doctor’s office echoes into 

the classroom, as well. 

A Puzzle of Teacher Education 

In a recent semester of an English methods course for undergraduate students that I was 

teaching, a student raised his hand to share a story about how he had been trying to improve the 

behavior of a student who had been disruptive in his student teaching classroom. This 

undergraduate was the child of Polish immigrants to New York City, and his tall frame and icy 

blue eyes would have been far more imposing if not for his warm smile and affable participation 

in class. He had been placed in a Brooklyn classroom of students who were largely recent 

immigrants from Africa. 

Stephen – a pseudonym – shared that he decided to follow a path that he had experienced 

as a child of “breaking down” the student’s self-esteem so that he could intentionally build it 

back up, a seeming gain and chance to let that student know he was being supported. Despite my 

immediate internal response of distress in this practice, I took a breath and offered to the rest of 

the class to consider what Stephen had shared, and how this practice might resonate with or be in 
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tension with the ideas we had discussed so far in the semester. His classmates noted that while it 

was in alignment with our work to build a student up, it seemed counterproductive to begin by 

cutting them down. A more reserved student who often sat in the corner raised her hand to share 

what many of us could see, but Stephen might not: perhaps, she noted with a smile, this might be 

a terrifying experience for a small student underneath his massive frame? An unquestioned 

practice gets the chance to receive daylight from another member of the community in ways that 

would not have been possible in isolation. 

This small example illustrates the necessity for novice teachers to continue to build an 

awareness of their own selves, and for them to do so while embedded in a community of practice 

(Lave and Wenger, 1991) and dialogue with other teachers. Had I simply imposed and told 

Stephen directly that this was likely causing more harm than good, I would have robbed his 

classmates the chance to engage him more directly and productively, and for him to hear the 

voice of a colleague instead of a professor. And they were able to do so because he was willing 

to tell a story that others could hear and respond to. 

My work, then, as a teacher educator is to establish coursework, assignments, activities, 

and experiences that provide novice teachers the opportunities for this kind of internal and 

external dialogue. Muhammad (2020) articulates a vision forward in which care and curriculum 

can be in dialogue: “Teachers…must love the ways our children talk, learn, smile, look, sound, 

the ways they are loud, and the ways they are silent. Before we get to the curriculum and 

standards, our students need to know they are loved” (p. 167). 

Research Question and Overview of the Study 

The field of education, like medicine, has become fraught with bureaucratic practices that 

place demands on professionals in ways that limit and discourage professionals’ ability to engage 
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individually with their students or patients. If medicine and medical education can adopt a 

narrative stance to practice, I am interested in what can happen if English teacher education can 

do the same. Toward that end, Clandinin and Connelly (1996) write that the utilization of 

narrative inquiry as a methodology into schooling practices can “restory” not only individual 

practice but also impact systemic change in education by centering stories of teachers themselves 

and the stories told about them. Classrooms and schools can become sites of narrative 

exploration, where teachers can write new stories about what teaching can be. 

 So, with these problems at hand, I frame the following research questions for exploration: 

● What happens to a teacher’s changing sense of professional identity when they record 

stories of their practice in a parallel chart and share them in a narrative study group? 

● What can be learned about more humanized support for novice teachers by participating 

in a narrative study group? 

Overview of the Study 

This study traces the adaptation of two practices – the parallel chart and the narrative 

study group – from narrative medicine into teacher education by gathering teachers together to 

read and write narratives about their practice and teaching lives in ways that they are unable to in 

more formal schooling spaces. Participants take turns writing, reading, and responding to one 

another, building capacity for close writing and close reading to the textual elements of each 

others’ stories. As it is the goal of these groups in narrative medicine to increase a practitioner’s 

capacity for attention, representation, and affiliation with and to their patients (Charon, 2006), 

the same is true for teachers’ capacity with their students and their own practice. 
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 To address the research question, I designed a qualitative study that brought a small 

group of teachers together once a month to read and share narratives of their teaching 

experiences written in the shadow of a short work of poetry or fiction. 

Significance 

This study is significant for several reasons. First, it builds a bridge between two fields 

that would make for excellent partners in dialogue. Just as I have had my practice enriched by 

looking outside my traditional field, I believe much can be gained by other educators looking to 

narrative medicine, and I believe that medical professionals learning about narrative can learn 

much from teachers of English. Second, this shift in methods of teacher education can provide a 

framework for other English teacher educators to bring to their own classrooms and, ultimately, 

have their students of education bring to their K-12 spaces. 

With a clearer view of the development of meaning making and narrative ways of 

knowing in front of us, where can bridges be built across the disciplines of English education and 

narrative medicine? English teacher education can focus on the narrative knowledge of teachers 

and model the dialogues that they might have with their students in the English classroom. 

Narrative medicine provides a model across several important factors for the possibilities of a 

narrative pedagogy of English and English education. 

         Narrative medicine shows the importance of practicing in a contextualized world rather 

than a sterile vacuum. There can be no authentic healing unless doctors learn that illness is 

influenced by the fullness of that individual patient’s social context: their family members, their 

medical history, their religious beliefs and hopes for the future. The lives of patients and their 

doctors are situated in the wider contexts of lived experience. The same can be true for narrative 
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pedagogy: there can be no transformational learning if a teacher treats “knowledge” as a static 

object to be delivered directly to students’ brains. A teacher must understand the constant 

dynamism of the lives of their students, as well as their own lived contexts and the way those 

experiences influence the ability to dialogue with students. An intersubjective encounter brings 

with it the ethical implications of caring for another person. 

         Just as patients long for doctors who will “stay the course” with them through illness, 

students desire teachers who can place student learning in the context of the long haul, 

recognizing the twists and turns a journey can take. A narrative pedagogy recognizes that the life 

stories of students and their teachers are continually being drafted and revised, and that teller and 

listener can continue to grow together in their capacity to tell, listen, and respond. Charon (2006) 

recognized that these aspirations were not being taught in medical schools, and it should not be 

taken for granted that they are being taught in teacher preparation programs, either. 

 Narrative pedagogy can look to narrative medicine as an example for a shift away from 

rigid and isolated ways of healing – medication, direct therapy, appointments – toward 

embedded and social ways of doing so within a greater context of social life that includes a 

patient’s family, friends, beliefs, and doubts. Narrative pedagogy can understand learning in the 

same manner: gone is the notion that school and learning are rigid synonyms, and in its place is 

the understanding that students’ lives outside the classroom must be treated as sites of meaning 

making. 

         Narrative ways of knowing about diseases also provide narrative pedagogy a chance to 

rethink and reframe deficit mindsets in the English classroom. Charon (2006) notes the Western 

stance of linearity, causality, and pathology with disease: definitive, certain origins create 
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explicit pathways for disease to develop, and they are treated with medication and a regimen of 

palliative care. What about broadening an understanding of the causes of disease beyond the 

biological? I am not equating student differences in learning to be the same as a disease or 

pathogen; this type of thinking in the English classroom has been too prevalent for too long. 

Students aren’t learning the material? They must have a learning disability. Students aren’t 

following the lessons or the text in English? They must not be intelligent. Narrative medicine’s 

refusal to look at disease as purely linear can help English education break free from fixating on 

single causes or origins of students’ challenges in class. Most significantly, a narrative stance 

forces the physician and teacher to examine their own capacity in listening for and responding to 

the stories of those placed in their care. 

The Chapters to Come 

The following chapters lay the groundwork for this collaboration between narrative 

medicine and English teacher education. Chapter 2 outlines the theoretical framework that 

animates my research, guided by theories of self, transactional reading, and communities of 

practice. Hermans and Hermans-Konopka’s (2010) dialogical self theory provides a system for 

teachers to first come to better know themselves before working to foster relationships with their 

students. Two theorists guide my thinking about the uses of narratives and the ways we need to 

understand the relationships between narratives and their readers: Felski’s (2008, 2015) 

postcritical reading and Rosenblatt’s (1978, 1995) are placed into dialogue about the need for 

careful but creative reading experiences. Lave and Wenger’s (1991) theory of situated learning 

provides a hopeful possibility for what our practice can shift toward to make English teacher 

education more authentic. 
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 Chapter 3 provides a review of literature united by the significant role narrative has and 

can play in humanizing practice. Psychologist Jerome Bruner and education researchers 

Clandinin and Connelly play an outsized role in research on and with narrative and have their 

work highlighted early in the chapter. Then, I feature significant developments in the ways 

narrative has been employed in medical practice and medical education, followed by 

developments and possibilities for narrative in teacher education. 

 Chapter 4 provides a methodology and methods overview that centers on narrative 

inquiry research and the specific methods that have been adopted – and adapted – from narrative 

medicine. Beginning with an overview of the ways that narrative inquiry can be used across 

medicine and education, I continue by expounding the methods of the parallel chart and the 

narrative study group, both explicitly adapted from narrative medicine. I conclude by outlining 

Josselson’s (2011) useful guidance for narrative analysis of the data. 

 Chapter 5 features the narratives and conversations of the participants in the narrative 

study group over the course of four months, highlighting different themes that emerged while 

coding the data and presented to explore the possibilities of the parallel chart and narrative study 

groups in English teacher education. Chapter 6 offers a conclusion by way of insights and 

implications of this kind of work for building bridges of care between teachers and their students. 

If the secret of care of the student is caring for the student, I believe that teachers’ narratives can 

play a powerful role in bringing Dr. Peabody’s dream to life. 

Theoretical Framework 

 To understand the bridges I build between narrative medicine and narrative teacher 

education, I need to enter into dialogue with theories of self, stories, and communities of 

practice. Because this work happens as embedded inside of communities, whether these are 
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doctors’ offices or teacher education classrooms, the theory at hand should provide guidance on 

the ways that persons develop a sense of self through stories, and how those stories are told to 

and by the communities around them. Most importantly, we need ways of understanding the 

messiness and gray area of these topics. 

 I begin by exploring the concept of the dialogical self (Hermans & Hermans-Konopka, 

2010), a theory that connects the internal life of a person with the external life of their 

communities, and that holds tension between unity and multiplicity. The work of narrative 

attention will do well to understand the value of dialogue at play in a self. Next, I discuss 

theories of telling and reading stories that can animate exchanges between selves. Rosenblatt’s 

(1978/1995) theory of transactional reading, while Felski (2008/2015) and Sedgwick (2003) 

provide a glimpse of the uses of literature beyond the strictures of critique. I conclude by looking 

at the theories of Lave and Wenger (1991) to explore how the work of narrative teacher 

education can be understood as situated learning. 

 All theory tells a story, and for me to tell about a theory, I tell a few stories to set the 

stage for the usefulness of theories of self, stories, and communities of practice. 

Dialogical Self Theory 

By October of that first year, I could feel things beginning to shift. I had been in my 

classroom for six weeks, and I was beginning to feel the shine of the first month and a half wear 

off. I was changing, learning to incorporate new aspects of self-as-teacher and putting them into 

dialogue with who I had been to that point in life. That fall, I had started my first year of 

teaching. I was teaching third grade in urban New Orleans while enrolled in an alternative 

certification program that allowed me to complete a master’s degree in elementary education 
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while teaching full time. Mere months earlier, I had been a senior in college, eager about the 

prospects of learning how to teach and in moving to a new region of the country.  

 But now, I was on the other side of a college degree, and on the other side of the 

teacher’s desk. The freedom I’d enjoyed as a college student had been replaced by learning to 

teach eight- and nine-year olds. A backpack of literature and philosophy texts had been replaced 

by totes of heavy basal readers and teachers’ manuals. New Orleans East, the neighborhood in 

which I taught, had been as heavily impacted by Hurricane Katrina years earlier as the Lower 

Ninth Ward – a drastic change from the woods of my college campus. My students and their 

families lived in the surrounding neighborhood, and my midwestern, Irish-German background 

was a novelty in a school community that was a mix of African American and Vietnamese 

American residents. 

 Regardless of a teacher’s physical location, I imagine that many first-year educators share 

aspects of my experience: the bewildering shift in responsibility, the exhaustion of learning what 

captures – or fails to capture – our students’ attention, the million daily decisions to be made. But 

they also know the joy of building connections with students, or watching a lightbulb go off for a 

student after a successful lesson. Before any meaningful teaching can happen, teachers need to 

become aware of the aspects of their developing selves that have been put into play in their 

classrooms. 

 That first year was a wakeup call for me that my understanding of my students’ lives was 

not simply a function of their ability to tell me the stories they were living, but it was my ability 

to listen to them. I realized that my own self was in the process of rapidly changing and 

incorporating new aspects of my identity – teacher, transplant, monolinguist, disciplinarian, 

coworker – that were not so much replacing previous identities as they were entering into 
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dialogue with them. My self as a Minnesotan had not disappeared by moving to New Orleans, 

but my experience of learning New Orleans was shaped by my life growing up in the snowy 

woods. My self as a lover of literature and books was dismayed by the presence of a mundane, 

clunky basal reader as part of my required curriculum, but my then-new self as employee who 

needed to follow professional directions from my principal needed to take the reins in order for 

me to stay employed. And I knew that my students’ lives were just as varied as my own in this 

constant state of becoming. With these realizations, I turn to the theory of the dialogical self to 

frame the work ahead. 

Dialogical Selves, Selves in Dialogue 

Hermans and Hermans-Konopka (2010) write that the self is not a fixed entity, but is a 

small society made up of different stances and perspectives they term I-positions. These I-

positions take turns in different situations and help to bridge the false dichotomy of internal and 

external aspects of the self. Similarly, while traditional notions of self mark an individual as 

something distinct from society, dialogical self theory posits that selves are the building blocks 

of society, and that a single self contains within it multiple aspects of the societies in which it is 

embedded. Meijers and Hermans (2018) note the significance of the term position, in use as a 

noun and a verb, and in the active and passive tense. Not only do we position ourselves “toward 

another or myself…but I’m also positioned by the other” (p. 8). For instance, I might position 

myself as a skeptic of following scripted lessons in a basal reader, but I am positioned by the 

rigid parameters set by my principal to follow the curriculum I’m given. 

 In my first year of teaching in New Orleans, I was surprised to come into contact with I-

positions of which I was unaware. Having always considered myself as a calm, even-keeled 

person, “I as short tempered toward my third graders” would emerge frequently in those first few 
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months. I recognized that I needed to counter this position by prioritizing “I as professional,” or 

“I as compassionate toward my students.” I found within my teaching practice some long-

forgotten practices of teachers in my own life: my high school geometry teacher, Mr. Rowe, and 

his attention to detail, or Fr. Rene’s willingness to read aloud to his college students. The 

seemingly singular “I as teacher" was actually a hubbub of voices, what Bakhtin (1981) called 

heteroglossia. These multiple voices lived within me, and the more aware of them I became, the 

better I was able to put them into active dialogue with each other.   

Hermans and Hermans-Konopka (2010) also recognize that new positions can evolve 

when two or more conflicting positions come into dialogue, and a new way is needed. The 

theorists posit that this fruitful practice can generate meta-positions, which allows a self to step 

back and evaluate the dialogue at play. “I as appreciator of silence” needed to make immediate 

concessions to the bustle of an elementary school classroom in that first year of teaching, as I did 

when “I as strict grader” needed to show compassion and patience for a student who needed 

another try on an assignment. The dialogical view of the self allows for persons to take a deep 

dive into the uncertainty of an encounter rather than to avoid or ignore it, making this theory of 

self particularly useful in exploring the lives of teachers. 

Unfinalizability 

As I continued to teach beyond that first year, I came to a more confident view of myself 

and my practice. I had learned about which I-positions tended to flare up when I was being 

positioned in challenging ways – grading against a deadline, receiving a harsh email from a 

parent, student cruelty toward each other – and how I needed to counter those positions with 

meta-positions that worked to calm those other voices. I also began to understand that not only 

each school year would be different from the last because of the community of students, but each 
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day would vary depending on I-positions at work in the lives of my students. It would be a 

mistake to make the overly simplistic view that a classroom, or hospital room, is a linear and 

predictable exchange between the selves of teachers and students, or doctors and patients. 

Instead, the possibilities for contact are infinite. 

Nikulin (2006) provides more context in understanding the relationship between the 

terms dialogue and dialectic, and he makes the case that it is dialogue we must seek because of 

its inability to be contained or finished. Nikulin calls this feature of dialogue “unfinalizability,” 

which captures “the impossibility of exhausting one’s various relations with the other, which 

includes relations with the other of oneself” (p. ix). This framing of the dialogic over the 

dialectical opens up a new realm of possibility for ways of learning “what one is ‘up to’” by 

“get[ting] a reply from the other.” Nikulin is in harmony with Bakhtin (1981), who writes that 

this reply from the other is the “activating principle” in learning about one’s self. 

A Sense of Self 

More than a decade after that first year of teaching, I enrolled in the requisite introductory 

course in the Narrative Medicine program at Columbia. My classmates were current medical 

students, entrepreneurs in the world of medical technology, and prospective applicants for 

medical research programs. In the first semester of coursework, students are required to take the 

course “Giving and Receiving Accounts of the Self” to learn the basic tenets of close reading and 

the processes of writing in the shadow of texts. Each weekly class was split into a discussion of 

the week’s reading, ranging from Alison Bechdel’s Fun Home (2006) to W.G. Sebald’s (2001) 

Austerlitz, with a range of memoir, film, and poetry in between. After an examination of the 

week’s text, a classmate would lead a close reading of a text of their choosing, and we would 

write, share, and comment on each other’s work. 
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 To end the semester, each participant was required to shadow a physician or nurse 

practitioner and narrativize the encounter, so one afternoon I got on the 1 train and headed up to 

Columbia’s sprawling medical campus in Washington Heights. The massive brick facade of 

Columbia Presbyterian Hospital was intimidating as I entered and took the elevator up the 

palliative care unit. The nurse practitioner was warm and welcomed me into her office, where 

she explained about her work and the appointments on the docket for the afternoon. She 

explained that palliative care was about pain management for patients who are past conventional 

treatment and are likely moving toward death. For some patients, she explained, this was a 

profoundly difficult phase. For others, the pains of their illness had become so burdensome, that 

the offer of comfort in end-of-life treatment was welcomed as a huge relief. She prepped me to 

meet her patient John – a pseudonym – over Zoom. After years of hard living in a rock band and 

subsequent years in and out of a Bronx methadone clinic, John’s liver and pancreas were failing, 

and walking was becoming difficult. He was likely nearing the end of his life, she shared. 

 John logged into the Zoom call and smiled behind his shock of white hair and long, 

silvery beard. The nurse practitioner was clearly a welcome sight for him, and she listened as he 

described his recent symptoms. I was surprised to learn that they had been working together only 

a few months, as their rapport seemed so strong. For privacy reasons, she announced that she had 

a graduate student with her just off camera, and asked if it was alright with him if the student 

listened in. He smiled and said it would be just fine. 

The check-in progressed, and she feigned a scolding tone and reminded him of the 

importance of getting his flu shot. In our preparation for the call, I’d learned that for patients like 

John, a bad bout of flu or pneumonia was the likeliest culprit in being a fatal catalyst. He shared 
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his gratitude for the reminder and responded with a deep head nod when he was asked if he had 

his narcan close by, just in case. I was reminded of the high stakes of the situation. 

 As he was getting ready to log off, he looked back into the camera and said, “I hope the 

student you had with you was able to get something from this. You gotta learn somehow, right?” 

 I thought about the selves present there in that office. “I as someone generally afraid of 

hospitals” was in dialogue with “I the student in a narrative medicine class,” needing to move 

beyond my comfort zone to complete this assignment. “I as more experienced New Yorker” had 

no problem navigating the bustling subway ride up to Columbia, whereas “I as recent transplant 

from the Midwest” would have struggled to do so. The nurse practitioner explained how her 

sense of self as a palliative care provider had been shaped by her time in New York City during 

the onset of the HIV/AIDS crisis. She carried the memories of the fear, stigma, and sadness she 

saw in her patients in the 1980s with her today. Many of those experiences had come back to a 

more prominent position when Covid began to ravage the city, she explained, but the 

organization and communication systems of 2020 were far more advanced. Her present self was 

in hurried dialogue with her past self, working to make a new way forward. 

 As I left the hospital that afternoon, I thought most about John. Which dialogues between 

I-positions does one nearing the end of life have? I tried to conceptualize this as I wrote the final 

assignment for class. John had been “I the musician,” “I the addict in recovery,” “I the patient of 

this care team.” Which dialogues was he having within himself as he was losing his health? I 

thought about the contact site of the exam room, and the impact that the dialogue had on my 

thinking. How much would have been lost if the call had been monological, with the nurse 

practitioner simply giving directions, or refusing to let John speak to tell his story? I knew this to 

be a not uncommon experience for many during their visits to doctors’ offices, and for many as 
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students in classrooms. Making effective change in practice requires a willingness to listen more 

attentively to the stories being told, and it requires doctors – and teachers – to understand that the 

selves of their patients and students were just as dynamic and unfinalizable as their own. 

 I also thought about how prescient John’s parting remarks were about hoping that “I the 

attending graduate student” was “able to get something” from the appointment. Reading about 

definitions and histories of palliative care is one thing; sitting in a doctor’s office listening to a 

conversation about end-of-life care with a patient is another. John’s comment helped put into 

words the important need for novice teachers to become aware of their own I-positions for the 

sake of being able to respond to the dynamic I-positions of their students. This puts responsibility 

on the shoulders of teacher educators and medical educators to build in practices like the 

shadowing exercise in narrative medicine: students of education and students of medicine must 

learn to experience the uncertainty, the unfinalizability, and the messiness of real interaction with 

students. Likewise, our approach to theory and research must account for the impossibility of 

grasping the complexity of a self like John. So much of his story would be missed if a doctor 

were to focus on only one of his I-positions without considering the dialogue between those 

positions, in the same way a teacher would miss the richness of her students’ lives. I was grateful 

to have met John. Because you have to learn somehow, right? 

Transactional Theory and Postcritical Reading 

A few years ago, I had the opportunity to work closely with a group of elementary 

teachers in a small, parochial school in Washington Heights, a neighborhood in northern 

Manhattan with a storied history of refuge, community, and change for different ethnic groups 

throughout the 20th century. Since the mid-1960s, it is prominently noted as “Little Dominican 

Republic,” home to thousands of Dominican Americans whose families fled political instability 
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and violence following the collapse of the Trujillo dictatorship and the Dominican Civil War 

(Duany, 2008). A teacher needed a short respite in her kindergarten classroom, so I eagerly 

volunteered to read her students a story while she stepped out. My weeks with the school had 

allowed me to become a more familiar face to the students, most of whom shared the Dominican 

heritage of the neighborhood. 

 I chose Islandborn, a beautifully illustrated children’s picture book by Junot Diaz (2018), 

known much more prominently for his works of fiction for adults. In the story, the young 

protagonist Lola is given an assignment to create a visual representation of her country of origin. 

Too little to remember leaving “the island,” Lola turns to her neighbors and family in 

Washington Heights for recollections of what made their previous home so beautiful. Her abuela 

connects her to Mr. Mir, her apartment building’s superintendent, to hear the story of a terrible 

“monster” that plagued the island for years. “For thirty years,” Mr. Mir shares, the monster 

“could destroy an entire town with a single word and make a whole family disappear simply by 

looking at it.” The adult reader is more likely to understand the dictatorial allegory, or the 

surname Mir’s allusion to the famous resistance of the Mirabal sisters (Alvarez, 2010). 

 The carpet full of cross-legged kindergarteners gasped as I turned the page to show the 

illustration of the monster coming ashore as a dead-eyed, monstrously large bat, looming itself 

onto the shore amidst a green sky and hurricane-force winds, bending the palm trees that lined 

the beach, and sending local residents running for refuge. We learn that brave citizens like Mr. 

Mir rose up to defeat the monster, but many were forced to leave the island and travel north for 

safety. I finished the story to scattered applause and cheers from the kindergartners who had not 

yet squirmed out of their seated positions, just in time for the teacher to return and provide a 

smile of gratitude for the short coverage. I was packing my bag as one of the kindergartners 



25 
 

approached me – I’ll call her Maria – eyes wide with distress as she reached out for the picture 

book. 

 “Does the monster still live there?” Maria asked, choking back tears. She cried that her 

grandmother still lived in the Dominican Republic and wanted no harm to befall her. I smiled 

and shared that the monster in the book was not real like it was portrayed in the illustrations, and 

that the monster had been gone for many years. Maria calmed down a bit and seemed relieved, 

saying thank you to me before she moved on with her class to the rest of the morning’s activities. 

 Maria’s reading provides a useful example of how I have come to see the importance of 

seeing how our own stories impact our readings of others. This transaction between readers, 

texts, and lives provides a powerful “live circuit,” as Rosenblatt (1978) would say. While 

seemingly small – a teacher reads a picture book, a kindergartener has a strong, emotional 

reaction – the exchange is a helpful example into the theories that place stories at the center of an 

exploration of human life. The text itself is layered and sophisticated: Diaz provides a concise 

allegory of a profoundly disruptive and violent geopolitical era, in the same tradition as lengthier 

works of fiction like Alvarez’s (2010) In the Time of the Butterflies. Rather than presenting the 

brutal details in a linear account, or as a series of bullet points to share historical facts, the 

narrativization of the events allow a new entry point into Dominican diasporic history for a 

wider range of ages. The aesthetic qualities of the story can be equally – if not more – impactful 

than taking an efferent approach to writing and reading. 

 Maria's response to the text is another reminder of the need to acknowledge the histories, 

experiences, and cultures that individual readers bring to their enactment of a text. For a student 

without an abuela in the Dominican Republic, the experience of reading this story would be 

distinctly different, as it would be for this student reading it again at another age. The same could 
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be said of my subsequent readings of the picture book after my encounter with Maria. My 

readings of the book since that encounter have also been changed, myself having been impacted 

by the reading experience of another. When she grows older and learns more history, will Maria 

think back to this story? One is asking the wrong question if they look between our two readings 

and ask which is correct. I can learn just as much from this student’s emotional experience of the 

text as she could learn from my own allegorical understanding of it. 

 While the experience of being shocked by a text as a small child is not necessarily 

congruent to that as an adult, there is much to be reminded of in this exchange. Most importantly, 

this student gives adult readers a reminder of the power of being moved by the experience of 

“living through” a story, rather than allowing ourselves to impose a rigidly efferent or 

“suspicious” stance, as Sedgwick (2003) and Felski (2008; 2015) note. Reading might also be 

limited because of externally imposed tasks or forms, like multiple choice questions, or a 

standardized hospital chart. Too often, a predetermined form or stance precludes an aesthetic 

reading from taking place. Rosenblatt (1980) recalled an observation of a second grade teacher 

who was telling a story to a room full of captive second-graders, but suddenly must have recalled 

a professor’s requirement to stamp an understanding, so she quickly diverted the students’ 

attention away from the experience of the story to finding the “main idea” instead (p. 393). 

Moved by Stories 

Alongside her theory of transactional reading, Rosenblatt (1978; 1995) provides a 

framework for understanding what she terms efferent and aesthetic reading. Less a discreet list of 

activities and more a mental paradigm when reading, these two stances give further light to 

Rosenblatt’s hope of expanding the ways readers think about transacting with texts. Efferent 
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reading is reading that occurs to carry away information, while aesthetic reading focuses on the 

active response being generated within the reader as the reading is taking place. 

 To set the stage to distinguish the two types of reading, Rosenblatt (1978) tells a story of 

the hypothetical arrival of a famous sculpture into the United States from abroad. Before the 

sculpture can be delivered to its new home, it must first pass through customs. The customs 

officer, Rosenblatt explains, is tasked with “reading” the sculpture not as a work of art, but 

simply as a “mass of taxable metal.” He has an efferent stance toward the piece, needing only 

straightforward information that he can carry away from his exchange. After passing through 

customs, the sculpture arrives at its new home and is given a private viewing for an 

accomplished art critic. This critic “reads” the sculpture to attend to his own responses to “its 

lines, its texture, its color, [and] the associations aroused in him” (p. 31). The “text” of the 

sculpture is exactly the same, but the readers’ purposes for reading are different. The “evocation” 

of experience, emotion, and desire are the fruits of an aesthetic stance toward reading. 

A reader’s ability to engage with a text in an aesthetic framing is often hindered by 

practices that teachers plan with the intent of helping students to grow as readers with too great a 

focus on an efferent framing. Rosenblatt’s (1980) essay “What Facts Does This Poem Teach 

You?” was named after a dud of a question she found in a classroom that had introduced a 

beautiful poem to students but forced them toward too rigid a framing of understanding ways to 

make meaning from it. 

Postcritical Reading 

Most any teacher of English language arts can tell you about twin problems that arise in 

many of their students: students read and write in a way in which they believe there is a secret, 
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correct answer that their teacher is going to seek in a formal assessment. That beautiful picture 

book the teacher read about Lola and the Dominican Republic? There might be a quiz on it later.  

This type of “paranoia” evolves as students get older, and morphs by the time they reach 

their college English classes into one in which students must unmask the hidden ideologies of a 

text before they are “duped” into falling under their influence. Eve Sedgwick (2003) worries 

about what is lost when this all-encompassing approach uses up all the oxygen in a classroom. A 

refusal to be caught off guard by a text means that “bad news must already be known” when one 

opens a book, precluding the experience of a more aesthetic response to it.  “Because there must 

be no bad surprises” in a suspicious reading, she writes, “and because learning the possibility of 

bad surprises would itself constitute a bad surprise,” a paranoid stance toward reading “requires 

that bad news be always already known” (p. 130). Monsters in the middle of the story are there 

to frighten us, and do ourselves a favor by allowing ourselves to be taken off-guard by them. 

Sedgwick’s (2003) call against paranoid reading augments Rosenblatt’s hopes for an 

emphasis on the aesthetic experience of reading, and her worries about the monopoly of a critical 

stance are spelled out in her explanation of what she calls reparative reading. Writing from the 

positionality of a scholar deeply invested in the ways reading might be used as an instrument of 

justice, Sedgwick is clear in her call that shifting away from critical ways of reading or knowing 

does not deny the “reality or gravity of enmity or oppression,” but it can instead widen the scope 

of how readers come to approach texts and be moved by them. 

 Sedgwick (2003) begins by outlining the detrimental aspects of paranoid reading, noting 

that it tends to “blot out” alternative ways of understanding or “things to understand” (p. 131). 

Importantly, a paranoid style of reading negates the lively connection – Rosenblatt’s “live 

circuit” – that arises between readers and texts. If a text is viewed as something that must be 
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rifled through, deconstructed, dug into, or unmasked as a “vessel of hidden ideology,” to borrow 

a term from Felsk (2008), what possibilities are readers giving the text to be a source of 

knowledge, to be an entity that moves us? Approaching a text as a site of suspicious thinking 

also denies other readers agency in enacting the texts themselves. “The paranoid trust in 

exposure” of a text’s hidden ideologies, Sedgwick (2003) writes, “seemingly depends…on an 

infinite reservoir of naïveté in those who make up the audience for these unveilings” (p. 141). 

 The solution, then, is to explore a theory of reparative reading. Sedgwick (2003) explains 

that this means moving away from the need to unmask or expose texts and instead to give up the 

“anxious, paranoid determination that no horror, however apparently unthinkable, shall ever 

come to the reader as new…Because there can be terrible surprises, however, there can also be 

good ones” (p. 146). 

 Similar to Rosenblatt’s and Sedgwick’s hesitations are Felski’s (2008; 2015) cautionings 

against overly “suspicious” or critical readings of literature with far greater potential for reading 

experiences than simply being exposed as vessels of hidden ideologies. Felski posits that 

literature and stories are of “use” to readers “to open up for investigation a vast terrain of 

practices, expectations, emotions, hopes, dreams, and interpretations” in a life that is 

“multitudinous beyond imagination, tangled, muddy, painful, and perplexed” (2008, p. 8). A 

committed critical theorist, Felski grew weary of the prevalence of theory being used 

overwhelmingly to break texts down and “unmask” their hidden agendas. As her work 

developed, it began to explore instead a balance of “cognitive and affective aspects of aesthetic 

response,” noting that “any theory worth its salt surely needs to ponder how literature changes 

our understanding of ourselves and the world as well as its often visceral impact on our psyche” 

(p. 16). 
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 Felski’s (2008) approach to postcritical reading, like Rosenblatt’s, recognizes that reading 

must be considered a two-way street between text and reader. The activity of bringing a text to 

life means that texts “pass through densely woven filters of interpretations” that each reader 

brings with them to a reading. My filters of interpretation when reading Islandborn are different 

from the kindergartener who listened, and my filters as a transplant to New York are different 

than they were when I was living in the Midwest. An openness to being moved by a text in a 

postcritical reading does not mean that readers cannot – or should not – approach a text with a 

lens of political interpretation, but it does expand our conception of what literature can do for us 

as readers. “To define literature as ideology,” Felski writes, “is to have decided ahead of time 

that literary works can be objects of knowledge but never sources of knowledge” (p. 7) What are 

readers giving up when they preclude the opportunity for a text to be a source of recognition, for 

it to “bite back”? (p. 7)  

Felski (2015) wants to preserve and promote reading practices to allow a text to “surprise 

or startle us, nudge us into unexpected moods or states of mind, cause us to do things we had not 

anticipated,” acknowledging reading as a “cocreation between actors that leaves neither party 

unchanged” (p. 84) This dialogue for Felski (2008), then, between readers and texts, and readers 

and aspects of their own selves, spirals toward affiliation as “mobile interplay of exteriority and 

interiority, something that exists outside of me inspires a revised or altered sense of who I am” 

(2008, p. 25). 

Let’s return to the kindergarten classroom in Washington Heights. Maria’s reading of the 

text included the exteriority of her grandmother, and the monster’s arrival on the Island matches 

Felski’s (2008) explanation of literature’s value as a source of recognition: 
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Suddenly and without warning, a flash of connection leaps across the gap between text 

and reader; an affinity or an attunement is brought to light…I feel myself addressed, 

summoned, called to account; I cannot help seeing traces of myself in the pages I am 

reading. Indisputably, something has changed; my perspective has shifted; I see 

something that I did not see before. (p. 23) 

Similarly, I as reader of the story have had my perspective shifted because of my encounter with 

Maria’s reading. In her person in front of me, eyes wide, I see something that I did not see 

before. My own consciousness has been altered because of our dialogue, what Bakhtin (1981) 

called the activating principle for understanding. 

A Sense of Story 

I was in elementary school when I first read William Carlos Williams’ (2018) “The Red 

Wheelbarrow,” finding the poem quaint even then and giggling at such a strange double name. I 

had various conceptions of what poetry was, hearing different versions from different teachers 

about the need to include careful adjectives, or to “show, not tell,” and to carefully count off the 

syllables of a haiku on the seat of my chair under my desk. I remember being admonished by my 

teacher when I wrote a poem in seventh grade about canoeing across a still lake at sunrise and 

described my wooden paddle “gently shattering” the calm surface of the water. “This doesn’t 

make sense,” the teacher wrote in the margin, not-so-gently shattering any desire of mine to take 

another creative risk in her classroom. I imagine my encounter with poetry was similar to that of 

many American students, in that it was a stand-alone unit of a few weeks sometime during the 

school year – usually the spring – in which we learned various forms to which we needed to 

adhere, and a few scattershot names of poets who all seemed fairly severe and were most 

certainly long dead. 
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 Years later, when I decided to become a teacher, I was daunted by the experience of 

needing to teach poetry, a subject about which I felt vastly underqualified. As the years had 

progressed from elementary to high school, the names of the poets may have shifted and the 

forms became a little longer, but the architecture around teaching poetry remained nearly 

unchanged. Is this a Petrarchan or Spenserian sonnet? What does this shift in the narrator’s tone 

from the first to second stanza tell you about the author’s purpose? It would be another ten years 

before I would read Rosenblatt’s (1980) exhortation against these kinds of pedagogical 

bludgeons against our students’ creative abilities. Here I was, preparing to stand in front of a 

class of students, with little to say about the matter. I mostly avoided teaching the subject and 

realized that my teachers all those years earlier had probably done the same thing. Williams’ red 

wheelbarrow and white chickens had been long forgotten. 

 When I entered doctoral studies, I had the chance to participate in a literature workshop 

with classmates, and we were given the choice to read some of Williams’ short fiction and 

poetry. I was fascinated to learn that Williams had been a practicing physician, and that a great 

deal of his work chronicled his encounters with the working poor of Paterson, New Jersey. 

Williams wrote about his practice to learn about his practice, emphasizing the importance of 

taking notes and transcripts from each encounter with patients. The future physician, writer, and 

civil rights activist Robert Coles (1989) had learned about Williams’ dual life as a writer and 

physician while Coles was an undergraduate at Harvard in the mid-1940s. Coles wrote to 

Williams and was invited to join in patient rounds across Paterson, kicking off a years-long 

friendship between the two men, with Coles absorbing Williams’ wisdom about the role for 

writing in medical studies and medical teaching. Coles (1984) had compiled Williams’ The 

Doctor Stories, detailing the methodological influence that “Doc Williams” had had on him. 
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 Coles (1989) noted that Williams made a distinction between his self-as-doctor and his 

self-as-writer, but that the two were inextricably linked in an informative dialogue. “It’s no 

strain,” Williams replied when asked about the intense demands of practicing medicine and 

writing. “In fact, the one [medicine] nourishes the other [writing], even if at times I’ve groaned 

to the contrary” (p. xi). It was easier, Williams told Coles (1989), for Williams to learn about his 

own medical practice through a story than it was to simply try to attempt a self observation, and 

that it was the endless encounters with his patients that allowed him “a descent into myself” to 

learn anew. “Their story, yours, mine,” Williams wrote about his own life and his patients, “it’s 

what we all carry with us on this trip we take, and we owe it to each other to respect our stories 

and learn from them” (p. 30). 

 Much like my reading of Islandborn was impacted by Maria the kindergartener’s reading 

of the story, my reading of Williams’ stories and poetry of medical practice has been impacted 

by Coles. It is one thing to encounter a text directly and enter into dialogue with it, it is another 

more layered experience to begin a dialogue between your reading, your I-positions, and those of 

others, too. It was a way of understanding a different use of stories, to borrow from Felski, and 

that the telling or reading of a story is also about living through it, not learning about it. 

 My teachers all those years ago had it wrong, and so did I. Williams’ red wheelbarrow 

and white chickens were a chance to live through something, just as much as he rightly read the 

transcript of a call with a patient or an apology note about eating plums on the refrigerator as 

poetry. Our sense of stories must allow for an encounter of selves, of histories, of questions that 

are not bound by the strictures of critique or multiple-choice questions on quizzes. And the 

writing of stories and poetry must be understood as sources of knowledge, not simply as objects 

of it. 
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Communities of Practice 

As I’ve kept in touch with graduate students who I’ve taught in teacher education classes, 

nearly all of them return with a variation of the same refrain: I loved what I learned in my 

education coursework, but it was completely removed from learning how to actually become a 

teacher. They spent time learning educational psychology, or fundamentals of backwards design, 

only to arrive at a school to find an extraordinary range in student abilities and backgrounds, or a 

mandated, pre-packaged reading curriculum that had little to do with the lofty ideals of planning 

with the end in mind. Writing papers and observing teachers during fieldwork assignments are 

paltry replacements for the transformative work of becoming a new kind of person who teaches. 

 The same had been true of my own teacher preparation program split over two summers 

and their respective school years. I enjoyed my coursework learning about teaching reading and 

how to foster a more inclusive classroom, but there were no classes about the panic of the copy 

machine jamming minutes before class began, or about the exhaustion of the start of the school 

year. I will never forget a student finally arriving back to class a few days late from the end of 

Christmas break with his mother behind him, asking me to come into the hallway to share that 

the student’s father had been murdered over New Year’s. There were no classes on how to teach 

social studies with that student in the front row of your classroom. 

 From the academic, to the logistical, to the deeply emotional, present models of teacher 

education tend to come up short on preparing new teachers for the difficult work of becoming a 

teacher. Like the theories of self and of reading before this, any theory of learning must account 

for the messiness of lived experience, and a refusal to understand learning as a unidirectional 

flow of fixed knowledge from one person to another. Rather than teaching teachers that there is a 

set body of knowledge to master in order to be ready for a career, we need to teach them about 
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an openness to the stories of their own lives and those of students, and to adapt to the unique 

needs of the communities they join. From the cultural and linguistic, to the curricular, new 

teachers must understand that they will learn with and from their community. 

 Rather than viewing learning as something that happens only in school or formalized 

settings, the theory of situated learning helps to bring about a more accurate portrayal of what 

learning looks like outside of the classroom. In my case, as is the case for so many teachers, they 

end up learning more from a mentor down the hallway than they do in their education 

coursework. What can be gleaned from theories of learning that more accurately depict how one 

learns to become a teacher? 

Situated Learning 

Lave and Wenger (1991) lay out a theory of situated learning that argues the process of 

learning is about “becoming a full participant, a member, a kind of person” that can be an active 

part of a shared community, rather than memorizing a set of facts or body of knowledge. It is 

about being and doing more than simply knowing. 

A theory of situated learning begins with the primacy of relationships, dialogue, and 

engagement, that “learning [is] a way of being in the social world, not a way of coming to know 

about it” argue Lave and Wenger (1991, p. 24). From the outset, this framework recognizes that 

each learner will bring their own worldview and experiences, not to mention their academic 

interests and abilities, to an opportunity for learning. We find that a “self” contains multitudes – 

it is all the people and ideas that have come before to get one to where one is at that moment and 

who will maintain a trajectory into the future. Hearkening back to Hermans and Hermans-

Konopka (2010), it is dynamic and dialogic, a “coalition” of “I-positions” that inform one’s 
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identity (p. 8). The self is not the same as it was after each new encounter with a text, a person, 

an idea. It is constantly shifting and being shifted. 

         These theories provide a grander aspiration for what learning can mean, involving “the 

construction of identities” rather than simply the recitation of facts, opening space for the hopes 

of any teacher interested in truly engaging their students to understand the “systems of relations” 

in which they participate (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 53). Just as a student is situated within 

multiple spheres of learning in and outside of school, so too is the teacher, and the teacher-

educator.  

Lave and Wenger (1991) sought a reframing of what engaged learning was and how it 

was modeled authentically in the world outside the classroom. Rather than understanding 

learning as “a process by which a learner internalizes knowledge” that has been “transmitted” 

from an outside source (p. 47), the two theorists posit that engaged learning is necessarily 

participatory and situated within a “community of practice” as “an evolving form of 

membership” within that community (p. 53). Crucial here is a recognition that learning aspires to 

be transformational for an individual identity and that the concept of the individual is itself not a 

reducible unit of measurement (p. 47). Like Hermans and Hermans-Konopka’s (2010) theory of 

the dialogical self, a theory of situated learning recognizes that an individual self is comprised of 

multiple positions that are constantly shaped by new experiences and working in dynamic 

tension with the others. The learner, to Lave and Wenger, is juggling and managing several 

different I-positions and roles at the same time while engaged in their community of practice: 

they are simultaneously a “status subordinate” embedded within the spectrum of novices and 

experts and a “learning practitioner” modeling the practice for others in the community to learn 

from as well (p. 23) on their journey toward expertise. 
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Apprenticeship as Model 

Rather than drawing a sharp dichotomy between experts and novices, Lave and Wenger 

(1991) argue that the process of becoming a part of a community of practice is an ongoing 

process of continuous learning for all members. The theorists are equally skeptical of unhelpful 

binaries between “cerebral and embodied activity, between contemplation and involvement, 

[and] between abstraction and experience” (p. 52). Rather than looking at traditional classroom 

education as an exemplar model of learning, the theorists explore a series of apprenticeships, 

namely those found in meetings of Alcoholics Anonymous. 

Lave and Wenger highlight the exemplary identity construction modeled by Alcoholics 

Anonymous and other twelve-step programs. Inherent in this learning from sponsors and more 

seasoned participants is the desire to create a new identity, from a drinking alcoholic to a non-

drinking alcoholic in recovery. Participants in an A.A. meeting never have to sit through the 

“teaching” of a “correct” model of recovery and instead learn through legitimate peripheral 

participation in each meeting they attend, eventually “evolving” in their membership from 

novice to experienced practitioner. Lave and Wenger note that this engaged learning happens 

through exposure to models of recovering alcoholics telling their stories and dialogue with those 

stories. Participants are able to interact authentically to speak about their lived experiences and 

shifting identities, and they are embedded within a “culture of practice” that is inherently about 

doing, not talking about doing. “Simply learning the propositions about alcohol and its nature is 

not enough,” the authors write. “They must be applied by the drinker to his own life” (pp. 83-

84). 
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A Sense of Community 

In thinking of the graduate students and novice teacher with whom I’ve worked, I wonder 

what their experiences might have been like if their preparation involved more time with 

experienced teachers, learning more through dialogue and story than isolated coursework? I 

think about Felski and Sedgwick’s hopes that stories might be encountered with an open sense of 

self, as an experience that can shock or move us, that can make us see something more clearly 

about our selves or about the world. Can the novice teacher hear the story of a seasoned teacher 

in the same way that a drinking alcoholic can hear the story of a non-drinking alcoholic, 

considering the ways that identities can be continually transformed? 

In the next chapter, I review the relevant literature to set the stage for the development of 

narrative ways of knowing and the integration of these ideas into foundational and contemporary 

research in teacher education and narrative medicine. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

To review the literature about the ways novice teachers and teacher educators might use 

narrative to humanize their practice, I explored literature that dealt with narrative theory, 

narrative as it has been used in education and education research, and narrative as it has been 

used in medicine. My hope is to highlight areas of overlap across disciplines. 

This chapter sets the stage for a deeper understanding of the literature pertaining to 

narrative knowledge in teacher education and narrative medicine. Three scholars provide a wide 

foundation for the development of narrative research across – and at the overlap – of the 

disciplines of education and medicine: psychologist and education scholar Jerome Bruner, and 

education researchers D. Jean Clandinin and F. Michael Connelly. Because of their pioneering 

efforts, I explore the ways their research has created direct and indirect influence on their 

respective fields. First, I note the significance of Bruner’s foray into researching narrative 

knowledge. Next, I highlight the parallel developments of Clandinin and Connelly as they began 

to apply narrative theory to the stories of teachers in teacher research. I conclude by noting the 

widespread implications for the work of these scholars on narrative research in various fields. 

Jerome Bruner and Narrative Knowledge 

Bruner’s (1987) research into self-telling and autobiography established new possibilities 

for the ways researchers might attend more carefully to the ways in which individuals tell their 

lives, not just in the content of their stories. “If we can learn how people put their narratives 

together when they tell stories from life, considering as well how they might have proceeded," he 

wrote, “we might then have contributed something new to that great ideal” (p. 709). His 

influential career began in the late 1950s and early 1960s when he was invited to help American 

scholars reimagine possibilities for what education might look like in the looming shadow of the 
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Cold War. “The new spirit” of American interest in public school curriculum, Bruner writes, “is 

accentuated by what is almost certain to be a long-range crisis in national security, a crisis whose 

resolution will depend upon a well-educated citizenry” (p. 1). The scholars convened at the 

Woods Hole Conference to discuss just what a meaningful American education might look like. 

Bruner’s proposal for improved schooling stated that too much of the curriculum was a 

garbled “middle language” of artificial barriers between students and learning: textbooks that 

presented the conclusions of previous scientific inquiries rather than scientific inquiry; analyses 

of stories and poems rather than analyses and experience of beautiful prose itself. (p. 13) Missing 

were the exchanges between readers and texts to create meaning. Instead, meaning was provided 

as a static, previously located entity. “Intellectual activity anywhere is the same, whether at the 

frontier of knowledge or in a third-grade classroom,” Bruner wrote. He continued that 

What a scientist does at his desk or in his laboratory, what a literary critic does in reading 

a poem, are of the same order as what anybody else does when he is engaged in like 

activities…the schoolboy learning physics is a physicist, and it is easier for him to learn 

physics behaving like a physicist than doing something else (p. 14). 

Bruner continued to flesh out his theories of instruction across his works Toward a Theory of 

Instruction (1966) and The Relevance of Education (1971), in which he argued for psychologists 

and educators to better understand the role culture played in the embeddedness of one’s cognitive 

growth. 

As the decades of Bruner’s career continued, he began to shift his work in psychology 

and education toward a theory of narrative knowledge – ways of knowledge free from rigid 

logics of certainty and toward ways that acknowledged the power – and wide prevalence – of 

storytelling as a way to make and share meaning in human life. Most important to the chapter at 
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hand is Bruner’s (1987) landmark essay “Life as Narrative,” which posited that narrative was not 

so much a way to represent a life lived but was actually a driving organizer of “perceptual 

experience” of the world. The essay was a first in its shift toward a concrete, clinical exploration 

of how researchers might examine the ways their participants craft stories about their lives, and 

its influence on narrative research cannot be overstated. 

“I have argued that a life as led is inseparable from a life as told,” Bruner wrote, “or more 

bluntly, a life is not ‘how it was’ but how it was interpreted and reinterpreted, told and retold” (p. 

708). The exploration of these “lives as told” would be revolutionary for teacher research. This 

narrative construction, Bruner (1987) believed, was a “cognitive achievement rather than a 

through-the-clear crystal recital of something univocally given” (p. 693). He was interested not 

so much in what the self-narratives contained but how the narrators constructed them (p. 702). 

To bring some of his earlier thinking on the topic to life (see Bruner, 1986), the interdisciplinary 

psychologist asked a group of participants to tell the story of their life in approximately thirty 

minutes, then to answer questions about how that narrative was constructed for an additional half 

hour.  

Bruner’s logic is fruitful for the role narrative plays in the exploration and creation of a 

life: Because there is “no innocent eye” and because the “mind is never free of precommitment,” 

human persons are left with “hypotheses, versions,” and stories that do not so much represent 

lived experiences but order and create them (p. 709). The “linguistic processes that guide the 

self-telling of life narratives achieve the power to structure perceptual experience, to organize 

memory…and purpose-build the very ‘events’ of life,” Bruner explained. “In the end, we 

become the autobiographical narratives by which we ‘tell about’ our lives” (p. 694). In the 
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ensuing decades, Bruner would expand his research to include narrative’s influence in law and 

medicine. 

Clandinin and Connelly 

Just like Bruner’s interest in the stories patients told of their lives, Connelly and 

Clandinin (1986, 1990) noted similarly that teacher researchers “must tell our own stories as we 

live our own collaborative researcher/teacher lives” alongside “the need to listen closely to 

teachers and other learners and to the stories of their lives in and out of classrooms” (1990, p. 

12). These two researchers – D. Jean Clandinin and F. Michael Connelly, often rotating first 

authorship of their myriad publications – continued to codify the practices, methodologies, and 

spirit of narrative research across the decades, becoming two of the most cited researchers in 

narrative inquiry projects (see Clandinin, 2007; Clandinin et al., 2009). Their early concentration 

on small groups of teachers would empower researchers to study larger aggregates of teacher 

groups in the years to come. 

 If research on teaching and classrooms was a story, what does it mean to enter a 

classroom with the assumption that the researcher will “inevitably becom[e] a part of the 

developing story that was being told about the classroom”? (p. 360) These two authors’ works 

help establish a recognition that the research that evolves from a study is itself a story being told 

by the researcher, rather than an objective retelling of a separate event. As such, the kind of 

narrative research I explore throughout this chapter factors in the important recognition that 

research is just as much about the researcher’s ability to hear stories as it is to tell them. “In the 

telling of researcher stories, the stories of the participants merge with the researcher’s to form 

new stories that are collaborative in nature,” they explain. “These become the collaborative 
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document that is written on the research…which opens new possibilities for further research” (p. 

73). 

Clandinin and Connelly (2000) posited that “Experience happens narratively…therefore, 

educational experience should be studied narratively” (p. 19). Their work highlights that 

meaning is creating in the exchange of stories, rather than as something held innately within a 

story. 

Bridges of Meaning 

From Bruner’s early 20th-century developments in psychology to Clandinin and 

Connelly’s contemporary studies with teachers, this foundation of research presents the immense 

value – and wide presence – of telling and listening to the stories of teachers, students, and 

researchers. Far from objective or scientific accounts, narrative research recognizes the shifting 

dynamic of the selves of teller and listener and refutes the misguided attempt to even capture 

something that can be essentialized. Bruner (2002) gets to the heart of the matter succinctly: 

“[Story] is an instrument not so much for solving problems as it is for finding them (p. 15). 

Stories, then, can be powerful means of getting into the messiness of teaching and learning. 

More than just soliciting stories from the voices of the persons being served – in 

education, the students; in medicine, the patients – a turn toward a narrative stance throws into 

question the very nature of how learning and healing are to be co-constructed between tellers and 

listeners. Who is an expert, and who is a novice? Who is sick, and who is well? Stories reveal the 

fact that not only are the answers to these questions up in the air, but their binary nature is also 

called into question. Narrative in teaching and learning means a greater attention to the 

interchange between the lives of teachers and students, and narrative in medicine means a new 

understanding of how doctors must work with patients and their stories, not in lieu of them. 
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Narrative in Medicine 

While doctors had been practicing medicine with a careful attention to the stories of 

patients for decades, physician Rita Charon (2006) encapsulated the practice of narrative 

medicine for the first time with her book Narrative Medicine: Honoring the Stories of Illness. In 

her foundational text, Charon laid out the tenets of medicine practiced with an ear to the stories 

of the lives of patient and doctor, and for the practices that might better facilitate the training of 

doctors to practice such a medicine. Over the years of fleshing out a department of Narrative 

Medicine at Columbia University – first embedded within the College of Physicians and 

Surgeons and later relocated to the School of Professional Studies – Charon and colleagues in the 

department articulated an educational path for doctors-in-training in The Principles and Practice 

of Narrative Medicine (2017). Before exploring some of these contemporary movements in 

narrative and medicine, I begin by highlighting some of the early research that influenced these 

recent efforts. 

Early Works: A New Medical Model 

A narrative shift in medical practice was notably articulated in a landmark piece by 

psychiatrist and researcher George Engel (1977) in the journal Science. Engel titled his essay 

“The Need for a New Medical Model” and decried the limitations of medicine practiced with a 

“dogmatic” obedience to a strictly molecular biological approach to understanding disease (p. 

379). Instead, Engel argued for a “biopsychosocial model” of medicine that took in a wider 

account of the lives of patients doctors were treating. Refusing to throw out the undeniably life-

saving advances in medicine that biochemistry and molecular biology had brought about across 

the decades, Engel noted that a fixation on the physiology of an illness – metastasizing cancer 

cells, failing organs, worsening depression – ignored the experience of patienthood and therefore 
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could not make a meaningful change in the patient’s life. “The boundaries between health and 

disease, between well and sick, are far from clear and never will be clear,” Engel wrote, “for they 

are diffused by cultural, social, and psychological considerations” (p. 387). 

Engel (1977) observed that while his crystallization of these ideas might be new – just as 

Charon’s work several years later would be – the practice of them was decades old. Medical 

pioneer Adolf Meyer instituted a “holistic” approach to the study of psychiatry while at Johns 

Hopkins in the years after World War I, and Meyer and his colleagues designed “a program 

directed to medical students and to physicians during and after their residency” to help “inculcate 

psychosocial knowledge and skills appropriate for [medical students’] future work as clinicians 

or teachers” beginning in the 1950s, publishing about their efforts in subsequent decades (p. 

393). These developments echoed the laments of Peabody (1927) that already technology had 

made the practice of medicine too impersonal, and that there was little secret to successful 

practice of medicine beyond “caring for the patient” (p. 882). 

While she was gathering research stories for her award winning book The Spirit Catches 

You and You Fall Down, Ann Fadiman (1997) kept a printed excerpt of a journal article from a 

Harvard Medical School professor named William Zinn (1988) tacked above her desk as a 

reminder of the wide divide her own research participants had been experiencing in their medical 

odyssey in Merced, California as Hmong immigrants to the United States. Fadiman had 

highlighted a few lines of the article, which had been published in the prestigious Journal of the 

American Medical Association, that she found particularly robotic. Even Zinn’s title, she 

thought, indicated a woeful paucity of humanity: “Doctors Have Feelings Too.” 

 Fadiman (1997) had highlighted a few lines in which Zinn (1988) alerted readers that 

feelings may come in the form of “tightness of the abdomen” or “excessive diaphoresis” – a 
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medically austere term for the process of sweating profusely – to indicate that they may be 

experiencing anxiety. Similarly, if a physician experienced “generalized muscle tightness or a 

clenching of the jaw,” they may be experiencing an emotion called “anger.” Were you 

experiencing “conjunctival injection”? Your red eyes might mean that you are experiencing 

sadness (p. 3298). Fadiman’s notes teased the professional lovingly – she was not a medical 

professional, but an essayist – after observing first- and secondhand the frequent coldness of the 

American medical system. Zinn’s work, however, provided a much warmer invitation into a 

more humane medical practice than Fadiman’s brief and technical excerpt indicated. 

 Zinn’s (1988) efforts in humanizing an approach to medical care for patients was driven 

from his extensive clinical and scholarly work at Harvard, working with patients and teaching in 

the medical college. Zinn worked to model in his own research and writing the process of not 

only telling stories of his own practice, but in having others recognize that their responses to 

patients – diagnostically and affectively – were often more about their own selves than they were 

about the patients. This meant that the careful physician needed to build a greater awareness of 

self during their medical training than simply learning bedside manner. “The issue is not whether 

the clinician will have conscious or unconscious responses to [their patients], but whether the 

responses are transformed into a problem of patient treatment,” Zinn wrote. An unchecked 

emotional response to a patient – positive or negative – could become problematic in providing 

care, risking that “we are in effect not treating the patient as a separate individual but as an 

extension of ourselves discovered in the patient” (p. 3297, emphasis added). 

 In his article, Zinn (1988) recounted telling his students a story from his own practice. 

After establishing himself among the faculty, Zinn had been asked to become an advisor to a 

newly created hospice facility in Boston. He gladly agreed and began performing the required 
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duties in the early months of the new facility’s existence. As time went on, he noted, he found 

himself dragging his feet more frequently than he had suspected, noting that he “put off doing 

home visits as long as possible and stayed as briefly as possible” when he made it to patients’ 

homes. “I felt quite anxious speaking to family members about terminal management and 

grieving,” he continued (p. 3297). After consulting with peers and conducting self-reflection, 

Zinn came to realize that his “inhibitions were related to inadequate grieving over the death of 

my father ten years before” (p. 3297).  

 Zinn’s (1988) purpose in writing, contrary to Fadiman’s figurative eyeroll at his stiff 

description of human emotions, was to encourage doctors not to avoid, but to surface the 

emotions they encountered while working with patients (p. 3297). “A physician’s behavior in the 

clinical encounter is determined by many factors,” Zinn wrote, “yet it is the bringing of these 

factors to consciousness that will help [doctors] to avoid the pitfalls of clinical practice” (p. 

3298). He lamented that the status quo in medicine had been to suppress, rather than embrace, 

the uncertainty of emotional response. Zinn (1993) expanded his argument five years later in an 

article titled “The Empathic Physician” to argue that an empathic response to a patient, much like 

the simple recognition of emotion within the self of a physician, was a necessary start to the 

caring process, but was not by itself sufficient. “It is what the physician does with this 

understanding…that gives empathy its therapeutic efficacy. He does this, not by emoting with 

the patient,” Zinn explained, “but by letting the patient know, through various means, that he 

shares an understanding of his inner experience” (p. 309). 

Like Zinn before them, Gorlin and Zucker (1983) conducted a study in their shared 

classroom at the Mount Sinai School of Medicine in the late 1970s and early 1980s to track the 

ways medical students were learning to interact with their patients. The authors cited Engel’s 
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(1977) landmark study and call for a “biopsychosocial” model for medicine, and noted that many 

of the underlying issues Engel despised were still present. Like Zinn’s (1988) caution a few years 

later, Gorlin and Zucker (1983) noted that medical students who paid attention to their patients’ 

emotions were off to a very good start, but that their training would be incomplete if they did not 

simultaneously learn to attend to their own feelings and emotions (p. 1059). “Teaching centered 

entirely on the patient’s medical and psychological problems,” the authors wrote, “covertly 

suggests that the doctor’s own reactions are trivial or that they should be suppressed or simply 

mastered” (p. 1059, emphasis added). Gorlin and Zucker’s observation could seemingly be lifted 

from a page in Rosenblatt’s (1978, 1995) important work highlighting the indispensable role of 

the reader in generating meaning with a text, rather than meaning being something contained in 

the text alone. 

 Gorlin and Zucker (1983) believed that medical students needed an introduction to the 

reality that “all doctors, however humane, will at times have negative or positive feelings and 

impulses that can interfere with optimal professional action or judgment” to allow them to more 

carefully attend to their own selves when learning the stories of those in their care. Over five 

years in their medical school teaching, the authors began to collect and code common difficult 

situations their students had with their patients, such as terminal illness or patients who were 

actively hostile to either the physician or to a plan of treatment (p. 1060). In cataloging these 

situations, the researchers began to track their students’ accounts of their emotional, and then 

behavioral, responses like denial, procrastination, rejection, or hostility. The authors tracked the 

successes and failures of their students to redevelop the sequence of courses in their program, 

culminating with weekly discussion groups for medical interns to process their experiences and 

observations. 
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Contemporary Movements in Narrative Medicine 

After practicing medicine for many years in Columbia’s sprawling healthcare system in 

New York City, Charon (2006) was invited to a seminar on the topic of literature-and-medicine 

sponsored by the National Endowment in the Humanities in 1982 (p. 4). At the seminar, Charon 

and other participants were led through a month-long intensive training program in literary 

theory, texts” and listening methods that could be considered “salient” to medical practice (p. 4). 

When participants were invited to write about a recent exchange with a patient, Charon chose to 

write about a woman she pseudonymized as Luz after having an unpleasantly brusque encounter 

with her while closing up the office for the day. 

Charon (2006) decided to write from her patient’s perspective, “filling in the gaps” of 

yet-to-be-discovered facts with imagined fiction about why she was seeking a doctor’s signature 

on the disability form she carried up the stairs to Charon’s office. Charon imagined Luz to be 

relocating to Manhattan to pursue a career in fashion, disappointed that the doctor she sought had 

been rude and short with her. “When I next saw the patient in the office soon after the seminar 

concluded,” Charon wrote, “I had been thinking about her a great deal and trying to inhabit her 

point of view…and so I asked her with great interest and regard about [the previous encounter]” 

when they next met a few weeks later (p. 5, emphasis mine). Charon realized the significance of 

the writing exercise as a chance to better know not only Luz’s self, but her own self by exploring 

it from an outside perspective free from the constraints of rigid medical writing. 

Charon (2006) continued that this early encounter proved much more dire than initially 

imagined. Luz was relocating from Yonkers to Manhattan not to pursue a career in fashion but to 

lead her and her sisters out of the abusive path of their father, and the disability payment would 

allow a temporary influx of cash to make the move possible. “Until my impressions were 
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expressed in language,” Charon wrote, “I did not know what, in fact, I knew about the 

patient…my writing exercise invested me in learning of her true plight” (p. 6). The telling of the 

story and the creation of a text to be shared, Charon explained, allowed her to care for her patient 

in a new way “by bringing me to her side…taking seriously her situation, and gaining access to 

the unsaid knowledge I had already developed of her strengths and desire” (p. 6). The simple act 

of writing a narrative about a patient opened up a new possibility for care, which Charon would 

home in the coming years to teach to others. 

 In her own pedagogy and time with students, Spear (2014) adapted a term from Dutch 

Catholic theologian Henri Nouwen and instituted what she called a “wounded healer pedagogy” 

that moved away from a simplified view of the teacher simply being a healer while students were 

wounded. Instead, teachers must understand themselves as equally incomplete as the students in 

front of them, which impacts the stories we create and tell about ourselves. “In classrooms,” 

Spear wrote, “these [stories] become catalysts for growth, for positive transformations – for self 

and others, which includes authors and teachers and students” (pp. 73-74). Spear’s efforts mirror 

important narrative shifts that have been previously explored to help dissemble binaries and 

hierarchies between doctors and their patients, and teachers and their students. The medium, in 

both cases, is the telling of stories to better learn about the self and others. 

 Bruce and Reid-de Jong (2020) used a narrative approach to study the stories of women 

who opted to tattoo their bodies post-mastectomy as a way to reclaim the narrative that their 

bodies were now “abject.” Bruce has emerged as a key figure in bringing a narrative approach to 

nursing, nursing education, palliative care, and the study of women’s lives.  
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Bringing It All Together 

Human actions, Bruner (1990) believed, could not simply be attributed to biology, but 

that narrative could help to better understand the “very shape of our lives – the rough and 

perpetually changing draft of our autobiography that we carry in our minds” and the stories of 

the persons and cultures around us (p. 33). Bruner’s thoughts echoed Engel’s (1977) rallying cry 

against the purely biological approach to practicing medicine. This autobiography was not a 

representation of an essential self, but was the actual self, “not as the pure and enduring nucleus 

but as the sum and swarm of participations” (p. 107). Bruner was disappointed that many 

scholars across disciplines understood the self “as if self were a substance or an essence that pre-

existed our effort to describe it, as if all one had to do was to inspect it to discover its nature” (p. 

99). 

Bruner’s (1990) commitment to rethinking psychological and educational practice 

included a specific call to re-value the role of stories in researchers’ and educators’ work in 

service of a narrative understanding of self. “As interviewers,” he wrote, “we typically interrupt 

our respondents when they break into stories…they do not fit our conventional categories. So the 

human Selves that emerge from our interviews become artificialized by our interviewing 

method” (p. 115). Bruner’s language was nearly identical to Charon’s (2006) lament that 

physicians are taught to stick strictly to the list of questions on the patient’s hospital chart, or the 

English teacher guiding students to write five-paragraph essays in preparation for a state exam, 

instead of inviting the richness and messiness of human stories into the conversation. 

In the final paragraphs of his work Making Stories: Law, Literature, and Life (2002), 

Bruner had a head start of a few years, having insight into an exciting project in the advancement 

of applying narrative ways of knowing to tangible practice in human life. He learned that a 
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physician with a Ph.D. in English was busy preparing students at Columbia University’s College 

of Physicians and Surgeons to approach their clinical encounters with better capacity to listen for 

the stories of the lives of their patients rather than simply running down a checklist of symptoms. 

Doctors’ seriousness and effectiveness was traditionally measured by their ability to “stick to the 

facts” (p. 105), but as Bruner recorded when speaking to this physician and educator, her words 

could have been just as easily spoken by Bruner himself: “A life is not a record on a chart” (pp. 

105-106). 

Like Rosenblatt (1978) explained, a text can provide guidance in shaping a new world, 

“an expansion of the boundaries of our own temperaments and worlds, lived through in our own 

persons” (p. 68). These shifts in the way medicine could be approached helped to lay the 

foundation for narrative research in teacher education, where we now turn our attention. 

Narrative in English Teaching and Teacher Education 

With a clearer picture of the ways narrative has been used within the practice and 

teaching of medicine, I turn now to review the establishment and contemporary development of 

narrative as it has been used in teacher education. Thinking back to Coles’ recollection of his 

residency, it is important to note that it was his teacher, the seasoned Dr. Ludwig, who 

introduced the idea to him that he should be working to listen to stories in his patients and in 

himself. These efforts are especially important when teachers are faced with “wobble” moments 

that cause them to question their own practice, just like Coles did all those years ago. 

 I begin this section with an overview of key figures in shifting the ways narrative can be 

used to make meaning in the English field, notably to ways the meaning must be generated in 

dialogue rather than something that is inherent in a person or a text. Next, I explore foundational 

works of narrative in teacher education research that helped set the stage for more contemporary 
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research into English teacher education, and I conclude with contemporary works that highlight 

narrative as they might be used to help teachers navigate wobble in their practice. 

Early Works: “Live Circuits” of Meaning 

Historians of English education like Arthur Applebee (1974) and Miles Myers (1996) 

often cite I.A. Richards (1929) as one of the earliest pioneers in shifting the ways that the written 

word might be used to generate new meanings in the English classroom. Richards (1929) and his 

landmark Practical Criticism diverged from his contemporaries and longstanding traditional 

practices in teaching poetry. As a professor, he opted to forgo accompanying details usually 

affiliated with teaching texts – biographical headnotes of the poet, historical background of the 

era in which the poem was written, notes on symbolism and predetermined meaning – and 

instead centered the responses of his students. This shift in making meaning to include the 

reader’s responses to the poem may seem small, but the move to replace the dyad of author and 

text with the triad of author, text, and reader has proved significant. 

Richards (1929) recognized the importance of the “psychological event” of responding to 

literature and that poetry – and stories – might serve as “a means of ordering our minds” (pp. 

326-327). Rather than treating students as blank slates to be written upon, he worked to raise the 

profile of the commentaries his students provided in their readings of texts. The “practical” 

nature of this more community minded criticism would pave the way to shift the creation of 

meaning from a select few experts to all discerning readers. 

Within just a few years of Richards’ publication of Practical Criticism came a related yet 

distinct project from Louise Rosenblatt, whose landmark Literature as Exploration (1995) was 

published in 1938 and would be revised through a fifth edition in the final decade of the 

twentieth century. Despite its high stature today, Rosenblatt’s work lay fallow for years while 
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methods of New Criticism, close reading, and an air of sexism and disregard ignored her work. 

In his foreword to the fifth edition of the book – published, meaningfully, by the Modern 

Language Association, which had notably shunned her work – Wayne Booth (1961) 

acknowledged personal regret in having not attended to Rosenblatt’s work before publishing the 

landmark The Rhetoric of Fiction: “I could have done a better job of celebrating not just how 

authors ‘make their readers’ but how good readers construct and then revise the constructions of 

the authors they meet” (Rosenblatt, 1995, p. viii) 

Rather than treating meaning as a static quality, Rosenblatt (1978) argued for the 

pragmatic belief that each reader would encounter a text with “his whole past experience of life 

and literature,” and that each unique reader would draw from “a personal linguistic-experiential 

reservoir, the residue of past transactions in life and language” (p. 182). Rosenblatt argued that 

meaning came from the dialogue between these factors rather than being contained within either. 

Thirty years after Rosenblatt’s landmark work, education theorist James Moffett (1968) 

began to expand on the questions Rosenblatt was considering about the ways selves form and are 

formed by the world around them. Despite the decades between their work, the neglect of 

Rosenblatt’s ideas placed these two thinkers closer in the realm of peers: Rosenblatt was actively 

preparing a second edition of Literature as Exploration while Moffett was busy entering the 

wider discourse of English education. 

Moffett published twin volumes in 1968 to explore theoretical and practical approaches 

to new ways of understanding the English classroom as a site of growth. The theoretical volume, 

Teaching the Universe of Discourse, recognized Piaget’s work on children’s growth and their 

entry into further abstraction with language. Like Richards’ frustration with dogmatic approaches 

to teaching literature and Rosenblatt’s insistence on the role of reader in creating meaning, 
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Moffett (1968) had grown deeply skeptical of the value of an education that focused on boring 

texts, rote grammar worksheets, and “serial monologues” from teachers rather than providing 

students the chance to learn about themselves through others (p. 94). 

Moffet’s musings in the 1960s would lead to the development of a revolutionary – and 

exceedingly controversial – new curriculum titled Interaction in the early 1970s, a curriculum 

which replaced outdated novels and stodgy poetry with recordings of folktales, word games, and 

court transcripts for students to encounter in their classrooms. The curriculum project was 

squashed after a riotous uprising in Kanawha County, West Virginia against the books proved 

the effort too controversial for Houghton Mifflin to continue producing it (Moffett, 1988). 

Moffett’s work was pioneering in its desire to place the lived realities and stories of developing 

children at the heart of the English classroom. 

Running parallel to shifts in the worlds of English and education beginning in the 1960s, 

psychologist Jerome Bruner was building bridges of meaning between literature, education, 

psychology, and law. Like Rosenblatt’s hopes of expanding teachers’ conceptions of readers’ 

lives and Moffett’s desire to move English education toward an embrace of developmental 

psychology, Bruner’s (1960) The Process of Education laid out a new proposal in favor of an 

imaginative curriculum that valued the inherent intelligence and curiosity of children over a 

schooling that was rote and dull. The narratives of English in education were beginning to 

change. 

Narrative In and Of Teachers’ Lives 

Before teachers can explore the narratives of the lives of others, they must first 

understand the stories of themselves. Elbaz-Luwisch (2007) noted that “a narrative 

understanding of teaching” was a relatively novel concept in the 1960s and 1970s, and it was 
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initially developed “to enable policy makers to select the most appropriate candidates for the 

profession” in the decade before, exploring the personal demeanors of teachers to identify how 

they might most struggle (p. 358). Early studies by Jersild (1955) focused on dilemmas teachers 

faced in their practice as a greater understanding of the challenges of the profession became 

more widespread, which would influence later studies by Cole (1997) in the ways teacher tell 

and listen to each others’ stories to make sense of the profession. 

Early criticism arose that this style of narrative research was “vague and soft” and 

“contribut[ed] little to the improvement of teaching,” Elbaz-Luwisch (2007) explained, and it 

would eventually lead to an early pendulum swing toward a more “scientific” view of teaching, 

teaching research, and teacher education. While funding and initiatives for this more “scientific” 

approach to education and education research would lead to events like the Woods Hole 

Conference, mentioned earlier as a famous point of inflection for Jerome Bruner (1960) and 

Sputnik-era cash influxes for literacy research in the 1950s and 1960s (Applebee, 1974), 

criticism of this swing was immediate and influential.  

The influential science educator Joseph J. Schwab (1958) from his vantage point at the 

University of Chicago that the field of education had been “corrupted” by an overemphasis on 

psychology, and that “scientific text [was], in effect, a type of narrative” that must be understood 

as such (p. 358). Schwab’s (1978) work over the next decades would continue to posit that 

teaching, curriculum development, and educational research must include the voices of teachers 

and their “[knowledge] about their students and about life and work in classrooms” (pp. 358-

359). Psychologists like Bruner (1986, 1987) would take note of Schwab’s critiques in their 

shifts toward the significance of narrative in psychology. 
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Many important works in the later decades of the twentieth century explored teachers’ 

lived experiences. Nias (1985, 1993) collected and synthesized the narratives of dozens of 

teachers across Great Britain and across many years of experience to hear patterns in 

professional practice. Similarly, Estola (2003) and Estola et al. (2003) studied the narratives of 

the life stories of more than one hundred Finnish teachers to examine, like Nias, patterns and 

dialogues that could be gleaned from such a large sample.  

Many others have worked to explore the creation and telling of the stories of teachers’ 

lives. Huberman (1995) conducted a “large-scale study of teachers’ professional life cycles” 

using what he called a “life-span development approach” that analyzed the career stories of 

roughly thirty teachers told over the course of approximately 160 interviews (p. 127). From the 

interviews, Huberman identified what seemed to be three “phases” of teachers’ careers and 

various patterns that emerged across these years. He noted a first phase of launching a career that 

varied “easy” and “painful” beginnings, which eventually led to the second phase of 

stabilization, and eventually a third phase of new challenges and concerns (pp. 143-145). 

Rather than stopping at these phases, Huberman’s (1995) study sought subcategories of 

the experiences – or sequences – that moved teachers from one phase to the next (p. 145). Some 

teachers, he noted, moved from painful beginnings to a more stable period, which then allowed 

them to further experiment with their pedagogy (p. 146). Others followed the first two phases, 

but chose to reassess their career choice once their classrooms had stabilized (“am I going to die 

with a piece of chalk in my hand?”) (p. 147). Huberman found that while many similarities 

existed across narratives to the point of being able to categorize the phases and recognize a 

“single stream at career entry,” there was no guaranteed or formulaic path that led one teacher 

along one route and another teacher on a different one (p. 150). Many of the veteran teachers 
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who felt they had reached a phase in their career in which they were “cultivating [their] garden” 

or who had become “disenchanted” arrived via very different paths (p. 159). 

Huberman (1995) concluded by noting the literariness of this type of narrative research. 

First, he saw the presence of teacher archetypes that “could be put in capital letters…all seem to 

come right out of Bunyan or Dickens or Balzac” like the Eager New Teacher, the “Burned-Out 

Middle Age Teacher,” each with their own generalizable structure but unique in their own 

characteristics (p. 160). Most importantly, Huberman observed that stories can only be used to an 

extent for predicting a teachers’ trajectory, which has positive and negative implications. Positive 

are the possibilities of maximizing the factors that lead teachers to a faster sense of stabilization 

and exploration in their pedagogy, but negative in their quality of being what Nikulin (2006) 

would call unfinalizable.  

Like Huberman, Loughran (2010) noted some of the limitations and pitfalls of focusing 

on the stories of teachers, particularly when conducting an examination of one’s own practice. 

Loughran argued from his own self-study that teacher researchers have an obligation to keep at 

the center the “so what” of their examination of stories, especially when it “is not difficult,” he 

wrote, “to confuse a story of practice with” an understanding of “knowledge that is implicit” in 

the field (p. 225). Taking stories as universalizable data is surely a mistake, but Loughran’s notes 

are helpful in reminding teacher researchers that stories must be gathered and told with a 

“purpose” that is not “overlooked or confused with other, sometimes competing purposes” (p. 

223). “How do we intend to push the boundaries of what we have learnt” from stories, Loughran 

asked, “so that it can be structured and shared in ways that will invite further interrogation and 

development?” (p. 225). 
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Narrative in the Uncertainties of Being and Becoming a Teacher 

Building upon the important work of Beijaard, Meijers, and Verloop (2004), alongside 

Clandinin et al. (2009), Jewell Cooper and Ye He (2013) designed a study to track the evolving 

autobiographies of four teachers across their first three years in the classroom, starting with the 

final semester of their teacher preparation program. Citing Clandinin et al. (2009), Cooper and 

He (2013) noted that teacher educators must “educate [teachers] and ourselves for shifting stories 

to live by” instead of treating teacher education – or educators – as a fixed, static entity (p. 146).  

Cooper and He (2013) centered on these “stories to live by” in pursuing a research 

question of how “the experiences of novice teachers as they progress through their early years of 

teaching impact their thinking and their actions in schools” (p. 110). The researchers gathered 

qualitative data from four participants over the three years – two male, two female, each of 

whom taught at either an urban or rural school – to learn how the teachers’ biographies were in 

dialogue with their growing experience as novice educators. Each participant provided 

perspective on their teaching lives beginning in the final semester of their teacher preparation 

program through the conclusion of their third – and for two of the participants, their final – year 

of teaching. The teachers spoke of the rewards of supporting student growth, advocating for their 

students’ development as holistic persons, and the bureaucratic discouragement so often foisted 

upon teachers. For their participants who chose not to continue in the profession, the authors 

recognized these as “stories to leave by” (p. 115). 

Cooper and He’s (2013) accounts of these teachers’ lives ring true with additional 

research that teachers, especially those early in their careers, benefit from encouragement to 

dialogue with the experiences they bring into their classroom from their own lives. “The results 

of our longitudinal study not only allowed us to describe the development of four secondary 
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teachers with whom we worked,” the authors wrote, “but they also led us to question our current 

teacher education program and reimagine alternative ways of teaching and learning in teacher 

education” (pp. 115-116). The authors concluded their study by wondering “what we could do as 

teacher educators to prepare our teacher candidates beyond content and pedagogy” and noted 

that “we must fully acknowledge…who our traditional preservice teachers are and who the 

students they will be teaching are as well” (p. 116). Learning these “stories to live by” may help 

prepare teachers to better listen to the stories of their students, too. 

VanDerHeide and Johnson (2020) chronicled the narratives of pre-service teachers during 

their time in student placement positions in a large, midwestern university. The researchers 

noticed that their own dialogic stances toward English pedagogy (Alexander, 2006/2020; Fecho 

& Botzakis, 2007) were in tension with the experiences of the undergraduate and graduate pre-

service teachers they served. 

As the researchers’ students began to enact dialogic practices in their own classrooms, the 

researchers wondered whether there had been effective cultivation of what Matusov (2009) 

distinguished as ontological dialogic pedagogy or instrumental dialogic pedagogy. VanDerHeide 

and Johnson (2020) unpacked this distinction, explaining that “while instrumental dialogism 

focuses on practices like discussion and how they might promote learning,” an ontological 

dialogism might be more accurately labeled as prodialogic, prioritizing the value of dialogic as a 

means to flourishing and learning, not the end in itself (p. 2). 

After students in their English methods course submitted a year-long “dialogue journal” 

in which they reflected on evolving practice (p. 3), VanDerHeide and Johnson (2020) explored 

the narratives created in the journals to track the tensions felt not only by the teachers as they 

attempted to enact dialogic practices, but the tensions within the researchers themselves. They 
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categorized these student-created narratives into three distinct yet related categories, noting that 

some teachers felt no tension between the dialogic practices they had learned in their preparation 

program; that some did feel a tension between their goals and their practice; and that some felt 

tension arise from the dialogic practices’ invitation for discussion of “problematic” ideas 

between students and teachers (pp. 4-5). 

VanDerHeide and Johnson (2020) noted that just under half of the 73 narratives they 

examined did not feel tension enacting dialogic practices in their classrooms and instead 

expressed satisfaction in the success of doing so. One participant narrated his excitement about 

dialogue that “was all student generated” and that his class “got into a really mature and amazing 

conversation about socioeconomic privilege and oppression” (p. 5). While the researchers were 

pleased to see what appeared to be a high level of success for their students bringing these 

stances to life, they questioned whether these students were able to authentically respond in 

dialogue to the voices of their students as opposed to quiet facilitation only (pp. 6-7). 

Roughly half of the narratives, however, did express tension in bringing dialogic 

practices to life. One participant lamented that a well-planned class discussion resulted in mostly 

silence from students and a hurried flutter of pencils scratching to complete a worksheet meant to 

help scaffold their participation into the dialogue. The researchers noted the prevalence of 

“contradiction[s]...in the division of labor” between teacher preparation and student involvement 

(p. 7) as well as doubt about their role as an authentic participant in the conversation or a needed 

authority to “steer” the direction of the dialogue in a certain direction (p. 8). The researchers 

made note of ways that specific dialogic practices taught in the methods class from Alexander 

(2006/2020) like fishbowl structures, name cards, participation grades, or anticipation guides 
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could just as equally limit possibilities for student dialogue as much as they could be used to 

open it up (p. 8) 

Through exploring their students’ responses, VanDerHeide and Johnson (2020) invited 

continued dialogue about the ways teacher educators might enact these dialogic processes in our 

own classrooms. 

Israeli scholar Nurit Dvir (2021) documented the process of novice teachers exploring 

their own life narratives in the context of a state-required “induction year” (p. 2) within a situated 

community of colleagues. Dvir designed a workshop model “over several years of experience in 

narrative pedagogy” to help “integrat[e] new teachers into their work in schools, and [to help] 

them overcome the challenges of their first years” (p. 3) by telling and listening to their own and 

others’ life stories. Citing Bruner (1987) and Connelly and Clandinin (1988/1999), Dvir (2021) 

noted that humans use stories “as a conduit through which [we] both live and interpret” our lives 

(p. 2). 

In her workshop, Dvir’s (2021) students – themselves now in-service, novice teachers – 

followed a four-step process for generating and responding to life narratives. First, a participant 

“tells a personal life story that they associate with the topic of education to the peer group” 

before their peers engage in the second step of “respond[ing] and suggest[ing] pertinent issues” 

that seem prominent throughout the narrative while the storyteller listens (p. 3). Third, the group 

as a whole – including the teller once again – discusses how the particular story just shared “fits 

into a broader context” of their novice teaching experiences thus far, while one designated 

member of the class recorded the discussion and presented the written notes to the teller (p. 3). 

This written record provided the foundation for the “fourth and final stage in the 

[workshop] model” in which the storyteller returned to their narrative to analyze and integrate 
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the “personal knowledge gleaned from the story with the theoretical knowledge from the 

research literature” covered in the course (p. 3). Dvir (2021) used these final papers alongside 

general observations from each class meeting for analysis. Overwhelmingly, Dvir found positive 

response from her workshop participants in the benefits of sharing, analyzing, and integrating 

their own life stories with their teaching practice. 

By telling stories of their own education – in particular, stories about teachers who made 

a significant impact on their lives – Dvir’s (2021) participants could themselves construct the 

knowledge that a “teacher’s role…amounts to more than content knowledge in a given 

field…and more than pedagogical knowledge of teaching and assessment” in their discipline. 

Rather, the role must be about “relationships and an interpersonal experience, which cannot exist 

at its best in an environment that is empty of emotion, mutual trust and respect” (p. 6). As the 

semester of workshops continued, Dvir noted the increased positive dialogue from participants 

about the benefits of narrative pedagogy in allowing them to recognize the presence of 

“dilemmas,” uncertainties, ambiguities, and the emotional connections they felt with peers by 

sharing and listening to each others’ stories. One participant wrote in her final paper: “I felt, for 

the first time, that my story was worthy of being told…when I heard the responses I realised that 

it could actually be significant to some of the people around me” (p. 10).  

This process of weaving together narratives and experiences highlighted for Dvir (2021) 

that “instructors must change their perception of what professional knowledge is, what its 

sources are, and what the power relations between teacher and students should be” (pp. 10-11) 

when preparing teachers for their careers. She noted that the construction of professional 

knowledge involves “the rational and…emotional,” and that the process of allowing teachers to 
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respond to their – and others’ – emotions “is an important part of learning to understand the 

teaching profession (p. 11). 

Similar to Dvir’s workshop model was the utilization of the oral inquiry process in a 

study by Fecho, Coombs, Stewart, and Hawley (2021) in which novice teachers gathered to tell 

and listen to their emerging stories of uncertainty in their practice, what the authors call “wobble 

stories” (p. 8). Fecho et al. pointed to the value of an approach to teacher education that moved 

beyond the traditional route of induction and instead highlighted the lived stories of teachers, 

pointing out the reality that the teacher’s life is filled with uncertainty. This uncertainty is not 

something to be avoided but instead embraced “in a spirit of belief in the possible” that teachers 

are constantly learning by doing and dialoguing with themselves, their students, and their 

practice (p. 14). 

Fecho et al. (2021) recounted the valuable responses and dialogue around the stories as 

authentic participation in the world of learning to become a teacher rather than simply 

preparation for the work of teaching (p. 96). The dialogue around decisions made while teaching 

is more valuable than the decision itself (p. 45), and a lack of dialogue around teaching practice 

often leads to “preservation” of, at best, stale, and at worst, harmful, practices that prevent 

students and their teachers from learning instead of “innovation” (p. 83). These gatherings of 

teachers to dialogue about their practice may help novice teachers feel less isolated and dive 

headfirst into the inevitable – and inexorable – moments of wobble in their teaching careers. 

Bringing It All Together 

The meaning we make in our classrooms and our research comes from the dialogue 

between persons, the stories of their lives, and the texts we read. The research examples above 

help lay the foundation for further narrative projects into the messiness of teaching by 
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highlighting the “live circuits” of meaning that are created between persons. Dr. Peabody (1927) 

announced to his medical students that “one cannot expect to become a skillful practitioner of 

medicine in the four or five years allotted to the medical curriculum. Medicine is not a trade to 

be learned but a profession to be entered,” he explained (p. 877). He continued that 

The treatment of a disease may be entirely impersonal; the care of a patient must be 

completely personal. The significance of the intimate personal relationship between 

physician and patient cannot be too strongly emphasized, for in an extraordinarily large 

number of cases both diagnosis and treatment are directly dependent on it, and the failure 

of the young physician to establish this relationship accounts for much of his 

ineffectiveness in the care of patients. (p. 877) 

The same, I argue, must be true of education and the training of our teachers to tend to the lives 

of their students. Teaching must be understood not as “trade to be learned,” but a profession that 

one continues to enter into day after day, year after year, embedded in the stories of self and 

other.  

 With this foundational literature established, I turn now to the ways of thinking that 

helped to develop this project as an adaptation of methods from narrative medicine. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology and Methods 

This chapter outlines the methodological underpinnings of the project at hand and the 

specific practices from disciplines outside of teacher education. I adapt two data-gathering 

methods and systems of data analysis from the practice of narrative medicine. Though they are 

distinct, they are carefully related and are designed to interweave with one another. The first is 

the parallel chart, designed to capture data outside the strictures of the traditional hospital chart. 

The second is the narrative study group to meet, read, write, and share stories of practice, 

focusing on works created for a parallel chart. Both get to the heart of the practice of using 

narrative to humanize practice. Before I explore these particular methods, I share about the 

theory that undergirds the why of these methods as meaningful to the project at hand. 

The methods of narrative medicine hold the power of the self as central to all exchanges 

of listening and telling, believing that the self is the “caregiver’s most powerful therapeutic 

instrument” (Charon, 2006, p. 6). An understanding of the self must be at the heart of every 

exchange with patients and colleagues, and literature can help increase that self-knowledge. With 

an understanding of the self and another’s self, we can better understand the intersubjective 

exchange of an encounter with the other. Being able to practice this work by examining it in 

literary pieces helps to center the role that language and words have in our exchanges. 

“Like the reader of a novel or the witness of a drama,” Charon (2006) explains of the 

attention needed to witness a patient’s telling during an appointment, “I also [need] to be aware 

of my own response to what I heard, allowing myself to be personally moved to action on behalf 

of the patient” (p. 4). Even more demanding than the witnessing of these stories, though, is the ill 

patient’s process of telling, she explains. Putting one’s story into words amidst terrible “pain, 

suffering, worry, anguish, and the sense of something not being right” add an additional 



67 
 

challenge (p. 4). Meaning in a narrative is not contained within the story, nor simply in the 

immediate perception of the listener. Instead, meaning is created at the meeting of the telling and 

listening. Charon’s centering of this dyad between doctor and patient, listener and teller, is 

important to set the stage for the methodologies I adopt – and adapt – from narrative medicine 

into English teacher education. 

Methodology 

I hearken back to the palliative care encounter I had with John in an earlier chapter. I sat 

down to write the narrative of my encounter with John almost as soon as I finished my subway 

ride home so as to not lose any of the details. I had remembered the physical details of the 

imposing building of Columbia’s main medical campus, the white of his beard, the warmth in the 

nurse practitioner's presence with him in spite of the digital divide. But as I began to write, I 

realized the presence of details that had not been apparent to me in the moment. It was the 

writing of them that brought my own self into dialogue with John’s self. Before submitting my 

written assignment, I found myself reading and rereading my story of the encounter, as if it was 

something altogether new to me. I was experiencing the reality that Schaafsma and Vinz (2011) 

note that narratives are more than just objects to be studied, but are in fact modes of study 

themselves. This experience informs the outline of the methodologies at work in this chapter. 

The methodologies involved in a narrative inquiry of teaching practice must begin with 

an examination of the self of the inquirer. Connelly and Clandinin (1990) recognize that the 

narrative of the research that is produced is necessarily a product of the listening and telling 

capabilities of the researcher, especially when the researcher becomes a participant in a 

classroom community. While these two foundational narrative inquiry researchers did not write 

explicitly about medical practice, I have spent enough years as a teacher to understand that the 
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same is true of an additional presence in a doctor’s office: the exchange between John and the 

nurse practitioner was different because of my presence, and my narrative reconstruction of the 

event was much more a product of my listening and telling abilities than it was a measure of 

objective reconstruction. 

To start, then, a narrative inquiry begins, as Schaafsma and Vinz (2011) by “tuning-the-

self as researcher” into a kind of traveler, “a medium for questioning, stories, possibilities, and 

interpretations.” It is a fool’s errand, they continue, to think that this type of methodology carries 

with it a roadmap, template, or manual to guide one along (p. 69). One needs to get in touch with 

the ways they are attuning their attention for the sake of representing the self of the other in their 

care. 

Shared between narrative inquiry and narrative medicine is a belief in the power of 

narrative as a source of knowledge, not simply an object of analysis. It is a means of learning 

about a self and of others, and the telling of a life, to paraphrase Bruner (1987), is not separate 

from the living of it. 

In the sections that follow, I begin by outlining narrative inquiry as a methodology to be 

used in teacher education and educational research. I do so by using a story from Robert Coles 

(1989) and his early medical practice. Then, I highlight the methodologies I adapt from narrative 

medicine in which the teller and the listener must sharpen their abilities of attention so that they 

can represent the narrative of their encounter and build affiliation with their patient. Charon 

(2006) provides a useful metaphor of the heart’s systolic and diastolic movements to do this. 

“Why don’t you just tell me a story or two?” 

Before Robert Coles (1989) would become a legendary professor of Medical Humanities 

at Harvard, or a Pulitzer Prize-winning author, or a dedicated activist for civil rights, he was a 
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nervous residency student making rounds in the psychiatric ward of Massachusetts General 

Hospital in the summer of 1956. Coles and his classmates arrived at the hospital and awaited the 

names of patients placed in their care. The more seasoned doctors would give them glances and 

warn of certain patients, ones who were at best unwilling to speak, and at worst hostile to their 

presence. Chief among them was a patient known colloquially as “the hiker” – a “tall, thin, wan 

lady with light skin, wide blue eyes, and black hair” who did not so much walk as pace, 

“covering an area of the hall she had circumscribed for herself. Her vigor and tenacity made their 

mark on everyone,” Coles writes. “Even the doctors kept out of her way” (p. 1). 

 On the third day in the hospital, Coles opened his assignment sheet and found, of all the 

patients in the ward, the name of “the hiker” placed in his care. Nervously, he met with the 

woman for the first time, to what seemed to be little to know positive headway. “I just came,” 

she answered curtly to the prompt of how she arrived there at the psychiatric ward. Coles felt 

defeated after repeated meetings and little to show in the required protocols he needed to submit 

to his supervising doctor, the hearing-impaired Dr. Alfred O. Ludwig. 

One morning, Dr. Ludwig asked Coles to arrive a little early to their previously scheduled 

meeting. “I was frightened,” Coles writes, not simply of the obstinance of the pacing patient, but 

that her presence might make more visible and raw his “inexperience as a doctor” (p. 2). Coles 

found Ludwig in his office that morning sitting in his chair, readily listening to the report that 

little “progress” had been made with the patient. Before Coles could finish, Ludwig raised his 

hand in interruption and announced that it was now time for him to speak, and that he was going 

to tell a story. “My ears perked up,” Coles notes. “I recalled my father sitting on a chair in my 

bedroom, telling me stories before I fell asleep” (p. 6). Ludwig proceeded to weave a tale of a 

woman in his care years ago: her life story, her medical details, and a sudden accident that threw 
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her life into dangerous disarray. The doctor paused, sat back in his chair, and let silence fill the 

room. 

“It was my turn,” Coles writes, and he “responded to the storyteller, not the doctor, the 

psychiatrist, the supervisor” by blurting out, unthinking: what happened? Dr. Ludwig smiled, 

looked at Coles, and “gave me a brief lecture that I would hear in my head many times over the 

next three decades” (p. 7, emphasis added): 

The people who come to see us bring us their stories. They hope they tell them well 

enough so that we understand the truth of their lives. They hope we know how to 

interpret their stories correctly. We have to remember that what we hear is their 

story…what you are hearing [from the patient] is to some considerable extent a function 

of you, hearing. 

“Next time,” Ludwig concluded, “let’s talk about some events in her life; for a while we can put 

aside formulating her problem” (p. 8). Coles took his supervisor’s words to heart, and found 

himself walking with the woman later that morning. 

 “Why don’t you just tell me a story or two?” Coles asked after nervously attempting 

conversation. “For the first time in my short career in psychiatry I saw a noticeable and 

somewhat dramatic change take place in a patient,” Coles explains (p. 12). The woman smiled, 

asked if she would be able to go retrieve her cigarettes, and promised to return within a moment. 

When she came back, Coles details the results: “Her story poured from her,” he writes, 

chronicling a traumatic childhood and adolescence, a volatile home life, and a rocky marriage, 

none of which any of the attending medical team – doctors, nurses, social workers – had the 

slightest clue about. After a few more loquacious meetings, the patient asked Coles whether he 
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had “changed techniques on her,” shifting toward “talk[ing] about life, not questions about 

problems” (p. 13). 

 “Might we have…wasted time?” the patient had mused. “No, I insisted, we’d done just 

the opposite, put our recent hours to good use” (p. 13) 

Narrative Inquiry in Education 

Like Dr. Ludwig’s advice to the young Dr. Coles, the same is true for novice teachers to 

understand all these years later. The students who come to our classrooms bring with them their 

stories, and they are counting on us not only to interpret them, but to build up the students’ 

ability to tell and know them, as well. Narrative inquiry’s usefulness in teacher education arises 

from its ability to explore uncertainty, messiness, and the relations of selves in classroom spaces. 

Coles’ story of this watershed moment sets the course for a narrative inquiry 

methodology by illustrating not only the usefulness of an engaging story, but also by embodying 

the powerful paradigm shift that stories themselves can awaken “our attention to the puzzlements 

contained” within an event, that they might “illuminate the hidden, the unseen, and the neglected 

details of meaning” (Schaafsma & Vinz, 2011, p. ix). A narrative inquiry into and with these 

stories “helps us to see more carefully and completely…compel[ling] us to care about people’s 

lives in all their complexity…often mov[ing] us to action (p. 1). Coles’ retelling of the encounter 

with “the hiker” animates Dr. Ludwig’s decree that a patient’s story was only as good as their 

doctor’s ability to listen for it. How can a story be received – by a doctor, a researcher, a teacher 

– if one does not realize a story is being told? And what would it mean for teacher educators to 

provide the kind of advice that Dr. Ludwig provided instead of teaching teachers that their 

practice was simply a matter of making predictable moves day in and day out? 
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 Ludwig’s advice to Coles to “put aside” the attempt to formulate and diagnose the 

patient’s problems mirrors the turn toward a narrative inquiry methodology Schaafsma and Vinz 

(2011) detail as a reversal of commonly accepted, traditional research practices. “When 

[traditional] researchers choose to investigate issues of concern to them,” the authors write, “they 

formulate questions and then think about how they might best be able to gain answers to or 

insight into those questions.” Instead, the authors explain, “We work differently…Often, we 

write narratives to arrive at questions to research” (p. 12, emphasis added). These stories can 

become sites of research, sites where questions about the messiness of teaching emerge, rather 

than definitive answers. 

Schaafsma and Vinz (2011) chronicle four major “dimensions” of narrative that set the 

first compass coordinates for a deeper analysis with narrative inquiry. The authors note that 

narrative “makes visible the puzzles of the mind…challenges its own questions…grapples with 

issues of responsibility, power, relations, and ethics…and works to redefine the products or 

outcomes of research” (p. 8). Similarly, Mertova and Webster (2020) cite Huberman (1995) that 

“what is sought [in narrative inquiry] are new measures such as access, honesty, verisimilitude, 

authenticity, familiarity, transferability and economy” (p. 18). This path of narrative exploration 

veers from traditional paths of correctness and objectivity toward one in which personal 

narratives are embraced as rich data.  

“Narrative is not an objective reconstruction of life,” Mertova and Webster (2020) 

explain. “It is a rendition of how life is perceived…it studies problems as forms of storytelling, 

involving characters with both personal and social stories” (p. 3) The authors expand further that 

“a personal narrative is not meant to be read as an exact record of what happened, nor is it a 

mirror of the world ‘out there’” (p. 74). Is it true? Was the account objective? Did it correspond 



73 
 

to what really happened? These are not simply wrong questions, because narrative inquiry 

research seeks a landscape beyond a binary that would produce terms like right and wrong in the 

first place. Instead, they are limiting questions that miss the purpose of narrative in the first 

place.  

Coles (1989) did more than simply collect stories of his teaching career and interest in 

narrative inquiry in his book The Call of Stories; he “look[ed] around, behind, above, under, to 

the side of, and to the other potential stories that are nested inside any one story” (Schaafsma & 

Vinz, 2011, p. 76). Gathering these stories is the crucial first step of conducting a narrative 

inquiry, Schaafsma and Vinz explain, followed by the processes of “shaping and crafting them 

into narratives for further examination” as the important next step (p. 5). With these foundations 

in mind, we can begin to map out a possible path for a narrative inquiry without ascribing a sense 

of permanence to the path traveled. 

 Schaafsma and Vinz (2011) and Mertova and Webster (2020) join the company of 

theorists like Josselson (2011) to “eschew methodological orthodoxy in favor of what is 

necessary to capture” the messiness of human experience (p. 225). Schaafsma and Vinz (2011) 

posit that no “roadmap or methodological template constitutes an effective design for narrative 

inquiry. The key to the process…is shaping the instrument—the researcher—to become a 

traveler, a medium for questioning, stories, possibilities, and interpretations” (p. 69). Flexibility, 

curiosity, and a willingness to enter into uncertainty make the narrative inquiry. Adapting the 

words of Hermans and Hermans-Konopka (2010), narrative ways of knowing, like the dialogical 

self, do “not result from avoiding uncertainty but from entering it” (p. 28). What could be more 

useful to teach a novice teacher about their practice than this maxim of their journey ahead? 
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Certainty will be hard to come by, and because of that, you must consider the ways in which you 

choose to explore the uncertainty. 

 Mertova and Webster (2020) begin their framework for narrative inquiry with “two 

factors that both govern and justify the methodology: the themes of human centeredness and the 

complexity of human experience” (p. 112) With these two themes as a core, the authors elaborate 

that features such as time, place, and events “create a framework typically applied to literary 

analyses” (p. 79). With these foundations established, the authors explain the process involved to 

conduct a critical event narrative analysis: “Because events are critical parts of people’s lives,” 

they write, “using [critical events] as a main focus for research provides a valuable and insightful 

tool for getting at the core of what is important in that research. (p. 58). 

 “Critical events” typically meet multiple aspects of a list Mertova and Webster (2020) 

assembled to distinguish an event as a major “change experience” that has “an impact on a 

person’s performance and functioning” alongside their worldview (pp. 60-61). Besides having a 

lasting, major impact on the person experiencing the event, a critical event is “unplanned and 

unanticipated,” may have “life-changing consequences,” and its significance – including its 

“strong emotional impact” – can only be identified after the event has taken place (p. 103). 

 Once a central critical event has been identified for analysis, it can then be considered 

alongside what Mertova and Webster (2020) call like events and other events. A like event 

“repeats or illustrates” some aspect of the critical event, but it does contain the same, unique 

transformational power of the critical event it parallels (p. 104). The primary identification of a 

critical event allows the researcher and participant to then distinguish like events and their 

relation to the critical event in a holistic exploration of the dialogue between and across these 

stories. “To the researcher,” the authors write, “the opportunity to ‘access’ such profound 
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[events] holistically is an avenue to making sense of complex and human-centered information. 

(p. 63). 

 With a clearer – or in some regards, messier – picture of the work that narrative can do 

with and for our practice, we turn now to the role narrative plays in the field of narrative 

medicine. 

Narrative Inquiry in Narrative Medicine 

Across my years of classroom teaching and into my career as a teacher educator, I found 

myself frequently using colorful comparisons to the human heart. “Your love of what you teach 

needs to be heartfelt, or your students will sense it right away,” I might explain to a group of 

preservice teachers, or I might encourage them to write an apology from the heart when their 

temper flares and a student is caught in the exchange. Teaching as a practice is certainly heart 

work, and it is not uncommon for teachers’ hearts to sink when they learn bad news about a 

student, or for their hearts to burst with pride when they hear of a former student’s successes so 

many years later. But to enter into the world of narrative medicine requires that we take this vital 

organ more literally: Charon (2006) asks the reader to consider the movement and function of the 

human heart to begin this work. In a literal sense, the heart’s continuous movement of blood 

throughout the body is quite useful in understanding the key dyad of attention and representation 

at the center of a narrative methodology. The constant back-and-forth of attention and 

representation spiral out and lead to affiliation, a bond between the selves involved in the 

exchange. 

 Half of the heart’s work is systolic blood flow. It pumps, thrusts, and guides blood into 

the body to carry oxygen to vital organs. It sends blood out into the body. But the other half of its 

work is diastolic – it empties and relaxes itself to receive blood back into its chambers to be 
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oxygenated. These two functions are at once contradictory but are necessarily complementary for 

cardiac function. If a problem arises with either movement, the results could quickly become 

fatal. Healthy heart function requires both these movements – outward, acting upon the body’s 

organs, and inward, emptying and receiving what the body gives it. 

 Our attention to ourselves and others must have these two movements, as well, Charon 

(2006) writes. We must have systolic attention, a willingness to speak and address the person 

before us. In medicine, this is the work of diagnosing, examining, writing, and probing into a 

patient’s life. In teaching, we are planning, providing feedback on our students’ writing, and 

communicating with our students’ families at home. There is an active and creative aspect to our 

attention. Our diastolic attention means that we are able to empty ourselves when we “are 

summoned by our patients’ suffering, their needs, their plight, their authentic selves” (p. 135). 

For teachers, it means that we put down the stack of grading when a student knocks on our door 

to come talk to us, or that we set aside the grading rubric during a class discussion when a 

student takes a risk to share vulnerable details during a discussion. In a narrative study group, as 

I will explain below, it means that the practice of creating and sharing writing is necessarily 

complemented by the practice of emptying yourself to listen and absorb the writing and telling of 

others. 

 This willingness to empty oneself to respond to the other has the ethical dimension of 

what Levinas (1969) distinguished as the “infinity” of the Other, of a permanent alterity to our 

own being. For Levinas, the entirety of philosophy is built upon this ethical obligation to respond 

to the Other, and that it is only through this response that we can learn about ourselves. Part of 

this means a surrender to unfinalizability, to borrow from Nikulin (2006), which means that we 
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must forfeit the control of certainty. We can encounter the Other, respond to the Other, and be 

formed by this dyad of encounter, but we cannot totalize this Other into our selves. 

 After attention comes representation, the ability to put the formless into words. “By 

conferring form on formless experience,” Charon (2006) writes, the writer “can walk around the 

representation, seeing aspects around its back or over its side that were, until form was bestowed, 

unavailable to the writer” (p. 139). The externalizing of the encounter allows the writer to 

become a reader, positioning the text and being positioned by it. The practice of representing is 

modeled in the sharing of literary works like poems, short stories, and fiction. Participants note 

the ways authors bring to life what seems unrepresentable. Irvine (2005) quotes Middlemarch to 

extoll the value of literature’s ability to slow us down and hear “the grass grow…the squirrel’s 

heartbeat.” Literary writing then becomes “a tool for ethical reflection,” allowing us to encounter 

the Other in ways we had not been able to before (p. 9). 

 This continued systolic and diastolic movement of attention and representation leads to a 

sense of affiliation, a bond in continuous development that is fortified with each exchange and 

encounter. Charon (2006) tells the story of meeting with a patient she names Luz. Unhappy with 

the way she hurried Luz through an unscheduled appointment, Charon wrote about the meeting 

from Luz’s imagined perspective. In doing so, Charon realized she was more invested and 

connected with Luz when she came in for a next appointment. Eager to learn more about her, 

Charon shifted her perspective to listen more and engage with the patient in ways she would not 

have without the writing. “I find that after I have written…I am more able than had I not done so 

to notice things on subsequent visits.” In taking the time to write about an encounter, Charon 

explains, “I become invested in the patient’s singular situation and more likely to remember what 

occurred on earlier visits and to grasp the significance of actions, words, or feelings” (p. 149). 
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This greater ability to listen means that she can better attend to the patient, which means that the 

patient can be more comfortable sharing and working with the doctor. Charon (2006) calls this 

activity a “spiral” toward affiliation, trust, and a sense of shared community. At the heart of this 

exchange are the texts of persons’ selves, in constant becoming and dialogue within and without 

the individual.  

Connecting Education and Medicine in Narrative 

The methodologies of narrative inquiry center the human lives of the stakeholders at 

work in these two fields: teachers and students in education, and doctors and patients in 

medicine. Neither field can operate well when one half of these dyads are unable to open up and 

listen to the other in authentic dialogue. The process of writing narratives can serve as a medium 

to open this conversation and to be a site of new knowledge in the face of creeping demands for 

mathematical precision or formulaic reproduction of practice. I am not advocating for the 

abandonment of acceptable standards of practice – professional preparedness in teaching, 

cleanliness in operation rooms, etc. – but I am advancing a greater initiative of exploration that 

our two professional fields share far more uncertainty in common. Training programs with 

textbooks or models do little good for the teacher to encounter a living student who is reading 

four years below grade level, or for the doctor who assumes their patients will follow their 

directions to a T, let alone understand them in English. 

 Schaafsma and Vinz’s (2011) reminder could be heeded clearly by the teacher as easily 

as the doctor: “we are traveling on obscured paths toward somewhere that cannot be fully named 

at the beginning of our research journey” (p. 84). If we open ourselves up to the narratives we 

encounter or those that we write, we can be moved to action by them in the same ways that we 

can be moved to action by an encounter with a student or patient. A narrative might startle our 



79 
 

attention to seek out something new, or it might cause us to “double back to a path taken before” 

to look again at a detail we may have missed in previous readings. 

 I include Coles' (1989) story as a useful embodiment of narrative inquiry because of its 

joint relatability for teachers or doctors. Most any teacher could tell you about a student they 

were able to finally connect with after months of establishing trust, and many a physician could 

describe a patient they needed to get to know slowly but surely before they could provide 

effective treatment. Regardless of the field, Coles sets the example by shifting the way he 

thought to approach the encounter between himself and the person in his care, and he started by 

first shifting his thinking about his role in the exchange. Rather than expert, diagnoser, lecturer, 

certified professional, Ivy Leaguer, or even doctor, he chose to become a seeker of stories. And 

when they were being told, he knew how to listen. 

Methods 

With a clearer understanding of narrative inquiry as a methodology, I now explain the 

specific methods adopted and adapted from narrative medicine into a narrative pedagogy for 

teachers. I am interested in teachers creating their own adaptation of what Charon (2006) has 

deemed the parallel chart, in reference to the standardized and highly formulaic hospital chart, 

and the formation of narrative study groups. 

The Research Questions 

What happens to a teacher’s changing sense of professional identity when they record 

stories of their practice in a parallel chart and share them in a narrative study group? What can be 

learned about more humanized support for novice teachers by participating in a narrative study 

group? 
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Context for the Study 

Conducting sessions over Zoom for 90 minutes in the evening once a month for four 

months, this study was based in New York City and included teachers in other large cities in the 

Northeast. This study took place as a bridge between the disciplines of narrative medicine and 

English teacher education. I believe that putting the two fields into dialogue can be a fruitful 

practice for both, with each being able to gain from major tenets of the other. The overlap of 

theory and practice is strong, with each field centering the relationship between two persons in a 

situated encounter, and how those two persons bring with them a world of possibility. In 

medicine, the exchange takes place in an encounter between doctor and patient. The stakes may 

be high: a patient is experiencing a shift in their health that cannot be ignored and must seek 

treatment. They need a doctor who will listen and work with them to co-create a new self beyond 

their illness. 

 The stakes can also be high in the encounter between teacher and student. For many 

students, school can be an unwelcoming place that discourages an exploration of their holistic 

selves. Focus can often be on standards, tests, achievement data, and prescriptive writing with 

little room for dialogue or self-expression. A teacher may not be attuned to listen for the stories 

of their students’ lives. Students need teachers who can acknowledge the lives they lead outside 

of school. This requires a shift in the way teacher educators prepare teachers to encounter the 

work they will do when they arrive in their own classroom. This study uses what has been gained 

from a field that has made use of narrative as a means to humanize practice in the face of 

growing bureaucracy and standardization. 
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Participants and Recruitment 

To recruit participants for this endeavor, I sought teachers who ranged between pre-

service teacher education programs and those within their first five years of teaching. Because I 

had adopted many of the practices of the narrative pedagogy study groups in my teacher 

education courses I teach, I began by reaching out to students I taught at two major colleges in 

New York City. From there, I contacted colleagues currently teaching courses in the same 

colleges to open participation to additional teachers. 9 teachers initially said yes to participating, 

7 joined with regular consistency, and 3 were chosen as highlights of data to come from this 

study. 

Data Collection 

Data was collected from a variety of sources over the course of the study. To begin the 

project, participants completed an introductory survey to share about themselves, their teaching 

experience, and their hopes for learning more about close reading and narrative study. Next, 

participants kept digital and physical notebooks to record their parallel charts and their 

participatory writing during study group sessions. As the sessions progressed, I collected and 

recorded participants’ entries into their notebooks to explore the continuity of their voice as 

individuals and as a group. Additionally, I recorded the audio of discussions during each session 

to make a transcript of what is discussed. This transcript helped to explicate the contents of the 

parallel charts as they are commented on by listeners during the sessions. If the group noticed 

particular patterns or features after a piece was read aloud, the transcript helped to capture the 

group’s movements. 

 In the final days of the study, I asked participants again to respond to an open-ended 

questionnaire, asking them to reflect on what they experienced during our months together as a 
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narrative study group. Similar to the introductory survey, I asked them to reflect on themselves, 

their teaching experience, and their hopes for the ways they might integrate narrative into their 

practice as educators. 

The Parallel Chart 

In some respects, a hospital chart is a rigid, systematic text designed for a quick, efferent 

read. It is meant to be expanded upon in quick, dry language to share about a patient’s health. 

Developed at Presbyterian Hospital – now Columbia Presbyterian – in 1916, the standardized 

chart was created to track an individual, rather than an entire floor or wing. But in other respects, 

a hospital chart is an extraordinarily multi-voiced text. Contributors add to it across days and 

years. Attending physicians, hospital technicians, and nurses all help to co-author this extended 

text. Regardless of one’s stance in reading a hospital chart, its purpose lies in its ability to share 

important medical information about a patient to a medical professional. 

 This text has necessary and important limits. So in 1993, Charon (2006) created what she 

called the parallel chart. To introduce it to her medical students and workshop participants, she 

shares the following open-ended prompt with them: 

Every day, you write in the hospital chart about each of your patients. You know exactly 

what to write there and the form in which to write it. You write about your patient’s 

current complaints, the results of the physical exam, laboratory findings, opinions of 

consultants, and the plan. If your patient dying of prostate cancer reminds you of your 

grandfather, who died of that disease last summer, and each time you go into the patient’s 

room, you weep for your grandfather, you cannot write that in the hospital chart. We will 

not let you. And yet it has to be written somewhere. You write it in the Parallel Chart. 

(pp. 155-156) 
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Charon (2006) is explicit that this is as much guidance as she provides. It is in the parallel chart 

that the writer practices their skills of attention and representation, with the goal of spiraling 

toward affiliation. The contents of the parallel chart provide the foundation for the sharing and 

listening of the narrative study group. 

 The parallel chart is an opportunity to explore the space beyond the standard, the 

threshold of what is known and what is becoming known, by allowing the author to treat the 

narrative as a source of knowledge rather than something that simply captures knowledge 

already established. Rather than dismissing the value of a standardized chart – no doubt a long-

running record of a patient’s symptoms or the dosage of medicines received has immense value – 

the parallel chart can be put into dialogue with other standardized practices. 

 The world of education is filled with “charts” – report cards, rubrics, multiple choice 

tests, drab questions at the end of a literary excerpt in a basal reader. Many elementary teachers 

are familiar with the practice of receiving profiles of their incoming class of students from the 

previous year’s teacher, with each student’s academic and behavioral snapshot summarized as a 

quick reference to know a little more about the students who are about to enter your classroom. 

Too often, teachers treat this document as sacrosanct: a student who struggled behaviorally in 

fourth grade gets a note written that they are a “problem student,” which then gets handed to 

their fifth-grade teacher. These behavior reports, these boxes to check, these grades to enter, to 

borrow Charon’s phrase, “will not let us” explore the margins of these experiences, nor our own 

transactional with them. 

 Rather than treating the process of writing as the recording of knowledge, the process of 

creating a parallel chart can allow a teacher to explore their own dialogue with their students and 

their teaching practice. The writing process sharpens attention to practice and internal movement 
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within one’s self, and the practice of representing the experience in writing helps to spiral toward 

affiliation with the subject of the writing. “The writing not only helps [doctors] answer the call of 

the patient’s suffering,” Charon (2006) writes, “but helps them hear it” (p. 139, emphasis mine). 

To help facilitate this writing process further, professionals gather together in narrative groups to 

read what they have written and to listen to what others have created. I describe the general 

protocol for these narrative groups in the following section. 

Narrative Study Groups 

In order to build a greater sense of affiliation between professionals, Charon (2006) 

outlines the process for the gathering of regular narrative study groups to read and listen to what 

has been written in parallel charts. Just like exposure to additional texts or additional patients 

helps to bolster practice, listening to what others have attended to and represented in writing can 

sharpen one’s own abilities to do so. This is accomplished in the convening of a narrative study 

group. 

 Professionals gather together at regular weekly or monthly intervals to practice the 

systolic and diastolic practices of reading and listening to what has been written in parallel 

charts. Groups may also ground their meeting by first reading and responding to a short literary 

work – a short story or poem that can be read in a sitting – attending to the literary forms and 

movements within a text as much as its content. The gathering of these groups, Charon (2006) 

explains, is as much about sharpening one’s listening skills as it is about honing one’s writing 

skills. Making yourself fully present to the work of another requires a tuning out as much as a 

tuning in. 

 Charon (2006) establishes a standard set of principles for the convening of a narrative 

group rather than a hard and fast set of rules that may become rigid or cumbersome. Before 
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outlining what a narrative study group is, Charon clarifies that it is not simply a support group or 

session for participants to vent about their challenges. The group convenes to write and respond 

to writing. 

 In this spirit, the first principle is to honor the text. “It is the textual act – and not initially 

the clinical behavior or emotions that arise from the situation – that must be foregrounded,” 

Charon (2006) clarifies. After a participant has shared what they have written about an 

emotionally fraught exchange with a patient, the response should attend to the text’s genre, 

metaphors, temporality, or structure rather than just its content. Charon warns of the possibility 

for groups losing focus and cohesion when responses are sympathetic instead of literary: “Gee, 

I’m sorry that happened to you,” or “That reminds me of a patient of mine who…” (p. 159). 

 Second, participants must read the words they have written. While this is a seemingly 

simple task, Charon (2006) notes that too often, writers will attempt to talk about their writing 

rather than actually reading it. Pieces are couched or introduced with hesitation – “This wasn’t 

my best,” or “I struggled with this prompt” – or with biographical notes that draw attention away 

from the text itself. So much of the value of the writing and listening exercise, Charon explains, 

is derived from seeing and hearing the structure and form of how the text is actually built (p. 

159). 

This allows for the cumulative practice of identifying each writer’s individual style, 

which Charon notes as the third principle of the narrative groups. Over time, and with continued 

attention, participants can begin to notice patterns in another’s writing that the writer may not 

have noticed in their own. The practice of reading and listening can have a cumulative effect that 

helps to build affiliation between participants and makes one more alert to their own abilities. 
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Fourth, listeners are invited to respond to the text. Similar to helping a writer identify a 

voice or style they may not have known they held, Charon (2006) notes that the responses of 

participants can help to “reveal what the writer himself or herself cannot see in the created text” 

(p. 159). Three framings can help a participant offer a response aloud to what has just been read: 

When you listened to the text, what did you see? What did you hear? What do you want to learn 

more about? This also allows for an easier point of access for those who may not have formal 

training or background in literary analysis.  

Approaching a text in this manner allows it to be something “that can be beheld and 

inhabited by the writer and by his or her readers,” Charon (2006, p. 139) notes. Treating a text 

like this echoes back to Rosenblatt’s (1978) hope that readers might “live in the world of the 

work” and use their exploration of a text to think more about their own lives. 

Data Analysis 

Using narrative inquiry analysis means that narrative is both the subject and the object of 

analysis, and that a reading of the data is telling the story of another story before that. As 

Josselson (2011) notes, falling prey to a rigid orthodoxy of strict processes might crush the 

seedling of a narrative and its blooming possibilities. Similarly, Schaafsma and Vinz (2011) 

caution against the assumption that starting with predetermined questions is the path that leads to 

stories. Instead, it is often the stories that lead to the questions. 

The data of meeting transcripts, semi-structured interviews, written narrative responses, 

and personal correspondence with participants provided a collage of stories to explore in the data 

analysis. To more deeply analyze the data, I employed narrative analysis protocols outlined by 

Josselson (2011) to read a narrative and learn about the voices present – or absent – within it, and 

to read for “the patterned relationships in the flow of events” contained within it (p. 227). 
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I began with an initial, overall reading of the written work, whether a transcript interview 

or a parallel chart entry, to note the textual structure (stanzas, paragraphs, flow of sentences) 

first. Which decisions did the writer make in organizing their thinking? How do those parts flow 

or create juxtaposition between each other? Then, I note major themes or ideas expressed 

throughout the text to return to in further readings and to bring into dialogue with texts by the 

same author later on or with texts by different writers given the same prompt. 

With a subsequent reading, my attention turned to the voices and I-positions (Hermans 

and Hermans-Konopka, 2010) present within the text, in both the author’s presence and 

additional persons contained within. I explored the ways these voices and positions are in 

dialogue with the wider themes present, remaining conscious that my distinction in themes is a 

function of my own reading and not an objective “uncovering” or “discovery.” Josselson (2011) 

writes that these themes or categories of ideas that I notice in the texts may be distinct, but they 

are closely “intertwined, one affecting the other…so much so that I can’t really discuss them 

separately without blurred boundaries” (p. 232). 

Now that a foundation has been built, I turn to the voices of three group participants: 

Stephen, Rebecca, and Anna. 
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Chapter 4: Unpacking the Data 

After more than a year of reading and wondering what my own teaching experiences 

might bring to a narrative medicine study group, I finally sent an email to request access to cross-

register in the requisite, introductory narrative medicine class. The course on Close Reading was 

required in the first semester of study for anyone in the master’s program at Columbia, and I had 

read so much about the practice that I was eager to see it in person – and to be an active 

participant in it. I was graciously allowed to cross-register and took the subway to Columbia’s 

Morningside Heights campus one night a week for a semester. 

 When I arrived to the classroom, I found a diverse array of students: a current medical 

student taking a gap year, discerning whether to continue pursuing research opportunities in 

Africa. A med-tech entrepreneur interested in developing her projects further. Several 

prospective medical school applicants hoping to bolster their resume while dipping their toes into 

an adjacent practice. All had come to begin the practice of “listening for stories” in the lives of 

their patients, present or future, and that practice began with a sharpened ability to read the 

nuances of a text. 

Class each week was focused on a discussion of an assigned novel and a close reading of 

a particular text, chosen and led by one of the participants in the group. We spent time analyzing 

the stylistics and temporality of these poems and short stories, the sensitivity of particular words 

or phrases in light of other choices an author could make, the silences that a text offered. All the 

while we thought about the ways our attention to these details could help us to connect more 

closely with the stories of the selves of those in our care. As the semester came to a close, I felt 

closer to those in the group and more attuned to the ways I might be able to bring these practices 

to life for teachers to record their practice in a parallel chart and to hone their close reading skills 
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in a narrative study group. I’d learned that participants' contributions in what they had closely 

read were equally important to what they had written. When it came time to design my own 

study, I wanted each session to feature reading as much as it did writing. 

It was at the end of this semester that I, alongside my classmates, was invited to shadow a 

medical professional, during which time I wrote about John, the patient in recovery and receiving 

palliative care treatment. We thought and wrote about the ways that selves were coming into 

contact in doctors’ offices by practicing in college classrooms. I was continuing to shape what it 

was that I wanted to attempt with the novice teachers in my own study, but I was excited by the 

thought of them practicing the ways their teaching selves might come into contact with the lives 

of their students in their classrooms. 

Research Question and Methods 

After exploring the principles and practices of narrative medicine, I wanted to know what 

might happen if novice teachers were introduced to two of the major tenets of the discipline’s 

practice: the parallel chart and the narrative study group. I wanted to bring these two aspects to 

life because I saw potential in them as replicable tools that would be particularly accessible to 

teachers of English, who spend time each week writing and reading thoughtfully, and often 

getting to discuss their ideas with colleagues. I also saw these tools having potential for use by 

teacher educators who are interested in ways to give their education students ways to dive in 

further to the messiness of the practice of becoming a teacher beyond the strictures of teaching 

lesson planning and methods courses. 

 This meant that participants would be invited to keep a small notebook with them during 

the week, and they could record little moments that caught their attention that fell outside the 

realm of “standardized” teaching practice. They could use these moments to then develop further 
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when the group convened for our narrative study group and would be opportunities to practice 

honing their attention skills to the stories around them in their classrooms. Then, when our 

narrative study group convened once a month, we would frame our work that week by close 

reading a short text together and writing “in the shadow” of the text to a prompt. Participants 

were invited to use moments they had recorded in their parallel chart to expand upon but were 

not required to do so. 

 In choosing the two tools from narrative medicine, I designed my project to explore the 

stories that came about from pursuing these research questions: 

● What happens to a teacher’s changing sense of professional identity when they record 

stories of their practice in a parallel chart and share them in a narrative study group? 

● What can be learned about more humanized support for novice teachers by participating 

in a narrative study group? 

Each question deserves a little further exploration. The first question examines the role that these 

practices might have on a unique and dialogical teacher self. The ways one teacher responds are 

by no means able to be universalized across all other educators, but that does not exclude their 

worthiness of being read. The stories from each of the three teachers below help to engage this 

question of a teacher’s changing sense of professional identity. 

 The second question expands outward to the field of English teacher education more 

broadly to query the methods teacher educators are employing to welcome novice teachers into 

the profession and support the ways they can more authentically engage with the grey realities of 

teaching that are too often presented as being black and white. If these teachers’ responses can be 

helpful in understanding the tools at work, they can be examined on a broader scope. 
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 In the chapter that follows, I argue the value of the parallel chart and narrative study as 

tools for increasing self-dialogue about professional identity and practice, which in turn can 

spiral outward toward understanding the dialogism of the lives of teachers’ students. I begin with 

a short snapshot of each of the three participants I chose to highlight. Their particular attention, 

participation, and engagement with the sessions each month made them helpful representatives 

of the possibilities this narrative work could bring about. 

Rather than organizing the data thematically, I chose to give each participant their own 

section and tell some of the stories of their engagement across the four sessions. What could 

have been sections around shared stories (e.g. narratives of self-doubt, narratives of shifting 

relationships with students), I chose to give each of these teachers the chance to have their stories 

told. I include notes about their own close readings of texts we shared, their commentary about 

those texts and the narratives of classmates, as well as their own narratives. The facilitator of a 

narrative study group must also be an active participant in the discussion, so my commentary 

during sessions is included as well. I wanted to know what would happen if these teachers had 

the chance to participate in the kind of narrative experiences I had as part of the study group and 

what one teacher educator could learn from facilitating it. 

The Participants 

The data below highlight the systolic and diastolic work of participants’ reading of texts 

as well as their writing of them. Of the several participants in the group, I chose to highlight the 

data of three teachers – Stephen, Rebecca, and Anna – each early in their careers, because of the 

insight they provided about their participation and the fruitfulness of what I think their stories 

can provide for those interested in continuing to build bridges between English teacher education 

and narrative medicine. Seven teachers participated in the narrative study group over the course 
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of the four months, with five of these participants joining for at least three of the four sessions. 

Two participants were able to join in the first week but needed to discontinue their participation 

because of demands on their schedule. These three participants helped dig into the question of 

what might happen to a teacher’s sense of professional identity when they record stories of their 

practice in a parallel chart and share them in a narrative study group.  

 Similarly, it was these three participants who helped me to better explore the wider 

question of how a practice like the narrative study group might help to humanize the practice of 

educating teachers of English, or the ways that new teachers might be integrated into the 

profession. Their stories left me with more questions than answers, but their willingness to be 

vulnerable helped me to think about my own practice as a researcher and teacher educator. 

 After several weeks of recruiting participants, the time arrived for our first session 

together. Because of the wide geographic reach of interested teachers, participants indicated via 

an initial interest questionnaire that they would be more likely to participate via Zoom than in 

person. The familiar sound of a door chime indicated that the teachers were logging onto the call 

right on time. I smiled, greeted each participant, and gave them each a few moments to introduce 

themselves and a little about their teaching backgrounds. They smiled and nodded in affirmation 

to one another as they shared about their year so far in their classroom, and that they were ready 

for the upcoming December break. Half the group would gather on Monday evening, the other 

half on Tuesday to accommodate their busy schedules. I thanked the participants for joining and 

reminded them a little about what we were doing: if teams of physicians in training could do 

some of these exercises to improve their practice, what would happen if new teachers tried it, 

too?  
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 I asked participants to bring a short narrative of their practice to the first session to ensure 

everyone had a chance to warm up ahead of time and to put it into dialogue with our first short 

text to write into. Participants would have the choice to share the piece they had pre-written, or 

to share the short writing exercise they completed live with the group. As the weeks progressed, 

our methods for writing varied between pre-prepared writing to a prompt, extensions of small 

entries into parallel charts, or in-the-moment questions for reflection. Data was taken from 

participant writing and transcripts of conversations during our sessions.  

Figure 1: Three participant profiles 

Stephen Recent college graduate in his first year of teaching in a large, diverse 
middle school in New York City. Eastern European family, devoted to his 
Catholic faith. 

Rebecca Fourth year teacher but first at a small, religious school in New York 
City. Currently enrolled in graduate education coursework but frustrated 
by its disconnection to work. 

Anna In her first year of teaching at a high school in the Northeast after recently 
completing a master’s degree in education. Identifies as queer and is 
openly out in her school community. 

Stephen 

I met Stephen as a student in an English methods course I taught in New York City, and I 

was eager to hear how he was faring now that he had graduated and was helming a classroom on 

his own. Several times during our semester together, Stephen’s more traditionalist stances on 

discipline and corrective behavior provided our class rich opportunities for discussion and a 

chance to dialogue with some of the texts we covered regarding culturally responsive teaching 

(Ladson-Billings, 1995; Milner et al., 2019), especially hearing about some of the classrooms he 

visited during his field placement. A tall, blonde, warmly assertive and muscular son of eastern 

European immigrants, Stephen’s presence – at first pass – could be intimidating because of his 
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own stances on maintaining student discipline. His profile in this chapter will show the ways that 

these adaptations from narrative medicine can invite long-term shifts in teacher identities and 

continued opportunities for teacher educators to learn about their own students. 

I was excited to see Stephen’s name as a response back on a recruitment survey because 

of his strong engagement in my class and my wondering about what impact – if any – 

participation in the narrative group would have on a teacher like him. Here was a novice teacher 

with a strong sense of self and confidence, so would his participation encourage others? Would 

participation encourage him to change any of his own teaching methods or his engagement with 

students? His comments on discipline were standouts from our semester together, and they 

would turn out to be during his participation in our study. 

I share stories of Stephen first as a reader and participant in the narrative group. He was 

usually quick to unmute himself to participate without derailing or hogging oxygen in the 

conversation, and he was keen to notice details and share appreciation for others’ writing. Next, I 

share some of Stephen’s written responses to prompts across the four sessions together. I 

highlight these particular narratives because of their richness in sharing Stephen’s shifting sense 

of self and practice as a teacher, as well as clear markers of I-positions at work in his classroom. 

They are illustrative of the work the narrative group can do in assisting a novice teacher enter 

more deeply into dialogue with self and others. I conclude Stephen’s section by reflecting on his 

participation in light of the research questions. 

Stephen Initiates a Discussion 

It was the first session of our study, and the participants had logged into our call from 

their homes on a cold December evening. It would be a chance to set some norms and 

expectations as well as a chance for participants to get to know one another. As the facilitator, it 
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was also up to me to help give them a text and prompt that was approachable enough to ensure 

early success with the format of the narrative study group: participants provide two shared 

readings of a short, literary text, discuss noticings on its form and structure, then write “in the 

shadow” of that text to a prompt that the facilitator provides. Participants can go back to their 

parallel charts to expand something they’ve written there, or they write to any idea the prompt 

brings to mind for them. 

 I had read in the literature and experienced firsthand the value of using Jamaica Kincaid’s  

(2000) “Girl” as an introductory text for the first meeting of a narrative group. The story is 

memorable in so many ways: its distinctive structure is set up as what appears to be a monologue 

from an older woman directed at a younger girl. Kincaid wrote the story without paragraph 

graphs and in a series of imperative sentences, but twice, a small voice speaks back in italicized 

font to introduce the voice of the younger girl. The story can be helpful to alert readers who are 

not used to close reading about the value of a text’s form, not just its content. Importantly, the 

story can introduce concepts of dialogism: though two voices are present, what listening are they 

doing to each other? 

 I welcomed Stephen’s raised hand when it came time for a discussion of “Girl” that first 

evening. I had asked the group what features of the text stood out to them, and Stephen was the 

first to unmute: 

I guess I'll go first, but it's the one-sidedness of the conversation, I would say, and the 

repetition of this non-stop barrage of commands…it seems like it is somebody talking 

down. So I initially just reacted that it's probably a mother…It also says words like, this 

is how, this is how, this is how, and it's very instructional. Rather than being like, ‘what 

do you think?,’ ‘Maybe you should’...it's in a commanding voice. 
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Stephen’s observations were helpful in grounding our conversation in attention to the 

presentation, structure, and stylistic features of a text, a key aspect of close reading in a narrative 

study group. He noted the importance of difference in tone between the two speakers in the short 

story, and his use of the word “barrage” stayed with the group for the remainder of the session. 

Stephen also noted the formulaic repetition of the directional “this is how” and its contrast with 

more inviting language. Importantly, Stephen remained skeptical and open to the readings of 

others with qualifying language about his “initial” read, and that a character was “probably,” not 

definitely, a mother. Stephen’s reading was helping the group to better understand the text, and 

for me to better understand his capabilities. 

Ambiguities and Aesthetic Responses 

I also explored what kind of work this kind of reading and writing of narratives could 

have on participants’ toleration of uncertainty. Hermans and Hermans-Konopka (2010) note that 

ambiguity – alongside complexity and lack of clarity or predictability – is one of the key facets 

of the experience of uncertainty in the dialogical self. “From a dialogical perspective,” the 

authors write, “we see the experience of uncertainty…as an intrinsic feature of a dialogical self 

that opens a process of interchange with an outcome” that may be unknown. But engagement 

with this uncertainty and ambiguity will be key, the authors continue: “Certainty does not result 

from avoiding uncertainty but from entering it” (pp. 28-29). 

 Later in our discussion that first session, after a few more participants had shared their 

observations about “Girl,” one participant began musing about how much time had passed from 

the story’s start to its finish. Stephen offered an observation that was unique in the discussion. 

While others were discussing the possibility that these conversations were happening over the 

course of an afternoon, or at most a few months, Stephen mused that the ambiguity of the voices’ 
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identities meant that this could actually be removed from a fixed amount of time and instead be a 

conversation that had cycled a generation in front of our eyes, with the young girl in the 

beginning of the story taking on the role of the more senior voice by the conclusion. As the 

facilitator of the conversation, I pressed Stephen to share more: 

It seems that [the voice is] harsh in the beginning, and then once the child has grown up, 

then the conversation gets a little bit more open and fun for them…maybe they see 

themselves as equals at that point…I think it's moving forward because it also then starts 

talking about bullying a man, how to make a man fall in love with you…I was like, Oh, 

she, like, opened up to her, and then she went right back to, ‘you're going to be a woman 

who they don't let touch the bread’...I think this is a lifelong conversation. 

Participants’ eyes widened at this possibility, and I shared my gratitude with Stephen for sharing 

not only the detail, but for modeling an example of what it could mean to read into the 

ambiguities of a text, the spaces where we might not know for certain what is being said, but we 

can attend to it to understand the ways it conveys meaning, rather than simply what it says. 

 In a later session, the group read Hunsinger’s (2019) sketched short story “How to Draw 

a Horse,” another coming of age story about self-discovery through dialogue. Stephen’s 

contributions continued to be marked by openness to being moved by the text and to listening to 

the responses of others in the group. He noted a frame in which the narrator provided a contrast 

between a horse’s magnificence and its timidity, refusing to step in puddles for fear of how deep 

they might be. “I love the scene where she puts her toe in the water,” Stephen stated,  

And I love the saying right above it, which is, ‘how do you learn what a feeling means?’ I 

don't know why I got stuck on it the first time we read on. Like, you guys kept reading, 

and I was just like, yeah, what does that mean? 
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Stephen’s observations and questions of his reading balance the attention to textual form rather 

than simply connecting to its content and are attentive to the aesthetic movements happening 

within his experience of reading (Rosenblatt, 1978/1995). He was open to the ambiguities of the 

texts we read as well as the readings of other participants in the group, and his attention was 

dialed into the relationships of multiple voices and sensitivity of an author’s choice in craft. 

Stephen’s responses were also helpful reminders of the value of reading a shared text aloud and 

leaving space for open dialogue about a text’s form. Often, it is a detail noticed from a co-

participant in a community of practice (Lave and Wenger, 1991) that sticks out, rather than a pre-

selected detail from a teacher or facilitator. 

Failure on Plot Mountain 

After the first sessions together allowed me to get a better sense of Stephen’s close 

reading abilities, I was anxious to learn more about his written responses. Stephen shared that he 

had been keeping sparse notes in his parallel chart, but that spending time writing during the 

narrative study group was helping to jog his memory about exchanges at school and that hearing 

others’ experiences was motivation for him to write more regularly during the school day. 

 One of the strongest predictors of success in a narrative study group is the facilitator’s 

ability to engage the group with a prompt. It must be open-ended enough to prevent pigeonholing 

responses or being overly prescriptive, but not so open-ended that participants stray too far from 

what has been read or said. For instance, I had prepared the prompt, “write about a time you gave 

instructions” for our first session after we read Jamaica Kincaid. My language did not specify 

that participants write in the same pattern of short, compulsory sentences of the story’s narrator, 

nor did it specify that they mimic any of the relationship dynamics of the original story. 
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Commonly, Charon et al. (2017) observe, participants adopt or adapt some of the key textual 

forms or features that are highlighted during the brief discussion of the text. 

Stephen wrote to the prompt during the meeting and provided a self-reflective recounting 

of what he regarded as a failure to give clear directions to his students. He began his narrative 

with a line that became helpful fodder for discussion: 

It is much easier to view situations in their entirety looking back in time. I taught a lesson 

on an element of fiction known as plot. I used an activity called a plot mountain. As I was 

teaching it to my 8th grade class, I realized I should make this relevant to their daily 

lives. So I asked them to raise their hand if they saw this movie. Majority of their hands 

went up when I had brought up Marvel Endgame pt. 2. I then proceeded to break down 

the movie using the mountain. The way these kids' faces lit up and this led to a fruitful 

discussion. Afterwards I was reflecting over the lesson and noting the highs and lows. 

What bugged me was that I wish I had taken the shot in the dark and prepared the lesson 

with modern examples. I feel as though it would have been even more successful and 

impactful for the students. 

The narrative’s first line was a helpful reminder of the value of narrativizing an event, and that 

the hindsight afforded by viewing a series of events in their entirety is a valuable perspective. 

Stephen’s writing became recognizable for its use of reported dialogue, rather than direct 

quotations from the other voices in the narrative, as seen in this early piece of his. We see and 

hear the presence of other voices in the classroom, but we hear about them via Stephen’s 

narrative voice. The elements of his lesson are familiar to those of us who observe novice 

teachers: stock literary tools like a “plot mountain,” mostly direct instruction, and realizations for 
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the need to adapt to student interest while the lesson is already underway. To Stephen’s credit, he 

was aware enough of the climate of the classroom to pivot partway through the lesson. 

 His “plot mountain” narrative also contained interesting shifts in temporality. First, the 

narrative is framed outside of the unfolding action with the self-reflective introductory sentence 

that “it is much easier to view situations in their entirety looking back in time,” affirming the 

value of spending time in written and spoken reflection about practice with others. After this 

temporal frame of hindsight, the action begins, and we are transported to Stephen’s classroom 

when the realization occurred to him that he needed to make a stronger connection between his 

pedagogy and the lives of his eighth graders. The reader feels the successes: most of the 

students’ hands raised, their “faces lit up,” and the period shifted into a “fruitful discussion.” But 

the live action is left behind when the narrative shifts to a period of reflection after the lesson’s 

conclusion, in which Stephen seems to notice only the lows, not the highs. “What bugged me,” 

he wrote,” was his missed opportunity to have taken a risk and thought about what might connect 

to his students’ lives ahead of time.  

 Another participant, we’ll call her Katie, noticed the tensions between the voice 

acknowledging the successes of the shift in the lesson and the voice expressing regret about the 

missed opportunity. When we opened up for conversation after Stephen shared, she commented 

to the group about what she noticed: 

I can feel this sort of relief and happiness that you might have been experiencing as a 

teacher to have that moment of, ‘okay, this clicked for them,’ and this internal dialogue 

you’re having with yourself, like ‘I should do this,’ or ‘I should have done this…I wish I 

had done that. 
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Others agreed and commented on what seemed like a positive result. Following the protocol in 

which others have the chance to share while the author listens, Stephen smiled as he absorbed the 

commentary and noticings of the group. His response touched on the value of allowing others to 

hear and analyze a piece of writing: 

What really stood out to me [in the feedback of others] was that the tone seeped 

through…It's so interesting that I didn't intend to be super regretful, but it's so interesting 

that it did kind of come through. Because I do look at this as a very dark day in my 

teaching career where I was like, ‘man, it's such a golden opportunity gone to waste. And 

now I have to wait a full year to kind of make sure I don't lose it again.’ 

Stephen’s response indicated his new awareness of the multivoicedness contained within his 

writing. His intent in writing differed from what others noticed, namely that there were successes 

to be found in engaging his students when he had originally considered “a very dark day in my 

teaching career.” Like many of the participants in the narrative group, Stephen was quick to be 

self-critical but remained hopeful for improvement. The look to the following year in his 

commentary was an additional shift in temporality alongside those in his original narrative. 

“He wants to be a tough guy” 

Months passed in our group, and participants had become more comfortable sharing and 

responding to one another. Participants were logging in, grateful to see one another and share 

stories of their successes, but also of the lows so commonly experienced by teachers at any point 

in their career in the cold months of the late winter. Entries in parallel charts were mixes of 

successes and misses with students and colleagues. Teachers' lounges were places where weary 

colleagues complained about students and pay, and classrooms were places where students were 

feeling the winter blues. 



102 
 

 In the third month of our project, participants were asked to write to the prompt, “write 

about a time a relationship with a student changed.” I knew that I was exploring the ways this 

project might impact or influence the ways these teachers related to their students, much like the 

intent of the process in narrative medicine was to bring to life news ways of putting selves in 

dialogue in doctors’ offices. Would writing about these relationships provide a helpful basis for 

teachers re-thinking their encounters with students? I was eager to hear about the ways 

participants wrote and discussed their relationships with students. 

 I saw Stephen’s head go down on his screen to begin writing after I shared the prompt 

with the group. Participants wrote while I wondered what might come back. After about ten 

minutes, I gave the group a reminder to wrap up, regardless of whether they had brought their 

writing to a clean conclusion. The group came back together, and as he had in previous sessions, 

Stephen was eager to volunteer a reading of his story first. Stephen began the narrative by 

framing his perception of the student at the beginning of the year, whom he pseudonymized as 

Jake, and titled the piece, “A Different Kind of Role Model.” 

The student that comes to mind we can call him Jake. Jake is a child that is constantly 

trying to be the center of attention. He will do it through many different ways. Mainly 

through cursing or saying inappropriate words. He wants to be a tough guy like all the 

other male role models in his life. His uncles are gang members or gang affiliated and so 

he thinks that behavior is something that is worth pursuing and imitating. So we 

obviously got off to a great start hahaha. 

As he was sharing, I immediately noticed the inclusion of the “other male role models” detail, as 

well as Stephen’s self-referential comment about “obviously” getting off to a positive start, 

indicating a strong contrast between himself and these other male figures. I thought back to 
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getting to know Stephen in class and his more traditionalist view of teaching and discipline in his 

own experiences. Stephen’s narrative continued, describing an initial incident with Jake that set 

the two of them off on the wrong foot and continuing his style of reporting dialogue. 

He threw a kid into the lockers and so I told him, what are you doing, get off him. He 

said something under his breath and I said, apologize to the other student. He said sorry 

and whatever. I said, okay, what do you have to say to me for disrupting my class and 

being disrespectful? He said, I have nothing to say to you. I don't know you and squared 

up at me. I was like, really, nothing to say to me, please try again. He was shocked that a 

teacher talked back to him and said, I don't have anything to say to you and ran into a 

classroom. I obviously said, come back, and again I gave him the opportunity to 

apologize, and we can move forward. He said hell no I don’t know you, bro. I said, now 

you will know me and we went to the dean’s. 

Stephen’s telling of this scene of the event featured his style of “doing the speaking” for the 

student, whose voice we hear featured through Stephen’s telling. Stephen is quick to correct 

Jake’s behavior, who runs off but is followed and escorted to the Dean’s office. The adverb 

“obviously” appears for the second time in the narrative, reasserting the narrator’s confidence in 

his own positions of moral and disciplinarian, previously used sarcastically when Stephen 

mentioned the first impression he had with Jake due to the male role models in his life. This 

middle portion of the narrative contained a linear presentation of the events as they unfolded in 

quick succession, until a noted break in the line that followed: 

FAST FORWARD TO THE NEXT DAY HE IS TRANSFERRED INTO my honors 

class. He walks in to see me and lowers his head like a sad pup. During my class he is 

constantly raising his hand and participating and getting the right answer. I said please 
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see me after class, I want to talk to you. So, after class he came to me and he said, what 

did I do mister. I said you were great, I wanted to talk about something else. He said oh 

huh and looked down. I looked at him and said, now I am someone who is big on the 

truth and honesty, so I wanna ask you something. Are you ready to put what happened 

behind us and move forward in this class? His eyes light up and said yes please sir. I gave 

him a fist bump and said water under the bridge then, see you tomorrow. That was in 

September, he is now the best student, super sharp. 

The final portion of the narrative, like Stephen’s initial writing in the first session, contains two 

temporal shifts that act as a fulcrum for the story. When pressed during our discussion about 

whether or not the lengthy stretch of capitalized words was intentional, Stephen laughed and 

shared that by the time he looked up from his keyboard to notice the mistake, he thought it was a 

helpful representation of the shock he felt looking to the door to see Jake walking into his class. 

The “fast forward” is sharp, bringing the reader zipping to a new moment, connected to the 

earlier frames of Jake’s encounter with Stephen. 

 Again, Stephen asserts his positionality of an upright, moral figure by inviting Jake to 

come speak with him after class and reiterating that “I am someone who is big on the truth and 

honesty,” and who is interested in extending an olive branch to the student to move forward with 

their teacher-student relationship. The descriptions of Jake are diminutive: a “sad pup,” he pleads 

with Stephen bashfully, using “mister” and “sir” to win back favor. He is eager to get back in 

good graces with his teacher and his “eyes light up,” just as the students’ faces did when Stephen 

connected his lesson on plot with the Marvel movie. The narrative ends with the second temporal 

shift, bringing the reader to the present, a full six months after the original event. 
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Another participant commented on the melding between the strong narrative tone and the 

lack of quotation marks. What does it mean for the narrative that the story about a strong, 

assertive set of exchanges between a teacher and student were presented in a strong, assertive 

tone? What about the appearance of dialogue between teacher and student, but from a monologic 

narrator? Stephen’s texts left the group with plenty to discuss. 

“I think this is a lifelong conversation” 

At the outset of our group’s convening, I’d been thinking about the experiences I had as a 

participant in the narrative medicine class. I had been expected to come to class each week ready 

to give and to receive, to read and to write, to tell and listen. The movement of the heart was 

systolic and diastolic, all in service of pumping needed oxygen to the body. Could I bring some 

of these experiences to the novice teachers in my own group? And would it have an impact on 

the ways they considered their own shifting professional identities? 

At the conclusion of our time together, participants were asked to write briefly about 

what, if anything, had stuck with them from these four months of exploring these tools from 

narrative medicine. Stephen was effusive about the benefits of collaborating with others: 

This process has allowed me to truly reflect on my teaching practice which as a first-year 

teacher is so beneficial. I am constantly just looking around thinking to myself, am I 

doing this right and are these kids going to be okay? It has also really humanized this 

monumental role of being a teacher…It has also provided a level of consciousness that 

provides me to think about what I am doing step by step. Not just punching in and doing 

the work. But asking the question ‘why’ and ‘what for?’ This has been tremendously 

helpful and honestly reassuring. Sharing answers also gives me confidence in knowing I 

am not alone…This should, in my opinion, be done with all new teachers as it really does 
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help jump start their thought process and open their eyes to this challenging and loving 

work. 

Stephen’s words are positive, and they are also worth examining in light of his shared narratives. 

At the outset of his final reflection, we hear two all-too-common questions for teachers of any 

experience level, not just novices: Am I doing this right? Are these kids going to be okay? The 

first question marks the present, thinking about the actions unfolding before us, whether they are 

in the classroom, hallway, or late at night at one’s desk drawing up lesson plans. But it is the 

second question that many teachers worry about, especially if they are in their first years of the 

profession, and it is the question’s shift outward to the students rather than inward to the self that 

really counts: are these kids going to be okay after they leave my classroom? Hermans and 

Hermans-Konopka’s (2010) recognition of the extended self means that the pronoun these could 

easily be replaced with my in Stephen’s second question. 

 I read Stephen’s response and thought about what I knew about him as a novice teacher: 

confident in his sense of principles but questioning when it came to his impact on students. I 

thought about the narratives his co-participants shared about their own vulnerability with 

students, and I thought about the lack of student voice included in Stephen’s writing. One of the 

strongest takeaways from Stephen’s reflection is the sense of community with the other 

participants he built. Hearing from others in their writing and their commentary helped affirm his 

own experiences while simultaneously “opening [his] eyes to this challenging and loving work.” 

 Bruner’s (2002) words are helpful when thinking about what Stephen’s experiences can 

do for the exploration of this project’s guiding questions: “[Story] is an instrument not so much 

for solving problems as it is for finding them” (p. 15). What can Stephen’s narratives teach us 

about changing teachers’ identities and humanizing the practice of teaching? Stephen is a 
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confident, capable novice teacher who is self-reflective and seeking to better his craft. He is hard 

on himself for pedagogical missteps but quick to adapt and ready to make changes for the sake of 

improving down the road. His reflective abilities allow him to see the immense value of 

connecting his planned instruction with the lives of his students, and his own introductory line 

speaks to his abilities to look back in order to move forward: “It is much easier to view situations 

in their entirety looking back in time.” 

Stephen’s enthusiasm for sharing narratives in the study group affirm the value of 

narrativizing teaching experiences to allow for dialogue between I-positions across time 

(Hermans and Hermans-Konopka, 2010), but the additional step of bringing the narrative into 

dialogue with other listeners can be helpful to notice details an author might miss as well as 

establishing a trusted community of practice to attend to the “challenging and loving work” of 

teaching (Lave and Wenger, 1991). His close reading attention is evidence that he is capable of 

reading the texts of others, but what about the texts of his own life and his own telling? 

Like other novice teachers, Stephen seemed quick to “pathologize” some of his students’ 

behavior as monologic, like the male figures in Jake’s life, in the same way Engel (1977) 

cautioned doctors to be more aware that the boundary between sick and well was never all that 

clear to begin with. In a teacher’s own narratives, what does it mean if they present themselves 

as “well” and their students as “sick”? Similarly, what does it mean if the teacher speaks for 

them instead of letting their voices ring out in the written narratives? Respecting the alterity of 

these others-in-self seems to be a key aspect of learning dialogically in the classroom. Does 

Stephen have a sense of this after his time writing in his parallel chart and spending time in the 

narrative study group? I’m unsure. It seems he was able to make connections to his peers and 

was explicit about the helpfulness of this, but it was unclear if the narrative process helped him 
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to reconsider the relationships he had with his students. This is especially true in terms of the 

power dynamics that might go unacknowledged between a white, eastern European male and 

students of differing positionalities – racially, socioeconomically, religiously – in his urban 

classroom. 

Zinn (1988) wrote to a medical audience that “we are in effect not treating the patient as a 

separate individual but as an extension of ourselves discovered in the patient” (p. 3297). 

Stephen’s narratives began the process of learning about his students’ lives and adjusting his 

teaching to be more present to them, but it remains to be seen what of himself he has discovered 

in his students. He has time to continue to make sense of the process. Like he commented on the 

passing of time in a short story we read: “I think this is a lifelong conversation.” 

Stephen’s case is illustrative of the ways that teacher educators and narrative study group 

facilitators might better learn about their own students. It was in writing about Stephen’s work 

that I was able to enter into dialogue with some of my own discomforts of my own teaching 

practices in my earliest years. Where were my blind spots in my own positionality as a white, 

male teacher in an African American and Vietnamese-American school in New Orleans? When 

was my own keenness for order and quiet monological instead of welcoming students’ whole 

selves into my classroom? Is the setting of a narrative study group a more conducive community 

to invite teachers like Stephen into new ways of dialogue with students than the “efferent” 

practices of traditional teacher education?  

Stephen’s stories are invitations into the ways narratives help us to arrive at new 

questions to ask, rather than answers to them. Rebecca’s stories of her own growing uncertainties 

in the next section help us to look at an additional facet of the ways narrative might help to 

support novice teachers. 
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Rebecca 

If teaching activities like planning and assessing, reading and grading, listening and 

speaking connect to the systolic and diastolic movement of the heart in the classroom, what is to 

be made of stressors like high blood pressure or cholesterol on cardiac health? Rebecca’s 

participation in this project highlighted some of the frictions that can cause “chest pains” for 

teachers at any point in their career, but especially at the outset, and her profile in this chapter 

invites novice teachers into new considerations of building identities in and outside of school, 

and teacher educators into the ways they might be in dialogue with teachers’ feedback, especially 

when it is critical. 

Rebecca joined our narrative study group as a first-year teacher at a private, religious 

middle school in New York City, but in her fourth year of teaching. In search of a deeper set of 

qualifications, Rebecca was pursuing a graduate degree in English education while teaching and 

brought with her a strong, active voice as a person with one foot in a classroom as a teacher and 

one as a continuing student. Rebecca’s demeanor was quiet and reserved in the initial sessions, 

but her writing expressed a deeper sense of self and an awareness of others. Worldly and wise, 

Rebecca’s insights helped the group pay attention to a more creative approach to the narratives 

of teaching they were writing. Like the students in her private Jewish school, Rebecca identifies 

as Jewish and grew up in New York City. Rebecca’s inclusion in this study shows that a 

teacher’s changing sense of identity is one that can be in constant flux, navigating between 

positionalities and I-positions, filled with voices that might push one away from the profession as 

much as they pull it in. 

 More than others in the group, Rebecca expressed a set of growing discontents and 

disillusionments with the teaching profession. As her featured writing and commentary exude, 
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she had deepening questions about the ways that teachers are prepared for their own classrooms 

and about the cultures that teachers build with each other once they enter the workforce. Rebecca 

expressed a keener divide in her I-positions of her life in and outside of school than did the other 

participants, and her decision to write critically of her teacher preparation program is worth 

exploring in greater detail. She joined our group after being recruited by an interested classmate 

and added warmth, humor, and insight to each session. 

 I share Rebecca’s writing and commentary because she, like Stephen in the earlier 

section, eludes an easy categorization when it comes to exploring the research question at hand; 

there is unlikely to be a straight line of movement when it comes to a teacher’s shifting sense of 

professional identity when participating in a narrative study group. Rebecca’s writing shows, too, 

that even more so than interactions with students, time spent with – or apart from – colleagues 

can have a large impact on one’s own sense of teacher self. More than others in the group, 

Rebecca’s time spent writing was a chance to muse about frustrations with her own developing 

self, her colleagues, and the teaching profession as a whole. 

First, I highlight Rebecca’s commentary and analysis of her colleague’s written responses 

to draw out examples of her attention to textual form. Particular focus is given to Rebecca’s 

leadership in close reading excerpts of narratives from co-participants to better understand the 

ways that her self is in tension between I-positions. More than Stephen in the earlier section and 

Anna at this chapter’s conclusion, it was Rebecca’s questioning of others’ texts that brought out 

her thinking alongside her own writing. Then, I share some of Rebecca’s writing, bold in its 

structure and willingness to explore different textual forms. Consistent throughout is her 

questioning of the balance between what is expected of her professionally and the training she 

has been given to carry out her responsibilities as a teacher. 
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Rebecca in Dialogue with Participants’ Writing and Reading 

Rebecca’s first week in the group featured Hunsinger’s (2019) engaging and enigmatic 

coming-of-age graphic short story “How to Draw a Horse.” Originally framed as a tutorial about 

learning to draw a difficult figure, the story begins to shift as the narrator begins to question her 

own identities and attempt to capture her emerging feelings in words and images. The story is 

evocative as a conversation starter because of its depth and approachable format as a deceptively 

simple illustration. As the story unfolds, the reader learns that the narrator is realizing she is 

attracted to another girl in her seventh-grade class but is struggling to express her emerging self-

discoveries. Rebecca unmuted herself after the group gave the story a second reading and offered 

her insights into what she noticed: 

[“How to Draw a Horse”] feels like it's like a queer story, but it's also really just a human 

story in terms of capturing a lot of seventh-grade angst in kind of a universal way. But 

then also this, ‘I think there's this thing, but I don't know the name, like, I can't say it’...I 

think it can be, ‘Oh, maybe I'm gay.’ But it also could be anything, you know, and it 

captures some of that secretness and like the burden of having a secret at a really young 

age and feeling ashamed. 

Rebecca helped to articulate some of the nuance of the story as the other participants nodded 

along with her observations, expanding the story’s temporal and thematic frame to a broader 

application outside the passing events in the narrative. She was also able to connect her current 

experiences teaching middle schoolers to her reading of the short story. Besides the shared texts 

we examined as a group, Rebecca was one of the most attentive readers and listeners to the 

narratives of her peers. 
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During one of our later sessions, participants were asked to write about a time they felt a 

divide between what they had been trained to do and what teaching was really like. A round of 

winter teacher illness was crushing its way through New York City schools, so our session that 

evening was just Rebecca and another participant, who we’ll name Stephanie, a second-year high 

school teacher in New York City. 

 Because of our smaller group, we were able to spend more time going into depth with our 

reading and discussion for the evening. Stephanie wrote about the difficulties of meeting the 

demands of lesson planning while responding in a human way to her students. Her short piece 

contained multitudes, which Rebecca commented on in her own analysis. Stephanie titled the 

piece “Checking All the Wrong Boxes”: 

I was teaching a lesson about poetry. I meticulously prepared the lesson, hunched over 

the glow of my laptop and running and rerunning through the process in my mind. I can’t 

remember what the poem was; even though the lesson was supposed to be about the 

poem, for me it was all about the lesson. The rationale for each step of the process, the 

connections between one segment and the next. 

Stephanie’s opening lines read similarly to Stephen’s narrative about his “plot mountain,” rich in 

its rigidity and more about the lesson than the poem itself. The image of the late-night, lonely 

planning session bleeds through with the “glow of the laptop” and the narrator “running and 

rerunning” a rehearsal of the lesson’s delivery. The narrative picks up in the classroom at the 

lesson’s outset: 

Then it was time for the lesson and I couldn’t hunch over the laptop and move the format 

of the lesson around like tetris pieces. Instead, I had to look up and make eye contact and 

speak instead of read. I counted each step in my head at first, like checking boxes: read 
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aloud, check. Ask a question, check. But when the students started speaking, and sharing, 

and responding, there were no more boxes to check. There were no boxes, just voices and 

faces and feelings about the poem, and I had nothing to say back. 

The final six sentences of Stephanie’s short piece capture a moment of fleeting uncertainty for 

the novice teacher, and Rebecca was eager to share what she observed. Rather than maligning 

the planning process as stifling the human element of the lesson, Rebecca noticed the tension and 

dialogue between the need to be prepared and spontaneous. “You would have walked into the 

classroom,” she noted, and would have been unprepared to meet their questions and comments. 

The planning “is helpful to some extent,” she continued, but 

then you kind of forget the human element of, you're human and they're human…I feel 

like so much of being a teacher is also having so many to do lists all the time. And like, I 

can see how this is more like being a new teacher and thinking about the wrong things, 

and not planning for the lesson in a helpful way necessarily…but it also is easy once 

you're able to do that to still think about the wrong boxes and get them in your head. 

This short piece from Stephanie also brought our attention to the open-endedness of the 

conclusion, in which the narrator “has nothing to say back” to the students’ voices when the 

checkboxes disappear. We questioned whether Stephanie’s conclusion was a stylistic decision or 

simply a matter of the constricted timing required in the narrative group to leave a piece of 

writing after ten or twelve minutes. By preparing the lesson monologically, the teacher was taken 

aback by its dialogue. 

 In another session, Rebecca read helpfully into the title of a co-participant’s narrative 

(“Forget Me Not”) about the tensions she felt about keeping in touch with students from previous 

school years in order to make emotional space for the students in her stead this year. The 
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participant’s narrative shifts its tone from exasperated to inquisitive and ultimately regretful that 

those students are no longer “my kids,” while ultimately always being a part of her. Rebecca 

pointed out the shifts as they happened and appreciated that the title could be charged with 

ambiguity whether we are hearing the command from the teacher’s or student’s perspective.  

I think what makes it interesting is that it's kind of unclear. Is it the teacher who's not 

supposed to forget the students, or the student who's not supposed to forget the teachers? 

And like, if it's the student who's not supposed to forget the teachers, it has the 

appropriate [tone], ‘Don't forget me.’ Like, ‘you have to keep behaving.’ You know, you 

have to stay on the right track. But if it's the teacher who's not supposed to forget the 

students? It's got this kind of layer of guilt…How am I supposed to remember all of this? 

And how can I support everyone, you know? So I think that play is really, really 

interesting. 

Rebecca’s attention to detail and dialogic nuances in the texts of her co-participants made her a 

valuable member of the narrative group, allowing others to hear new perspectives on what they 

had written. In her own writing, Rebecca would take a more critical approach to the tensions she 

was living as a teacher still early in her career and as a graduate student in an education program. 

Tensions in Theory and Practice 

More than any other participant, Rebecca took a more creative approach in the structure, 

content, and dialogism of her writing. Like Anna’s students later in this chapter, the voices of 

Rebecca’s students are featured and considered for their impact on her practice, as are the voices 

of her graduate program instructors, with whom she often disagreed. In our third session, 

participants were asked to write about a time they felt a divide between what they had been 

trained to do and what teaching was really like. After the short period of writing, participants 
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unmuted themselves to offer an initial reading of their piece, sharing either an image of their 

notebook or a link to a Google Doc in a shared folder so that the rest of the group could read 

along. When the group opened Rebecca’s, we noticed its timestamps, line break, and back-and-

forth lines of dialogue from multiple, unnamed speakers. She went into a thoughtful reading of 

her piece that she titled, “Felt-Sense.” 

2:12 

“Can we take a break?” Thomas asked. 

“You just had a break.” 

“Well…can I go on a walk?” Thomas said, with a hopeful shrug. 

“No, Thomas, do your work,” I replied. 

2:31 

Henry sat at his desk, ripping the corner of his worksheet into small piece, after small 

piece and dropping them on the floor. Kayleigh had her phone set against her laptop, she 

put her hands on her keyboard whenever I walked by, but then generally scrolled on her 

phone. 

Vic threw a pencil across the room at Jason. 

Jamar, bless Jamar, typed away on his essay on They Called Us Enemy. 

… 

“What does it mean to follow your felt-sense?” 

“What’s the difference between ‘editing’ and ‘retrospective restructuring’?” 

“Un-for-see-able” 

… 

Why do they get to teach kids that actually listen? 
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A multitude of Rebecca’s voices ring out quietly in her short piece. We read patience and care in 

her willingness to respond without anger to her nagging students, relentlessly requesting respite 

from the room. We read gratitude for Jamar’s dogged focus on an essay despite his classmates’ 

refusal to follow suit, including Kayleigh’s feigned focus. But as the roughly twenty minutes 

pass, we read what might be a general permissiveness as pencils fly and students scroll on 

phones while a teacher detailed enough to catch a paper being ripped “small piece, after small 

piece.” This disconnect vaults the ellipsis into her graduate classroom, and the narrative voice 

shifts to that of her graduate instructor, posing questions for this new, orderly classroom that 

seems a far cry from middle school. The narrative ends with a question of frustration at the 

disconnect between classrooms. The “they,” underscored in the narrative’s final line can point 

outward in so many directions: other teachers in her school, teachers at schools where students 

are more engaged, graduate school instructors who are no longer in the K-12 classroom dealing 

with these moments of petty disengagement. The quiet of her responses speaks volumes. 

 Other participants in the group that evening noticed these structural elements of 

Rebecca’s writing: the understated narration, the passing of time and the stanza breaks with 

ellipses, and most significantly, the underscored pronoun at the narrative’s conclusion. The 

participants pressed her to learn more about this simmering piece. She responded, sharing the 

frustrations between the instruction she was receiving in her graduate school class and the life 

she was living in her classroom: 

I was like, I really want to learn how to teach kids how to write, and talking about 

‘retrospective restructuring’ feels kind of silly…we spent a long time debating [in the 

grad school class] the difference between editing, which is writing for an audience, 
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versus retrospective restructuring, which is where you're editing for yourself, you know, 

and for your own message. 

Contained within Rebecca’s frustration are several points of dialogue. The relationship between 

Rebecca and her students is present in her desire to grow as a writing teacher, as is the 

relationship between Rebecca and her graduate classmates debating the terminology of these 

concepts. But also present is the reality that writing is a kind of dialogue with one’s self across 

time: whether one is engaging in ‘editing’ or ‘retrospective restructuring,’ the writer has the 

chance to look back at the ways that what they wrote in the past can be re-read in the present. 

Rebecca continued to voice her frustration about the disconnect she saw between her graduate 

coursework and the realities of her classroom: 

The class [in “Felt-Sense’] ends with these two kids at my old school in a pretty big fight, 

and then one of them punched another kid in the class. I was like, they don’t really care 

about the difference between editing and retrospective restructuring. You guys [graduate 

school professors] all left the classroom. You left the middle school or high school world, 

where it feels more like a battlefield compared to higher education. 

As Rebecca continued participating in the group, she began to share additional frustrations not 

just between herself and her professors and coworkers, but within her own different I-positions. 

“Me-Rebecca and Teacher-Rebecca are at odds” 

Throughout the sessions, Rebecca’s writing and commentary expressed growing tensions 

between her “home” self and her “teacher” self alongside tensions in her formally trained self 

and her practically minded classroom self. Hermans and Hermans-Konopka (2010) articulate that 

these positions may be in dialogue, but that this dialogue might not always be harmonious. Her 
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writing helped to articulate an awareness of positions she occupied in different phases of the day 

and the ways those positions were in dialogue with one another. 

I’m often frustrated at myself when I become impatient. Students will come in on a 

Monday morning, raring to talk about their weekends, and I come in on a Monday hoping 

they’ll be very focused on their ‘Do Now’…In the first week of school, I overheard 

students mimicking me in the hallways, and I felt, perhaps unreasonably, upset. During 

these moments of frustration, my human self comes out. I cannot be some heroic person 

who forgoes all of her personal needs. In these moments, it feels like Me-Rebecca and 

Teacher-Rebecca are at odds. 

Rebecca’s writing expresses not only her I-positions, but the ways that she is in dialogue 

between those positions. She is not simply impatient, but frustrated that she is impatient, which 

she notes seems to happen often. Additional time passing made her feel that the upset feelings 

she had in those first weeks of school were “perhaps unreasonable,” the adverb noting that she is 

still mulling it over. Rebecca’s engagement with these positions over time helps to reveal some 

of the nuances of thinking dialogically – and in writing – about the difficult work of teaching. 

 The tension at play hearkens back to an earlier example from Rebecca’s contributions to 

the group. Her disconnect with students recalls Stephanie’s overly planned lesson on poetry that 

fell flat when she didn’t build in space for student dialogue. Her presentation of material was at 

odds with the experiences of students, and they chose not to pick up her voice when she 

presented in class. Monologue, rather than dialogue, ruled the day. The same is true in these 

frustrations with students: Rebecca’s actions and attempts to connect with them fell flat, her 

hopes for their focus dashed by the realities of returning to school on a Monday. She shared, 

however, that taking the time to write in her parallel chart helped her to adjust her practice: 
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Over the course of the semester, I’ve shifted my approach. On Monday mornings, we do 

‘Rose, Bud, Thorn’ so that they can discuss their weekends before we dive into work. 

Last period, I build in as much movement as possible. When the girls mimicked me, I 

showed them my hurt (and emailed their parents, muahaha). At each adjustment, I can 

tell that class is actually better for my students, too. 

“I’ve become very quick to recall things that went poorly” 

At the conclusion of our sessions together, Rebecca brought to light what she found 

beneficial about writing in a parallel chart, framing it against the backdrop of her growing 

uncertainty about the profession and her role as a teacher. Like so many teachers, Rebecca told 

stories to the group about how she was often her own worst critic, and that at the end of the day, 

it was far too easy to focus on what had not gone well than what might have worked. She 

connected it to her graduate work and shared: 

Writing in a parallel chart has made me think about how I remember classes after I teach 

them. In a psych class I took last semester, I learned that older adults recall positive 

memories more quickly than negative ones. In contrast, younger adults recall negative 

memories more quickly than positive ones. In the past couple of years of teaching, I’ve 

become very quick to recall the things that went poorly in class: the interactions I think I 

got wrong, the student who was dysregulated, the moments when the class felt out of 

control. And, by rehearsing those negative memories repetitively, I’ve begun to be pretty 

critical about my own teaching.  

Heads nodded in agreement with her connection, and she continued that the practice of ending 

her day with entries in her parallel chart helped her to step back and dialogue with what had 
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transpired over the course of the day and to reframe the loudness of the I-positions stating that all 

had been lost. 

Keeping parallel charts has been helpful with [reframing]. When first period class went 

well, but last period class went poorly, I’m able to look back at my notes from first period 

and remember that my experiences that day were actually more positive than my memory 

might reflect.  

Rebecca, like many new teachers, picked up on the reality of the negative chatter which so 

frequently pervades teachers’ lounges across schools. For some novice teachers, this can be a 

markedly different experience from their own, eager approach to getting started with their career. 

Rebecca expressed her frustration with this culture at her new school this year and that it did not 

help her make connections with students. “Yes, some complaining and venting is helpful with 

colleagues," she wrote, “but when we complain too much, we start to make matters worse.” In 

our final session together, she noted that writing in her parallel chart helped her to process the 

day with different aspects of her own self, rather than needing to bring it to negativity-prone 

coworkers, “weighing in with their two complain-y cents.” Having the like-minded narrative 

study group to replace her negative coworkers was a helpful way for her to process the day and 

have a greater sense of perspective than she’d previously had: 

It feels really, really good to get to connect with other people who are doing the same 

things that I’m doing. Sometimes, teaching can feel really lonely. When you’re silo-ed in 

your classroom, making lots of decisions, and putting on a show in front of kids all day, 

of course you end the day feeling alone. Getting to write and be creative allows me to 

notice more. Getting to share with others (who are very kind!) feels really good as well. 
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Learning with Rebecca 

Rebecca’s writing and commentary throughout our sessions together showed a teacher 

deep in thought about her relationships at school, with her colleagues, her students, and her 

shifting perspectives on what it means to be a teacher. Her work with the parallel chart and the 

narrative study group helps illustrate a positive potential for “catching” a novice teacher 

beginning to make decisions about their longer-term trajectory and potentially steering them 

back toward the joys of teaching, not just the struggles. As this study invites an exploration of 

possibility in adopting narrative practices, Rebecca’s thinking helps us to turn over the teacher 

identity puzzle to look at a new facet of it. What might happen to a teacher struggling to make 

sense of their engagement with this profession if given the chance to share the ways they are 

struggling with others? What outlets for dialogue, if any, do teachers-in-training like Rebecca 

enrolled in graduate coursework have to share their experiences of disconnect between school 

and their graduate classrooms? 

 “But it’s really just a human story,” Rebecca commented on Hunsinger’s (2019) short 

story, perhaps unintentionally demonstrating a key hope of participation in the narrative study 

group. Teachers have the chance to externalize what they are learning to learn just what it is they 

know. The parallels Hunsinger draws, literally and figuratively, show the benefits of practicing 

making human connections with literature to bring to life in our teaching practice: key 

recognitions in one story are present in another. Like Felski’s (2008) hope that literature might 

be used for recognition Rebecca also brought to light the important role tension can play in 

developing a sense of teacher-self and that writing and listening to them from others can bring 

about new insights. A teacher educator reading Rebecca’s writing critical of her formal training 
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can experience feedback with an aesthetic stance, rather than just an efferent one as they would 

reading the results of an end-of-semester evaluation. 

 Rebecca’s participation has implications for the role the narrative study group could play 

for teachers having a difficult time building affiliation between their own I-positions or 

colleagues. 

 To do this, Rebecca needed a way to open new channels of dialogue, ones that would 

engage the negative aspects in new light, without glossing over them. Rebecca’s participation 

was strong for its thoughtfulness, and it was also a powerful reminder of the jadedness that 

comes creeping for teachers earlier and earlier in their careers. Rebecca’s commentary about the 

long hours and low pay reminded me of the need to authentically engage with the sometimes 

brutal realities of teaching in ways that did not simply view them with rose-colored glasses. The 

heart must pump in and out to do its job, just as our work in teaching must deal with the positive 

and the negative. Rebecca’s voice was a reminder that our teacher education programs must 

invite teachers into dialogue that addresses the messiness, the grey, the uncertainties. 

 Rebecca’s writing calls to mind Lave and Wenger’s (1991) concepts of communities of 

practice and legitimate peripheral participation. The authors use the examples of different 

careers that utilize an apprentice model to induct new members to a job, rather than sending them 

to a separate, isolated training program. They tie together their theory by pointing to the example 

of Alcoholics Anonymous meetings to illustrate that learning must ultimately be about a shift to 

a new identity: moving from a drinking to a non-drinking alcoholic. “Simply learning the 

propositions about alcohol and its nature is not enough,” the authors write. “They must be 

applied by the drinker to his own life” (pp. 83-84). Rebecca’s writing and commentary expresses 

a two-fold frustration: one with the continued divorce between teacher education coursework and 
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the difficult reality of joining a school community as an “apprentice” only to find that the team 

she is joining is overtly negative. A novice teacher getting hit from both these directions is sure 

to question their role in this difficult profession. Simply learning the “propositions” of 

“retroactive restructuring” is not enough. The teacher must learn what it means to manage a 

classroom full of busy middle schoolers. 

 Rebecca was able to share that the tools she gained from participating in the group did 

have a positive impact on her. The question remains whether these methods from narrative 

medicine can encourage a teacher to stay the course when things get difficult in the long term. 

She shared that the exercises in dialogism were a net positive for her: 

Just having someone to talk things through with felt so much better…with the parallel 

chart, if first period is good and last period is bad, I just remember last period being bad, 

and I forget about how first period was…looking at the parallel chart, because I just, like, 

wrote down a little note after class. And I was like, okay, like, there was something really 

good that happened. 

Participation in the narrative group brings to light that an educator like Rebecca can begin with 

an adept eye for the nuances in others’ writing and experience and learn to train it on their own 

self and practice, too. Rebecca was quick to jump in with authentic, positive feedback when 

Stephanie was down on herself for overplanning her lesson and not leaving space for students to 

talk. She began to turn that same encouragement toward herself as the semester went along. 

 Rebecca’s writing and commentary also highlighted that dialogue between I-positions 

can change with practice or the emergence of third-positions (Hermans and Hermans-Konopka, 

2010) that reconcile points of friction between voices. She noted an increasing comfort with 

allowing more of her “home” self to emerge at school in our final session together. “I think I 
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don’t like having my teacher-self come out at home, but it’s nice being able to feel like I can be 

myself more at school,” she wrote, now that she was taking the time to enter into dialogue with 

her experiences through narrative. 

These narrative groups and the process of writing can help teachers like Rebecca identify 

these frustrations (e.g. the divide between her lived experience of teaching in an indifferent 

classroom and the lofty aims of her graduate coursework), but can they help make changes? We 

could look to similar criticisms of narrative medicine, that inviting medical professionals to write 

is not chipping away at the superstructures of the medical bureaucracy. Our response, however, 

must be based in the belief that the individual encounter with another self is powerful and is the 

locus for the start of a change. 

Anna 

Anna joined the narrative study group from another large city in the northeast. Having 

relocated with her partner after finishing her graduate teaching program in New York City, Anna 

was in her first year of teaching. Her writing was open and confessional, and more than any other 

participant, it contained the voices of her students. Anna was the most likely to bring a pre-

prepared piece from her parallel chart to the narrative study group, and while she wrote along 

with the texts we centered, she often shared the writing she had previously developed. Openly 

queer, Anna’s stories were influenced by her own tensions of what it meant to be out in school 

communities – as a student and a novice educator – that were not always welcoming to her 

positionality. Her profile in this chapter shows the clearest picture of the ways that narrative 

writing can bring teachers into new dialogue with the stories of their students’ lives. 

 Like the other participants, Anna was navigating the realities of self-criticism and 

questioning of her practice and her relationship to students. As her writing highlights, she is 
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keenly aware of her students’ voices and the ways she worked to bring them into her classroom. 

Anna’s writing, in form and content, centered the dialogue between her own I-positions and 

between her teacher-self and her students. 

 This section begins with some brief examples of Anna’s commentary on her own and 

others’ close reading and writing. Anna had a keen sense for textual form, which made her a 

standout participant in discussions of literary aspects of our shared writing. Next, I share two 

longer pieces of Anna’s writing that she prepared for the group based on entries in her parallel 

chart. Her two writing samples are the most developed of any participants and exemplify the 

kind of dialogic exchange that can arise from a narrative foray of reflecting on practice. 

 Anna’s profile is the third and final of this chapter because she demonstrates the clearest 

response of what could happen to a teacher’s shifting sense of professional identity when they 

record stories of their practice and share with others. Anna expressed repeated hesitance to share, 

even after hearing her writing read aloud to the group (“I'm seeing all the places I want to go 

back and edit”), but through this hesitation, she was able to articulate a new sense of dialogue 

between her past and current practice for the sake of shifting her relationship with her students. 

Anna’s responses are not formulaic, nor are they expected to be replicated on a larger scale, but 

they are illustrative of what can happen when novice teachers are given the chance to connect in 

these small, narrative communities of practice. 

Like the other participants, Anna commented on the value of making external dialogue 

that had, by default, been internal. The moves other participants were making helped her to 

reconceptualize the work she was doing, and vice versa: in weeks after Anna shared a lengthier, 

more fleshed-out piece, other participants would bring them, too. 
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Italics and quotations 

In the first meeting of our narrative study group, we focused on “Girl” by Jamaica 

Kincaid. Like others, Anna noted the predictable barrage of commands from the older woman to 

the younger girl and the impact that this had on the reader. But Anna also the densely compacted 

temporality of the piece and that this might be an illusion for time passing quickly, when this 

might be taking place over the course of many years: 

[I notice this] condensed temporality, it’s adding to that feeling of overwhelm. And I 

mean, when we talked about the structure, like the time period, I agree that it's this sense 

that this is over the course of an adolescence. But I also think the nature of the writing is 

forcing us to look at it all together, right? Because that's the feeling that it creates on a 

daily basis, for like a young girl is, like, there are all these instructions to follow every 

single day, and it feels like it all comes down at once. 

Anna picked up on the important dialogue between extensions of time in the narrative. Past and 

present, era and moment are not separate but in relationship with one another, just as they are in 

a sense of self. Polkinghorne (1988) makes note that a self, like a story, is in a constant state of 

reconfiguration as the plot is revealed. Anna’s attention to detail in Kincaid’s short story shows 

that the wider span of time – in this case, an entire adolescence – can be condensed into a 

moment, a block of text, that might be mistaken as simply a singular, linear movement of time, 

but really contains multitudes. 

Anna continued sharing her attention to the textual matter of the short story, noting the 

relationship between the two voices at play in the narrative, that of the maternal figure, and that 

of the younger girl. The short story is presented as a single block of text without paragraph 

breaks and without quotation marks to indicate the two speakers. Instead, the brief interjections 
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of the younger girl are embedded with italics in the longer block of monologue from the maternal 

figure: 

There's kind of an attempt at dialogue here, which is interesting because it's not in 

quotations, but it is italicized in this way that is supposed to introduce that supposedly the 

girl hearing this is trying to interject there. But I think the choice of italics over 

quotations, it’s kind of like those thoughts are subsumed by the rest of the commands and 

this overarching voice coming down on them. 

Anna’s contributions in this first session and across the remaining months helped to solidify her 

abilities to pay attention to the forms of narratives, rather than just their content. She would bring 

this attention to her readings of our shared texts as well as the stories of others in ways that 

helped others be more aware of these features, too. 

A code of conduct 

Anna arrived to our first session with a piece she had already drafted, eager to expand 

some of the thoughts she had been recording in her parallel chart. She framed her piece by 

explaining that these events had taken place in the first days of the school year, but that the 

effects of them were still impacting her as the first semester was coming to a close. Her first 

piece of writing would set the tone for her reflective engagements and her willingness to draft 

lengthier narratives in the days leading up to a session so as to have it ready to share. At the 

center of Anna’s narrative is her student Emma, whose voice the reader hears directly, and 

whose presence continues to make a lasting impact on Anna. 

At the beginning of the school year, during the first week of school, I decided to have my 

students create their own classroom code of conduct. I do this as a way for my students to 

take ownership over the classroom environment, instead of seeing it as only my rules. 
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Usually, the way this goes is that we have a class discussion about what might be 

important to add. I might have students discuss with each other in groups what should be 

on it, and then as a class we write out each of the “rules” that we collectively agree on. 

Once we have done that, I have every student sign the code of conduct which then lives 

on the wall of our classroom all year. 

My first period, I have 33 seniors, and I wasn’t sure how this activity would go. We 

started by discussing what a code of conduct is, why it’s important, and what we would 

do during class that day. I first had students discuss in groups what should be on the code 

of conduct. When we came back together as a class and I asked for volunteers to share, 

Emma’s hand shot straight up. 

“Humans first, students second.” 

I asked her to say a little bit more about what she meant, and Emma explained that too 

many teachers forget that students are people too, and forget to show them understanding, 

to which many students nodded in agreement. 

I added it to our classroom code of conduct, but I remember feeling that this was a 

daunting task. Could I at once challenge them and hold them to high standards, while still 

showing them I want to be approachable and understanding? Further, I thought this code 

of conduct was going to be for them…not for me. 

Now, we are at the end of November and I have kept Emma’s challenge for me at the 

center of my philosophy this year. I try to keep holding my students accountable while 

still allowing them space to take a break when they need it, or simply to be themselves in 

my classroom. 
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Emma joins me in the office I share with two other teachers during her lunch period. 

Most days, and I feel pretty proud of myself that I have won her over. Some days she will 

sit quietly and work, other days she will talk to me about a class or assignment she is 

struggling with. 

Something Emma has expressed to me during the past few months is how happy she was 

when I showed my students on the first day of school a picture of my partner and I and 

she realized I am queer. Her excitement over seeing a visibly queer teacher made me 

reflect on what it could have done for me to see someone like me in my high school. 

Even though I was unabashedly out in high school, I still remember my peers laughing at 

the word “lesbian” like it was a funny joke. That is still something I remember when I 

introduce myself to my students and I sometimes find myself holding my breath and 

waiting for the snickering. 

But seeing Emma’s response reminds me why I put myself out there to my students, why 

I come out over and over again every new school year, because there will always be 

students in my classroom who will feel heard and seen, hopefully as humans first, then as 

students. 

Like Stephen and Rebecca, Anna’s voice expresses hesitation in her abilities to navigate the 

tensions at play in her classroom and in her I-positions: could she be the demanding teacher, 

holding her students to high standards, while also being the teacher who is “approachable and 

understanding”? A third way was needed. Anna is surprised by the emergence of the dialogic 

element of her code of conduct, realizing it is for her to abide by, too, rather than just for her 

students. The narrative then shifts across the paragraph break to the present, late in the fall with 

the muggy days of the beginning of the year far in the rearview. Anna writes that she has been 
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successful in finding a balance, a third position (Hermans and Hermans-Konopka, 2010), in the 

culture she is building in her classroom. And at the center of it is Emma. Anna’s self has become 

laden with the voices of her students. 

 In the final paragraphs of Anna’s piece, the focus turns inwards again and considers the 

impact that Emma’s voice has had on her teacher’s practice. Anna breaks from the present of 

Emma sharing her gratitude back to her own experiences in high school, exemplifying the ways 

that narrative can allow dialogue between past and present. The narrative shares, too, that Anna 

is still shaky sometimes in her decision to come out after these past experiences, “waiting for the 

snickering.” It is Anna’s willingness to engage in stories that allows her the chance to mine her 

own experiences and to better engage a student like Emma. 

 The piece concludes by returning to the keystone keeping the narrative up: “humans first, 

students second.” Emma’s stories remind Anna of this key tenant of narrative medicine, and it is 

in the retelling of it that Anna has a chance to think about it further. Like the code of conduct that 

she thought would be monologic, Anna found the call of a student’s voice to be an invitation into 

dialogue, rich in its exchange as it reverberates between members of Anna’s classroom. The 

narrative gives Anna the chance to look to the future, as well, thinking about the ways these past 

students have been able to shape the impact on students still to come. 

“How to Make Sure Your Students Know You Hate Them” 

In our second session together, participants arrived to the call eager to catch up since last 

seeing each other a month ago. How were everyone’s winters progressing? Heads nodded in 

agreement when stories of teacher and student fatigue were shared. After sharing gratitude for 

the positive feedback of peers in our first session, Anna volunteered herself to share a piece 

she’d prepared after making a note of a student story in her parallel chart. The piece that 
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followed brought to life many of the struggles the participants were sharing and the ways 

teachers come down hardest on themselves. As I did with Anna’s first narrative, the piece is 

shared in its entire length below, with additional attention to detail paid to excerpts in the 

sections to follow. She named the piece, “How to Make Sure Your Student Knows You Hate 

Them.” 

“Leo, sit down.” 

“Leo, stop talking.” 

“Leo, we are not doing group work” 

“Leo, you are distracting others.” 

He only smirks right back at me. I want to summon compassion. I want to help him, but 

he makes it so hard. 

“I will give him positive affirmations.” 

“I will encourage good behaviors.” 

“I will praise others in class.” 

“I will smile at him.” 

“She likes her other classes.” 

“Yeah, well they don’t have Leo.” 

I went home and cried. 

“I will tell him when he does a good job.” 

“I will encourage him to be a leader in class.” 

We begin reading Romeo and Juliet and Leo is the only one to volunteer to read a role. 

And when he starts to read the prince’s lines, 

He is doing a British accent. 
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And standing at his desk. 

Giving the performance of his life. 

Our guest speaker for career day tells the class he struggled in high school because he is 

dyslexic. 

Leo raises his hand and says, “That’s cool. I have dyslexia, too.” 

The narrative opens with Anna’s externalized voice, monologic in its direction toward Leo, 

without a response back from her student. “I want to summon compassion,” her I-position of 

tired teacher shares with the position of empathic teacher, “but he makes it so hard.” A divide 

exists, and she knows it is growing. After this line breaks Anna’s external speaking, her voice 

turns inward. The four sentences in the simple future tense are contained in quotation marks, as if 

they are spoken aloud in the mirror before heading to schools. Commands, hopes, reminders, to 

be fulfilled with varying fidelity. The voice shifts unexpectedly, perhaps back to the same class, 

where two students are caught in what may have been intended to be a furtive moment. Anna’s 

fears that Leo has already been feeling the heat of being singled out are confirmed in the chatter. 

The day ends in tears, a new day begins with another attempt at positive affirmations. 

 A new day dawns at the outset of a Shakespeare unit, marking a third temporal shift in 

the narrative, this time with narration from Anna setting the scene far from fair Verona, and in 

her English classroom instead. Anna’s grudge is ancient at this point, but it is Leo who raises his 

hand to take a stab at a speaking role. The next four lines climb upwards like Leo climbing on 

top of his desk to give “the performance of a lifetime.” A stunned narrator lets each line carry its 

own weight, one unfurling after the other. The reported dialogue from the career day speaker 

gives way and fittingly gives Leo the last word of the narrative to reveal his reasoning for 
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breaking to new mutiny. Leo’s voice rings out without commentary or resolution from the 

narrator, and the reader is left to wonder what has become of him since. 

 Can the process of narrativizing these encounters help teachers to better attune to the 

stories our students are telling us in roundabout ways, in what they don’t say or do, in their 

cautiousness and risk-taking? From Anna’s example and title, we can gather that the perceptive 

teacher understands the cost of not attending to these details. A student may not have the 

willingness to tell the story of their struggle to us in a straightforward way and may need to 

ensure they have a receptive ear first. Coles (1989) and his “hiker” come to mind, the seemingly 

un-crackable patient who refused to speak until she was simply invited to share a few stories 

about herself. 

Learning with Anna 

Anna’s participation in the narrative study group highlighted the realities of a different 

kind of systolic and diastolic movement within many teachers’ lives. She is at once already 

keenly aware of the culture she is building in her classroom, working to ensure students feel seen 

and appreciated. Her efforts to establish a class code of conduct and to share stories of her open 

out-ness are explicit moves to exert herself, systolically, out into the lives of students. She is 

growing in her awareness and openness to receiving the lives of her students into her own life 

and practice, diastolically, realizing that blood flows both ways: “I thought this code of conduct 

was going to be for them…not for me.” 

 The systolic and diastolic functions are present in Anna’s self-perception, too. “I don’t 

think of myself as a writer,” she declared in her closing reflection, though she had produced 

thought-provoking pieces throughout the study that highlighted the voices of her students. “I 

went home and cried,” she shared mid-narrative when writing about Leo and his challenging 
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behavior, hard on herself while also establishing a welcoming, student-centered code of conduct 

to ensure respect for all, as evidenced by students like Emma. The dialogue with and between her 

peers, rather than her own monologue, helped her to learn these new facets of her self and 

practice. 

 These methods from narrative medicine help to give visibility to the reality of this two-

way flow of blood in teachers’ lives. Rather than treating moments of success and crushing 

moments of perceived failure as opposites, teacher educators can begin to bring to life methods 

that allow novice teachers to see the interconnectedness of them for a functioning cardiovascular 

system. Not only are they interconnected, but they are dependent on one another. A nagging self-

doubt that one is “not a writer” cries out for interlocution with a previously missing I-position 

that is willing to engage the doubt with chance-taking and growth. But the flow of blood requires 

this give and take, this movement both ways, this shift from monologue to dialogue. Methods 

like the parallel chart and the narrative study group can help teachers begin to see where tissue 

may have been damaged from lack of blood flow. 

 A novice teacher deserves the chance to explore a different iteration of what Anna’s 

student Emma declared to her class on the first day, that she and her peers were humans first, and 

students second. What are the ways that novice teachers have the opportunity to explore the 

interplay between this “human” self and “teacher” self, or as Rebecca put it, “home” self and 

“school self.” Where are the lines between these two selves firm, and where are they porous? 

Anna was adamant in her writing that teachers must be encouraged to bring their full lives with 

them in the classroom, but strikes a chord when she concludes that “a process of reflection and 

consideration of [aspects of life experiences] seems important in order to fully appreciate how 

they may be presenting themselves” in the classroom. Anna shares directly: 



135 
 

Observing and writing in a parallel chart and the process of sharing that writing in a 

narrative group has helped me to take a more objective approach to reflecting on my 

teaching. Hearing other people read my reflections and picking apart the writing 

conventions/elements of them has given me a new view of my writing. Instead of hearing 

it from my own voice, or reliving the interaction a 10th time in my own brain, hearing my 

reflections in other people’s words has helped me consider in a more productive way 

whatever it is that I am reflecting on. 

She continues about the ways that getting to hear her writing from others’ perspectives opened 

up new insights into her interactions with students: 

This process has made me think more about the fact that teachers are human beings who 

bring so many personal experiences into the classroom with them…I think that teachers 

should be bringing their full life experiences into the classroom, but a process of 

reflection and consideration of them (like this one) seems important in order to fully 

appreciate how they may be presenting themselves in your teaching (on purpose or 

inadvertently). 

Anna’s case shows promise for the possibility of using narrative to explore what might happen 

when teachers cultivate new practices of attention and dialogical identity formation. Anna’s 

willingness to narrativize her experiences helped her to “spiral toward affiliation,” bringing new 

aspects of her encounters with students to life. Her writing highlights how easy it is for teacher 

practices to draw us away from students in mundane and understandable ways that seek 

compliance, but also how we might try to build new ways of understanding the stories of their 

lives. 
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Looking Back and Looking Forward 

I set out on this project thinking about the ways I might bring to life some of the things I 

had learned as a participant in a narrative medicine study group. Sitting around the classroom 

with the medical students I’d met, sitting in the appointment room at Columbia Presbyterian up 

in Washington Heights, opening the Zoom link and waiting for the new teachers to login. This 

project allowed me to crisscross the city and to hear the stories of so many different people. I 

worked to listen in new ways: I had not been attuned to listening to the conversation between a 

nurse practitioner and her palliative care patient in the ways I had been accustomed to listen to a 

teacher talk to her elementary student. But it was this process of my own adjustment that allowed 

me to see the dialogue between these different professions. My initial draw to studying narrative 

medicine was the parallel I saw not only in the need for new models of professional preparation 

but in the near identical opportunity to shift a communication pattern – doctor to patient, teacher 

to student – from one-way, traditionally monologic speaking and listening to open dialogue and 

less hierarchical divide. Teachers could begin to understand the need to first listen for stories in 

the lives of their students, and in doing so, recognize that their own lives are full of stories, too.  

 Stephen, Rebecca, and Anna’s stories are now part of my own. The ways that I read and 

listen to the lives of teachers have been impacted because of my narrative encounter with them, 

which have been impacted by their own narrative encounters with their students. Rosenblatt 

(1978; 1995) helps me to think about the transaction between readers and texts to bring “the 

poem” to life. My own lived experiences impact the way I read the stories of others, and every 

encounter I get to have with a text – whether in print or the text of another’s life – adds to the 

richness of my own lived experiences and ability to read. I can attend to the movement of time, 

the multi- or single-voicedness of a narrative, the metaphor and imagery throughout. I know that 
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this aesthetic attention outside the strictures of a document like a report card or hospital chart 

works alongside efferent attention when a patient tells a doctor they are in pain, or a student tells 

a teacher that they need help. 

 What appears to be a single self, a single classroom, a single story, then, bursts into an 

array of multiplicity amidst its apparent unity. The patient who arrives at the doctor’s office 

carries with them their own family, their own history, their fears and hopes in the same way 

every student does to their classrooms. It is an incomplete but important first step for a doctor or 

teacher to realize this about their patients and students. These leaders take the next step when 

they begin to do the work of realizing that what is true about their patients and students is true 

about themselves. These selves we are constantly making and remaking are in revision and 

creation with each new text we encounter. Bruner (1990) cites psychologist and educator Daniel 

Polkinghorne (1988) to expand this comparison: 

We are in the middle of our stories and cannot be sure how they will end; we are 

constantly having to revise the plot as new events are added to our lives. Self, then, is not 

a static thing or a substance, but a configuring of personal events into an historical unity 

which includes not only what one has been but also anticipations of what one will be. (pp. 

115-116) 

These novice teachers had the chance to consider the ways that they are in some ways at the 

beginning of their stories, but in others very much in the middle. They are arriving to their 

classrooms full of the voices of others, and they must attend to this dialogue to better understand 

the ways that they are attuned to the stories of who they and their students are. Doing so will 

allow them new ways to imagine new possibilities of who they and their students can be in the 

future. 
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Chapter 5: Understandings and Implications 

During the final months of this project, I took on a new professional role helping to 

develop new teachers, all of whom had very recently relocated to the South Bronx as part of a 

volunteer teacher formation program. Many of their struggles in the first weeks of the school 

year were predictable: effectively managing their classrooms, juggling the stressful tasks of 

lesson planning and assessing, and building meaningful relationships with their students. Besides 

formal meetings with these teachers, I worked to catch them in the hallways or at their desks to 

say hello and check how they were doing. These low-stakes check-ins helped to reduce some of 

their own perceived understanding of the pecking order in our workplace, that I was their formal 

supervisor and that I had come to evaluate them. On top of this, most of these teachers were new 

college grads and working their first professional job. Stress was high, and morale was low. 

One afternoon just after dismissal, I crossed paths with a new teacher I’ll call Olivia. I’d 

learned from one of her administrators that she had been making progress with her students but 

still had some rocky days. I smiled and said hello, and I asked her how the week had been going 

so far. She stopped and sighed, sharing about the difficult requirements she’d been facing getting 

compliance documents signed from one of her students’ families, that she was unsure how to 

move forward later this week because she had been double-booked to take part in two meetings 

at the same time, and that she had been staying up later and waking up earlier to squeeze in time 

for herself amidst these busy days. Her stress was palpable, so I shifted my approach, doing my 

best to channel Robert Coles. “Why don’t you tell me a story or two about your students?” Her 

face lit up, and she started in.  

Arriving at the end of this study is much like arriving at a beginning, a sense of new 

questions and wonderings about the ways these methods might impact a teacher’s changing 
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sense of professional identity, and the work that remains about humanizing support for the 

difficult work of being a novice teacher. I am grateful for the ways the stories of Stephen, 

Rebecca, and Anna have impacted my own thinking, and the sections that follow are only a small 

piece of the multitudes they provided. I begin by sharing some of the understandings gained from 

conducting this study with them, including the ways teacher educators might integrate use of the 

parallel chart and the narrative study group into their support of novice teachers. 

Next, I share some of the implications of these understandings on the work to do ahead 

and how others might bring similar projects to life. If this particular iteration of this type of work 

yielded these understandings of use of the parallel chart and the narrative study group, what 

might this mean for others? In this section, I include implications for studying the lives and 

dialogical selves of novice and experienced teachers, the ways teachers might shift their teaching 

from monologue to dialogue, and the ways that teacher educators might integrate practices of 

aesthetic reading rather than efferent reading (Rosenblatt, 1978, 1995) into their practice. Then, I 

offer some potential contributions this study might make to the fields of narrative inquiry, 

English teacher education programs, and where current limitations in this study invite future 

researchers to keep the exploration going in dialogue with the stories contained within these 

pages. 

I conclude by hearkening back to Charon’s (2006) foundational work in narrative 

medicine to discuss the need to train teachers to listen for stories, not just to them. 

Understandings 

I begin by sharing a list of what I have come to understand through the completion of this 

project. Though it is incomplete, it is a foundation that I hope can be built upon in the years to 

come. 
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The Parallel Chart 

The first site of exploration is the parallel chart, an opportunity for teachers to mine the 

ins and outs of their daily classroom encounters and transactions with students. Of the seven 

participants in the study, these three stood out for the engagement with the parallel chart. This is 

not to say that each provided definitive conclusions of success or failure with the chart. But it 

does provide pause for the nuanced approach each took with it. Each of these three participants 

in the group embraced the template in different ways, with different frequencies, and ultimately 

for different purposes. 

I chose to highlight Stephen’s data first because of its ambiguity. It would have been 

simple to proclaim that yes, each of the three chosen participants’ professional identity changed 

because of their use of the parallel chart, and that this change was for the betterment of their 

relationships with students. The case is not so black and white, which makes Stephen’s stories 

particularly engaging. 

Stephen’s engagement with the parallel chart seemed to focus on some of the 

shortcomings in his instruction (“What bugged me was that I wish I had taken the shot in the 

dark…”) and the ways he was hoping to adjust his methods in the future. He also shared that the 

process of writing and hearing his writing read back by other participants was reassuring to his 

insecurities (“Sharing answers also gives me confidence in knowing I am not alone…”). But 

what was left ambiguous was ways this tool might impact his relationship with students by 

allowing him to examine the relationships between his own I-positions: I as strict disciplinarian, 

I as lead authority in the classroom, I as “someone who is big on the truth and honesty.” In 

writing about his student Jake, Stephen seemed reassured that his stern engagement of this 

student was ultimately successful in integrating Jake into an acceptable relationship. Stephen’s 
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writing in his parallel featured Jake as a character, but the writing did not include a forray into 

Jake’s I-positions or life. 

Stephen’s writing points the reader to some of the impact that the parallel chart might 

have on a teacher’s instructional self, but it leaves unanswered questions about whether or not 

this tool can help teachers shift their approaches to relationships with students. In Charon’s 

(2006) original writing, it was her attempt to see the world through a patient’s eyes that shifted 

her practice, less a reaffirmation that what she was doing was on the right track. Could this have 

shifted for Stephen if the study continued? It certainly could have, but the study as it is yielded a 

sense of uncertainty in this area for him. 

 The parallel chart in the hands of a novice teacher like Stephen can be an introduction 

into the lives of students and important theorizing into concepts like dialogical self theory in 

conjunction with a community of practice in the narrative study group. Having others to read and 

respond to one’s writing over time can help act as Nikulin’s (2006) “activating principle” in 

letting one know more about themselves. With additional months, perhaps Stephen could start to 

notice patterns and styling in his writing or notice continued topics in discussion of his 

narratives.  

 Rebecca’s more experimental writings represent a twofold understanding of what the 

parallel chart can do for teachers. First, the parallel chart can provide a more concrete, layered 

opportunity for a teacher to conduct self-dialogue between I-positions and time in ways that 

spoken dialogue cannot. Her formatting decisions in “Felt-Sense” – inserting line breaks to mark 

a shift in narration from the vantage point of her classroom where she is teaching into her 

graduate classroom where she feels underwhelmed and frustrated by a feeling of disconnect – 

and her own musings about tension in work life and home life (“...it feels like Me-Rebecca and 
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Teacher-Rebecca are at odds”) bring to life some of the ways that a novice teacher might use the 

parallel chart as a means to explore their shifting professional identities. Rebecca’s narratives 

jumped seamlessly between her own classroom as the lead teacher, her graduate education 

classroom, and our live Zoom call, examining the time and space in between each of these 

settings. If we want to give teachers the opportunity to reflect on their practice, Rebecca showed 

that the parallel chart can be a creative and honest way to do so. 

The second and related understanding from Rebecca’s writing is that the parallel chart 

can serve as an important tool for teachers who are growing frustrated with the profession. More 

steam vent than intervention, the parallel chart can help teachers process feelings of 

compounding daily lows and instead catch small moments of positivity. Rebecca wrote about her 

experience of running down the negative experiences of the day as a habit, and that reviewing 

her parallel chart helped her to break this routine in small ways to remember that not everything 

was bad. Similarly, she was able to pick up that her school’s teachers’ lounge was a place of 

negative storytelling and that she needed to go elsewhere to process and make meaning. 

 The parallel chart in the hands of a novice teacher like Rebecca might be a chance to stay 

engaged in creative writing work that the grind of teaching might prevent. It might also be a 

chance for a teacher on an early track to burnout to re-engage with the aspects of the job that 

they love or that drew them into the profession in the first place: 

Just having someone to talk things through with felt so much better…with the parallel 

chart, if first period is good and last period is bad, I just remember last period being bad, 

and I forget about how first period was…looking at the parallel chart, because I just, like, 

wrote down a little note after class. And I was like, okay, like, there was something really 

good that happened. 
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 Anna’s longer narrative forms and her more polished, personal pieces show a possibility 

for the parallel chart as a tool for novice teachers to complete exercises in exploring their own 

narrative lives (Bruner, 1978). Her decision to engage in expansion of her parallel chart ahead of 

our sessions shows that teachers who choose to do so are fully capable of this kind of self-work. 

Importantly, Anna’s writing included the voices of her students, captured in dialogue. This is not 

to say that other participants’ pieces did not include student voices. The reality is far from it; 

whether they were aware or not, participants’ contributions were charged with the words, stories, 

and voices of their students. But it was Anna’s writing that opted for direct quotation and 

dialogue in ways that others did not. For example, in her short piece “Felt-Sense,” Anna’s 

inclusion of students’ voices requesting to take breaks was done to show a greater sense of love 

and patience for those students over the frustrations she had in her graduate classroom (“Why do 

they get to teach kids that actually listen?”) This decision, whether conscious or not, shows a 

possibility for the parallel chart to be a tool for teachers to practice engaging in dialogue with 

their students on the page, so that they might better do it in person. 

 Charon’s (2006) initial story of fictionalizing the account of her patient Luz draws an 

important parallel with Anna’s writing. Charon went home from her brusque encounter with Luz 

and wrote about what she imagined Luz’s story to be. Anna’s writing follows a similar track, 

allowing her students to speak directly in her own narrative. Anna’s use of the parallel chart 

positioned her to consider the ways her professional identities were shifting and how these were 

positioning her relationships with students, too. 

The Narrative Study Group 

The three participants in the narrative study group highlighted in this study responded 

positively to their inclusion and participation in the narrative study group. Each shared that the 
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experience was beneficial to their practice and sense of well-being in the classroom, gathering 

together to share stories of practice. Similarly, participants shared gratitude for having the eyes 

and ears of other novice teachers on the stories of their practice. Stephen noticed this in an early 

session when he wrote about details he had originally missed, and Anna expressed appreciation 

for having the chance to get ideas out of her head and into dialogue with other of her own I-

positions and colleagues: 

Hearing other people read my reflections and picking apart the writing 

conventions/elements of them has given me a new view of my writing. Instead of hearing 

it from my own voice, or reliving the interaction a 10th time in my own brain, hearing my 

reflections in other people’s words has helped me consider in a more productive way 

whatever it is that I am reflecting on. 

The process of giving and receiving feedback helped to sharpen attention to their own writing 

and their own practice, even just by having their stories read back to them aloud. A narrative 

study group can help to build a sense of community and solidarity. 

 Each week, participants slowly built a sense of shared enthusiasm and culture when they 

logged in, eager to hear updates about students, or to notice emerging patterns in writing, or to 

share stories of commiseration about challenges in their classrooms. The narrative study group 

has potential to build a sense of community of teachers from different backgrounds by allowing 

them to make authentic connections of experiences of their shifting sense of professional identity 

and their own relationships with students. 

Communities of Practice for Novice Teachers 

 Aligned with the concept of communities of practice and legitimate peripheral 

participation (Lave and Wenger, 1991), the narrative study group presents an opportunity for 
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teachers to gather together and learn from each other’s stories rather than just learning from an 

education training program, an instructional coach, or a principal. Rather than replace these more 

traditional routes, the narrative study group can serve as a complement to existing structures of 

teacher preparation to add an enriching, creative element to more traditional training. In narrative 

medicine, participation in a narrative group does not supersede the need to study biology, 

chemistry, or surgery. Instead, the practice of gathering together to practice reading and writing 

narratives is designed to enrich those very practices. The same can be understood of the value of 

narrative groups of novice teachers within a teacher preparation program or school building. No 

doubt our teachers will benefit from studying backward design, classroom management, and 

cultural competence. Rather than being understood in a dichotomous way, the narrative study 

group can be seen as a chance for teachers to learn about these important concepts through the 

experience of other teachers. 

 The structure of a narrative study group also helps to flatten accidental – or intentional – 

hierarchies that favor monologism in teaching and learning rather than dialogue. Voices have the 

chance to ring out more clearly, both in speaking and on the page, and ears have the chance to 

practice listening in a more intentional way. Rather than hearing from an “expert,” teacher 

participants have the chance to learn from each others’ stories. These stories, in turn, can help 

enlarge and enrich a sense of self by being in dialogue with another. 

Implications 

With these understandings and uncertainties at play, I turn now to the possible 

implications this study might have for teacher educators and those who wish to conduct similar 

studies moving forward. While this list is not exhaustive, I highlight the implications for studies 

of the dialogical selves of teachers, the ways teacher education might makes shifts from 
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monologue into dialogue, and for the ways these same educators might model what it means to 

incorporate aesthetic ways of reading, rather than efferent (Rosenblatt, 1978; 1995). Included 

here is a connection back to the important work that Charon (2006) posits about the need to 

listen for stories, rather than simply to them, as well as exploration of the uncertainties and 

limitations of this research and where there is space for future researchers to continue this work. 

Uncertainties, Limitations, and Future Research 

A study of the messiness and unfinalizability of teaching and teacher education would be 

woefully incomplete without a recognition of the uncertainties left at its conclusion. If nothing 

else, the stories these participants shared reinforce the concept that stories are an excellent way 

of arriving at questions to be explored rather than answered (Schaafsma and Vinz, 2011). I 

explore here an incomplete list of some of the uncertainties that remain, each of which 

examining the important role that the facilitator plays in the coherence of the group. 

 First, questions exist about how to engage participants who do not yet grasp the self-

engagement aspect of the group. This project set out to explore what happens to a teacher’s 

changing sense of professional identity when they engage in a narrative study group, and the 

possibility exists of a participant exploring the lives of their students without understanding the 

reciprocating, dialogical impact of their students’ stories impacting their own teacher selves. A 

facilitator faces a dilemma about how much guidance they are willing to provide in highlighting 

aspects of a participant’s writing and sharing in the group. Questions remain about how 

facilitators might crystalize an understanding of dialogic exchange between teacher selves and 

student selves. 

 Features of the study like its small sample size of only a handful of teachers create 

limitations for scale and repeatability. Similarly, organic conversation and flow of ideas was 



147 
 

inherently limited by participation on Zoom from the project’s origin. This is not to say that 

video-calling cannot work for connecting teachers to do this work. Quite the opposite, in that 

easy access to video calling can widen the reach teachers have to connect with others in similar 

or different settings across greater distances. 

 Charon (2006) outlines a general, four-step framework for guiding participation in a 

narrative study group: honor the text, read the words that are written, identify each writer’s 

individual style, and respond to the text as a listener (p. 159). Maintaining these parameters as a 

facilitator can be challenging, particularly in building up a culture in which responses to texts are 

literary, rather than sympathetic. The confines of one’s early years of teaching make a group of 

like-minded educators a tempting site for venting and airing of sympathetic responses. The 

limited longevity of this project raises the question of how facilitators might build and reinforce 

this culture of literary response over sympathetic response. 

Next, the processes of the narrative study group and parallel chart are necessarily limited 

by the realities of many states’ teacher certification or credentialing programs, common 

entryways into the profession for many teachers. Rather than replacing coursework, facilitators 

of a narrative study group might look for ways to incorporate narrative work first as elective 

coursework or as enrichment activity. Charon et al. (2017) speak about the frequent experience 

of being challenged by medical students who note, not incorrectly, that their time completing 

requirements is spent preciously. What sustainable structures might exist or be created to give 

teachers the chance to learn through narrative exploration? This remains an uncertainty. 

 While medical and educational exams have scores, and patients’ and students’ growth 

can be measured quantitatively and qualitatively, how can we measure the impact of a shift to a 

narrative way of teaching and learning? In teacher participants? In the students under the tutelage 



148 
 

of those teachers? The nature of the question is potentially at a methodological odds with this 

type of narrative project, one that refuses the strictures of quantitative certainty, or even 

certainty, for that matter. But the positive results that could come from an increase in human 

connection and dialogue could be easier to spread if there were ways of showing that this type of 

care for patients and students was advantageous for all stakeholders. While sharing stories of 

increased human connection and a sense of changing professional growth, there remains an 

opportunity to further measure the impact of this shift in teacher education. 

 The most significant uncertainty that remains lies in the preparation for each session by 

the facilitator. More than almost any other action taken during the narrative study group, the 

facilitator's preparation of a text to be examined and a writing prompt affects the direction that 

participant writing and engagement will take. A prompt that is too rigid will preclude a 

participant’s ability to make wider connections with their own lives, and one that is too open-

ended or lacking in connection to the text at hand hinders participants from engaging with 

important textual elements. Similarly, a text must be rich enough to warrant multiple, layered 

readings that afford readers the chance to examine a multiplicity of literary elements. So how do 

facilitators improve their abilities to generate prompts that allow meaningful engagement with 

the texts at hand? 

 As with challenges in the facilitator providing prompts, the group will no doubt be altered 

by the positionality of the facilitator in ways that they are both aware and possibly blind to. 

Facilitators coming to a group with a different background than their own must learn to be in 

dialogue with their own I-positions. The texts they choose, the questions they frame, the 

encouragements they make, are all informed by the life they lived, and these ways may be at 

odds with their participants. My experiences as a white, Midwestern, monolingual male standing 
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in front of a public college classroom as the teacher are vastly different from the bilingual, 

Dominican American mother in my classroom who was raised in the shelter system of New York 

City. This study opens questions about the ways facilitators can bring their positionalities to the 

forefront of their practice for examination, but more work is needed in unpacking and developing 

these practices further. 

 Like the novice teacher participants learning from each other in a community of practice, 

narrative study group facilitators will do best by participating in and learning from other 

facilitators. Here lies an exciting potential for teacher educators to join narrative medicine 

facilitators to learn by doing. The repeated practice of writing prompts can be aided by getting to 

write in response to prompts and by seeing others draft them, and the dialogue between leading 

and participating can “spiral toward affiliation” (Charon, 2006). 

Implications for Novice Teachers 

I begin with some of the potential implications for the study of teachers’ selves, 

especially in dialogue with foundational works by Clandinin and Connelly (1996). These are 

especially pressing for teacher education and preparation programs. A shift to a narrative 

approach to teacher education might allow teachers the chance to understand first that their own 

teacher lives are storied, and that they have agency in the telling or re-telling of that narrative. 

They can begin to realize the characters, the movements, the metaphors that got them to this 

point in front of their students. They do not arrive without influence, but instead are charged with 

a multitude of voices that make up their own selves (Bakhtin, 1981). The structure of the 

narrative study group can be a useful, and concrete, introduction to these concepts for teachers 

and teacher educators to begin a journey into the world of narrative knowledge. By starting with 

themselves, these teachers can begin to think about the ways that their students’ selves are 
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arranged as a dialogical society (Hermans and Hermans-Konopka, 2010), and how their own 

dialogical self is positioned to enter into dialogue with their students. 

 This introduction to a narrative study of self might also be important for teachers to gain 

a stronger understanding of the power dynamics at play in a classroom, often arranged with a 

teacher as the perceived authority in the room and the students as subject to that power. 

Additional dynamics of race, gender, and class are often pressing realities in many classrooms, 

and for a teacher workforce that continues to remain persistently white, female, and monolingual 

(Sealey-Ruiz and Greene, 2015; Ladson-Billings, 2005) amidst a shifting American student 

population that continues to move away from those categories, the need for teachers’ literacy of 

their own selves is more important than ever. Similar to the doctor’s office, many students arrive 

to the classroom with past negative experiences of feeling dismissed, unseen, or unheard by the 

authority in the classroom. Providing novice teachers with tools to begin learning about 

themselves can help them to learn about their students’ selves, too. 

 Once teachers can begin to learn about different aspects of their own selves, they can 

begin to explore the ways that those positions enter into dialogue and interaction with each other. 

Teachers might use this new understanding to make changes to the directions they take in their 

work. Hermans and Hermans-Konopka (2010) explain the role of “promoter positions,” I-

positions that help provide unity and direction for a discontinuous self. The authors write that 

these promoter positions can help to mediate tensions between conflicting positions, a common 

reality for new teachers working to make sense of a shifting sense of self, and that these positions 

can help steer them toward more virtuous living. Importantly, the development of these promoter 

positions can help novice teachers to make sense of the presence of negative or “shadow” 

positions: 
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The most powerful promoter position is not the one that gives the most positive feelings, 

but rather the one that is able to integrate positive and negative feelings…the most 

rewarding social relationships are not those with the most positive positions and feelings 

but the relationships that are able to cope with negative positions. (p. 235) 

Novice teachers need tools to make sense of their shifting identities, and these methods from 

narrative medicine might help them to do so. This study contributes to the study of supporting 

novice teachers by looking outside the traditional strictures of teacher education and encouraging 

new ways for early-career teachers to connect with the stories of their own lives. Novice teachers 

like Rebecca might have new encouragements to “tough out” the challenges of the first few 

years. 

Implications for Teacher Education 

Teacher education can be approached not as a finalized set of “best practices,” but instead 

as an “unfinalizable” disposition to ready teachers for encounters with students and new aspects 

of themselves (Nikulin, 2006). Shifting teachers’ understanding of what it means to become a 

teacher is critical from the outset. I work to clarify for all my students from the first day of class 

that they are asking the wrong questions if they arrive to a teacher education class expecting to 

master a set of moves that can be quickly taught and learned, resulting in student engagement. 

Instead, I invite them into the great dialogue of what it means to be a teacher. They are welcome 

to enter into dialogue with me, who has a few more years of experience than they do, but they 

are also here to enter into dialogue with the scholars we read, with aspects of their own selves, 

and most importantly, with the lives of their students. The methods they are being taught do not 

come to them from an ur-textbook of “how to be a teacher,” but instead arrive in the ways 

Bakhtin (1984) describes the arrival of words to one’s own lexicon: 
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When a member of a speaking collective comes upon a word, it is not as a neutral word 

of language, not as a word free from the aspirations and evaluations of others, 

uninhabited by others’ voices. No, he receives the word from another’s voice and filled 

with that other voice. The word enters his context from another context, permeated with 

the interpretations of others. His own thought finds the word already inhabited. (p. 202) 

Our practices as teachers are filled with the practices of our own teachers, and their teachers 

before them. A crucial aspect of teacher education, then, must be to invite new teachers into an 

understanding of this process. We continue to learn through dialogue with others and with 

ourselves, not by listening to a single voice across the ages. Nikulin (2006) and Bakhtin (1981) 

are again put into dialogue to remind us that it is usually our own encounter with another that 

acts as an “activating principle” for the sense we make of the world and lets us know what “one 

is up to.” 

 Monologic teacher education classrooms tend to miss the messy realities of what it’s like 

to be a teacher, and they run the risk of establishing an unnecessary hierarchy between teachers 

and students as “experts” and “novices,” respectively. Rebecca’s frustrations with dry, 

disconnected teacher education classes ring true here when monologue is favored over dialogue. 

Lave and Wenger (1991) explain that authentic learning must be about the construction of a new 

identity, about learning new ways of “being in the social world,” not simply learning facts about 

it (p. 24). Significantly, the authors point out the learning in real communities of practice is not 

simply done by the “newcomers” to that community. The physician seeing their thousandth 

patient is learning new things about their practice in the same way that a teacher in her thirtieth 

year will learn because of her new students and their interactions with one another. The authors 

crystalize their thoughts as follows: 
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....legitimate peripheral participation is far more than just a process of learning on the part 

of newcomers. It is a reciprocal relation [dialogue, my note] between persons and 

practice. This means that the move of learners toward full participation in a community 

of practice does not take place in a static context. The practice itself is in motion.” (p. 

116) 

Concrete practices like the narrative study group and the parallel chart invite participants into 

these dialogical ways of teaching and learning as a model in its own right. By inviting teachers 

and teacher educators to participate in them, they can learn by doing in dialogue with others and 

their practice, rather than simply being taught it by a single voice. 

Implications for Ways of Reading 

Inviting teachers and teacher educators into the practices of narrative medicine can also 

help to model what it might mean to include a greater array of literary texts as instructional 

materials. Literary fiction and aesthetic reading (Rosenblatt, 1978) can be powerful ways of 

teaching and learning in the teacher education classroom. Using encounters with selves in fiction 

by studying literary forms and structures can be a formative practice that teacher educators might 

adopt from narrative medicine in a “spiral of affiliation” (Charon, 2006) after narrative medicine 

adopted practices of literary reading from literature and humanities classrooms. Rather than 

simply reading scholarly articles or methods textbooks to carry away information, what would 

happen if teachers in training explored fiction and poetry to examine their own lives and the lives 

of their students? What if by training their attention on studying their perceptions of a story’s 

elements, they were learning to study the lives interacting in their classrooms every day? 

 Beyond adopting Rosenblatt’s concept of aesthetic reading over solely efferent reading, 

teachers and teacher educators studying narrative medicine’s methods would do well to adopt 



154 
 

Rosenblatt’s concept of transactional reading (1978; 1995), in which there are no generic 

readers. Each reader will bring a text to life in unique ways because of the multiplicity of 

experiences each has, resulting in a new “poem” each time the static text is brought to life by a 

reader. There are no generic readers just as there are no generic teachers, and certainly no generic 

students. Classrooms can be understood as transactional sites, too. Unique selves encounter 

curricula, stories, and experiences in unique ways, so teaching these concepts to novice teachers 

can be helpful in setting a clearer course for their career. 

 More than anything, a program in narrative teacher education must prepare novice 

teachers to understand that their students are arriving at their door charged with a vigorous life 

full of stories constantly being re-told and told. They are living lives of becoming, lives that are 

electric with experience and knowledge. A teacher’s job, then, must be to better learn to attend to 

the ways these students are choosing to tell the stories of their lives. But conventional training 

for teachers might not include this type skill development, in many of the same ways Charon 

(2006) points out that physician education is lacking, too: 

To listen for stories, we have to know, first of all, that there are stories being told. We 

have to notice metaphors, images, allusions to other stories, genre, mood—the kinds of 

things that literary critics recognize in novels or poems…Conventional medical care has 

not considered this kind of listening to be its responsibility…Without knowing what is 

salient to an illness and what is not, many doctors and nurses fear that such listening will 

trap them for hours hearing information that is unrelated to disease. (pp. 66-67) 

This fear of being “trapped” listening to student stories unrelated to the learning objective, or the 

review for the state exam, or blocking the doorway while other students are trying to get in the 

door, limits the purview of where our teaching can go. Treating these dry practices as the only 
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route to go finalizes what should be “unfinalizable,” to borrow Nikulin’s (2006) thinking. We 

can prepare teachers for the infinite limit of the lives of each student, and the sharper these 

teachers can be in their own listening and reading abilities, the better. 

 At this project’s outset, I framed the puzzle at hand as one of needing to create new ways 

for teachers to attend to themselves and center narrative practices that cultivate attention, 

affiliation, and dialogical identity formation. This unfinished exploration can make specific 

contributions to the field of teacher education and can invite further research. 

Contributions to Teacher Education Programs 

First, this project provides a framework for ways novice teachers might strengthen their 

own exploration of self to be more attentive in care to the stories of the lives of their students. 

Rather than simply encouraging teachers to become aware of their own positionalities, especially 

when they are different from those of the students they teach, implementing a narrative study 

group in which participants narrativize stories of their practice provides a concrete method of 

doing so. In the nearly three decades since Gloria Ladson-Billings (1995) quipped that the 

practices of excellent teachers were those of culturally responsive teachers, the need for racial 

and cultural literacies in our classrooms has grown even more pressing. Central to this work of 

supporting all students is a deepened effort in racial literacy and self-excavation among teachers 

(Price-Dennis & Sealey-Ruiz, 2021; Love, 2019). 

 Second, the community focal point of the narrative study group can provide a powerful 

chance for new teachers to connect and build connections with other like-minded teachers to 

learn from one another. This learning is more than just pedagogical or the sharing of teaching 

techniques, but a sharing of selves and the tensions that arise in the first years of teaching. The 

positive feedback from participants, while not exhaustive, points to positive potential for 
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replication in other settings for the sake of building a sense of solidarity. While electronic 

communication over a medium like Zoom is limited in some capacities, hosting a narrative study 

group in this way can allow for teachers who would not normally be able to connect in a 

teachers’ lounge to be able to share stories with one another. Returning to Rebecca’s words, she 

reminds the reader of the significance of feeling that one belongs to a group: 

It feels really, really good to get to connect with other people who are doing the same 

things that I’m doing. Sometimes, teaching can feel really lonely. When you’re silo-ed in 

your classroom, making lots of decisions, and putting on a show in front of kids all day, 

of course you end the day feeling alone. Getting to write and be creative allows me to 

notice more. Getting to share with others (who are very kind!) feels really good as well. 

The narrative study group can be a novel way for teacher education programs to bring novice 

teachers together to make these connections. 

 Third, participation in a narrative study group can help teachers to keep sharp the writing 

and reading skills they are teaching by actively reading and writing literary texts in authentic 

ways. To paraphrase Rosenblatt, teacher participants would be living through the process of 

growing as readers and writers, not simply talking about it to their students. Teacher education 

programs that integrate these practices would be helping teachers to model the very skills they 

would be teaching to their students. 

 With these contributions in mind, I return to the initial frame of this project: the students 

in front of us. 

Conclusions: The Care of the Student 

Dr. Peabody took to his podium a little over a hundred years ago to address his medical 

students about the “care of the patient.” While my settings are not as grand as a lecture hall at 
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Harvard Medical School, I have worked to make Peabody’s (1927) message my own all these 

years later, and my completion of this project only reinforces that commitment. Learning the 

“mechanisms” of teaching can be a helpful start for young teachers, but it is an incomplete 

picture of the careful work of teaching. One’s craft must be richly infused with the lives of the 

students in a classroom, and a careful teacher must understand that the learning will be 

dialogical, a two-way street, rarely single-voiced. 

 Leading these sessions with Stephen, Rebecca, and Anna afforded me the chance to 

dialogue with my own practice as a teacher educator, treating these teachers as my own students. 

Their listening and telling made me think about these years of my own practice that I had not 

considered, names and faces of students I had forgotten, and details of stories I could not have 

caught had I been reading by myself. Whose stories in these years of my own practice did I not 

hear? What work have I done since to make it up to them that I was not present, and was not 

ready to understand what they were trying to tell me? My hope is that this work might invite 

others to begin the work of listening by first listening to their own stories so that they might 

better hear the stories of their students. 

 Dr. Peabody’s message is just as true today as it was then, and it is true for teachers just 

as it was for his medical students with only the slightest change in wording: the secret of care for 

the student is in caring for the student. 
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