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Abstract 

 This qualitative study was a narrative inquiry (Clandinin & Connelly, 2006) into the 

storied landscapes of high school teachers‟ experiences and knowledge as they prepared their 

urban high school students for college level writing. The study took place during the last 

three months of the school year in a Midwestern urban high school and followed two English 

teachers as they taught junior and senior level classes focused on preparing students for 

college-level writing. Methodology included researcher-participant collaborative writing of 

classroom stories based upon interviews, classroom observation, teacher journals and 

classroom artifacts. These narratives were organized as meganarratives and small stories 

(Olson & Craig, 2009), illustrated through the use of story constellations (Craig, 2007) and 

analyzed through the use of theories of spatiality (Lefebvre, 1991). Five meganarratives were 

found: the narrative of transformation, the narrative of poverty, the narrative of relationship 

building, the narrative of testing and the narrative of teacher autonomy. Within these 

meganarratives were charted and analyzed four small stories of teachers‟ daily classroom 

work. Through the small stories it became clear that in the teaching of writing, there were 

constraining or “frozen” meganarratives such as those stories of testing and poverty. Other 

meganarratives allowed for movement, authorship and appropriation, such as those of 

relationship building, transformation and teacher autonomy.  
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Chapter One:  

Introduction 

 High school English teachers aspire to enormous endeavors; they work towards 

seemingly unachievable goals.  In their classes these teachers work to prepare primarily 

heterogeneous groups of students to write in a variety of settings, for different purposes and with 

correct usage and deliberate structure. They work to increase students‟ vocabularies, oral 

communication skills, critical reading strategies and understanding of digital literacies. While 

doing all this, teachers are also asked to help students pass an assortment of standardized tests, 

prepare them for college and learn to love and appreciate reading and writing for its own sake. 

And they are to do this for upwards of 150 students each year. The job of a high school English 

teacher is complex, and it is easy to see how certain aspects of this job can vie for more attention, 

become overlooked or even squeezed out.  

 One central concern of a high school English curriculum is writing instruction. Recent 

reports created by the National Commission on Writing have portrayed the importance and 

complexities of writing instruction in American schools.  This commission‟s reports over the last 

decade have explained that writing is essential for learning and urged educators and policy 

makers to make writing instruction central to school curriculum:  

American education will never realize its potential as an engine of opportunity and 

economic growth until a writing revolution puts language and communication in their 

proper place in the classroom. Writing is how students connect the dots in their 

knowledge. Although many models of effective ways to teach writing exist, both the 

teaching and practice of writing are increasingly shortchanged throughout the school and 
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college years. Writing, always time-consuming for student and teacher, is today hard-

pressed in the American classroom. Of the three 'Rs,' writing is clearly the most 

neglected. (National Commission on Writing, 2003, p.3) 

The writing instruction currently promoted in our schools is academic writing instruction. This 

writing instruction currently emphasizes essayistic prose that is particular to what Elbow (1995) 

and others have defined as “writing for school” or writing as a narrowly defined “school-

sponsored activity” (Emig, 1971) which often limits genres of school writing to non-fiction, 

argumentative texts: writing to explain rather than writing to render experience (Elbow, 1991) or 

assignments based upon skills rather than authentic literacy performances (Brannon,L., 

Courtney, J.P., Urbanski, C.P., Woodward, S.V., Reynolds, J.M., Iannone, A.E., . . . Kendrick, 

M., 2008). More recently we have begun to narrow our focus from writing for school to writing 

for college. The new National Common Core State Standards for K-12 English Language Arts 

and the College and Career Readiness Standards, published in 2009, must be adopted for states 

to receive federal education funding under Race to the Top
1
. They include writing as a focus, but 

have identified this focus in a narrow way (Common Core State Standards Initiative, 2010). The 

K-12 standards and the College and Career Readiness Standards focus only on research, 

narrative and argumentative essay writing, and have entirely excluded forms of creative or 

imaginative writing. Perhaps somewhat in response to these Common Core State Standards, 

three major organizations, National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE), the National 

Writing Project (NWP) and the Council of Writing Program Administrators (CWPA) have 

collaborated to create the Framework for Success in Postsecondary Writing, a document that 

                                                             
1
 Race to the Top (RTTT) was announced by President Barack Obama and Secretary of Education Arne Duncan in 

2009 and was a 4.35 billion dollar education reform program. Under Race to the Top, states competed for 
education funding by creating applications showing educational reform plans which fit into a particular RTTT 
model. One stipulation of this model was that states adopt the National Common Core State Standards and 
implement these standards within all public schools. 
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describes, not standards, but “habits of mind” that will prepare students for college-level writing.  

These habits of mind described in the Framework are: curiosity, openness, engagement, 

creativity, persistence, responsibility, flexibility and metacognition. As explained in the 

Executive Summary to the Framework, “The concept of “college readiness” is increasingly 

important in discussions about students‟ preparation for postsecondary education. This 

Framework describes the rhetorical and twenty-first-century skills as well as habits of mind and 

experiences that are critical for college success” (Framework, 2011, p.1). Due to this current 

thrust in public education policy, high school English teachers are being asked to prepare 

students for college level reading and writing. This may not be bad in itself, but the reality stands 

that with this focus on college readiness, other curricular concerns are being left out, and the sole 

purpose for high school is being redesigned as a place to prepare individuals only for academia 

or work. 

 Because of this, various programs are finding their way or further expanding into high 

school English classrooms. The most popular programs across the country are Advanced 

Placement (AP); International Baccalaureate (IB); dual credit or concurrent enrollment; and early 

college high schools. In the Advanced Placement program, students work through an advanced 

class with a specially trained teacher, and then take an exam at the end of the term. The test score 

can be accepted for credit by a college or university, allowing students to “test out” of 

introductory English classes. The training and oversight for these classes is done by a for-profit 

testing organization, The College Board. The College Board recently described the growth of 

their programming in U.S. schools: 

 In 2009 American high schools offered an average of 10 AP courses mainly at the 

junior and senior class levels 
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 In 2004 19.9% high school graduates took an AP exam 

 In 2009 26.5% high school graduates took an AP exam 

 A second example of the growth of college credit or college preparatory curriculum in 

high schools is the International Baccalaureate program. In this program, students receive a 

specialized diploma. Again, teachers are trained to oversee a particular and very traditional 

curriculum, and students often have to take additional summer school classes to complete the 

requirements. The English in this program is basically literary critique and students are evaluated 

by the program‟s specially trained teachers as well as outside evaluators. If “passing,” students 

can test-out of a variety of introductory college classes. IB is sometimes described as a private 

school within a school. 

 Dual credit or concurrent enrollment classes are provided by local universities, allowing 

students to dually enroll in high school and college credit. The best of these programs work to 

create consistent curricular demands between high school and college settings, and because of 

the growth and variances of such dual credit and concurrent enrollment classes, National 

Accreditation of Concurrent Enrollment Programs (NACEP) was created in 1999 to develop 

standards and an accreditation body for such programs. 

 A final example and more recent development is the Early College School. In this 

program, students leave high school with 12-24 college credits and many experiences that allow 

an easier transition to higher education. High schools partner with institutes of higher education 

to provide credit and college campus experiences. This movement has been focused upon 

making college accessible for low-income first-generation college-bound students.  Organized 

through the Woodrow Wilson Foundation, and based upon a model out of Princeton, since 2002, 
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200 schools in 24 states have been started (The Woodrow Wilson National Fellowship 

Foundation, 2007). 

 As these programs expand more high schools see it as their duty and focus to prepare 

their students for college. At the same time, because of cuts in education funding, fewer teachers 

are being hired, and high school class sizes are increasing rapidly. The stakes for standardized 

testing are increasing, and students are coming to school with more variances in backgrounds 

and language skills than ever before.   

 Farris (2006) describes the intricacies of college level writing classes as they are taught in 

high schools, and describes many factors that affect the teaching and curriculum when the same 

course is taught in different contexts. She explains, “the positions secondary English teachers 

occupy in their institutions, the sources of their authority with students and colleagues, and their 

attitudes toward the university intersect with old and new knowledge about the teaching of 

writing . . . it is not the same course as it is delivered into different sites” (Farris, 2006, p 107). 

This is true; however, Farris fails to address those issues which are somewhat unique to a high 

school teacher‟s focus: the attention to students‟ background, individual needs and culture and 

the importance of the school context and community expectations. Knowledge of these issues 

come from a teacher‟s experiences within a particular school and these experiences often affect 

the ways a teacher sees herself providing a bridge from high school to college writing. 

 If we think of college preparatory writing as a curricular bridge from one context to 

another, the high school English teacher is the architect of that bridge, and the construction of it 

depends upon the experiences she has with both banks. The bank of her high school context is 

the most familiar and so often these experiences and stories she tells herself of students and high 

school are where she lays her plans. The far bank, where she and her students are headed, is 
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understood from afar and often comes from stories and experiences that are also spatially distant. 

Perhaps these are stories from her own college writing classes, or perhaps these are stories of 

successes or failures of past students. That bridge, however, is usually firmly rooted in the 

familiar and closer bank as a teacher reaches with her students towards what she envisions as 

college level writing on the far bank. 

 The construction of the college preparatory writing curriculum within one context and the 

work to bridge contexts comes initially from the experiences (Dewey, 1938) and the stories of 

these experiences (Clandinin & Connelly, 2006; Polkinghorne, 1988) that are lived out by 

classroom teachers. The purpose of this study is to capture the layers of stories and their 

influence within two urban high school English teachers‟ college preparatory writing curriculum.  

 The unique contexts of high school classrooms affect the ways English teachers construct 

their writing curriculum. High school English teachers have intense class loads compared with 

many college composition instructors. They are constantly reminded of many high stakes tests 

for which their students must be prepared. Finally, there are community, administrative and 

departmental expectations placed upon them which affect their autonomy and decision making. 

While current K-12 reforms tend to focus upon standardization of the curriculum, there is much 

less standardization in writing instruction at the college level, and so English teachers who are 

preparing their students for college-level writing must carefully learn to inhabit very different 

curricular spaces and prepare their students to do the same. 

 Farris (2006) contends that twenty-five years ago innovations in K-12 and college-level 

writing instruction were more in sync because of the agreed upon focus on the process-writing 

movement. Today, there is less agreement especially regarding the definitions and place of 

academic writing. In the attempt to better define college writing (Sullivan & Tinberg, 2006; 
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Sullivan, Tinberg & Blau, 2010; Thompson, 2002; Yancey, 2006) there are often arguments 

based solely upon assumptions of disconnection between college and high school writing 

instruction. At the high school level, teachers define college-level writing through multiple 

sources: their own college experiences, their textbooks, and college entrance or equivalency 

exams to name but a few. 

 Recently several scholars have focused directly on college-level writing as it takes place 

in the high school English classroom (Alsup & Bernard-Donals, 2002; Daddone, 2008; Farris, 

2006; Hansen & Farris, 2010; Joliffe & Phelan, 2006; Simmons, 2005; Stratchen, 2002; 

Thompson, 2002). Most of these discussions have been theoretical however, positioning college 

composition as a bridge rather than a gate-keeper (Yancey, 2004) or theorizing how specific 

programs such as Advanced Placement should be situated in the high schools as transitional 

rather than exemption courses (Joliffe & Phelan, 2006). Farris (2006) focuses her work on dual-

credit enrollment and describes institutional and economic issues for both high schools and 

colleges.  Most of the current discussion surrounding college writing in the high schools is 

through exploratory, theoretical and critical discussions of the curricular and institutional issues.  

Research Questions 

 There are no in-depth empirical studies that focus on individual high school teachers‟ 

construction of college preparatory writing curriculum. Because Advanced Placement and other 

college preparatory programs are more prominent in affluent or suburban schools, also absent 

from the discussion are issues of urban students, poverty, and race. While these issues cannot be 

fully covered within one study, I am interested in positioning myself within the silent spaces of 

this discussion. I hope to move beyond the mainly theoretical discussion of college level writing 

in high schools by capturing the stories of English teachers as they make choices (both macro 
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and micro) in their writing curriculum. I also chose to work with teachers from an urban school, 

serving a diverse student population who also lived in poverty. The research questions that 

guided my study are: 

1. How do English teachers in urban high school envision and story their experiences 

teaching college preparatory writing? 

2. How do teachers create and define curricular spaces by their personal stories and 

experiences teaching college preparatory writing in an urban high school? In what ways 

do the storied landscapes of high school English teachers affect their day-to-day teaching 

of college preparatory writing? 

Overview of Theory and Method 

 This qualitative study is situated within the theoretical and methodological stances of 

narrative inquiry (Clandinin & Connelly, 2006), and draws from Polkinghone‟s (1988) theories 

of story-driven ways of knowing which are undergirded by Deweyen (1938) concepts. 

Polkinghorne built upon Dewey‟s experiential learning through his theory that psychological 

understandings of experience are created through plot-driven constructs. Further, Polkinghorne 

described two types of narrative research for the social sciences: Descriptive and explanatory. 

Descriptive narrative research aims to create “an accurate description of interpretive narrative 

accounts” (p 161) of participants. Explanatory narrative research takes this a step further and 

examines connections and causality among events within a narrative account.  

 Based on Polkinghorne‟s theory, Clandinin and Connelly (2000) identified how the 

theory of storied experience is connected to teachers‟ professional identities and knowledge, and 

they created a methodology for this particular form of qualitative research. Therefore, within the 

theories of Polkinghorne and methodologies of Clandinin and Connelly, it is through teachers‟ 
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stories of their lived experiences that they are able to make decisions, both macro and micro, in 

their teaching. The collected stories of teachers in this study are used to portray the experiences, 

knowledge and day-to-day decision-making. They are also used to portray a more macro 

depiction of teacher identity and teachers‟ understanding of instructional context. 

 We create narratives to make sense of our experience and what we assume to be the 

experience of others. Stories are especially important to teachers because they portray 

professional knowledge through narrative structures. Layers of stories overlap, conflict, and 

“bump up against each other.” A teacher‟s stories about college writing may come into conflict 

with the stories of others or the larger stories such as policy or culture that she is working under. 

We must consider not only the grand narratives of policy, school history and culture, but also the 

larger stories of a teacher‟s own college experiences, what she hears from her students who 

contact her from college, what she sees in college textbooks, what she hears from other teachers, 

what particular programs expect her to do (AP, dual credit), what she thinks her particular 

students need. Additionally we must equally attend to the smaller stories of day-to-day teaching 

and what a teacher learns from her in-progress experiences; these multiple stories all fit together 

to construct a teacher‟s professional knowledge and instructional practice of college level 

writing. 

 This study inquires into the stories of two urban English teachers, Allison Manning and 

Samantha Wisemann, who teach college preparatory and college level (AP) writing to junior and 

senior level high school students at Monroe High School. The data was collected during the last 

eleven weeks of the 2010-2011 school year and included classroom observations, interviews, 

teacher reflective journals, and the collection of classroom artifacts. Longer preliminary 

interviews were conducted with each teacher-participant at the beginning of the study. These 
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preliminary interviews were used along with interviews of the other English teachers at the 

school, the school principal and the district level high school English Coordinator to construct an 

overarching narrative of the context of Monroe High School.  Then over the course of the study, 

shorter interviews, classroom observations, teacher journals and classroom artifacts were used to 

portray the smaller stories of day-to-day teaching of college writing in each teacher‟s classroom. 

Final reflective interviews were conducted the week after school was dismissed for summer 

vacation. In these final interviews, Allison and Samantha reflected upon their teaching, and 

narrate their understandings of their teaching during the last three months of the school year. 

Definitions and Notes on Terminology 

 The following terms require some explanation regarding how they are used within the 

present study. My use of these terms is based in the scholarship I will also plant my research 

within. This should be further clarified through my literature review. However, I feel it is 

important before moving forward to briefly explain my use of the following ideas and 

corresponding vocabulary:  

 Story/narrative: These terms will be used interchangeably as will the terms and phrases: 

to narrate/to story, narration/storying. Based on the theories of Clandinin and Connelly (2007), a 

story or narrative “is a portal through which a person enters the world and by which their 

experience of the world is interpreted and made personally meaningful. Viewed this way, 

narrative is the phenomenon studied in inquiry. Narrative inquiry, the study of experience as 

story, then, is first and foremost a way of thinking about experience” (p. 477). Therefore, this 

study will be collecting the storied experiences of classroom teachers, and these stories or 

narrations are considered to be the realities through which individuals live and see the world. The 

use of the word “story” involves a sort of double meaning as well, and this is intentional 
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especially as consideration of stories and storying in this study becomes layered and deep. As an 

architectural structure is one structure with many independent layers, many stories, an 

individual‟s narrative knowing can be portrayed spatially as well as within storied layers and 

levels of stories. 

 College level writing: This phrase is used to describe the curricular goal of writing in the 

context of a college setting. It is understood that writing varies at different universities and 

colleges, and in different subject areas within post-secondary institutions. I acknowledge that this 

is a vague term, yet it is also a stated goal for many high school English teachers, that they 

prepare their students for writing beyond high school. For this study, college level writing is used 

for categorizing and observing the various ways this is defined and lived out in actual teachers‟ 

minds and classroom settings. I do not propose an uncomplicated or overarching definition of 

what college level writing should be or is, rather when I refer to college level writing this is an 

umbrella term used to mean college-level writing on a college campus for which teachers are 

preparing their students and it also could mean the college-level writing students are 

participating in while still in high school and enrolled in an Advanced Placement (AP) course. 

 Curriculum: This is used to describe both the district and state instructional goals, and the 

day-to-day lesson plans and unit goals of classroom teachers. Curriculum also will be used in 

terms of “hidden curriculum” describing how certain unspoken institutional goals become a part 

of what is taught in classrooms. This hidden curriculum is beyond (yet still affects) the more 

overtly stated curricular goals and objectives.  

 Space:  This word is used in two ways. First, there is importance associated in the 

concrete geographical space of school: where a school is located in a city or community, where 

students and teachers are physically located in a classroom. Second, I will use the term „space‟ in 
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a more metaphoric sense as I inquire into the spatiality of teachers‟ stories. According to 

Lefebvre (1991), stories create and recreate the spaces one lives through and within, and spaces 

create and recreate stories one also lives through and within. These stories and spaces are 

mutually dependent and yet independently configured in relation to one another. It is within and 

through these metaphorical spaces that we see the impact of teachers‟ “stories to live by” 

(Clandinin & Connelly, 2006) and how these stories impact the day-to-day work in the 

metaphorical and geographical spaces of schools. 

 Organization of the Dissertation  

 Following this introduction, chapter two provides a review of the literature that situates 

this study within two areas of scholarship. First, I review writing pedagogy and theory as it has 

been historically framed in high school and college settings. Second, I review literature 

describing the teacher as professional, curriculum-constructor and knowledge-creator, and how 

this understanding of teaching can be portrayed most effectively and thoroughly through the use 

of narrative inquiry. 

 Chapter three explains the methodology, including a thorough explanation of narrative 

inquiry as both a philosophical stance and a methodological structure and its position within the 

realm of qualitative research. I also describe how I gathered and analyzed data. Finally, I present 

the teachers and administrators, the major and minor participants of the study, and I describe the 

context of the study at Monroe High School.  

 In chapters four, five and six, I present findings and the ways stories were layered and 

lived by the two central participants, Samantha and Allison. Chapter four is focused upon the 

meganarratives of the English department of Monroe High School. The term “meganarratives” 

comes from Lyotard‟s (1984) theory of narrative knowing and was coined by Olson and Craig 
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and in their 2009 narrative study on teacher accountability. These meganarratives are larger, 

shared narratives which frame and story the way English department teachers work and live in 

the school. The five meganarratives are: the narrative of transformation, the narrative of poverty, 

the narrative of teacher autonomy, the narrative of standardized testing, and the narrative of 

relationship building. Chapters five and six integrate the “second wave of narrative analysis” 

(Georgakopoulou, 2006) by examining the smaller day-to-day stories of two English teachers at 

Monroe High School, Samantha and Allison. Samantha‟s small stories show us the ways that she 

provides individual instruction and motivating experiences to her students in order to prepare 

them for college writing. Allison‟s small stories show how her identity as a teacher is somewhat 

in flux as she negotiates the competing goals of preparing students for standardized testing while 

providing them with what she describes as “authentic literacy experiences.” 

  Chapter seven aims to connect the meganarratives with the smaller stories through the 

interpretive lens of Lefebvre‟s (1991) theories of spatiality. This chapter also considers 

implications of this study and how this study could be extended into future research projects. 
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Chapter Two: 

The Teaching of Writing and Teacher Knowledge 

 The scholarship most pertaining to this dissertation study follows two strands. The first is 

the historical and theoretical inheritance of the teaching of writing in high schools and colleges. 

This strand examines where the commonalities and contradictions have occurred between and 

among high school and college writing classrooms. Most important in this strand is the impact of 

the writing process movement and the ways high school and college contexts have created 

differing interpretations and implementation of process theory.  The second strand, which is 

somewhat connected to the writing process movement, is the examination of teacher knowledge 

and teacher as knowledge creator and curricular assessor. The writing process movement was 

generated by practicing writers and classroom teachers who began to look more closely at their 

own teaching and writing. These individuals also conducted research within their classrooms. 

Therefore the positioning of teacher within a writing process-based classroom became one of 

teacher-as-writer and teacher-as-researcher and teacher-as-reflective-practitioner. This is a very 

different sort of position from the traditional teacher role as knowledge-purveyor or one who 

assigns and grades student writing without inquiring upon or participating in the processes of text 

creation.       

Part One: The Teaching of Writing in High School and College 

Historical perspectives in teaching writing. 

 Until the 20
th

 century, the high school English curriculum was based solely on major 

literary works and since most students did not attend high school unless they were planning to 

attend college, the curricular content primarily focused around the works of literature defined as 

necessary for college entrance (Squire, 2003). In 1911 the National Council of Teachers English 
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(NCTE) was organized to protect high school English teachers from the adherence to college 

requirements and to encourage freedom to create content based upon the needs and interests of 

high school students. This tension, however, has never totally dissipated; most high school 

English teachers are aware of the current academic needs of their students versus the goal of 

preparation for college entrance and achievement. 

 Due in part to the progressive movement in education, secondary English began to move 

from being content-focused to becoming more functionally-based. As Harris (1997) described, 

there was a “shift from a view of English as something you learn about, to a sense of it as 

something you do” (p. 1). While many English classrooms answer to particular content 

objectives such as grammar, the literary canon and the modes composition, these are usually 

taught within one class and under the philosophy that the content pieces function together in the 

realm of “communication arts” for the broader purposes of better communicating and critiquing 

one‟s linguistic world. 

 It seems that we have recently cycled back to focusing on content, as the teaching of 

writing in high schools at least has become very dependent upon the idea of “college readiness” 

college equivalency, and advanced placement. Though there are certainly important social justice 

and political issues connected with preparing more (and perhaps historically marginalized) high 

school students for college level writing, this may also be narrowing the curriculum of traditional 

high school writing and changing the way writing is taught and even conceptualized in the high 

school classroom. To understand where we now stand, we must consider the past movements in 

writing instruction at both the high school and college level, and we must consider where these 

have aligned, where they have differed and why. 
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 The writing process movement. 

 The writing process movement was revolutionary in the way it portrayed not only the 

writing classroom, but also the role of teacher and the relationships between teacher and student 

and theory and practice. Maxine Hairston announced a paradigm shift in her famous 1982 article, 

The Winds of Change: Thomas Kuhn and the Revolution in the Teaching of Writing. She 

declared,  

we are beginning to find out something about how people‟s minds work as they write, to 

chart the rhythm of their writing, to find out what constraints they are aware of as they 

write, and to see what physical behaviors are involved in writing and how they vary 

among different groups of writers . . . We are seeing only a tiny part of the whole process, 

but from it we can infer much about what is going on beneath the surface. (p.12)  

Hairston went on to identify the twelve principle features of this emerging paradigm shift, most 

of which have become accepted pedagogical features in writing textbooks and classroom 

practice. These principles portrayed writing as a recursive activity of both rational and intuitive 

thinking that occurs over a sustained period of time, with teachers occasionally intervening to 

guide and assist. It also described writing as a way to both generate meaning and clarify thinking, 

and a craft that should be evaluated holistically and practiced in a variety of modes. Finally, 

Hairston expressed the rhetorical basis for all writing and the necessity of writing teachers to be 

writers themselves (Hairston, 1982). Scholars such as Faigley (1986) and Berlin (1988) went on 

to identify three conceptions of writing process theory: The expressivist view, the cognitive view 

and the social-epistemic view. While the expressivist view has been the most influential in K-12 

writing instruction, the cognitive and social-epistemic views have been more influential at the 
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university level and allowed theories established through the writing process to adapt into other 

theoretical stances. 

 Today, almost 30 years after Hairston‟s article was published, we can see that some of 

these principles became translated in subtly different ways than they were first presented. As 

with any theory, or any educational reform, the ways these ideas play out in classrooms often 

look somewhat different from the original explanations published in academic journals and 

books. Through years of critique, reevaluation and contextual changes, we have seen an 

evolution of how writing process is taught (Applebee & Langer, 2009; Nystrand, 2003; Yancey, 

2004). Though our classrooms still have strong ties to the process movement, discussions like 

those between David Bartholomae and Peter Elbow (1995) regarding expressivism and academic 

writing have affected our pedagogies by calling process theories into question. Arguments like 

those made by Maxine Hairston attempted to keep the process writing movement “pure” and to 

fight the cultural studies movement which, according to Hairston, envisioned “writing courses as 

vehicles for social reform rather than as student-centered workshops designed to build students‟ 

confidence and competence as writers” (Hairston, 1992, p.179). Besides these theoretical 

critiques, changing contexts within our secondary classrooms based upon the standards 

movement and high-stakes testing have forced teachers to adapt the writing process into a more 

distilled version of early scholars‟ work  (Applebee & Langer, 2009; Squire, 2003). Finally 

Kathleen Blake Yancey points out that rather than “a wind of change,” we are now “in the midst 

of a tectonic change” (Yancey, 2004, p. 298) because of new technological contexts of writing 

and literacy. 

 The original writing process movement and principles can be traced back to influential 

scholars such as James Moffett, Janet Emig, Mina Shaughnessy, Peter Elbow and others. I will 
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describe and trace these scholars individually and in more depth later. Although they had much 

in common, these process writing theorists had slightly different perspectives and created 

slightly different classroom responses.  However differently these ideas may have been adapted, 

it is still true that this movement created a paradigm shift in the teaching of writing. Current 

language arts textbooks and state and district standards include the pedagogical stance and 

terminology of writing as a process. A recent study by Applebee and Langer (2009) on the 

current state of the teaching of writing found that the writing process is now the prominent 

pedagogy in both middle and high schools.  They state, “by 1992, process oriented instruction 

had become the conventional wisdom” (p. 24).  The data showed in 1992, 71% of students in 8
th
 

grade reported process writing as a central form of instruction and 26% described it as being a 

supplemental form. When this survey was repeated in 1998, the results were basically the same. 

Hairston was correct then, that we were undergoing a paradigm shift in the 1980‟s. With 

Applebee and Langer‟s findings, of writing process being either a central or supplemental form 

of writing instruction in 97% of classrooms during the 1990‟s, it is safe to say the paradigm shift 

is now complete. 

 Though contextual issues have forced the writing process to look somewhat different 

from the way it was envisioned in the 1960‟s and 1970‟s, other aspects of this movement have 

become further deepened and expanded. When early writing process theorists began looking to 

their own classrooms to understand the teaching of writing, they provided for the first time a 

model of teacher as meaning-maker and curriculum developer that was based upon the 

specificity of one‟s own students and classroom. When writing process theorists implored 

teachers to write with their students and share their process as a model for student writers, they 

may not have realized the power of that proposition. The teachers, who learned about the writing 
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process from actively engaging with it, also began to find their own voices on the page and 

commenced to share their classroom knowledge with a wider audience.  While the writing 

process certainly transformed the way secondary teachers envision writing instruction, an equally 

important legacy of this movement is the way it complicated the roles of teacher, researcher and 

student, and blurred the lines between research, theory and practice.    

 Before the writing process movement of the 1960‟s and 1970‟s, writing was assigned and 

evaluated, not taught. Focus was upon the final product and the correctness of the text. There 

was little regard or understanding of what the experience of writing was like and how that 

experience could be more effective, fulfilling and intrinsically motivating. With the writing 

process movement‟s new understandings about what writers do when they write, there came 

many calls for reform which put students at the center of instruction. In secondary classrooms in 

particular, Donald Graves (1983), Nancy Atwell (1987) and Lucy McCormick Calkins (1983, 

1986) described a particular image of a writing classroom most often referred to as “writers 

workshop” where teachers were encouraged to: 

 Write with their students and make their writing processes visible models for students 

 Allow students to select their own topics and genres 

 Explicitly teach invention strategies 

 Provide teacher and peer response to student writers during the writing process  

 Teach grammar and mechanics in ways that were integrated into students‟ own writing 

(rather than from worksheet and drills). 

 Provide large chunks of class time, perhaps entire class periods, for students to invent, 

write, revise, edit 

 Provide publishing opportunities for students 
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 Assess holistically, not only based upon correctness or adherence to identified writing 

standards. This was often recommended through portfolio assessment. 

 Graves, Atwell, and Calkins drew their descriptions of writer‟s workshop from the 

movement forming in the universities with researchers who first studied and documented the 

ways people wrote, not just what they wrote. Researchers like Shaughnessy (1977), Emig
2
 

(1971), Perl (1979) and Sommers (1980) studied what writers do when they write – what are the 

thought processes, the acts, the assumptions and the constraints of student writers, and what can 

teachers do to create conditions where writers can develop more efficiently, effectively and 

fully? Theorists like Elbow (1973, 1981), Macrorie (1984), Murray (1978, 1982), and Moffett 

(1968) added their own ideas to the movement, and many secondary teachers readily 

incorporated them into their classrooms.  

 Though today‟s classrooms do not hold exact replicas of the writers‟ workshop and 

expressivist pedagogies that were put forward in the early writing process movement, many 

writing process ideas have been adapted to better suit the contexts of  middle school, high school 

and university classrooms. For example, most English teachers today understand that ideas do 

not come from thin air, and a bit of invention or prewriting strategies will help students select 

and develop their own topics. Most writing teachers expect that students will write more than one 

draft of a paper. Some may include response groups, teacher conferences, portfolio assessment, 

and/or lessons on revision strategies to incorporate this idea further in their classroom. Most 

writing teachers today understand that students need models for writing. Most writing teachers 

do not assess writing based only upon correctness and standard form. These writing process 

                                                             
2 Though Emig focuses her study on high school students and not post-secondary composition students, I have 
situated her with this group of composition researchers because her work is often cited within the literature on 
composition studies. It hasn’t been as readily embraced or studied by secondary classroom teachers, and therefore 
I believe it fits best with Perl, Shaughnessy and Sommers’ work. 
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ideas have become so much a part of our teaching, it is difficult to believe that at one time they 

were considered revolutionary. However, critiques of the writing process movement have 

influenced shifts in the attitudes towards these ideas. 

 Tobin (1994) describes in political terms the critiques of writing process movement that 

came from both sides of the educational spectrum. Conservatives believed that the writing 

process movement was too lax and harmed students by not teaching important skill sets. More 

leftist teachers felt the writing process was too expressivist and personal, lacking the necessary 

depth of rhetorical and cultural critique.  

 Key players in the writing process movement radically changed writing instruction in 

secondary classrooms, and today the ideas of writing as a process seems almost commonplace. It 

is difficult for some teachers to imagine that process theory was ever considered “radical.” Just 

as important as the pedagogical changes, the writing process movement brought about other 

changes in the structures surrounding research, theory and teacher leadership. 

 Teaching writing in secondary schools.  

As the writing process movement made its way into secondary school classrooms, instead 

of critiques, some misinterpretations occurred. Teachers, who had not studied the process in full, 

began taking bits and pieces of the theories and practices described, and implemented them 

haphazardly with their students. For example, teachers heard that students should choose their 

own topics and be able to freewrite to “think on paper.” So they did this, and a lot of it, often at 

the expense of teaching revision, organization and editing strategies. Some teachers (both 

secondary and post-secondary) misinterpreted writing as a process as “the writing process” 

which entailed a very structured, linear step-by-step process that was taught to students as a non-

negotiable procedure to create any piece of writing (Tobin, 2001) 
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Another misunderstanding resulted in the lack of grammar and mechanics instruction. 

Teachers heard part of the message – that they should not use worksheets or their trusted 

Warriner‟s handbook drills to teach grammar and mechanics – so they did not teach them at all. 

In reaction to this wide-spread misinterpretation, Constance Weaver became a prominent 

advocate for secondary English teachers because she provided usable guides and direction on 

how to teach grammar in the context of writing (Weaver, 1998, 1997, 1996). Still today, on her 

Western Michigan University web page, Dr. Weaver lists one of her current classes as “ENG 574 

Grammar for Teachers” then has written in smaller type below, “[more accurately, Grammar in 

Teaching Writing]” (Weaver, Western Michigan University homepage for Constance Weaver). It 

seems this is still an issue within our teacher preparation and in-service programming. It is 

challenging to incorporate rules and correctness within student-centered writing instruction in a 

way that the standards are both contextualized and useful. The mini-lessons of Atwell 

unfortunately were often readily ignored as teachers embraced instead only her ideas of student 

freedom and expression. 

 Another issue at hand is the increasing class sizes that are occurring because schools are 

hiring fewer teachers to save money during the current difficult economic times. Though the 

classic idea of writers‟ workshop makes sense to many secondary teachers, it feels unmanageable 

and organizationally burdensome because of the individualized attention it demands. When 

classroom teachers see 150-200 students a day, it just doesn‟t seem possible for them to run their 

classes in this way. While other writing programs exist in schools, and many private schools still 

have classes described as or even named “writers‟ workshop,” very few public secondary 

classrooms use writers‟ workshop as Atwell described. This is likely due to the contexts of 
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increasing class-size as well as standardized testing which has further limited teachers‟ 

professional knowledge.  

 Teaching writing in college. 

 At the post-secondary level, the writing process movement has adapted following various 

critiques. Several critics pointed out the over-expressivistic slant of writing process scholars 

(Bartholomae, 1995; Berlin, 1988; Spellmeyer, 1993).  Others criticized the movement‟s lack of 

context or content and suggested new content models based upon a cultural constructivist model 

(Berlin, 1988; Bizzell, 1994). Most composition departments and instructors today still practice 

many of the teaching ideas that came out of the process writing movement. For example, they 

expect students to write more than one draft of a paper, incorporate response groups and/or 

teacher-student conferences. Many also allow their students some choice in writing topics, use 

portfolio assessment and use brainstorming and prewriting activities in class.  

 Yet as the critics of the process movement at the post-secondary level began to describe it 

as both content-less and context-less, the freedom for students to choose their own topics and 

forms felt too loose and incorporated no substantial curricular materials with which students 

could connect their writing. The movement also did not acknowledge the socialized, racialized 

and gendered contexts of students as they wrote. From these critiques, the universities moved 

through what is now called “the social turn” in composition, and incorporated a cultural studies 

or social constructivist mode of writing instruction, within which, instructors presented students 

with texts (content) that both modeled forms of academic writing, while complicating and 

questioning social and cultural norms. Students were expected to interact with, and in fact “write 

themselves” into the culture. As Spellmeyer (1993) described, many scholars looked to a 

pedagogy “that recognizes individuals as real players in the social game, conscious agents who 
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are never altogether powerless, unaware, or passive in their relations with others: never just 

creations, always reflective creators of both their own identities and the social worlds they 

inhabit” (p. 32).  

 The social turn in composition studies elicited conflicting views: One portraying the 

process writing as being content-less and context-less, while others portraying the cultural 

studies model as putting “dogma before diversity” (Hairston, 1992, p. 180). Tobin (2001) 

reminds us however, that critical binaries following the process movement portray both sides as 

“guilty of exaggeration” (p. 14) and, “dividing the history of our field into preprocess, process 

and post-process is as reductive and misleading as dividing the composing process into 

prewriting, writing and revising” (p. 15). Reductive, it certainly is, but it seems that at the college 

level, while many attributes of the writing process movement are still solidly in place, more 

theoretical questions and critiques have extended from post-process theory (Kent, 1999).   

 Post-process theory critiqued the ideas of process writing theories by dismissing the 

assumption that there could be one all-encompassing process that applied to every act of writing. 

Post-process identified the importance of individual context and communicative goals of 

composing, and argued that these would determine any processes that a writer might participate 

in.  Therefore, teaching “a process” would be inherently incomplete since it could not relate to 

every possible context or every communication goal in which a writer could participate. Lynn 

Bloom (2003) described three beliefs of post-process theory; that all writing is: public, 

interpretive and situated. While process theory forwarded ideas of discovery and the importance 

of the writer‟s internal expression or control, the post-process movement looked outside the 

idealized individual writer and acknowledged issues of gender, class, and other 
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socialized/socializing discourse communities, showing the influence of these on how and what a 

writer composed.  

 Changes currently occuring are stemming partly from this post-process understanding as 

scholars work to understand how the very definition of writing changes depending upon context, 

medium and purpose (Yancey, 2004). While cultural studies is slowly losing its place as the most 

innovative and necessary pedagogical stance, it is being replaced by a new interest in new media 

and digital literacies. These new pedagogies borrow from and extend what was learned during 

the social turn, but also identify new questions and concerns as well. The new media and digital 

literacies focus of post-secondary composition is in response to the contexts of our students and 

current writing and reading situations. As we embrace this new content field, we are not merely 

assigning students to write within these new fields of discourse. We cannot just see these new 

literacies as technicalities. As Yancey (2004) advised,  

If we continue to just partition it off as just something technical, or outside the parameters 

governing composing, or limit it to the screen of the course management system, or think 

of it in terms of the bells and whistles and templates of the PowerPoint screen, students in 

our classes learn only to fill up those templates and fill in those electronic boxes – which, 

in their ability to invite intellectual work, are the moral equivalent of the dots on the 

multiple choice test. Students will not compose ad create, making use of all the means of 

persuasion and all the possible resources thereto: rather, they will complete someone 

else‟s software package; they will be the invention of that package. (p. 320) 

We are once again studying how students write within these fields. Here is the most interesting 

piece of this new pedagogy, in many cases our students are the experts over this discourse. As 

we move deeper into these new ways of seeing writing, teaching, and the production of texts, it is 
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well advised that we turn back to the lessons of the process writing movement, and once more 

write with our students, and study the processes of our students and ourselves. Here is the true 

legacy of the writing process movement, that the relationship with our students and our position 

in our classrooms will continue to be that of researcher and writer, not only teacher, assigner and 

grader.  

 The writing process movement was transformative in the way it described writing as 

something to be taught, not merely assigned and critiqued. It gave power over to the student and 

envisioned students at all levels as writers, not writers-in-training. Further, it acknowledged that 

thinking occurs differently when one writes, that the act of writing both clarifies and constructs 

meaning. The power of this movement is described by Lad Tobin as “conversion narrative” for 

many teachers who began teaching this way in the 1960‟s and 70‟s, that after he and other 

teachers tried teaching this way, “The energy and balance in the classroom, as well as my role as 

a teacher, were clearly changed, and I felt there was no going back” (Tobin, 2001, p. 6). Likely 

for many of us, there is no going back as the paradigm has truly shifted. 

 Even with the powerful influences of standardized testing and writing in new media, we 

are learning to adapt the values and lessons of the writing process movement into these current 

contexts. That is what we do now. Because of researchers like Emig and Shaughnessy, teachers 

have models for studying students‟ literacy practices. Because of theorists like Atwell and 

Graves, we know teachers must participate in their classrooms in more active ways. We know 

teachers must “take responsibility for their knowledge and teaching” by writing with their 

students and studying the instructional moves made in both texts and classrooms. This, in some 

ways is the most important inheritance of the writing process movement, that not only should 
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teachers allow their students a voice in their writing, but teachers should give voice to our 

practice and the knowledge we can create within our classroom work. 

The standards movement, college preparation and writing instruction. 

 Current scholarship addresses the need to attend to diverse literacies in our high school 

classrooms, and at the same time there are political and societal pressures to focus writing 

curriculum upon college preparation and academic text-production. Most high school English 

teachers acknowledge the narrowing of curriculum towards the goal of college preparation, and 

often see this as a way to help their students (especially those in poverty) move out of 

marginalized positions. Preparation for college writing can allow for an easier transition into and 

more powerful position within academia and in turn the larger culture of work and citizenship. 

This is a place of tension for many urban teachers, however. How does one value and provide 

space for diverse literacies while still preparing students for traditional literacy skills of college 

academic writing? Kirkland (2008, 2010) suggests a New English Education that provides a 

“curricular third space.” Others suggest an expansion or re-envisioning of the definition of 

academic or college level-writing to incorporate “habits of mind” (Framework, 2011) or more 

expressivist forms of writing (Eva-Wood, 2008; Gemmell, 2008; Jocson, 2006; Kinloch, 2010). 

At the same time, states are being pressured to adopt, or have already adopted the new National 

Common Core State Standards for College and Career Readiness which narrow the purposes of 

writing to three academic modes: narrative, argumentation and expository essays. This all creates 

a shaky ground for high school teachers who are receiving different messages and pressures from 

different sources, making their curricular decisions even more complicated and politically-

charged. 
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 The trend to focus high school English instruction upon college preparation comes from 

both social and policy pressures. There has been an explosion of new scholarship focused upon 

the teaching of college composition in the high schools (Alsup & Bernard-Donals, 2002; 

Budden, Nicolini, Fox, & Greene, 2002; Farris, 2006; Simmons, 2005; Sullivan & Tinberg,2006; 

Sullivan, Tinberg, & Blau, 2010; Thompson, 2002). This work has developed from an awareness 

that high school students are often taking college composition while still in high school through 

Advanced Placement, International Baccalaureate or dual-credit/concurrent enrollment classes. 

These are different avenues through which students can earn college composition credit in high 

school, and we are just beginning to understand the differences and implications of each 

program. The one thing that is clear in the scholarship is that no one agrees upon a single 

definition of college writing, and the way college writing is taught in the high schools looks 

different among settings and programs. It also often looks different from what occurs on a 

college campus. While some automatically assume the solution is to standardize and create 

uniform definitions, assignments and assessments for these programs, others see them as places 

for collaboration and conversation. With more and more students “testing out” of college 

composition, it is clear that this trend is not going away especially as our new National Common 

Core Standards are reflecting this view of writing curriculum as inherently college preparatory. 

 The National Common Core Standards were adopted by the United States Department of 

Education as a component for states‟ application for Race to the Top educational funding. At the 

time of this writing, 42 states had adopted these standards, and were in the process of making 

them a part of state public education policies.  These Standards were designed, not by 

developmental knowledge of children and adolescent literacy growth, but by identifying 

“College and Career Readiness Anchor Standards,” and then creating year-by-year K-12 grade-
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level standards that progress toward achieving the final anchor standards. In other words, the 

kindergarten standards are based upon beginning steps in a progression towards college and 

career readiness, not necessarily on what a kindergartener developmentally should be doing or 

can do. A striking example of this is the following writing standard for Kindergarten which is 

aligned with the college readiness standard for research writing, where a student 

should: “Participate in shared research and writing projects (e.g., explore a number of books by a 

favorite author and express opinions about them)” (Common Core Standards Initiative, 2010, 

p.19). 

 Therefore, following these National Standards, the entire K-12 curriulcum will be 

designed to train students for college or career. This is a different view of schooling than what 

we‟ve seen in the past, where curriculum was designed to educate a student in more holistic and 

multi-facted ways. Translated into writing instruction, the curriculum will focus only on genres 

and modes that will also prepare students for college and career, and according to the standards, 

this includes only three main “text types or purposes” of writing which are described as follows:  

1. Write arguments to support claims in an analysis of substantive topics or texts, 

using valid reasoning and relevant and sufficient evidence. 

2. Write informative/explanatory texts to examine and convey complex ideas and 

information clearly and accurately through the effective selection, organization, 

and analysis of content. 

3. Write narratives to develop real or imagined experiences or events using effective 

technique, well-chosen details, and well-structured event sequences. (Council of 

Chief State School Officers and National Governors Association, 2010, p. 18) 



39 
 

Basically, under these standards, students write argumentation, exposition and narratives. While 

writing in these three modes, the standards also specify a particular focus on research writing as 

well:  

Conduct short as well as more sustained research projects to answer a question . . . Gather 

relevant information from multiple authoritative print and digital sources, using advanced 

searches effectively, avoiding plagiarism and overreliance on any one source and 

following a standard format for citation . . . Draw evidence from literary or informational 

texts to support analysis, reflection, and research (Common Core Standards Initiative, 

2010, p. 41). 

These, according to the standards are what will prepare them for college and the workforce, and 

beyond that, there are no other meaningful purposes for writing. While the standards do not 

prevent teachers from teaching other genres or purposes, we already know from experiences with 

policies like NCLB that it is highly likely that teachers will teach only to those standards. As 

these standards have just recently been adopted, they are not yet fully implemented by states or 

schools. That will take several years of teacher training, test development and perhaps even text-

book and resource re-design. In the meantime, states are beginning to hold workshops on these 

standards for teachers and administrators, and certainly this will impact our schools over the next 

few years as our writing curriculum becomes even further narrowed for what is being touted as 

preparation for college writing. As more control over curriculum is situated outside of schools, 

teachers will have fewer opportunities to depend upon their own professional judgment and 

construct curriculum based upon their own contexts. It is important that we find ways where 

teachers can gain control over their writing curriculum allowing the construction and adaptation 
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of their instruction based upon particular students‟ needs. Otherwise the curriculum will continue 

to be taken out of teachers‟ hands dominated by those who do not work in schools or classrooms. 

 When considering these curricular constraints within the framework of spatiality, we 

must consider Lefebvre‟s distinction between dominated and appropriated space, which will be 

used later in this dissertation as an analytical lens. For teachers to appropriate the dominated 

space of standards and standardization, we must allow them the professional authority to modify 

their space to serve the needs and possibilities of their students. Authentic and experiential 

learning through habits of mind may be a place to begin. So too must it begin with teachers as 

knowledge creators. 

Part Two: Teachers as Knowledge Creators, Curricular Designers and Assessors 

 Following the lessons of teacher-researchers who ushered in the writing process 

movement by studying their own teaching (Emig, 1971; Perl, 1980; Shaughnessy, 1977; 

Sommers, 1980) this dissertation study is situated within the belief that teachers are the most 

knowledgeable assessors and designers of their curricula, and in order to better understand 

curricular design, we should study the choices and the experiences of teachers. These choices 

and experiences create a professional knowledge and identity that is difficult to articulate or 

measure, but it is valid and it is essential that educational researchers find ways to capture these 

professional ways of knowing.  

 Darling-Hammond (1990) identifies two systems of teaching. One is what she describes 

as the “bureaucratic approach to teaching” (p.25) through which students are seen as 

“standardized,” meaning “they will respond in identical and predictable ways” to prescribed 

curricular “treatments” created by those outside the classroom (p. 27). This is reminiscent of 

Jackson‟s (1986) description of the “mimetic tradition” of education, which transmits facts and 
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procedures from teacher to student, or what Freire (1970) described as the banking concept of 

education. This bureaucratic system or mimetic teaching is “secondhand knowledge . . . 

„presented‟ to a learner, rather than „discovered‟ by him or her” (Jackson, 1986, p. 117). Within 

this system, the teacher is merely a channel for knowledge to pass through. Knowledge is 

transmitted from policy outside the school to the student, and the teacher merely conveys that 

knowledge without actively participating or assessing its worth or appropriateness. 

 Darling-Hammond advocates strongly for a different positioning of teacher: that of 

teacher professionalism, which she describes as “client-centered” and “knowledge-based” (p. 

25). This position relies upon the teacher as knowledge-creator and co-constructor of curriculum 

based upon judgment of context and individual students‟ needs. This is a more interactive, and 

student-centered position than a mimetic, bureaucratic form of instruction. It positions teachers 

in a different way in the classroom, by demanding higher levels of participation and inquiry.  

 The tradition of seeing teachers as knowledge creators and curricular designers began 

during the progressive movement and was especially clear through the creation of laboratory 

schools. These laboratory schools were diverse based upon the belief that children begin school 

coming from different realms of experience; therefore standardization was illogical. Under the 

progressive laboratory school models, there was a belief that if curriculum is standardized, then 

some children will not experience growth and others will experience very little growth, while 

even others will experience massive growth. Trying to quantify this growth is virtually 

impossible because of the vast range of variables. Certainly, some testing can give us 

information, but in the process, what we must avoid is what Dewey described as “quantitative 

by-products” which are helpful to understand only if the qualitative processes will succeed. 

Therefore the creation of curriculum depended upon individual teachers‟ judgment of the needs 
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of their own students. Since there was no standardization of curriculum, a highly-trained teacher 

stood at the center of all classroom decision-making. Curriculum was designed not by a theorist, 

policy-maker or content-area specialist outside the classroom. Instead it was imperative that the 

curricular decisions were made within the classroom through the naturalistic understandings and 

inquiries of practicing teachers. 

 One of the most interesting parts of the laboratory schools was the professional 

development model wherein teachers were invited to formally inquire into their own practice. 

The laboratory schools provided summer institutes where teachers would focus upon their own 

questions and concerns brought out of their individual classrooms. Here, teachers were asked to 

evaluate and then reform their individual curricula within their own classroom contexts. They 

were not told what to change based upon their test scores. Rather, it was assumed that teachers 

could qualitatively judge the strengths and weaknesses of their curriculum and teaching then 

work to overcome the weaknesses and build upon the successes. At the time this was a radical 

idea. Despite our current preoccupation with standardization, there is still today a trace 

continuation of these ideals in many areas of teacher research, action research and professional 

development, positioning the teacher as knowledge-creator. More current portrayals of these 

ideals have been promoted in the field of education by the scholarship of Joseph Schwab and 

Eliot Eisner. 

 Schwab’s call for practical curricular assessment. 

Joseph Schwab wrote about the need to step away from theory and back into the realities 

of classroom life in order to truly judge curriculum. He called this “the practical” and says that 

this stance “requires curriculum study to seek its problems where its problems lie – in the 

behaviors, misbehaviors, and non-behaviors of its students as they begin to evince the effects of 
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the training they did and did not get” (Schwab, 1969, p.17). Here, the practical connects to 

Dewey‟s development of the laboratory schools, where the teacher is the creator and assessor of 

the curriculum alongside students as they learn. If true assessment within “the practical” must 

“seek problems where its problems lie” it makes sense that an outsider who cannot thoroughly 

comprehend classes “behaviors” would not be the ideal assessor. Instead, this job is reliant upon 

teacher knowledge and the insider evaluation (s)he can provide. 

Further, Schwab (1969) describes that evaluation must be understood as a part of the real 

world, not some sort of test that one might attempt to create within controlled or laboratory-like 

conditions, “nor are we concerned with successes and failures only as measured in test situations 

but also as evidenced in life and work” (p. 17). 

 In the end, if curriculum is based not upon standardization, but upon value judgments, it 

only makes sense that the assessment of such curriculum should also be value-based, and 

qualitatively framed. Further, because of the naturalistic setting of such evaluation, the most 

thorough evaluation would have to be done by someone with a more comprehensive 

understanding of the context and the curriculum as it became a lived experience for students. 

Therefore the best evaluator and designer of a curriculum would be the teacher who is teaching 

it, by seeing how it works with real students. 

 Connoisseurship in educational research. 

 Eisner (1983) discusses curricular design in similar ways. He says we do not expect 

architects, when asked to design a three-bedroom house, to design the same exact house. Rather, 

we would expect each design to be different, yet include certain accepted parameters. Because an 

architect knows houses so well, he can create a design that is totally unique, yet is still a 

successfully designed three-bedroom house. In this way, teachers will create curriculum and their 
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classroom work in ways that look different, but because they hold a specialized, professional 

knowledge, their unique curricular designs can be successful, yet different. When we expect 

identical results, and try to quantify teaching or curriculum, we are attempting to narrow the 

definition of a successful model, and in doing that, we lose the professional knowledge that 

makes uniqueness valuable. 

 In order to make these value judgments, Eisner describes the need for connoisseurship in 

educational research. Connoisseurship “is a matter of noticing, and noticing requires perceptivity 

. . .the ability to differentiate and . . .to experience an interplay of qualitative relationships. [It 

also] requires an awareness . . .the ability to experience those qualities as a sample of a larger set 

of qualities” (Eisner, 1991, p. 64). In fact, he says that “all people have some degree of 

connoisseurship in some areas of life. In virtually all cases, however, the level of their 

connoisseurship can be raised through tuition” (Eisner, 1991, p 69), and this makes sense, clearly 

in every day examples. Further, Eisner describes the need to portray unique and creative 

examples of teaching in ways that are contextualized and value-based.  

 In view of the teacher-research movement, Eisner‟s view of connoisseurship can move 

from that of a traditional educational researcher and also be applied to teachers as knowledge-

creators. There have been many writers especially in the action research movement who have 

framed teaching in this way. These scholars contend that teachers can and should not only create 

knowledge through their own practices; this will also establish their professional voices 

(Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999; Friedrich, Malarky, Simons, Tateishi & Williams, 2005; Mohr, 

Rogers, Sanford, Nocerino, Maclean,& Clawson, 2004). Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1999) 

identified several conceptual frameworks which portray classroom inquiry as transforming the 

role of a teacher. One way they describe this transformation is a:   
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. . . blurring the boundaries of research and practice and on conceptualizing practice as a 

critical and theory-building process. The larger goal is to create classrooms and schools 

where rich learning opportunities increase students‟ life chances and to alter the cultures 

of teaching by altering the relations of power in schools and universities. (p. 18) 

 This positioning of teacher as researcher or knowledge-creator shifts the predominant 

power of knowledge creation from the “outsider” theorists or policy-makers to the “insider” 

practitioners. It can even be so powerful as to enable teachers to deconstruct the hierarchies and 

assumptions held by policy mandates regarding what it means to teach writing at a particular 

grade level or in a particular setting.  

 The importance of teacher knowledge. 

 This model asserts that teachers should be well informed in the practices of writing (not 

merely technicians of the content); they should analyze their own practice and experiences in 

writing in order to better teach writing to their students. Teachers then are not merely distributers 

of knowledge, but creators of knowledge and theory. Reform of classroom methods and practice 

should come, according to this model, not from outside theories, but from the daily experiences 

and practices of teachers and students. In other words, classroom practice is a theory-building 

activity when teachers are encouraged to reflect upon and share what is happening in their 

classrooms. This is described by Tanner and Tanner (2007) as the professional teacher in 

contrast to the teacher-as-technician, when they state, “The ability to synthesize this knowledge 

in action is the hallmark of the professional teacher. Clearly, if teaching is to be professionalized, 

then knowledge of best practices in education (including the ability to implement such practices) 

and the ability to think experimentally should be required for entrance into the profession” 

(Tanner & Tanner, 2007, p. 408).  
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 However, there are many issues that keep teachers from gaining this professionalism. For 

Walker and Soltis describe these difficulties as coming from three main issues: (1)Where can 

teachers find time and resources to do curricular work? (2) How can teachers gain the authority 

to make curricular decisions? (3) How can teachers decide when curricular change is necessary? 

(Walker & Soltis, 2004, p. 3). These are all important concerns, and transmit the somewhat stark 

realities of teaching. Teachers have little time to reflect upon or share their knowledge. They 

have little opportunity and resources to collaborate and create or co-create curriculum. Further 

their authority is often questioned or dismissed outright.  

 Also, this sort of professionalism and constructivist teaching is a process that cannot 

easily be described. Scholarship on teacher knowledge links this closely to teacher identity 

because when teachers position themselves as knowledge-creators, the personal and professional 

are often so closely intertwined (Alsup, 2006; Gomez, 2007; Grumet, 1988; Palmer, 1998). It is a 

combination of personal experiences and professional understandings. Linda Darling-Hammond 

explains, “When viewed as a craft, teaching makes sense as a messy and highly personal 

enterprise, for it concerns itself with the making and remaking of an object until it satisfies the 

standards of its creator” (Darling-Hammond, 1990, p. 156). And if the enterprise is concerned 

mainly upon the satisfaction of the creator, how can researchers best evaluate and examine this 

craft? 

 Leiberman and Miller (1990) also point us to the “Dailiness of Teaching” as a place to 

begin to identify and examine a teacher‟s knowledge. This dailiness includes the rhythms, rules, 

interactions, and feelings that an individual teacher experiences. It acknowledges the patterns and 

the boundaries, the emotions and connections and social nature of teaching. Leiberman and 

Miller explain that from these things we cannot only examine teacher knowledge but also one‟s 
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teaching identity. In their eyes, teacher knowledge and teacher identity are closely linked and 

examined in similar ways.  

 The difficulty and the challenge however is how to capture and portray this knowledge 

and identity. Qualitative inquiry is certainly the realm necessary for this sort of inquiry. Some 

have contested that this sort of teacher-knowledge can best be studied introspectively, by the 

practitioner herself through action research or auto-ethnography (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999; 

Ellis & Bochner, 1996; Rath, 2002; Walker, 2007), while others have suggested more 

collaborative forms of research through which the teacher and researcher learn together and 

construct research texts while the teacher-participant is still positioned as the expert and 

knowledge-creator (Josselson, 2007; Kelchtermans, 1994; Savage, 2003). This study will employ 

a narrative inquiry because this methodology allows the researcher and participants to co-

construct storied accounts of teacher-knowledge. It is initiated through a philosophical stance 

that teachers create knowledge and construct curriculum through their storied experiences. 

Finally, narrative inquiry is best suited to the capturing of the “dailiness” of teaching through 

small stories (Georgakopoulou, 2006) while still acknowledging the existence of the larger social 

constructs of grand narratives teachers must live and work within. The next chapter will deal 

more closely with the theory and framework of narrative inquiry as a research methodology and 

explain how this is best suited to inquiring into the questions of teacher-knowledge.  
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Chapter Three:   

Research Context and Methods 

Part One: Capturing Teacher Knowledge Through ―Stories to Live By‖ 

 Since it is impossible to authentically capture teacher knowledge through traditional 

quantitalive research methodology, my research was conducted through the methodology and 

philosophical stance of narrative inquiry (Clandinin & Connelly, 2006), and a close examination 

of the storied landscapes of two high school English teachers. Providing each teacher‟s “storied 

landscapes” best portrays the experiential, relational and fluctuating realm of teacher knowledge. 

Narrative inquiry is a relatively new form of qualitative research methodology, and while many 

researchers may use narrative and story to varying degrees in their investigations, “story” can 

take on many different roles, and elicit many different results. Before explaining the specific 

methodology used in my study, it is important to understand the position of narrative within the 

larger realm qualitative research, and clearly position the present study within the current 

scholarship. 

 Narrative has been and is being used in educational research for both purposes of form 

and philosophical stance, and when a researcher says (s)he is doing a narrative study, that can 

actually mean a wide variety of things. Gergen and Gergen (2006)  make the distinction between 

two ways of seeing narrative or story in research: the first way to use narrative in research is “as 

cognitive structure or schema through which we understand the world”; the second is “narratives 

as discursive actions” (p. 118).  When used as “discursive actions” narratives are used by 

researchers for the effect they provide in reporting and illustrating research. When used to 

portray “cognitive structures and schemas” researchers begin with the assumption that human 

experience is storied experience, and the best way to understand that experience is through the 
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collection and analysis of stories. Narrative inquiry, then, deals with story or narrative as 

cognitive structure. This study assumes the stance that human experience is formed through 

narrative accounts. Any rhetorical or discursive actions occuring through the use of storying 

these experiences are considered secondary to the primary cognitive suppositions.  Whether seen 

as cognitive structures or discursive actions, we can observe three common values across most 

all forms of narrative research: the importance of story, the importance of context, and the 

importance of relationship.  

 The value of story was first described in the context of social science research by 

Polkinghorne (1988) and then developed further as a research methodology by Clandinin and 

Connelly (2000, 2006) and Clandinin, Pushor, and Orr (2007). Story has been identified 

throughout the literature as an effective way to depict research data to readers, and to portray the 

human element that is at the heart of qualitative research. In their narrative study of literacy 

events in urban schooling, Gordon, McKibbin, Vasudevan, & Vinz (2007) describe the 

importance of story in this way:  “stories are gathering places of meaning that convey the 

contexts, complexities, and situatedness of experience. Stories offer up the living traces of 

multiple forms of consciousness and relation” (p.326).  While qualitative research in general is 

centered on the complexities of lived experience, the use of story can be utilized as a research 

tool, as a “gathering place” or as a philosophical stance. The ways story is used throughout the 

field of narrative research varies greatly, but all narrative researchers see storied form as a 

valuable way to portray and interpret qualitative data.  

 This second common value among narrative research is “situatedness,” which refers to 

the value of context. Similar to the ways writers of novels, short stories and drama often rely on 

their settings to portray meaning, as a site of action, and as an interactive realm, so do narrative 
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researchers see context as an important piece of meaning-making within the analysis and 

interpretation of data. Especially within the complicated, interrupted, non-linear, unpredictable 

nature of school, “the task for narrative researchers is to find ways of telling open-ended 

narratives in a manner that is compelling and illuminating” (Elbaz-Luwisch, 2007, p. 375). The 

importance of context is always at the forefront of qualitative research, but because of the 

particularities of school experience, narrative research in education has especially come to 

depend upon the significant meanings of context and the ways these are portrayed through 

narrative.  

 Finally, the collaborative act of relationship between researcher and participant is the 

third common value within narrative research. Because of this, many scholars have written about 

the ethics of the narrative research relationship (Elbaz-Luwisch, 2007; Josselson, 2007; Marshall 

& Rossman, 2006).   Marshall and Rossman (2006) describe this research relationship as one 

requiring “a great deal of openness and trust between the participant and researcher: The inquiry 

should involve a mutual and sincere collaboration, a caring relationship akin to a friendship that 

is established over time for full participation in the storytelling, retelling, and reliving of personal 

experiences” (p.118). Because the researcher is being entrusted with the participant‟s personal 

stories, it is imperative that the researcher creates a trusting collaboration, so the story does not 

become that only of the researcher and his/her own experience. There must be careful depiction 

and interpretation of where the researcher‟s story begins and ends in relationship to the 

participant‟s own experience and story. 

 There are differing theories regarding how much control a researcher should have over 

the participant‟s story. Some find it acceptable, even necessary to change entire narrative 

structures (Ollerenshaw & Cresswell, 2002). Others define the research relationship as an 
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unequal but mutually beneficial relationship of “neighborliness,” acknowledging that 

“knowledge, prestige, and the power of the profession belong to the researcher, not the 

researched” (Savage, 2003, p. 343). Still others attempt a more collaborative relationship where 

the storied accounts are co-created between participant and researcher (Clandinin & Connelly, 

2000; Clandinin & Connelly, 2006; Kelchtermans, 1994; Phillion & Connelly, 2004). 

Throughout all these perspectives, there is a constant concern for and awareness of a unique 

relationship between researcher and participant. 

 Differing views of story and narrative. 

 Though all narrative forms of research rely on story, context and relationship, this is 

where the uniformity ends. Within the umbrella term “narrative” in research, we find different 

ways of looking at and using narrative form. Some researchers value narrative for the writerly 

effects they can utilize in their final research texts. The use of narrative can provide a sense of 

authorial freedom that is uncommon within the genre of scholarly research. Other researchers use 

narrative plot structure as a tool for qualitative analysis. Still others study narrative as a 

phenomenon, and see it as not only a tool, but a philosophical stance. The following is an 

overview of the different perspectives and uses of narrative and story within the field of 

qualitative research. 

The researcher could believe that stories are a powerful way to write about the data (s)he 

has collected, so the “narrative” part of the research is focused on the final storied form (Gordon, 

et al, 2007; Perl, Counihan, Schnee, & McCormack, 2007; Schaafsma, Pagnucci, Wallace, & 

Stock, 2007). These researchers focus more on literary stylistics and points of view as prominent 

means for depicting their research in narrative structure. It makes sense that many of these 

scholars are situated within English education, a field that values storytelling, for the goals are 
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often situated within the emotional and logical connections between reader and text. The focus 

on storytelling and writerly aspects of narrative are valued by these researchers because they see 

the rhetorical influence in crafting a powerful story  (Perl, et al, 2007) and the ways in which 

story can both provoke and teach. Using this rhetorical strategy of pathos within a research text 

demands the reader‟s attention in unique ways.  

 This approach is reminiscent of many of the strategies and assumptions of the genre of 

creative non-fiction, and is reminiscent of the move to New Journalism in the 1960‟s and 70‟s by 

writers such as Hunter S. Thompson and Truman Capote who began to create more storied forms 

of journalism. Traditional journalism relied upon an objective, outsider stance; however New 

Journalism focused on the story behind the reporting in order to create a more human connection 

to topics. Often the New Journalists included their own story within the reporting, to allow a 

more experiential depiction of a current event. Here too, with narrative in research, many 

researchers “report” their data through storied accounts, using narrative structures and devices 

such as description, dialogue, characterization which allow readers to envision their analysis and 

interpretations in a more human and storied way.  

 Other researchers focus primarily upon narrative plot structure for the analysis of storied 

accounts (Ollerenshaw & Cresswell, 2002). The intention with this analysis, called “the problem-

solution approach,” is based on the traditional three part narrative plot structure of conflict 

(problem), climax and resolution (solution). In this approach the researcher takes the research 

data and analyzes it for the five elements of plot structure: characters, setting, problem, actions, 

and resolution. The research data is coded and then the events are organized and sequenced into 

the traditional narrative plot structure. This plot structure allows the researcher to identify the 

problem and solution of a participant‟s lived experience by restorying the data. There is no 
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negotiation between participant and researcher in the restorying.  Ollerenshaw and Cresswell 

(2002) contend that this process allows a “logical sequence” (p. 343) based upon “classic 

elements of a plot structure” (p. 343).  

 The dilemma with the “problem-solution approach” is that it assumes all stories fit 

naturally into a traditional, western, white, middle class narrative structure. Scholars have 

contended that narrative structure is dependent upon cultural values and traditions (Gee, 1989; 

Silko, 1991). When a story is told, the structure of the telling and the organization of the storied 

parts can create a particular meaning. Just as flash-back in a traditional narrative changes the 

meaning from a story told chronologically, the researcher can perhaps learn as much from the 

structure of the telling as from the storied parts. The structure of the telling affects the temporal 

considerations to which narrative inquirers must be attentive (Clandinin, Pushor, & Orr, 2007). 

Based upon these assumptions, if a researcher re-stories participant data by changing the 

structure, (s)he could unintentionally create new meaning(s). This would be a meaning based 

upon the researcher‟s own cultural assumptions of story. The intention of the “problem-solution 

approach” is to organize the research data into a more linear and traditional fashion, to make it 

more comprehensible to the researcher. However, the researcher might find a more accurate 

meaning by attending to the storied account as it is told and analyzing not only the meaning of 

the story, but also how the structure exposes the participant’s experience and meaning. 

 Finally, a researcher could attempt narrative inquiry  (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; 

Clandinin, Pushor, & Orr, 2007) in which the entire theoretical stance and research methodology 

is situated firmly within narrative philosophical assumptions. Narrative inquiry was first 

identified as a research methodology by Connelly and Clandinin in 1990 in Educational 
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Researcher – this theory comes originally from John Dewey‟s (1938) ideas of “lived experience” 

and is explained thus: 

Humans, individually and socially, lead storied lives. People shape their daily lives by 

stories of who they and other are and as they interpret their past in terms of these stories. 

Story, in the current idiom, is a portal through which a person enters the world and by 

which their experience of the world is interpreted and made personally meaningful. 

Viewed this way, narrative is the phenomenon studied in inquiry. Narrative inquiry, the 

study of experience as story, then, is first and foremost a way of thinking about 

experience. Narrative inquiry as a methodology entails a view of the phenomenon. To use 

narrative inquiry methodology is to adopt a particular narrative view of experience as 

phenomena under study. (Clandinin & Connelly, 2006, p. 477). 

With this definition narrative inquiry has set itself apart from all other narrative forms of 

research and research reporting. It is a philosophical stance that considers storied phenomenon as 

well as a method of data analysis and reporting.   

 Researchers who value the storied form of narrative research do not necessarily begin 

their research with the philosophy of narrative inquiry. They do not necessarily plan their studies 

or collect or analyze their data with a philosophical belief that narrative is a frame through which 

their subjects create identity and move through experience. Clandinin, Pushor and Orr (2007 

make this distinction to portray the differences between narrative inquiry and other forms of 

narrative research:  

When researchers say they want to „do narrative‟ and what they want to do is take their 

data and turn it into a story, that is, they want to somehow incorporate story into their 

research texts, this is not what we think of as narrative inquiry. For those of us engaged in 



55 
 

narrative inquiry, we work from a set of ontological and methodological assumptions and 

the questions of representational form follow from those assumptions (p. 31). 

This is the important difference between narrative research and narrative inquiry. Narrative 

inquiry is a purposeful framing of human experience and understanding through storied 

landscapes (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000).  

 These storied landscapes have three commonalities: temporality, sociality, and place 

(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Clandinin, Pushor, & Orr, 2007). These commonplaces of 

narrative inquiry situate it as a unique form of research. These three structures create lenses 

through which narratives can be collected, interpreted and reported, and these will be discussed 

in further detail and within the light of this study later in this chapter. Narrative inquiry attempts 

to study the phenomenon of storied experience as it is created and lived out over time, through 

relationships and within contexts. Therefore, the questions asked when attempting this 

methodology must always take into account the storied landscape as a theoretical position, not 

merely as a useful tool with which to portray data.  

Scholars within narrative research have also begun to identify differences between small 

stories and „big stories‟ or „grand narratives‟ (Bamburg, 2006; Georgakopoulou, 2006). 

Georgakoloulou (2006) actually identifies small stories research as a “‟new‟ narrative turn” that 

can provide a needed meeting point for narrative analysis and narrative inquiry” (p. 122). She 

identifies the small stories as non-canonical, everyday stories which provide an immediate 

reworking of a slice of life, or future-looking stories of projected events. Therefore these small 

stories, which may be overlooked for traditional analysis, are important in portraying the 

possible as well as the actual, moving through and across time and space. Georgakopoulou 

contends that much narrative research to this point has essentialized storied experience, by 



56 
 

attempting to create grand narratives in order to understand one‟s lived and storied experience. 

Her focus upon the smaller stories is an attempt to break up the big stories, to “enable the shift 

from the precious lived and told to the messier business of living and telling” (p. 129). Michael 

Bamberg (2006) does not value one level of story over the other, but does point out that they 

often represent different approaches to narrative inquiry. The big stories are usually those 

“looking backward” and reflecting upon the past as a sort of identity work for the participant. 

While he concedes that all storytelling is reflective by nature, the smaller stories can portray 

“how selves and identities are „done‟ in interaction” (p. 146), and how identities may be 

emerging and are managed on a day-to-day basis. 

Narrative research has been used frequently as a way to trace the development of teacher-

identity (Connelly & Clandinin,1999; Doyle & Carter, 2003; Rodriguez, 2010). These 

researchers contend that teacher identity is based within a narrative construction of experience, 

and therefore to understand how teachers construct their identities, a researcher must work with 

teachers to uncover and tell these stories of identity formation. Based again upon Dewey‟s ideas 

of experience and learning, some writers describe a beginning teacher‟s development of a 

teaching persona, or the development of professional knowledge connected to the narrative 

identity formation (Doyle & Carter, 2003; Phillion & Connelly, 2004; Rodriguez, 2010). 

Rodriguez (2010) adds to this understanding of narrative and teacher identity by describing a 

beginning teacher‟s narratives as “creative acts of resistance through which she negotiates a 

positive and affirming identity” (p. 1) when her storied experience is one of hostility and 

discrimination. Here, a teacher can create “counterstories” that work within the larger 

discriminating stories she finds herself working within.  
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Doyle and Carter (2003) describe beginning teachers as collecting storied experiences 

that eventually create their identities and professional knowledge base. The difficulty for novice 

teachers, they claim, is that without a collection of classroom experiences to work from, “they 

can only fall back on the story-line they know so very well, namely the studenting narrative”(p. 

135). Providing pre-service teachers with many experiences, and allowing them to “story” these 

experiences will allow novice teachers to begin their work with a clearer teacher identity and a 

deeper accumulation of experiential professional knowledge. Since teacher identity is always 

evolving and in relationship to his or her context, narrative inquiry is especially useful to better 

illustrate and comprehend this phenomenon. 

Part Two: Methodology and Analysis 

 Since my research is an inquiry into how two particular urban English teachers position 

themselves within their curricular spaces to create college-prep writing curriculum, qualitative 

methods of narrative inquiry are applicable. My research questions focus upon teachers‟ 

experiences and aim towards learning how they uniquely position themselves as curricular 

developers of college preparatory writing.  Because of these theoretical assumptions, I organized 

a narrative inquiry study based upon the work of Jean Clandinin and Michael Connelly. 

Narrative inquiry is a purposeful framing of human experience and understanding through 

storied landscapes and attempts to study the phenomenon of storied experience as it is created 

and lived out over time, through relationships and within contexts. Therefore, the questions 

asked when using this methodology must always take into account the storied landscape as a 

theoretical position, not merely as a useful tool with which to portray data (Clandinin & 

Connelly, 2000).  



58 
 

 As mentioned earlier, Clandinin and Connelly describe storied landscapes as having three 

commonalities: Temporality, sociality, and place (Clandinin, Pushor, & Orr, 2007; Clandinin & 

Connelly, 2000). Narrative inquiry must always be mindful of these three commonalities, how 

they connect, complicate and interact with the lived stories of participants. These commonplaces 

of narrative inquiry situate it as a unique form of research. These three structures create lenses 

through which narratives can be collected, interpreted and reported.  

 Temporality, the first commonality, compels us to observe and interpret stories, people, 

places and events as taking place in time. That all is living and moving within a process, and that 

the consciousness of one‟s a past present and future, interact to create current identities and 

understandings. Because of temporality, it is important for narrative inquirers to try and uncover 

layers of stories across time, and work to comprehend how stories change and interact over time. 

It is also important to recognize that institutions have histories and futures just as individuals 

have histories and futures.  When collecting and analyzing the stories of Monroe High School, 

the history of the school was an important consideration in my data collection and analysis. 

Institutionally, this school exists in a particular time-line that is understood individually and 

collectively by the persons involved in its existence, past and future. Individual teachers are also 

considered as living temporally, with their stories reflecting past experiences and also portraying 

a vision of future stories and selves.  

 Sociality, the second commonplace, considers personal conditions of the researcher and 

participants and social conditions of context, environment. Here narrative inquirers see storied 

experience as taking part among individuals, and within a social reality. For this reason, it was 

important that I spend some informal time with the whole English department at the Monroe 

High School. I occasionally sat with them during their lunch break, which they spent together, 
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eating in one teacher‟s classroom. Though my research focused closely upon just two teachers, 

Samantha and Allison, I also interviewed other members of the department and administration. 

This was important to allow me to understand how the department interacted and how the 

relationships among department and administration might affect the stories told and lived my 

Allison and Samantha.  

 Also important is the inquiry relationship between the researcher and participant. I 

worked hard to portray myself as a supportive observer, or as I heard one researcher describe 

herself at a recent narrative conference, a “compassionate witness.” While I was analyzing and 

inquiring into the work and thinking of these teachers, I did not want these teachers to view my 

research as a criticism of their work, or that my goal was to in any way be disparaging towards 

their school, their teaching or their students. I tried to be inconspicuous when that was needed, 

and I also participated when invited, allowing the teachers to take the lead regarding how I fit 

into the social context of their classrooms. When I was with the teachers outside their classroom 

work, with the department at lunch, or in other more informal settings, I was often asked 

questions about what I was doing and also invited to discuss what was happening in the bigger 

picture of education and literacy. Teachers recommended books to me, and seemed to enjoy 

discussing their teaching with me. I in turn, enjoyed these conversations as well, and I believe 

they were clear signals of my social inclusion in the English department. 

 The last commonplace is the setting of inquiry. Where and when the actual research takes 

place will impact the study and the storied experience. This third commonplace of setting will be 

especially important to my study because of my interest in the spatiality among curricular 

narratives. I draw on the work of Craig (2007), using the organizational tool of story 

constellations to conceptualize the storied nature of curriculum in both a metaphorical and 
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concrete three-dimensional space. Craig‟s description of capturing story constellations to better 

see the spatiality of the collected stories will help portray the various storied stakeholders and the 

ways in which these overlap and interplay within the teachers‟ storied landscapes. The creation 

of a different constellation for each teacher will provide an organizational tool to view the stories 

spatially and also provide a construct for spatial analysis. 

 Methods of data collection.  

 I spent 2-4 days per week within Monroe High School over the course eleven weeks. I 

spent this time alternating between the two teacher-participants‟ classrooms, observing their 

teaching, reading and discussing their journals, and performing interviews. The data was 

collected over the last eleven weeks of the school year, which allowed me to see the excitement 

and the anxiety felt by the teachers and students as they prepared for graduation, summer 

vacation and various standardized tests.  The week following the dismissal of school, I also 

performed final interviews with teachers, collaboratively discussing, interpreting and revising the 

stories I collected.  

In order to better create a triangulation of data I gathered information from a variety of 

sources and in a variety of ways during the course of this study. I especially kept in mind the 

critique made by Scheurich on the power differentials and inconsistencies in data which may 

come from interviewing (1997). I designed my interviewing, described below, in response to 

Scheurich‟s critique on the form of conversation as a problematic reflection of information 

within text, I worked closely with other written documents, and used these to “check” the 

information I received through the interview process.  

 During the first week of data collection, I conducted preliminary interviews that allowed 

me to construct the “meganarratives” (Olson & Craig, 2009) understood as the stories of policy 
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and accountability that the teachers must live and teach under and within. I created the 

meganarratives through interviews and then collaborative revision and creation of a text. It was 

important that the meganarratives in particular be a collaborative project between researcher and 

participants so the meganarrative created was thoroughly the understanding of the collective 

lived experience of the participants without being heavily influenced by the “outsider” analytical 

view of the researcher. This will be the beginning contextual layer of the narrative landscape 

upon which the smaller stories (Georgakopoulou, 2006) of teaching will then be laid, 

accumulated and examined.  

 During the period of observation and data collection in the school, I performed short 

interviews once every two weeks to capture the teachers‟ smaller stories of daily teaching and 

lived experiences. These interviews were at times used to probe further into the stories recorded 

in the participants‟ journals or to gain insight into classroom observations. All interviews were 

audio-recorded and transcribed by the researcher within two weeks of the recording in order to 

better analyze patterns and themes within the text of the participants‟ own words. 

 As Mishler (1986) contends, research participants naturally will use stories, just as people 

naturally use stories in their everyday conversations with each other. In traditional, survey 

research interviewing, however, Mischler also notes that stories are often suppressed by the 

researcher (p. 69) because stories cannot be quantified and can be difficult to code. In a 

traditional interview, participants are often interrupted so that they are kept “on topic.” 

Following the suggestions of Mishler and others (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008; Ellis & Berger, 

2003), I was especially attentive my own assumptions of what stories should entail, and worked 

to create interview protocol that invited stories and were open to multiple interpretations. At 

times, the interview questions actually used the word “story” as in, “Could you tell me a story 
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about a time when you felt successful teaching writing?” It was my intention to frame these 

interviews in ways that would allow participants to move “off topic” as they wished, and allow 

them space and opportunity to tell their stories. When teachers did continue to talk, I tried not to 

interrupt them. Occasionally this made our interviews last longer than the allotted time, and we 

had to decide together whether to end the interview before all questions had been asked or break 

it up into more than one session. It was not unusual to have a six-question interview last 

anywhere from five to 30 minutes depending upon what the teacher wanted to discuss and how 

she felt about it. I tried to allow each teacher freedom to elaborate upon a topic as she wished, 

and tell the stories that were important to her.  

 Besides the short bi-weekly interviews, I collected and analyzed the small stories of day-

to-day teaching shown within the informal journal reflections kept by the participants. I 

originally asked teachers to write these journals every week to two weeks. I explained to them 

that they could either send me an email with their journal in the text or as an attachment, or they 

were also welcome to handwrite these journals, and give them to me when I was at the school for 

observations. Every Friday I sent an email to Allison and Samantha, reminding them to reflect 

upon the week and share a story with me about something that stood out in their teaching. It was 

often a challenge for them to find time to write these journals. I was able to obtain five journals 

from Allison and four from Samantha over the weeks of data collection. The journals I received 

were often emotional, and usually 1-2 single-spaced typed pages in length. Once, when 

Samantha wrote about the time it takes her to respond to student writing, she attached a copy of a 

student paper (with the name removed) for me to see the amount of response she generally 

provided on a student‟s paper. Allison also included other documents with one of her journals to 

help me understand certain references she made in her writing.  Though I did not receive weekly 
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journals as I had hoped, these journals were more intensively thought-out and carefully written 

than the quick, spontaneous reflections I expected from the participants. 

 The tone and detail in these journals seemed to imply that there were issues in their 

teaching that these teachers really wanted to share. Just as Samantha wanted me to see and 

understand the time consuming nature of her writing instruction, other journals also seemed to 

portray the desire to be heard and understood. Since teachers were invited to choose their own 

topics, I believe the journals allowed teachers to discuss the issues they were personally focused 

upon. Therefore these provided a very different sort of data from the short interviews wherein I 

as researcher was able to guide the discussion. These journals, along with the observations gave 

more specific insight into the process of constructing curriculum through small stories of 

everyday teaching. I looked specifically for themes regarding what stood out as important 

teaching moments during the week and how it fit into the meganarratives and storied landscape 

of Samantha and Allison‟s writing curriculum. This data provided by the journals also seemed to 

be a safe place where more of the participants‟ more secret stories could be divulged and 

illustrated.  

 I was able to observe each teacher‟s class an average of 2-4 times a week, so I was 

observing a total of 4-6 class periods a week. When I scheduled my observation times each 

week, I took into consideration the school‟s schedule, which changed daily. Two days a week all 

classes were fifty minutes long. Two days a week, classes were 90 minutes long, but each of 

these “block days” held only half the scheduled classes.  One day a week all classes were 40 

minutes long to make space in the schedule for Socratic Seminar. Because of this schedule, I 

tried to alternate when I was there on block or non-block days. I enjoyed observing the block 

classes because the longer amount of time allowed different things to happen in class. I also 
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wanted to spend an equal amount of time in non-block classes to get a realistic view of how these 

instructional days were spent as well. For this reason, my observational schedule changed from 

week to week.  

 During classroom observations, I brought my laptop computer into the classroom and 

typed notes as class progressed. I also audio-taped some class discussions or student-teacher 

conferences in order to capture the teachers‟ language.  In observational notes, I described the 

visual space and interactions including observations regarding: the students, the arrangement of 

desks, the position of the teacher, etc. I also typed what I could that was written on the board or 

on the overhead especially when the teacher had written instructions for students to follow.  

When the teacher gave instructions, answered questions or led discussions in front of the whole 

class, I tried to write word for word as closely as I could what was said and by whom. When 

students participated in small group discussions, worked with a partner, or held one-on-one 

conversations with the teacher, I focused my attention on one particular small 

group/partnership/teacher-student conversation and tried to record that particular interaction. 

When I was focused on a particular interaction, and not the whole classroom setting, I did try to 

look up occasionally and record a bit of what the rest of the class was engaged in, but my 

observational attention was truly focused mainly upon a smaller interaction in those 

circumstances. 

 In Allison‟s class, particularly, there were times when an individual student or Allison 

herself would invite me to participate in a discussion or work in a partnership or small group. 

When that happened, I accepted the invitation and closed my laptop and participated in the work 

of the class. During those occasions, I stepped out of my “researcher role” and became a 

participant for the time being. However, I did describe the interaction and my participation later 
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in my field notes, but those instances left some holes in my descriptive scripting of classroom 

events. Yet, I believe in the long run they were valuable in establishing relationships within the 

class, with the students and with the teachers. Because I was willing to participate, I hoped I did 

not seem like such an outsider, suspiciously typing away on her computer in the far corner of the 

room. 

 Following each day I spent at Monroe High School, whether I performed interviews or 

classroom observations, I worked to examine and compartmentalize my own story of research 

separate from yet entwined with the stories I collected from participants by using a note-taking 

strategy that helped to sort out the information I observed. My logbook was a way to reflect on 

my personal attachments and emotions, understanding that it was important to “capture and 

hold” what was lived and allow myself as researcher to move on from the experience of data 

collection (Kelchtermans, 2008).  My specific strategy was based loosely on Connelly, Clandinin 

and Chan (2002), in which they describe a trio of note-taking perspectives to better unpack a 

particular experience:  

1. Recovery of Meaning which is a basic summary, reading the experience “from the 

inside . . . uncritically” 

2. Reconstruction of Meaning which is a personal response, and a reading “from [my] 

own intentions” using “biases to generate possibilities.” 

3. Reading at the Boundaries which is a critique of the experience. This is a reading “at 

the interface between the text and the formalistic and reductionistic boundaries” (p. 

133). 

I recorded field notes either by hand in my research log, or on my laptop computer, and I 

followed these three strategies to be more conscious of where my participant‟s stories and my 
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own overlapped. These field notes were commonly written after my visit while in my car in the 

parking lot of the school, so my memory was fresh and I was still close to the experience. At 

other times, I would take some time to type in an empty classroom or the school library before 

leaving the building because I wanted to record my thoughts right away following an 

observation. On other occasions, when a particular incident or observation was “sticking with 

me” I knew I needed to process it further, and I would go back to my field notes or research texts 

to reflect further. I would write these reflections in the same research log or on my laptop, 

depending upon which was most convenient.  

 Besides this list of research texts: the interview transcripts, the observation notes, the 

field notes and reflections, I was also able to collect several classroom artifacts from the weeks I 

spent in Allison and Samantha‟s classrooms. These were assignment sheets, photocopies of 

reading assignments, district-wide assessments and even articles that the English department had 

read and discussed which were influencing classroom practices. Through these various methods 

of data collection I was able to triangulate my data in ways that will better capture teachers‟ 

stories of college preparatory writing. Using the organizational tool of story constellations, I was 

then able to categorize and map the stories of teaching writing at Monroe High School in order to 

better uncover and position the spatiality of complex curricular stories. 

 Framework of data analysis through Henri Lefebvre’s theories of spatiality. 

 After collecting data and constructing the teachers‟ stories, I analyzed them using the 

analytical lens of spatiality working from the theories of Henri Lefebvre (1991). This allowed me 

to more clearly describe and map the story constellations of each teacher‟s professional 

knowledge landscape. Lefebvre is concerned with issues of power within spatiality, so the 

analysis through this lens allowed understanding of where teachers have power of movement 
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versus restraint within their curricular decisions. This analytical lens I used to see my data was 

inspired by the theories of spatiality in The Production of Space by Henri Lefebvre (1991). In his 

book, the author describes the way space is constructed socially and portrays power relationships 

within a particular culture. Because his theories portray space metaphorically as constructions of 

power, identity and agency, his theories of spatiality served as an insightful lens through which 

to view teachers‟ story constellations of curricular constructions. 

 Especially pertinent is Lefebvre‟s distinction between dominated and appropriated space. 

He describes dominated space as the space that is “invariably the realization of the master‟s 

project” which is “usually closed, sterilized, emptied out” (1991, p. 165). Appropriated space, on 

the other hand, is defined by the group, not the “master,” as Lefebvre states, “It may be said of a 

natural space modified in order to serve the needs and possibilities of a group that it has been 

appropriated by that group” (p.165). Therefore, public schools are inherently dominated spaces, 

and at times, schools, and especially classrooms, can become appropriated spaces within the 

dominated space. This is done through acts of resistance and negotiation, through stories, 

through constructed and contextualized curriculum carried out within such spaces. 

Also applicable is the idea of movement within an edifice of space, identified as 

“fractured” by Lefebvre,  

It is impossible to overemphasize either the mutual inherence or the contradictoriness of 

these two aspects of space. Under its homogenous aspect, space abolishes distinctions 

and difference, among them that between inside and outside, which tends to be reduced to 

the undifferentiated state of the visible-readable realm. Simultaneously, this same space 

is fragmented and fractured, in accordance with the demands of the division of labor and 
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the division of needs and functions . . . each spatial interval, is a vector of constraints and 

a bearer of norms and „values‟. (p. 355-356)  

As high school English teachers work within their various curricular constraints, I believe the 

stories they tell allow them to make sense of these constraints and better fragment or fracture the 

dominated space for their own needs and the needs of their students. Therefore, in this study, I 

looked for stories where teachers described a dominated curricular space, which was created 

outside their realm of control and absent of their context or agency. I also looked for stories in 

which teachers described ways they appropriated the spaces and perhaps fractured or fragmented 

the space in order to create writing curriculum that was more personally contextualized, 

constructed and owned. 

The analysis of stories as holding spatial importance and professional identity allowed a 

better understanding of how and why English teachers constructed college-prep writing 

curriculum in particular ways. This analytical lens also provided an understanding of how 

teachers positioned themselves within sometimes constrained, sometimes shifting and sometimes 

uncertain curricular spaces.  

The process of data analysis within this frame took place through both inductive and 

deductive procedures. Data was viewed within the frame of spatiality in order to deductively 

code stories as creating, negotiating, and bumping up against curricular spaces. At the same time, 

data was analyzed through inductive means as well. This process of using both deductive and 

inductive analysis was described by Patton (2002) as “discovering patterns, themes, and 

categories in one‟s data” (p. 453) and generating “indigenous typologies” (p.457). Marshall and 

Rossman (2006) further explain the importance of inductive analysis because here a researcher 
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can use categories and language that better “reflect the understandings expressed by the 

participants . . . generated through analyses of the local use of language” (p. 159). 

Finally, it should be clear that the process of data analysis in a narrative study follows 

coding which is closely linked to narrative as form of thinking and writing, Therefore the field 

and research texts were also coded through increasingly complex viewings of how stories 

overlap or intersect with other stories. There were interim research texts, which described or 

reflected upon common story lines. These also began to portray where silences became visible 

through the revisions and negotiations of stories. These interim texts were shared and discussed 

with participants, allowing a collaborative revision or re-crafting of research texts. This 

movement from field to research text is described by Clandinin and Connelly (2000) as looking 

for the “patterns, narrative threads, tensions and themes either within or across an individual‟s 

experience and in the social setting” (p. 132). Therefore in some ways, the creation of the stories 

too, was an inductive process that moved through and beyond themes as stories were crafted and 

re-crafted collaboratively with participants. 

Part Three: The Research Site and Participants 

 Because of my experiences working with the local National Writing Project site, as 

coordinator of a dual credit English program at a local university and as a student teacher 

supervisor, I had been in dozens of high schools in two major metropolitan areas, their suburbs 

and surrounding rural districts. As I considered selecting my research site I knew it was 

important to me to work within an urban setting, but I also wanted to try and find a school where 

the administration allowed its teachers authority and agency within their classrooms and district 

curricular design. I also wanted to work within a school where there was some expectation that 

their students would attend college. Finally, I wanted to work within a traditional public school, 
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not a private, charter or parochial school that may have resources unavailable to most public 

school teachers.  

 For several weeks I visited three high schools I believed fit these requirements. I talked to 

English teachers and administrators. I observed classrooms and students. I read up on school 

statistics and information on district websites. After looking closely, I decided on Monroe High 

School, a medium-sized, urban, public school with a diverse student population, in the Union 

Hill School District. I believed it held everything I was interested in. The teachers felt they had 

power in curricular decisions. They were working to prepare their students for post-secondary 

education. As I talked to teachers and observed students at Monroe, however, I discovered I may 

have stumbled upon a very unusual story to tell; within my study of teachers‟ narratives of 

college-preparatory writing instruction, Monroe‟s history and community may have unique and 

important influence upon the stories of teachers.  

Monroe High School
3
 is situated within an urban area in the Midwestern portion of the 

United States. From its beginnings in the mid-1950‟s it had been a part of the Central City 

School District, a medium sized inner city school district currently made up of  over 17,000 

students and 35 schools. Situated on the Western edge of the school district‟s boundaries and 

with most students living within the smaller city of Union Hill, Monroe High School was one of 

the poorest and lowest achieving in the Central City district. Because of their dissatisfaction with 

the district, in 2007 the parents and general community of Union Hill voted to annex five 

elementary schools, one middle school and one high school from the Central City School 

District. Monroe High School was one of the schools that was annexed and became a part of 

Union Hill School District beginning the 2008-2009 school year. During its last years within the 

                                                             
3 Names of districts, geographical locations and schools have been changed. All research participants were invited 
to select their own pseudonyms. Students were given pseudonyms. 
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Central City district, Monroe H.S. had around a 50-60% graduation rate. Just a few years after 

becoming a part of the Union Hill School District the graduation rate improved to 95%.  

According to the district, 77% of the graduating class of 2010 was planning on attending post-

secondary education (in either two-year or four-year institutions) immediately following high 

school graduation. 

 Monroe High School had a 72.16% free and reduced lunch population and was 

approximately 66% white, 14% black, 17% Hispanic
4
. At the time of this study, they enrolled 

758 students, and their English department is made up of five teachers and two special education 

teachers assigned to work only with English Class-within-a-class (CWC)
5
 settings. Though it has 

English classes defined as pre-AP and AP, students are not “tracked” and are expected and 

allowed to move freely in and out of these courses as they desire to be challenged. Through a 

grant from a local university Monroe High School hired two staff members defined as “College 

Guides.”  The sole purpose of these staff members was to help students get into college. These 

College Guides organized trips for students to visit college campuses, helped students fill out 

college applications and apply for financial aid and scholarship moneys. Though the school was 

not considered “college prep,” the philosophy of the teachers and the administration seemed to 

be focused on breaking the cycle of poverty by getting their students into community college, 

four-year university or a trade/technical school. Beyond the coursework and the work of the 

College Guides, the principal has promoted a weekly school-wide Socratic Seminar on various 

                                                             
4 All school statistical information was obtained through the Union Hill School District administrative offices in 
February, 2011. 
5 Class-within-a-class (CWC) is a common way to mainstream special education students into regular classrooms. 
This situation usually includes 10-30% special education in the make-up of the class, with the remaining 
percentage made up of non-special-ed. students. CWC’s are usually team-taught between a “lead” content area 
teacher and an “assisting” special education teacher. This allows the special education teacher to modify and/or 
provide individualized attention for those students with IEP’s (Individualized Education Plans) while allowing the 
lead teacher to continue to provide content for all students in the class. 
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topics. All students, staff and faculty participated in these seminars, and the teachers to whom 

I‟ve talked credit these Socratic Seminars with providing higher expectations of respectful 

communication and critical thinking in and out of the classroom. During my data collection, 

these took place every Tuesday morning. Students were presented with a reading that was pre-

selected by a committee of teachers. Students were given time to read and annotate the text, then 

they participated in a Socratic Seminar-framed discussion. The last two years, teachers used 

readings from the “Touchstones Discussion Project” which was developed from St John‟s 

College Great Books program. This year, however, teachers have formed a committee to choose 

and distribute common school readings. 

 Monroe High School provided an interesting context for my study because it had a small, 

cohesive English department within a school where graduation and college entrance was 

expected. The community, though impoverished and known for its high rate of crime, has rallied 

around its schools and after voting to annex the schools into Union Hill School District, have 

continued to have high expectations believing the change in school districts to be the possible 

redemption of their children.  

 At the same time, the English teachers at Monroe High School made it clear to me that 

they believe they are fighting an uphill battle: many of their students enter high school with a 4
th
 

or 5
th
 grade reading level; some students who wanted to enroll in junior or senior level A.P. 

English had difficulty writing a strong paragraph; their students came from homes that did not 

seem to value books or reading or learning; their students were sometimes involved in gangs and 

drugs and problematic home lives. To complicate issues more, the school had grown so rapidly 

over the last three years, the class size had risen significantly: averaging 18 students per class 

three years ago to 32 students per class during the 2010-2011 school year. Susan Tanner, the 
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district‟s English Coordinator confessed to me that she believed this is the one thing that is 

affecting her English teachers the most. She said some of teachers even told her that in some 

ways, poor attendance is helpful because if everyone was present in their classes, they would not 

have enough desks or space to hold them all. 

 In my experiences talking informally and through formal interviews with the English 

teachers, I am convinced that these teachers believed they were providing skills and concepts to 

support and prepare students in college-level writing. At the same time, they always questioned 

how they could improve, what could they have done better. They seemed to be both hopeful and 

realistic. 

 The five person English department at Monroe held a common lunch period, and since 

there was no teacher‟s lounge in the building, it was common for the teachers to meet in their 

department chair, Lily Pitt‟s, classroom to have lunch together. One afternoon I met the teachers 

during this lunch period to talk to them about my intended research project and to gauge the 

department‟s interest in participating. As six teachers sat around the classroom in student desks, 

eating their salads, sandwiches and micro-waved meals, I felt hesitant, taking up their 20 minute 

lunch break, their only time together, and their only time to sit and relax. I began to explain who 

I was and what I was interested in doing. I brought a hand-out describing my project, and 

explained that they could all just think about it and read through my handout and e-mail me if 

they had questions or decided they might be interested. Lily explained that she would be 

interested, but she felt that her senior AP literature class just did not have enough writing 

instruction in it to be worth my studying. One teacher, Allison Manning, blurted out “I‟m in like 

Flynn!” and explained she was excited to be able to also learn from me. When I was getting up to 

leave a few minutes later, Allison looked me in the eye, smiled and said, “Thanks for liking us!” 
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 Department chair, Lily, suggested another teacher, Samantha Wisemann to also work 

with me since she taught 12
th

 grade college prep English. Samantha said she would think about 

it. Later she e-mailed me and asked if I could clarify exactly what she would have to do. She 

explained her fiancé would soon return from an overseas tour in the military and she wanted to 

protect her time with him, so she was unsure she wanted to participate in anything else. After 

detailing my expectations of her commitment, she responded that she wanted to participate 

because she felt the media was giving people the wrong picture, and it was important that people 

knew what was really happening in high schools.  

 I feel very fortunate to have been able to work in this school and with such smart and 

dedicated teachers. During my data collection, which I will describe in detail later, I was always 

welcomed and allowed into classrooms and meetings. I was able to interview a variety of faculty 

and staff at the school beyond my two primary participants, and I felt very privileged to be 

treated so warmly. In order to appreciate the relationships that are central to this study, I think it 

is important to understand a little bit about the two main participants, Allison Manning and 

Samantha Wisemann, as well as other key members of the English department and school. 

 During the data collection of this study, my focus was around the classrooms of two 

teachers who were teaching college preparatory English. Most my time within the school was 

spent observing in these two women‟s classrooms, chatting informally or formally interviewing 

them. However, I also interviewed and interacted with other members if the English department. 

I will describe here the primary participants, Allison and Samantha, and I will also touch on the 

three other members of the English department, Matthew, Chris and Lily as well as the district 

Communication Arts Teaching Learning Coach, Susan, and the principal, Dr. Richard Prier. 
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 Allison Manning is electric and passionate. She has been teaching six years, three at 

Monroe High School and the previous three at a neighboring suburban district. She regularly 

wears bright patterned clothes and always has her brown chin-length hair and make-up done 

perfectly. She is in the middle of planning a wedding, and considering beginning a graduate 

degree in the next year or two. She is busy and non-stop. She smiles often and laughs easily at 

herself and with her students. She says what she thinks and does not usually filter her emotions. 

This holds an interesting power in her classroom when smile disappears suddenly, and she stares 

a student in the eye and says stone-faced, “You cannot treat someone like that in my classroom. 

That‟s not O.K.; now make it better.” Even the toughest student will back down, reacting with an 

apology and a shrug. When she calls on a student who is reticent to answer her question, she will 

go over close to him and say quietly something along the lines of “It is safe to take risks in this 

classroom. You don‟t learn if you don‟t take risks. Take a risk. Just guess.” And the student will 

quietly guess, allowing Allison an opportunity to praise the student and extend those ideas in the 

necessary direction.  

 She is a 28-year-old Caucasian woman and her freckles make her appear younger than 

she is. During this research study, I focused my data collection on Allison‟s 5
th

 hour Advanced 

Placement English language and composition class. This class focused around reading and 

writing essays about social and cultural issues such as race, wealth and gender. Allison is frank 

with her students, and when uncomfortable discussions occur that other teachers may shy away 

from, Allison explains her point of view from her middle class white background and asks 

students to teach her their point of view just as she teaches them hers. During one classroom 

observation, she admitted to her students that she knows she has been lucky, “I‟m lucky to have 

two parents who stayed married, I‟m lucky to be born into a middle class family that had money 
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to send me to good schools and to college.” She teaches aerobics classes in the evenings at a 

local fitness center, and is the sponsor of Monroe‟s cheerleaders. She starts every class with a 

loud “Good morning!” or “Good afternoon!” and her students always respond in kind.  

 Once, after I‟d been observing for only two weeks, I came into the classroom, set up my 

laptop and waited quietly as students trickled in. Allison was late because she was helping with 

testing during her planning period in the school library. When she arrived, after her boisterous 

“Good morning!” and her students‟ response, she looked around the room accusingly and said, 

“Did anyone say hello to Melanie?!” The students looked down or around or at me guiltily, and 

Allison said, “You guys, that‟s just weird when there is someone in the room and you just 

pretend they aren‟t there. Melanie is a part of our family now, so you need to treat her that way.” 

Several students smiled or turned around and said hi to me at that point, and from then on, I 

became, not only a researcher, sitting in the back of the room taking notes, but a participant 

researcher who would be brought into class discussions frequently by Allison or her students 

because of my inclusion in their “family” and because of what they saw as my unique “college 

teacher” perspective. 

 Samantha Wisemann came to teaching after working in the business world, and she has 

taught at Monroe High School for six years. She was there for three years when Monroe was part 

of the Central City School District and was one of only three Central City teachers who were 

hired through the transition into Union Hill School District. She is now, three years after the 

transition, the only teacher left from the Central City days. During the eleven weeks I spent in 

her classroom, Samantha‟s fiancé, James, who was serving in the military, returned from a tour 

overseas. Samantha, while teaching and working with me was also preoccupied with 
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reestablishing her relationship with her fiancé, planning her wedding, and preparing to become a 

step-mother to James‟ two school-aged children, one of whom was diagnosed as special needs.  

 Samantha has blond, wavy, shoulder length hair and wears glasses. She usually wears a 

serious look on her face, but when engaged in conversation she readily shares a sly observation 

or wisecrack. She jokes with her students in a sarcastic way, and she admits that she is hard on 

them and pushes them. At times she admitted to me that maybe she makes assignments too hard, 

but she would rather do that than not push them hard enough. 

 Samantha has dry sense of humor. She is cynical and ironic, yet when she talks to her 

students, she always refers to them and “honey” or “sweetie.” When speaking to her classes as a 

group, she has a strong, all-business, and almost drill-sergeant tone of voice. She commands 

active attention and expects disciplined behavior. Her voice softens however; her demeanor 

lightens when she talks one-on-one with any of her students. When a student asks for help or has 

a question, she will always make them feel important and cared for by leaning in and looking 

them in the eye while talking softly, asking probing questions and offering advice. Her class is 

run very orderly, and she is able to organize it so effectively that she can easily differentiate 

among students‟ needs and give special attention to each of her students.  

 Samantha did not introduce me to her students, and if they asked about me when I wasn‟t 

there, I don‟t know. They were always friendly and when I asked questions, they were happy to 

engage with me. They would smile at me knowingly if something funny happened in the 

classroom. I wasn‟t, however, “a part of their family” in the same way I was in Allison‟s 

classroom. I was a bit more of an outsider and observer than a participant. For this research 

study, I observed Samantha‟s 6
th
 hour senior college preparatory English class. Even though this 

class is labeled college-prep, it is the lower of the two English classes offered to seniors at 
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Monroe High School, therefore, the students enrolled in Samantha‟s class are the ones who did 

not choose to be or were not selected to be in the Advanced Placement track, at the school. This 

ends up a very mixed bag of student ability-levels and motivation. 

 The following individuals are teachers or administrators in the school, and I regularly 

came in contact with them during my data collection. While working at Monroe High School I 

interviewed each of these individuals once but we also often spoke informally in the halls or 

during lunch or after school. I believe they each bring a unique point of view to the narrative 

landscape of Monroe High School and the way writing instruction is viewed and implemented. I 

will give a brief description of each one here and will occasionally bring these participants in 

through my storying and analysis of Allison and Samantha‟s teaching narratives. 

 Lily Pitt is the English department chair at Monroe High School. She has taught for eight 

years. The last three years have been at Monroe High School; like Allison and Matthew, she was 

hired during the annexation and began teaching at Monroe under Union Hill School District. 

Before teaching at Monroe, she taught middle school and high school for five years in Las 

Vegas, Nevada. Lily and her husband are both originally from the Midwest, and after hearing 

from a friend what was happening with the schools in Central City and Union Hill, Lily decided 

she wanted to be a part of the reorganization. She traveled to Union Hill to apply for a teaching 

position as well as to move closer to family. Currently at Monroe, Lily teaches senior Advanced 

Placement Literature, regular 10
th
 grade English and Pre-A.P. 10

th
 grade English. Lily also has a 

young, pre-school aged daughter. As I got to know Lily, I found she was wise and careful with 

her words and also very warm. She thought very highly of her colleagues and obviously cared 

for them personally as well. The other department members viewed her as a leader, but they also 

found her approachable and it seemed she and Allison had an especially close friendship. 
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 Matthew Anson taught Junior English and Advanced Freshman English. He also 

sponsored the character education program, and he worked after school until 5:00 several days a 

week monitoring the credit recovery lab (CRL) at the school. The CRL was an after school, 

computer-based program where students could work through coursework they had either missed 

or previously failed, so they could earn “lost credits” and still graduate. Matthew was hired as a 

first-year teacher at Monroe at the time of the annexation, so he has been teaching for three years 

and this has been his only teaching position. Before teaching at Monroe and while he was in 

college, Matthew worked at various childcare programs. He is also a graduate of Union Hill 

School District, having graduated from what was considered the most affluent of the district‟s 

three high schools. He had a high opinion of the district based upon his experiences both as a 

student and teacher. Matthew had a new baby, born the year of this study, and when we talked, 

he often voiced his concerns about staying in education and still being able to provide for his 

family without taking on so many extra duties that he would never be able to spend time at 

home. Matthew‟s wife was also a teacher. He was soft-spoken and wise and often made claims 

and observations far beyond what I would expect of a third-year teacher. 

 Christopher Stoltz had four years of teaching experience and was certified through what 

he described as a “sort of Teach for America” program through a local university. He taught in 

five schools in his four years, mainly in the Central City School District. His first year teaching 

was at Monroe High School the year before the annexation, and he left Monroe to continue 

teaching for Central City School District when Monroe became a part of Union Hill. Christopher 

taught Freshman English, Junior English and one section of English for ESL students. He was 

not certified in ESL, and admitted that the knowledge of ESL as a whole in Union Hill School 

District is left wanting. He had very strong views on urban education, and said, “I haven‟t taught 
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a long time, but I‟ve seen a lot.” At the time of this study he was finishing a Master‟s degree in 

secondary education administration.  

 During my interview with Christopher there were times when he talked passionately 

about his students, and through his body language, I felt he was often holding back some 

frustration or other agitation. Though he continued to speak in a calm and careful voice, he 

would occasionally clench both fists or punch or rub one fist in his other hand. He would stretch 

his arms up and then behind his head, flexing his arms and clenching his jaw. The day following 

our interview, I ran into him between classroom observations and he told me he just could not 

shut off his thinking after our interview. 

 Susan Tanner was the district high school English coordinator. Though she worked with 

English teachers throughout the district high schools, her office was located off the library within 

Monroe High School, so she was especially knowledgeable about the English teachers and 

program at Monroe. She served as the English coordinator for Union Hill for four years and 

taught high school English before that. This was her thirty-second year in education, and before 

coming to Union Hill, she taught in two rural Midwestern districts and for nine years in Texas, 

changing positions as her family moved for her husband‟s job. As coordinator, Susan visited 

classrooms in the district‟s three high schools and observed, team-taught with, and coached 

English teachers. She also wrote and evaluated the benchmark testing for the district that aligned 

with the state standardized test. She oversaw the curriculum writing that will took place the 

summer following this study. 

 Dr. Richard Prier began his career in education in 1973 as a classroom teacher. Since that 

time he has served as assistant principal, principal and as a district director of curriculum and 

instruction. He has worked in urban, suburban districts and also spent eleven years working for 
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an educational non-profit organization. When the annexation took place, he was asked by the 

Union Hill School District to serve as principal and help with the transitional period of Monroe 

High School. I personally have never heard so many teachers speak so highly of their school 

principal. The students as well say his name with respect and not disdain or fear. Dr. Prier is 

described by his teachers as “intense,” “brilliant,” “the most well-read person I‟ve ever met,” and 

“intimidating.” At the same time, teachers also see him as “hands off” regarding the work they 

do in their classrooms. Though I have referred to all other participants by their first names 

throughout this study, I have elected to refer to the principal as Dr. Prier. This decision is not 

based upon some hierarchical statement, but rather reflects the way the teachers refer to their 

principal. I never heard a teacher refer to him as anything but “Dr. Prier” and so, I want to 

portray him in the same light and with the same respect that the teacher-participants showed for 

him.  
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Chapter Four:   

The Meganarratives of Monroe High School 

Jean-Francois Lyotard first posed the theory of grand narratives in his book The 

Postmodern Condition (1984), describing them as the materials which “allow the society in 

which they are told, on the one hand, to define its criteria of competence and, on the other, to 

evaluate according to those criteria what is performed or can be performed within it” (1984, 

p.20). Lyotard‟s grand narratives theorize the ways cultures create, share and live within 

commonly told stories. He describes narrative knowledge as existing in opposition to scientific 

or paradigmatic knowledge because narrative knowledge cannot be “proven” and it cannot be 

debated. He shows these narrative ways of knowing in direct contrast to positivistic ways of 

knowing, yet he claims the scientific ways of knowing are still enclosed and understood within 

the larger grand narratives. Lyotard‟s theories of grand narratives and cultural narrative ways of 

knowing have been connected to narrative research in the social sciences by Polkinghorne (1988) 

who says, “at the cultural level, narrative also serves to give cohesion to shared beliefs and to 

transmit values.” (p. 14) therefore they should be studied as interpretations of principles and 

standards of social groupings. More recently, Georgakoupoulou (2006) extended Lyotard‟s ideas 

and argued for attention beyond the grand narratives and towards the small individual stories that 

take place within the cultural grand narratives.  These smaller, everyday stories allow a 

fracturing which provides insight into grand narratives of cultures and systems. Bamberg (2006) 

and Georgakopoulou (2006) differentiate between the big and small stories within narrative 

inquiry studies, showing how looking at small or big stories allow different views of systems or 

identities. Clandinin et al (2006) have further described “seeing small” and “seeing big” as 

looking at narratives from different perspectives – to see either the systematic stories of a group, 
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culture or society or seeing the day-to-day storied happenings of individuals.  In order to better 

understand the ways teachers at Monroe High School story their living and working within the 

school, this chapter will portray the systematic, larger stories of the school culture. These stories 

are the agreed upon narratives that English department teachers tell and re-tell and live through 

and with as they perform their work within the school.  

These larger stories of teaching writing at Monroe High School are similar to Lyotard‟s 

grand narratives in that they are shared and lived through by a particular culture. They are 

accepted as reality and “known” by all the participants, yet they cannot be “proven” in the 

scientific sense. These I will describe as meganarratives; the larger common narratives shared by 

a group of people (in this case the English department at Monroe High School). These become 

frames through which these teachers and administrators view their identities, their work and their 

students. The term meganarratives is taken from a narrative study on teacher accountability by 

Olson and Craig (2009) in which they describe meganarratives as “big stories that society has 

uncritically accepted as sacred” (p.549). These commonly told narratives therefore come to be 

“sacred” -- seen as truth or reality that one lives and works within. The meganarratives of 

Monroe High School also interact spatially with moments of overlap, constriction or freedom. 

These stories are connected to the institution but are created by the people working in the 

institution and are lenses through which individuals make sense of the institution and their place 

within its bounds. 

 In this chapter I will describe the meganarratives as portrayed through the various 

research texts I collected. These meganarratives became evident when they were told or referred 

to repeatedly without prompt. They were visible in classroom observations, classroom artifacts 
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and teachers‟ reflective journals as well as the formal interviews. It became very clear that these 

meganarratives were commonly told and re-told through the living and working in this school.  

 To understand the three-dimensional context of these meganarratives, it is important to 

first understand the geography and the culture surrounding the school itself. Monroe High School 

at the time of this writing was one of three high schools in the Union Hill School District. It had 

the lowest socio-economic status (SES) of the three high schools. There was one middle class to 

upper middle class high school, and one middle to lower class high school, with Monroe situated 

as distinctively lower SES. Teachers described that at Monroe, they sometimes felt they were the 

“step-children” of the district, and when there were district-level professional development 

programs Monroe teachers said they have felt snubbed and looked down on by the other district 

teachers. They attribute this outsider status to the economic status of their students and the 

economic status of the community surrounding their school. When asked to describe this 

community surrounding Monroe High School, principal, Dr. Prier described the geography, 

housing and businesses, 

Couple of big, major trailer courts. Lots of government housing. A lot of rental property. 

Not very much home ownership, and up and down ---- Road, the main thoroughfare, is 

secondhand stores. Not much business on this side of town. 

When I drove to Monroe High School during the months I spent collecting data, I drove about 

twenty minutes on the highway from my suburban home, and as I exited off the highway, I could 

turn left into Central City or right towards Union Hill and into an area called Brookpark. This 

area was unincorporated and was known for its squatters. Brookpark was an area that was never 

claimed by either Central City or Union Hill, and now has become a sort of no-man‟s land or 

forgotten-man‟s land. There are homes and trailers in this area, but because it is not a part of 
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Central City or Union Hill, there are no municipal services, and since it is unincorporated, there 

are no building codes. People lived there with no running water, no trash pick-up, etc. Even 

though it was not claimed by Union Hill municipality, Brookpark was part of the annexed area 

taken over when Union Hill School District re-drew its boundary lines.  Matthew told me that 

some of the students at Monroe had addresses in Brookpark. When I traveled to Monroe High 

School, I drove through Brookpark before entering the edge of Union Hill where the buildings 

were in disrepair and sometimes vacant. Though there were no sidewalks along the sides of the 

road there were always pedestrians walking along the gravel shoulder. Upon arriving at Monroe I 

always felt a bit of astonishment as the school stood out vividly against the scarcity and squalor I 

had just driven through. My data collection took place during spring months, and there were 

purple flowers and budding trees and striking landscaping surrounding the school building. 

There was a perfectly manicured football field and a bright red and silver sign on the front of the 

building. The school always looked a little out of place standing out from the more decrepit 

buildings surrounding it and certainly providing a contrast to the other urban schools I was used 

to seeing, usually with crumbling concrete and ignored weedy lawns. This geography is 

important in comprehending all five of the meganarratives I will present, but especially the first 

and most prominent meganarrative of the school‟s transformation. 

Part One: The Narrative of Transformation 

 The narrative of transformation describes how Monroe High School, which was once a 

part of Central City School District, was annexed by the Union Hill School District, and through 

that annexation it was transformed both physically and academically. This narrative was 

probably the strongest and most visible narrative of this school. Not only was this narrative 

visible within the confines of the school, but it was also a well-known story in the community 
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and the larger metropolitan area. The two local newspapers and all three local television stations 

had over the last few years showcased Monroe high school and the story of the vote for 

annexation, consequent legal battles between school districts, the proceedings of the annexation 

and subsequent success in raising graduation rates, college acceptance rates and test scores. 

Though the district annexation included a total of seven schools, because of Monroe‟s history of 

violence and high drop-out rate under the Central City School District, it has become the most 

visible symbol of transformation of the school district‟s annexed schools. It is a story of which 

these teachers and students are all acutely aware.  

 Through interviews or informal conversations, the storying of transformation usually 

began with participants discussing the new construction, building renovation and other more 

cosmetic or structural depictions of change and improvement. These renovations were important 

symbols in the narrative showing that Union Hill School District cared about the school because 

it was willing to provide funding and other support. It also symbolized the support of the 

community and the ways it was able to organize and rally together to bring about this 

transformation.  

 The narrative of transformation described by many participants detailed court battles that 

lasted into summer before the first school year under Union Hill School District. Since Union 

Hill was unable to take over the annexed school buildings until mid-July, there was community 

concern that buildings would not be ready to start the school year. A now infamous part of the 

narrative depicts how community members rallied together that summer to help the district get 

Monroe High School ready for classes to begin. Susan Tanner, who was at the time working in 

another school in Union Hill described this story in her interview: 
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I think one of the major things that happened was when the community all came together 

and remodeled the school . . . the camaraderie and the pride that came out of that was 

significant. It was like an extreme makeover and you had a committee . . . they sent out 

the word, we need, you know we‟re going to need painting, we‟re going to need concrete, 

we‟re going to do this that and the other. I think they had over a thousand people show 

up. And they had businesses donate the paint rollers and the paint and all the equipment 

and people were just given jobs . . . It was a Saturday and a Sunday and they . . . just 

made it over. And the students, when they came into school, some of the teachers told me 

the kids made comments like they couldn‟t believe. Well, Samantha for one, she couldn‟t 

believe the change, and just the fact that the school looked different had an impact on the 

way the kids reacted to it. And I‟ve noticed that it‟s stayed pretty nice since then too.  

The physical transformation of the building after the annexation was followed by further 

renovations. One year after the annexation, the school district passed a bond issue, which in itself 

was quite amazing because of the economic climate at the time of the vote. This bond issue 

allowed the district to totally renovate all the restrooms in Monroe High School, refurbish the 

heating and air conditioning systems and give Monroe their own football and soccer fields. In 

previous years, the students and their families had to travel to a neighboring school‟s fields to 

play their home games. Dr. Prier said all these district-led renovations again were symbolic and 

sent important messages to the community,  

Again that‟s a symbol of what was here was junk. And then the new addition at the front 

end, the new air conditioning and heating systems in this building, new football field and 

soccer field . . . it‟s pretty remarkable. So I think all the kinds of things that are symbolic 

to a community really, I think the kinds of things the system promised, they delivered 
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them, and it‟s up to us to provide a quality education. That is harder, but I think that‟s 

what we have to do at this point. 

And many teachers echoed Dr. Prier‟s remarks. They appreciated the district‟s support and 

understood that there were expectations for them to now help students succeed academically. 

During interviews, several individuals mentioned the first and most striking symbol of this 

transformation to teachers and students was when Union Hill took over the schools and the 

superintendent announced the removal of all metal detectors. At that time all high schools in the 

Central City School District were equipped with metal detectors and security guards at the 

buildings‟ front doors. The superintendent‟s announcement told the community, teachers and 

students that Union Hill district expected and would implement a different atmosphere within the 

school. Dr. Prier told me he still hears students talking about that particular change. Christopher 

also referenced the metal detectors and connected them to a general feeling of hostility when 

asked to describe the year he taught at Monroe before the annexation: 

I mean there were metal detectors, just the school community as a whole was more 

hostile. It was, everything was hostile, you know, a screwed up urban district. Teacher 

versus teacher, student versus teacher, it was, it was chaotic. It wasn‟t as chaotic as most 

of the other schools, but it was chaotic. Kids weren‟t learning . . . and it was frustrating. It 

was overwhelming and kids took advantage of it and adults didn‟t help. 

Christopher‟s experience of teaching at Monroe under Central City then teaching at several other 

Central City high schools before returning to Monroe this year gives him an interesting 

perspective and allows him to pinpoint not only the physical but also the curricular changes at 

the school. Samantha also worked with Christopher the year before the annexation, and was the 

only teacher left at Monroe who has worked there consistently since the Central City Days. She 
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also often described the curricular transformation of the English department. Samantha and Chris 

both remarked that the only English class the freshmen had under Central City was Read 180, a 

literacy program created by Scholastic Inc., which was bought by the school district. In this 

program, students worked through lessons from computer software, listened and read along to 

books on tape, and were instructed by their teacher through tightly scripted mini-lessons. Read 

180 is a popular program in many school districts and is most often used as a remediation class 

for students who do not score well on reading tests. Within the program there is little space for 

teachers to tailor their teaching to their students, and there is little need for teacher reflection or 

autonomy. It is highly unusual for a high school to place an entire freshman class of students into 

this program. Chris and Samantha both taught Read 180 at Monroe under Central City and made 

the following remarks when asked about their teaching: 

Christopher: 

I taught my first year here, yeah, those prescribed programs like Read 180, they‟re awful.  

Awful. Awful. I had to teach that for a year and I told myself that I would quit teaching if 

I had to teach that again. It‟s yeah, it‟s horrible. 

Samantha: 

. . . but you‟ve got to put that kind of intention into it [writing instruction]. These poor 

kids they‟ve, their first year they spent in stupid Read 180. Oh yeah. Unless they were in 

a different building, but yeah, every kid I had was in Read 180, whether or not they 

needed it. 

So the transformation has been much more than cosmetic. While the school has removed metal 

detectors, renovated the building by providing new heating and cooling system, new bathrooms, 

and built their own football and soccer fields, the real transformation seems to be in the 
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instruction.  At the district level Union Hill offers three tiers of English classes for its high school 

students. The top tier consists of Junior and Senior A.P. and freshman and sophomore pre-A.P. 

classes. The second tier Freshman-senior years are called college preparatory English, so these 

middle tier classes are still focused upon getting students ready for college reading and writing, 

but they do not include the Advanced Placement courses. The third tier in the district is a basic 

English for students who plan to enter the workforce following high school. Though the two 

other high schools in the district offer all three tiers of English, Monroe does not offer the basic 

third tier classes. This provides another strand to the transformation narrative that now, under 

Union Hill, all students participate in more advanced literacy coursework. This strand provides a 

vivid contrast when one looks at the progress of the seniors I observed during this project. 

According to the narrative, all graduating seniors were in Read 180 as freshman under Central 

City School District, but are now enrolled in either A.P. or College Prep. English their senior 

year under Union Hill.  

 This part of the narrative becomes more of a sacred story (Clandinin and Connelly, 

1999), or a story of the institution that teachers live under, but at times either question or live in 

opposition to. There were comments made in interviews that poked holes in this thread of the 

narrative. Yes, everyone agreed that the goal was to get every student prepared for college level 

reading and writing, and every English teacher said that is what he or she was working towards. 

Several teachers also told me they saw the literacy skills needed for college as being similar to 

those “needed for life.” However, there was some doubt that every student graduating was fully 

prepared for college level writing. The narrative of academic transformation was one of hope, 

hard work and an earnest goal, yet because of other factors, indeed other narratives, the 

transformation of English curriculum within the larger narrative of general school transformation 
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is a thread that has yet to be fully realized. During our interview, Susan and I talked about 

college level curriculum at Monroe: 

Susan: I‟m sure in the back of their minds they‟re saying, “We need to get them ready for 

college.” What the reality is is that a lot of these kids are a long ways from that . . . unless 

they‟re in an AP class or you know going through the AP/pre AP track, I would say the 

majority of students aren‟t anywhere close to being ready to take a college level English 

course. . . but I think in the lower level courses, and I may be wrong on this, but they are 

just getting them through as well as we can, and you know get them the best skills that 

we can in the time we‟ve got them, and that‟s when they‟re coming to school.   

Melanie: So do you see the kids that are in the AP classes are improving more or they‟re 

just at a higher skill level or do you think the teaching is different? It seems like you are 

talking about almost two different groups of kids. 

Susan: I think a lot of times it‟s motivation and the kids that are willing to write and 

rewrite and rewrite and you know have that intrinsic, you know . . . you can‟t grade a 

piece of writing that you don‟t get. And if a kid will not go back and redo it . . . but I 

think those kids that know they are going to college they know they‟ve got to have that . . 

. it‟s just a matter of guiding rather than pulling teeth. 

While the sacred story of Monroe High School is the English curriculum has been transformed to 

prepare all students for college level writing, the reality is sometimes that goal is not met. The 

secret story many teachers describe is that due to the obstacles of poverty, the differing 

expectations and academic preparation of the previous district and student motivation, not every 

student leaves Monroe prepared for college level writing. This narrative of transformation is of 

course in flux as all narratives are. It takes place within a time and space and a certain 
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community of narrators and relationships. The thread of academic transformation is a continuing 

narrative that is being told and co-created by the English teachers as they evaluate and re-

evaluate and story and re-story their professional landscapes. Several teachers described how 

they felt their job would become easier as more and more students would “come up” through 

Union Hill School District, and they would be used to higher expectations and be better prepared 

for their high school curriculum. In this way they anticipated the restorying of this narrative and 

the ways their places in the story might change in the future.   

 The last thread of the meganarrative of transformation deals with changes in the 

positioning of teachers and changes in the teachers themselves. Dr. Prier admitted to me that one 

of the more attractive parts of this job was that he was able to hire almost all of his own faculty.  

Not all of those teachers have lasted, and Samantha said in one of her interviews that it is a 

school-wide joke that the staff can tell which teachers Dr. Prier hired, “because the people that he 

hired have very similar mindsets . . . you get the kids where they need to be come hell or high 

water. And you don‟t give up on them, and if this doesn‟t work, you go to something that does. 

All of us have a certain rebel tendency in regards to outside forces saying what we need to do.” It 

appears that this “rebel tendency” has benefitted Monroe because the teachers aren‟t quitters. 

They don‟t make excuses. From my conversations with them, they are reflective and willing to 

try new things to solve the problems they face. 

 These teachers describe having had to deal with the transformation every day in their 

classrooms as students were shown a new culture and new expectations of behavior and 

achievement. Allison, who came to Monroe after having taught at a suburban school said this 

about the transition: 
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Well, when I started teaching at Monroe I was really surprised that kids didn‟t know how 

to be in school. They didn‟t understand that you are expected to sit in a seat most of the 

time. That you are expected to have pencil and paper. That you are expected to do work . 

. . when the first section of grades came . . . they said “well, why don‟t I have an A?” 

They‟d have C,D, F. And I‟d say “because you didn‟t do your work.” And they would 

say, “well. . . I came to class.” . . . and I really hate talking badly about the Central City 

School District because I think that it‟s full of a lot of really good people and a lot of 

really good kids, but they weren‟t used to that. A lot of kids got good grades for showing 

up. So that transition has been umm, taxing. It‟s been hard. 

 During the time that this study took place, the graduating senior class was the last class to 

have lived through the transition, and teachers and students were keenly aware that this particular 

graduation marked an important point in the school.  On the last day of school for the seniors a 

student remarked that her freshman year she walked into a prison and her sophomore year she 

walked into a school. Other seniors remarked that once they were hated as a school, and now 

they are accepted. The references to this narrative of transformation were thick within 

discussions about school and graduation. It was clear that the school identity was firmly rooted in 

this narrative in its history but also in the looking forward to its future. Clandinin and Connelly 

(2000) describe the narrative landscape as being dependent upon temporality, “not as a thing 

happening at that moment but as an expression of something happening over time. Any event, or 

thing, has a past, a present as it appears to us, and an implied future” (p. 29). Clandinin and 

Connelly also describe this temporality as a tension between researchers who work to view the 

temporal and participants who want to see the story as a timeless event, which is of itself. This 

narrative of transformation however was impossible to live in and through without 
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acknowledging the temporal, and teachers would often in their tellings slip from present to past 

to future easily. The story of their school could not be told outside the space of time and history 

and potential tomorrows. For example, in one of her journals describing the last day of school 

with the seniors, Samantha described her emotions while watching “her kids” graduate after 

having been the only teacher who stayed at Monroe through the transition and all four of their 

high school years, she thinks of their graduation as a movement in an ongoing narrative, and 

considers this event as a part of a chronology of transformation she is living and working 

through:  

 . . . it's a bit hard. This is the last class of seniors that I think of as "mine." I was with 

them their freshmen year, through all of the turbulence of the vote and the transfer to 

Union Hill School District. After this, they are officially "our" kids - I take no more 

ownership of them and their behavior than any other teacher. I'm not sure if that makes 

sense- it doesn't really make sense to me, but I have sort of felt...responsible (?) for this 

group of seniors. Their freshmen year was just hell, and we got through that together, and 

it's forged a connection. 

This narrative of transformation is a constant one within the data and within the day to day 

working of the school. Of the five meganarratives, this one is the deepest and most commonly 

told. The other four meganarratives are all told through this story of transition in some way and 

they would not be told in the same ways if this transformation narrative was not present. The 

following four narratives are stories on their own, but it should be recognized that each of the 

four are affected and storied through the lenses of this first meganarrative of transformation. 
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Part Two: The Narrative of Poverty 

 When I began drafting these five meganarratives, I shared an outline with both Samantha 

and Allison for their feedback.  Both teachers voiced concern regarding the ways I might portray 

“our kids.” It was important to both of them that I took care to not describe the students at 

Monroe as stereotypical poor kids who were hopeless and helpless. Samantha said, “there are 

already enough of those stories out there.” Allison wrote to me in an e-mail the concerns she had 

with my outline of meganarratives and the inclusion of the narrative of poverty: 

I hope that it doesn't come across as "these kids are poor so they are not as smart or 

capable as other kids in the district". We don't believe that. (I don't think you think that 

we do, but I'm just concerned about this.) We believe these kids have come in with fewer 

social and intellectual skills than other kids in more affluent situations. We know that 

kids in more affluent situations typically have more parental involvement and support, 

which our students on the whole seem to lack. 

  Therefore, I will begin describing these students in what I hope will portray the ways 

their teachers see them, as capable and resilient, and smart and strong.  My first observation at 

Monroe High School was in Allison‟s Advanced Placement English class. This is a junior level 

class that focuses on composition and writing. Allison was working with a textbook I had used in 

the past with my first-year college composition students, Rereading America. During the class I 

first observed, they were in small groups, discussing an article regarding wealth in America. I 

have taught the same article to my own university freshman, so I know the text well, and I know 

many students find it dry and challenging, full of statistics and implications that are not frankly 

stated. The group of boys I listened to questioned the text, asking if the statistics it cited are still 

relevant since it was written several years ago. One boy asked Allison if he could use her 
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computer to search for comparable and current statistics, then he brought that information back 

to his group and they not only discuss what the article states, but they extend this to the new and 

more current economic statistics their classmate has found. During this one class period I can see 

the curiosity and motivation inherent in these students. They are able to question what they read 

and are also motivated and knowledgeable in ways to search for more information that will 

extend their learning or answer their questions. As I observed more classes at Monroe High 

School I saw this behavior repeatedly, and I was impressed. It became a strange intermingling of 

intelligence, skill, and motivation in school combined with the stories of fear, sorrow and tragedy 

of poverty outside of school.  

  Still, though the teachers at Monroe believed whole-heartedly that their students can 

succeed, they willingly admitted that for their students to achieve they must overcome some of 

the obstacles of their impoverished realities. The narrative of poverty remained an important one 

that affected the ways these teachers viewed and worked with their students. When asked to 

describe the students at Monroe High School, each teacher referenced the strength and 

intelligence of the students, but they also described the poverty. This poverty was often described 

as creating “chaos” in students‟ lives and that chaos often affected what faculty could accomplish 

in school. High absentee rates, lower academic skills, apathy, and inability to complete work 

outside of school were all described as school issues that were directly or indirectly related to the 

chaos of poverty in which the students lived. Often, when referencing this poverty, the teachers 

also expressed that they could not fully relate to where the students were coming from because 

their students‟ lives were so different from what they had experienced. There was sometimes a 

sense of frustration and sorrow as well because of this difficulty in connecting to their students‟ 



97 
 

lives. During interviews I asked teachers to describe their students and the school‟s community. 

They all described the poverty in response to one or both of these questions:  

Allison‟s description of the community and students: 

We are high, high poverty. Within our, you know, our geographic location there are adult 

shops and liquor stores and A.A. meetings . . . there‟s a halfway house across the street. 

So kids come from a lot of chaos, which isn‟t to say that we don‟t have students who 

aren‟t living with what you would call like a normal happy life, but the majority of our 

students don‟t have that sort of American dream life. They‟re incredibly resilient. 

They‟ve been through things that I‟ve never imagined, so I don‟t understand how they get 

up in the morning and come to school. 

Samantha‟s description: 

Poor. Beaten down some of them, stubborn as all get out, resilient, so very troubled, and 

so very caught in a vicious cycle. Some of them, I would say that the majority of them are 

poor. The majority of them come from single parent homes. Quite a large number of 

them have moved districts usually Central City to Union Hill and different schools within 

Central City, and now they are here. In some ways they are more, they handle more at 18. 

They see more and handle more than I handle at thirty-two. Deeply troubled families. I 

think that they see a possibility for different way of life and some of them are so stuck 

they don‟t know how to get out of it. And then they see that there is something different 

and they want it and they know it is possible and then they get so close and then they are 

involved in a shooting or drug deal or they steal a car or their mom goes back on the pipe 

and they get kicked out of the house. It‟s just a vicious cycle. But I do see more of them 

fighting through. I‟m thinking of four, oh goodness really there are five kids that if you 
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had asked me their freshman year, I would have said, “I don‟t know if they‟re going to 

make it.” And they did! They are here and they‟re doing it! 

Lily‟s description of the community surrounding Monroe: 

It‟s very working class; very poor. It is not, sadly, it is not an area I would feel 

comfortable living in just yet. I mean that‟s important, and I feel bad that I feel that way. 

I think that there are patches of progress coming up. I think that it‟s a lot slower than we 

all thought it would be. But I think that it‟s, things are changing, but it just seems to take 

a while to make that shift. 

Chris‟ description of his students: 

They‟re poor. There‟s un-discussed norms . . . social structures, mentalities, values, that 

are hard for even me to understand that we battle every day. 

Matthew‟s description of his students: 

I would characterize it as a high poverty school. The free and reduced lunch numbers that 

are reported . . . are in the high 60‟s to low 70‟s, but I imagine what we have is 

significantly higher than that because we have a number of students who are 

undocumented, and so I think that the actual poverty numbers are going to be higher than 

that 60-70 percent . . . You know they‟ve got commitments outside of school. Some of 

them work to support themselves. Some of them work to help support their families. 

Some of them don‟t live with their families. They live with friends or whoever, 

whichever couch they can get to that night. A lot of the kids have had some really rough 

things happen to them. As far as their families or their lives in general, victims of abuse, 

or drug abuse in their family or bigger than just the poverty issues, you know? Suicides 
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of family members, you know just problems that I don‟t even know how to begin to 

address.  

 Susan, the district coordinator, on the other hand did not discuss the economic make-up 

of the student body, nor did she discuss poverty when asked about the community. When asked 

to describe the students, she expressed some discomfort, and said that what she described to me 

was really coming “from the teachers‟ perspectives because I haven‟t had one-to-one contact 

with the students here.” When asked to describe the community she said, “Ummm, I‟m not that 

familiar with it, so I‟d hate to comment on it. I don‟t know,” yet after a little more discussion she 

did describe the ways the community has really come together to support the school. This struck 

me as interesting especially since she worked in all three of the districts‟ schools, I expected her 

to be able to describe the students and community within the district context. It makes some 

sense, perhaps that she may not have felt comfortable or capable describing the students or the 

community when the bulk of her work seemed to focus upon creating and scoring benchmark 

assessments and working between teachers and administration. She likely had very limited 

interaction with students and parents and other community members. 

 The teachers, however, see this narrative as being very much a reality, and not 

necessarily one that is temporal or in flux. It is a narrative that they often described based upon 

geography and larger social structures that were beyond their control. The meganarrative of 

poverty was one of “obstacles” and “chaos” that was clear and visible and unchanging, and 

because of this, teachers felt they could see it clearly enough to grapple with it, critically think 

about ways to help their students prevail over it. It was at times overwhelming, yet it was in 

many ways combatable because the storying of it was so unambiguous and static. 
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Part Three: The Narrative of Relationship-building 

 Over and over again during my time at Monroe High School, I heard teachers tell me that 

relationship building is at the core of what they do at the school. This relationship building 

included relationships among teachers and staff as well as relationships between teachers and 

students and relationships among the students themselves. One of the important narratives of the 

school is that building strong relationships is an integral part of teaching and professional 

development at Monroe High School. If a teacher doesn‟t work on connecting with other faculty 

and students and only wants to focus on academic content, he or she doesn‟t belong at this 

school. Allison said, when responding to an early draft of this chapter,  

Relationships are huge at Monroe. We believe that these are half the battle. We fight to 

keep them positive and constructive . . . we feel very accountable to one another. There is 

never the sense that you can blow something off or not buy-in to something. The 

environment among staff and administration is that we are all in this together. We are all 

expected to tow the line.  

Allison describes the bi-weekly professional development meetings when teachers would come 

to the meeting with heavily annotated and studied articles to debate and discuss. She said, you 

don‟t dare show up without having read and prepared for the meeting because then you would be 

letting everyone down and showing them you did not care. This sort of accountability to 

colleagues was echoed over and over again in the data I collected. This sense of social 

accountability is also taught to students through classroom management, teaching methodology 

and the implementation of the weekly Socratic Seminar. This narrative describes a school where 

relationships among all individuals are considered the basis for success. Without positive and 
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constructive relationships, so the narrative goes, the rest of the school‟s goals cannot be 

implemented as effectively.  

 When I observed in classrooms and when I watched teachers and administrators working 

with students at the hall, I recognized subtly different interactions than what I have seen in other 

urban high schools. Teachers and administrators often looked students in the eye or put their arm 

around them. They rarely talked down to students or belittled them. The principal, Dr. Prier, was 

always out in the hall during passing periods, and at the end of every school day he stood outside 

on the front steps and observed the students as they got on the buses or walked home. He was not 

only visible, but he was actively engaged with the students on a daily basis. This valuing of 

relationships was obviously passed down from the school‟s principal. Samantha told me that she 

thought Dr. Prier probably knew the name of every kid in the school. When we had our 

interview, I asked him if that was true. He admitted it was not, and smiled and said unfortunately 

it takes longer to get to know the good students, the ones who do everything they‟re supposed to 

do, 

No, I wish that I did, but no, I don‟t. But I think that‟s really important. I think kids need 

to feel that somebody knows them and values them and says “hi” to them, and I think 

those are the things at the end of the day that are important. My own daughters all taught 

me that I think. People they valued at school were the people who cared about them. It 

didn‟t make much difference what they taught. 

The teachers portray this as well. Allison regularly told her class that she cared about them, or 

that she was proud of them. Less often she would tell them she was disappointed in the ways 

they were acting or performing; however, this too elicited a reaction from the students. They 

obviously cared about her opinion. In her initial interview when asked to describe the school, 
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Samantha spent time describing her relationship with her students and the way she saw the 

relationships between teachers and students across the school as a parent-child relationship: 

Yeah, every day. I tell them . . . very frequently. I tell them I am so very proud of you, 

because we‟re their parents. And I think that‟s another thing that as a staff, we are having 

a bit of reality check. We knew this would be hard. We knew that we were doing 

something different and unique and challenging, but it is a whole other thing to realize 

you are raising these kids. They have 80 parents and they are all in this building . . . You 

sign on in this area and you‟re going to raise the kids. 

Not every teacher describes their role as parenting the students, but they do all agree that they are 

concerned about the relationships they have with the students. Students are told out right that 

they are cared for, and perhaps in less obvious ways, the staff models the relationships they want 

students to create. That generates a very different sort of atmosphere at the school. Lily described 

it this way, “I really, I really like our culture . . . the kids by and large will stick up for each other 

and help each other. You know we have our fights and our differing social groups but I think that 

we‟re a pretty welcoming place.”  

 I also witnessed this relationship development through my classroom observations. It was 

extremely clear that Samantha and Allison used a social and personal pedagogical stance in their 

teaching of writing. While Samantha focused on knowing her students in order to work closely 

with them and their writing, Allison created a writing community where everyone in the class 

was expected to know and respect each other in a collaborative group. She often described her 

classroom as a “family” when they were moving through emotional material or a “team” when 

they were working on something especially challenging. There was always a sense of 

community, trust and positive interdependence.  
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 In all the classroom observations I observed over the eleven weeks as I observed writing 

instruction in Samantha and Allison‟s classes, only once did I observe direct instruction. Every 

other class I observed was engaged in one of the following activities: teacher-student writing 

conferences, response group or discussion group activities, whole group discussions, classroom 

presentations, or independent reading, writing or research. Besides the independent reading, 

writing and research, the writing classes I observed were engaged in learning activities that were 

dependent upon a classroom community built upon strong and trusting relationships. These 

relationship-based activities were created to move students further in their thinking. Small 

groups were utilized so students could, for example, see their writing through another person‟s 

perspectives. In large group discussions, students were asked to begin by writing and then 

sharing opening questions. These activities allowed students to see their writing within a 

dialogue, communicating with an authentic audience. They were not writing just to the teacher, 

nor were they writing in isolation without the help of other points of view or feedback. These 

small groups, large groups and conference configurations also allowed students to see their 

reading and writing through more critical lenses.  Whenever students participated in these 

activities, either a teacher asked questions to activate their thinking, or they were required to ask 

questions of each other. These activities will be described in more depth in later chapters, but it 

is important to connect the pedagogy to this narrative. If the relationships had not been in place, 

the pedagogy would not have been as successful because students would not have been as likely 

to listen to each other‟s voices nor would they be as likely to trust their own. 

While everyone spoke of the importance of relationships at the school, two teachers, Lily 

and Christopher described important variations on the narrative, complicating it a bit and 
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expressing that the relationships, while important, still need work and perhaps even renewed 

attention. Lily described how she saw the change in this narrative over time:  

Yeah, I think we‟ve lost a bit of that cohesiveness but the first year we worked really 

really really hard. It was the hardest year of my career. It was harder than my first year 

teaching . . . and when we were in the trenches, we were in it together and when we 

worked.  The whole staff, and I‟ve never worked somewhere where I knew everybody on 

the staff, and that year, I knew everybody that worked here, and that was through a 

principal working his hardest to get us to understand that we‟re either going to sink or 

swim, but we‟ve got to do it together. And we‟ve lost a little bit of that as we‟ve grown. 

In students and in staff, we don‟t have the luxury of taking all this time, this touchy-feely 

time now. It‟s like, we‟ve got stuff to do. 

Once again, this narrative is dependent upon the temporal for some teachers and one that has 

changed and is changing. Everyone I spoke with believed relationships were at the core of their 

work and success at Monroe, but only Lily and Christopher described this narrative as one that 

could still be in flux and revisited for improvement and further development. Lily‟s take on the 

meganarrative of relationships also ties it tightly to the narrative of transformation. This is a 

subtle connection through most telling of this narrative, but Lily‟s is the most concrete 

connection that relationships helped them transform the school, allowed them “to sink or swim . . 

. together.”  As a newcomer to the department, Christopher spoke enthusiastically about his 

colleagues and the way he has been welcomed and included into the English department at 

Monroe, he also veered slightly from the shared meganarrative of relationship-building when 

described places where they needed to work harder: 
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I‟ve been in five staffs in four years . . . they talk about relationship building in this 

building all the time . . . And I think we‟re finding cracks right now, and I think its 

stressing a lot of people out. But again, we‟re making moves to change which I think is 

amazing. It‟s a hard conversation to have. I don‟t understand, how do I have a 

conversation with a family that‟s black and talk about issues that they‟re having that I 

can‟t understand because I am a white male? We talk about wanting to make community 

relationships, but we don‟t really address it. And then we do things like – which we need 

to do too – we‟ll hire more black teachers. That‟s still not dealing with the issue . . . 

you‟ve got to have the conversations too. 

While everyone at Monroe High School discussed the importance of relationship building in 

terms of relationships with students and staff, Christopher extends and complicates this 

meganarrative to include and consider relationships with the community. He sees this as the next 

step and an important concern for the future. Christopher‟s extension continues this narrative 

geographically into the surrounding community and temporally into the future. He also is 

concerned that the relationships with the community wil be challenging because the teachers are 

predominantly white middle class. He sees this conflict as something they haven‟t begun to deal 

with because “it‟s a hard conversation to have,” yet it is one that he believes will need to take 

place for relationship building to really occur within the school community.  

Part Four: The Narrative of Testing 

 Under NCLB schools are expected to improve test scores each year until achieving 100% 

proficiency in 2014. As this date looms and as many educators argue 100% proficiency is 

statistically impossible, the pressure to perform better on standardized tests is becoming a more 

serious concern than it has been in past years. High stakes testing is a pressure all American 
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public schools face, but the pressure is especially acute in schools like Monroe where students 

come to them with fewer resources and limited academic experiences. The state in which 

Monroe is located has had for many years included a writing performance event on its 

standardized test in Language Arts/English. This year, for the first time, the state Language Arts 

test is entirely multiple-choice and has no writing component. The teachers I spoke with assumed 

this was a funding issue because it is much cheaper to score scantron sheets than it is to pay 

people to score students‟ writing. Because of this change in the testing, and because of the 

incredible pressure they feel regarding this test, both of the Sophomore English teachers, Allison 

and Lily, admitted to me that they did not teach writing in any substantial way until after the test, 

so realistically students were only provided with acceptable writing instruction during the last 

month of the school year. This was a decision they regretted, but the pressure to perform well on 

the test was too intense, and they voiced fear at not spending every second they could on test-

preparation. This narrative of testing echoes current scholarship describing the effects of 

standardized testing on writing curriculum. Several studies have shown that standardized, high 

stakes testing generally narrows curriculum (Ramirez, 1999; Smith, 1991) to the point that what 

is being taught in classrooms mirrors exactly the minimum of what appears on a test. Other 

scholarship has shown that standardized testing influences both teacher and student attitudes 

toward writing instruction in negative ways, lowering student motivation, and hindering teacher 

creativity and reflective practice (Mabry, 1999). Ketter and Pool (2001) showed that high stakes 

testing decreases reflective practice and inhibits locally informed, individualized instruction.  

Sandra Murphy (2007) shows how because of high stakes tests, classroom writing instruction at 

best begins to mirror the tested genres or tasks. At worst writing is eliminated from the 
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curriculum and replaced by skill-building exercises, grammar drills and the like. Unfortunately 

this last scenario seemed to be happening at Monroe High School. 

 It was painful to talk about this with the teachers, because they all saw what was 

happening and they were doing what they could to make up for it, but they also felt caught. They 

were afraid that if they did not teach to the test, the students‟ test scores would go down and the 

school would be seen as a bad school and they would be seen as bad teachers. On the other hand, 

when they did teach for the test they felt like bad teachers anyway because they were not 

teaching what they personally believed was best for their students. It was a terrible dilemma to 

be caught within. Two teachers, Lily and Allison, commonly voiced fear and frustration because 

they carried the burden of teaching Sophomore English and the year students were tested. In a 

conversation with Allison she explained the frustration felt at the school because of the lack of 

writing instruction: 

So that‟s very frustrating because . . . every English teacher would feel like writing is the 

most important skill that I want you to leave with  . . . and we just don‟t have the time to 

devote to it because of these standardized tests, so . . . The state eliminated entirely the 

writing portion this year. They say that they are testing writing because there is a  short 

series of questions, probably four or five that relate to grammar and punctuation and so 

they say . . .  because those are features of writing that they are testing writing, which of 

course we laugh at because that‟s not true at all. If you can‟t write your own ideas down 

then no matter how you punctuate it, it doesn‟t matter. . . it‟s a moral problem as a 

teacher when you feel like you know what‟s best for kids and you‟re not allowed to do it.  

Though it is not openly discussed and wasn‟t mentioned at all by Dr. Prier or Susan Tanner, the 

other teachers in the department also realized what was going on, and they seemed sympathetic 
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towards their colleagues who were in a morally problematic situation of not wanting to teach to 

the test but feeling they must to the exclusion of writing instruction. It was a problem that the 

sophomores were not getting substantial writing instruction until the last month of school. What 

made this even more problematic was teachers across the department said that because of the 

sophomore year standardized testing, their students really weren‟t exposed to adequate writing 

instruction until their junior year. By their junior and senior years, teachers said they were 

playing a lot of catch-up, and so in this way the test was hurting every single year of instruction. 

Again, the other English teachers were sympathetic to their colleagues and did not point fingers 

or blame, as they believed they were doing the best they could within the confines of high stakes 

testing. When discussing school-wide writing curriculum, Matthew and Christopher shared they 

believed writing was not being taught well the first two years at Monroe. 

Matthew: They [students] are still struggling [in their writing] because I don‟t think 

they‟ve been asked to do it consistently. Or at all. I think that English II teachers are 

under a tremendous amount of pressure to produce test scores and writing sometimes 

takes a backseat to that.  I think that they would probably cop to that and they would 

probably say they‟re sick about it but they don‟t know what to do. And they don‟t. I 

wonder if they maybe feel safer not writing. If they feel safer teaching the reading 

strategies that they feel the kids are going to need in order to test well. And so they feel 

kind of hamstrung by that. It‟s kind of the impression I get. And maybe they are starting 

to move beyond that, but it‟s really tough because the kids are juniors and they‟ve never 

written a paper before.   

Melanie: So you feel that they are not writing papers until they get to their junior year? 
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Matthew: I don‟t want to say that. I don‟t feel like they are writing consistently. I don‟t 

feel like they are writing anything of depth or substance that approaches like . . . you 

know . . . a five paragraph essay over a 100 page novel is not college level work, but it‟s 

a primer, it‟s preparation. Somehow if we can get them to where they need to be, but we 

can‟t start in 11
th
 grade and get them there in time. So I think they‟re behind the 8-ball on 

that and at a deficit because they lack the perseverance, the reading stamina, the writing 

stamina, the ability to work longer and harder on something that‟s challenging. 

Christopher: 

Now we just drop those [writing] skills on them their junior and senior years. We realize 

that and we‟re kicking ourselves. . . I think because our kids are so far behind reading 

wise . . . It‟s all reading comprehension. And it is driven by the test and it is driven by the 

fact that . . . they‟re so far behind. Their junior and senior year we say “You get to write!” 

and “You better get ready to write!” 

So according to this meganarrative of testing, students came to Monroe with such low reading 

skills that teachers felt that was where their focus had to be – on reading and not writing. Since 

the standardized test incorporated no writing and tested only reading comprehension, grammar, 

vocabulary, and literary device identification in a multiple choice format, the teachers focused on 

getting them up to speed in their reading and helping them memorize literary devices, grammar 

rules and prefixes and suffixes that might help them on the test. 

 The other common strand in this narrative of testing was that everyone readily admitted 

that the test did not measure anything important, but they had to “play the game” because that 

was the only way they were evaluated. They all seemed to see the test as a game they had to play 

and conquer in order to keep the level of autonomy they currently held within the district. What 
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felt ironic to me as a researcher was that the teachers and administrators described the test as 

meaningless, yet because those outside the school valued the test, the teachers and administrators 

had to teach and act as if it truly was valuable. Even the principal admits that this is the case: 

Melanie: I wanted to know more about how you think standardized testing fits into the 

teaching of writing at your school. . . 

Dr. Prier: I don‟t think standardized testing is related to anything. 

Melanie: And how do you feel about that? How do you deal with that as an 

administrator? 

Dr. Prier: I try not to apply any pressure on teachers, unless I feel like they are blowing it 

off. I don‟t think we currently have anybody who is like that. I try to be as fair and honest 

as we can. We talk about it. There‟s so many people who write about it. I try to share 

those things . . . but at the end of the day, we all agree, this is what we are being judged 

on. So, we‟re going to play the game, and that‟s what it is. It‟s a game and we find a way 

to game the system. I was interested last week the Governor of California began to 

question the laying off of 10,000 teachers and spending 2 billion dollars on testing and 

where those things fit. He‟s called into question why we do this, and he‟s really the first 

political leader who is doing this I think across the country. Yeah, I don‟t know how to 

match it . . . my wife is a reading teacher and is, I can‟t tell you the number of 

conversations she and I have had about this and how disgusting she finds this entire thing.    

But playing the game seemed to have real academic consequences on curricular decisions and it 

also had moral and ethical consequences for these teachers when they were pressured to teach 

things they saw as unimportant to the exclusion of curriculum they thought was meaningful. 
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One of the most telling times of my data collection was the actual week of the test. I 

hoped to spend time with Allison during this week to see how she felt and how she worked in her 

AP class while she knew her sophomores were taking their standardize tests. On Monday 

morning, however, Allison sent me an e-mail asking me to stay away that week. She felt she 

would not be teaching at her best and preferred that I did not observe. I admittedly was a little 

disappointed but did not want to add to her stress, so I asked if she would be comfortable if I 

observed her on Friday that week after the testing was finished. When I did observe her on 

Friday, she seemed worn out and told her AP students she was fighting a migraine. I was worried 

for her and a little shocked that she had actually become sick from the stress of the test her 

sophomores had taken. I was worried that she would have to go through the same thing again 

when her AP students took their test, so I asked her when that would be, and was she getting 

worried about it. She looked at me surprised, and said, “Oh they took it this week, on 

Wednesday. I haven‟t even thought about it. I think some of them said they did okay.”  

 And at this point I saw, sadly, how this narrative of testing put pressure on these teachers 

in very imbalanced ways. Allison saw this too, and admitted that she was putting a lot of 

pressure on herself because in some ways it seemed what the state standardized tests portrayed to 

the community was more pressing than what she did with her AP class. In a journal she wrote 

during the week following her sophomores‟ testing, Allison lamented her position in this 

meganarrative and portrayed her stress and fear in the larger context of the school year and the 

political climate surrounding education. This meganarrative of testing within Monroe was 

obviously a part of a larger narrative created at the national policy level. This narrative was in 

turn controlling the living and storying of other narratives in schools across the country. As I 

read Allison‟s journal I knew her voice was particular to her school and situation. It was the 
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voice of an individual teacher who cannot represent all other teachers, but at the same time when 

I read her words, I could not help but imagine the many other teacher voices that were unable to 

share similarly poignant narratives of struggling and testing in their particular communities and 

schools. Here is an excerpt from Allison‟s journal written the week after testing: 

 The stress that accompanies teaching this course is beyond description. . . 

Somehow we managed every day to enter our classrooms and hide this sense of doom 

from our students. Instead of drill and kill and passing on the pressure we were feeling, 

we exposed them to literature that challenged them to open their worldview like Elie 

Wiesel's Night and Judith Ortiz Coffer's An Island Like You. We gave them life-changing 

experiences like participating in a school-wide poetry slam that allowed every student the 

opportunity to define themselves through words and then present that poetry proudly to 

their classmates. And we snuck the learning in there along the way. We decided early in 

October after attending a Cris Tovani seminar that the only way to really positively 

impact these students literacy skills was to give them purposeful strategies that would 

allow them to grow as readers and to solve problems in challenging texts that they 

encountered. We worked hard. We assessed students' skills along the way, and we went 

back to the grind every day, reflecting on what worked and what didn't, and redeveloping 

lessons so students could master the skills. Another strategy we used specifically in our 

classroom was developing positive relationships. We knew that if students didn't want to 

work for us, if they didn't like us, if they didn't want to come to our classroom, that no 

amount of strategies, benchmarking, or assessment could possibly get us to where we 

needed to be, come springtime. Relationships are a do or die kind of thing. You either 

have them and they help you, or you don't, and it hurts. 
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 Anyway, we finally revealed to our students the gravity of the situation. We 

explained to them that we thought this kind of testing was unreliable and unfair. We told 

them that we didn't want to have give them the test because we didn't think it captured 

their learning or growth in any real or significant way. We pointed out that we could go 

on and on and on and on about how far they had come during the year and how special 

each of them are to us. We had to tell them that our jobs depended on their work. It was 

disgusting to admit that to our students. It felt wrong and dirty. It felt like we were 

betraying what we believed teaching to be in front of the people who meant the most to 

us.  And then they tested. And we prayed.  

Even though the standardized testing did not occur in the classes I observed, and the tests 

themselves had little or nothing to do with college readiness or college writing, the 

meganarrative of testing was a powerful one. It influenced what English teachers were able to do 

and teach to their junior and senior level college-bound students. Beyond the curricular effects, 

as can be seen through many of the teachers‟ descriptions, this meganarrative also greatly 

affected the way teachers viewed their own autonomy, efficacy and professionalism. The test 

presented practical curricular concerns for the English department, but more sinister and far-

reaching were the ethical and personal effects of this narrative. 

Part Five: The Narrative of Teacher Autonomy 

The last meganarrative of Monroe High School is the narrative of teacher autonomy.  All 

of the teachers I spoke with described how they were encouraged to take risks and try new things 

in their classrooms. They believed they were treated as professionals and expected to perform 

professionally. Teachers said they felt supported by the administration, and frankly, I have never 

witnessed a faculty that so respected and appreciated their principal. It was clear that the 
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empowerment these teachers felt came from the school leadership. In all of my interviews, I 

never asked questions related to administrative policy or relationships with administration, yet 

the importance of Dr. Prier‟s leadership was mentioned over and over again: 

Allison: 

 . . . the school district was really receptive to us having our administrator who is sort of 

radical and doesn‟t necessarily follow all the rules. He‟s not necessarily part of the boys‟ 

club, you know? 

Samantha:  

I dread the day Dr.Prier retires. I absolutely dread that day. Because you can‟t work in 

this dynamic without that! I mean talk about amazing. I mean that scares the bejesus out 

of me. I mean, who can replace Dr. Prier? Who?! 

Matthew: 

I feel that I have the freedom to try new things educationally, to take risks, and that the 

only expectation that is placed on me associated with that is that if something doesn‟t 

work, I‟ll figure out why and I‟ll figure out how to do it in the way that it will work . . . 

and if our administrator comes into my room, we‟re doing some kind of activity that 

seems strange or unfamiliar or just you know this isn‟t kids reading textbooks and 

answering questions . . .  I think they‟re going to come into the room and they‟re going to 

look and they‟re going to say, “That‟s interesting. What are you doing right now?” and 

after I explain myself, [he‟ll say] “You‟ll have to let me know how that turns out.” And 

that‟s really . . . It‟s amazing. I don‟t feel micromanaged at all. 

The principal respected his teachers. He was “hands off” except for the Socratic Seminar. 

Teachers were expected to be professionals through their teaching, scholarship, collaboration and 
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curriculum design. For this year‟s professional development, Dr. Prier gave each teacher a book 

on the topic of curricular reform. Every other week, the entire faculty discussed a reading from 

the book and worked to apply the principles to their own school and context. Because of this sort 

of professional development design, Dr. Prier established a culture among his teachers where 

they were expected and encouraged to do the research and the work to reform their own 

curriculum based upon their professional knowledge and experience. This was a direct result of 

Dr. Prier‟s vision of school administration. When I interviewed Dr. Prier, one of the first 

questions I asked him was to describe the work he did at Monroe High School: 

Melanie: The next question is can you describe your job. You‟re principal but could you 

describe what you do? 

Dr. Prier: I try to create an environment among the adults where they feel powerful 

enough to create a classroom and a school that works to meet the needs of these kids. The 

phrase I like to use is “build the capacity.” If the adults in the building are smart enough 

and insightful enough then they can create this good school that is not dependent on one 

person to make that happen. 

Melanie: Do you think that is unusual that your focus is on the adults and not the kids? 

Dr. Prier: I don‟t know. Maybe, but I think most schools are run to be efficient and not to 

be educational institutions. 

 The fact that teachers were allowed to try new techniques, were in fact “allowed to fail” 

as one teacher described, portrayed an unusual level of trust between administration and 

teachers. The failings by teachers at Monroe would come not through failing because of apathy 

or ignorance, but failing through the attempt to gain new ground. The teachers at Monroe spoke 

often of learning from their mistakes, and taking risks to move their students further. There was a 
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collective sense that their professional growth came from their ability to innovate and take such 

risks. 

What was fascinating and somewhat tragic in this narrative was that teachers felt 

empowered to try new things and innovate within their classrooms, yet this narrative of 

autonomy was swallowed up by the narrative of testing. They believed in their professional 

knowledge, and every single English teacher described his or her ability and freedom to act upon 

this professional knowledge. At the same time the curriculum of Monroe‟s English classes was 

very dependent upon state standardized testing and the teachers‟ stories of this testing. Writing 

was not taught in the ways teachers saw it should be until students reached their junior year. At 

that point teachers had more freedom, but because the students were not adequately prepared, 

much of junior and senior level English curriculum was based upon the need to “catch them up” 

to where they needed to be. English teachers were conflicted because their professional 

knowledge told them their students needed to write more consistently and needed to participate 

in more “authentic literacy” practices, yet because of the pressures of standardized testing, they 

were afraid to veer away from test prep which was anything but “authentic literacy.” 

While I collected data at Monroe, the teachers were working on curricular reform and 

much of the reform focused around what they termed “authentic literacy” experiences. Dr. Prier 

told the teachers they should plan to reform the curriculum even if it seemed different from 

district curricular goals or what the other Union Hill district high schools were doing. The 

teachers all seemed excited at the prospect of “doing what makes sense” because to them this 

translated to more reading, more writing, and less test-preparation. They also felt a little nervous 

about how it would work or how it would be seen by district administration or how their students 
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would do on standardized tests. They felt empowered, yet they felt anxious when given this 

autonomy. 

Part Six: The Interaction and Overlapping of Meganarratives at Monroe High School 

To show the relationships between these meganarratives, I have followed the 

methodology suggested by Craig (2007) who portrays stories of teaching and school through 

graphics she terms “story constellations” to illustrate the layers and spatial interplay among 

shared narratives. The graphic depiction of the meganarratives of Monroe‟s English department 

(see Figure 1) shows visually where these meganarratives overlap, influence one another, or even 

swallow up other narratives. Four of the meganarratives work within the realm of and are 

affected by the fifth meganarrative of transformation. The change in the school after its 

annexation has been a narrative that determines much of how teachers and students live and act 

within the school. The meganarrative of transformation, then, affects all other narratives in some 

way. Further analysis of the interplay among and within these meganarratives will be described 

in chapter seven; however, as the meganarratives are described in the rest of this chapter, this 

story constellation will depict the scope and interplay of these shared narratives: 
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Figure 1. Story Constellation of Meganarratives of Monroe High School‟s English Department 

 

 

 

The meganarrative of transformation was clearly established in Monroe‟s English department 

and the school in general. It was such a powerful narrative and one so connected to the 

community, geography and history of the school, all other meganarratives were seen at least 

partially, if not entirely, within its frame. The meganarrative of transformation was also one that 

was in a state of flux dependent upon the history of the school and community. As it is changes, 

the narratives within its bound also would be affected by and adapted through this change.   
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The meganarrative of poverty was told as one origin of the transformation. The 

transformation of the school was necessary and indeed became an ongoing story partially 

because of the poverty of the community and the historical systemic obstacles that this poverty 

produced. At the same time, the meganarrative of poverty was not seen by many teachers as a 

story that was in flux. It was seen as a static reality independent of the school and the teachers. 

The meganarrative of poverty influenced and overlapped with the meganarrative of 

transformation; however, there was a part of this narrative situated very sturdily outside any 

narratives of school. It was seen as a story independent of the work of the school, which many 

teachers struggled to comprehend, yet one to be dealt with and overcome for the transformation 

to be successful.   

The meganarrative of relationship building was firmly situated within the meganarrative 

of transformation. This story was important in creating teacher-collaboration and leadership at 

the time of the annexation and continued to be important as the school remained within this 

transformation narrative. The relationships between teachers and students have been storied as 

integral to the transformation by showing students that the hostility of the past was no longer, 

that they were cared for and valued. This meganarrative of relationship building also overlapped 

with the poverty narrative as many teachers described their need to connect with students due to 

a deficiency in the students‟ home-lives. One example of this was when Samantha described the 

teachers at Monroe as being parents to the students; she based that description within the 

narratives of relationship building but also within the ways she storied her students‟ 

impoverished realities. This narrative of relationship building also overlapped to a smaller extent 

within the meganarrative of testing and teacher-autonomy because both of these narratives 

referenced relationships as motivating factors. Teachers described students as motivated to work, 
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to learn, and even to perform better on standardized tests when they felt secure and cared for in 

school. These feelings of care came directly from the relationships with teachers, administration 

and other students. Similarly, teachers storied their autonomy within the frame of being 

respected and cared for. They told stories of positive interdependence, where all teachers worked 

together and were supported to try new things. Their autonomy came from supportive and 

respectful relationships among each other and with their principal. 

The meganarrative of testing was a strong one that was also swallowed up partially by the 

narrative of transformation. Teachers were aware that the community, district and general public 

visualized the transformation of the school through the improvement of standardized test scores.  

While in many ways this story infuriates the teachers, they also saw this story as “a game they 

must play” or a story they must live. They did not see themselves as authors of this story, but 

instead saw this story told by those outside the school but still influencing the particular storied 

space they must work within. At times teachers seemed to participate in the telling of this story, 

and other times they did not want to take responsibility for its telling. There were not many 

instances where teachers wanted to actively resist it. With the possibility of reforming next 

year‟s curriculum, and indeed due to the meganarrative of teacher autonomy, this meganarrative 

of testing may be in flux and some restorying and resistance may play out. Allison described her 

fear of not teaching to the test next year, even though she knew that was what her students 

needed and what the reformed curriculum would demand. The interplay between the two 

meganarratives of testing and teacher autonomy could continue in conflict for the next few years 

as teachers decide how to stop playing the game or living within the story of testing by becoming 

more fully autonomous and influencial.  
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Finally, then, this meganarrative of teacher autonomy was one that may go through the 

most change as teachers view themselves as autonomous, yet this autonomy was firmly 

swallowed up by the narrative of testing which in turn is mainly couched within the narrative of 

transformation. Therefore, teachers storied themselves as autonomous; they felt they were able to 

take risks and make curricular choices. They were not however free to do this beyond the 

constraints of standardized testing. Since the test did not include writing, there was little 

substantial writing instruction until after the test was taken. Therefore the test itself was 

constraining the freshman and sophomore writing curriculum and teachers‟ autonomy to teach 

based upon their professional judgment. In the junior and senior level English classes, though the 

teachers did not have a test weighing over their heads, this narrative still affected their 

instructional autonomy because the  curricular inheritance of the testing meganarrative 

constrained what writing tasks students were prepared to undertake.  

If we look at these five meganarratives spatially, there are clearly layers and interactions 

and spaces of movement and restriction. It is within these spaces that the teachers of Monroe 

worked to prepare their students for college level writing. Through this storying and restorying, 

teachers constructed curriculum and worked with students who in turn participated in their own 

narratives. While these meganarratives established certain spaces, the spaces also provided 

allowances for independent storying. LeFebvre (1991) describes dominated space as that which 

is “closed, sterilized, emptied out”, and appropriated space as that which is “defined by the 

group, not the master” (p. 165)  In some ways these meganarratives of Monroe High School, the 

group became the master encroaching upon individual storying and affecting the movements of 

individual teachers within curricular space. Lefebvre also reminds us that systems (and the 

systemized stories of meganarratives) may seem immobile, but that is only from our habituated 
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assumptions which blind us to the places where initiative can create movement “that makes the 

edifice totter” (p. 41). It is through the smaller stories of individual teachers that we can see the 

initiative, then, where we can view the ways teacher agency truly occurs. While there were 

powerful meganarratives being told and lived out by the teachers at Monroe, there were also 

equally powerful smaller stories of agency and teacher knowledge, and these were the stories 

that created movement, adaptation and even tottering of seemingly immobile meganarratives of 

definition or constraint. 
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Chapter 5:   

Samantha’s Small Stories of Personal Relationships and Individualized Instruction 

 Connelly and Clandinin (1999) describe three interpretive devices within narrative 

inquiry. “Broadening” is seeing the general context of the storying, the bigger stories, the grand 

narratives. Their second interpretive device is what they call “burrowing”, or seeing the events 

from the perspectives of the participants. Finally there is “restorying” which portrays movement 

on teachers‟ knowledge landscapes by understanding events from teachers‟ perspectives within 

the larger narrative context. Chapter Four of this dissertation focused upon the meganarratives of 

the English department of Monroe High School and “broadened” the storied landscapes of the 

two participants, Samantha and Allison. This chapter and the next will use the interpretive 

devices of burrowing and restorying to provide different perspectives of two different storied 

accounts of preparing students for college writing at Monroe. Within these chapters, the focus 

will be not on the meganarratives of Monroe High School, but the smaller day-to-day stories of 

individual experience. The particular focus on small stories in narrative inquiry is a fairly new 

development, one that Georgakopoulou (2006) has described as “the second wave of narrative 

analysis” (p.123). Olson and Craig (2009) have described this second wave as extremely 

valuable because “small stories are lived as interpretive breaks to the canonical nature of 

meganarratives that have become frozen . . . as paradigmatic imperatives” (p. 551).  

Georgakopoulou (2006) describes these small stories as fleeting, non-canonical bits that are often 

overlooked because they do not follow the expected structure of narrative. Therefore, within 

narrative inquiry, when we focus only upon the bigger stories, the meganarratives, and ignore the 

smaller fleeting moments, we become blind to the places where actual movements are made, 
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identities are positioned and spaces are appropriated. Bamberg (2006) describes the important 

point at which we see the larger narratives and smaller stories in relation to one another: 

 It is at this juncture that we come full circle by showing how narrators position 

themselves in relation to discourses by which they are positioned. In other words, 

analyzing narratives in interaction along these lines enables us to circumvent the aporia 

of two opposing subject theories, one in which the subject is determined by preexisting 

discourses and master narratives, the other in which the subject is the only ground from 

which narratives (and selves) are constructed. (p. 145) 

Therefore, the smaller stories of Samantha and Allison portray these “narratives in interaction” 

where each teacher is empowered to truly story her teaching of writing within the contexts of the 

department‟s meganarratives. Though these smaller stories are but snapshots of their teaching, 

the snapshots will allow us to see the individual curricular decision making of writing instruction 

as it is lived within individual classrooms. 

During the eleven weeks I spent at Monroe High School, I observed Samantha‟s sixth 

hour senior-level College Prep English class one to four times per week. I observed during the 

last few months of school, and the class was made up of graduating seniors, so when I began the 

research project I imagined this class would be easing into a slower pace over the time I 

observed. That was not the case at all. Over the eleven weeks, the students worked through three 

major assignments (see appendix for assignment handouts). The first was an analytical paper 

about the novel, The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Nighttime by Mark Haddon. Samantha 

described this assignment as the most challenging of the semester, and asked students to not only 

analyze a feature of the novel but also incorporate outside sources. Following that paper, the 

students worked through two assignments simultaneously to finish out the school year. The first 
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was an individual-choice reading response assignment over a novel. The second was a written 

paper and class presentation reflecting on one‟s educational past and future aspirations (see 

appendices for assignment handouts). 

 During the weeks I observed, there was very little direct classroom instruction in 

Samantha‟s class. Any direct instruction took place on-on-one in student-teacher conferences. 

Most often the students worked at computers in the lab or library with Samantha asking them one 

by one to e-mail their drafts to her, which she would then open up on her computer and hold 

individual conferences, student by her side.  When these conferences weren‟t occurring, 

Samantha sometimes would divide the class in half, allowing half the class to work in response 

groups while she circulated around the other half, and checked in with students. Depending upon 

the needs of students, conferences could take 10-25 minutes, and while Samantha worked with 

individual students, the rest of the class worked on their assignments, busily writing, reading, 

researching on the internet, creating presentation materials, or working in peer response groups. I 

was often impressed by how engaged the students were in their work, considering they were 

seniors about to graduate in a few short weeks. I was also impressed by how riveted they were to 

Samantha‟s feedback whenever she worked with them individually. In one of her journals, 

Samantha described the management and teaching style in her college prep classroom in the 

following way:  

CPE [College Prep English] does become a much more independent environment in the 

last few months. The first semester is a more traditional setup, with more teacher-

centered instruction. I spend a lot of time modeling various skills and then allowing them 

time to independently practice those skills (analytical reading, how to edit and revise, 

transitions, etc.). Second semester is all about the application of those skills and is a more 
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self-directed/self-driven environment (well, to a certain extent - I still keep pretty close 

tabs on what they're doing and where they are with their work). 

It was interesting for me to come in at the end of the year and see how the classroom atmosphere 

had been created. The students were obviously becoming independent learners (an attribute 

Samantha told me she thought was important for college success) and though they listened 

carefully to her feedback and asked questions at times, the students engaged in their writing and 

their studies without much prodding from their teacher. Besides the study skills and independent 

learning styles Samantha imparted upon her students to get them ready for college, she also had 

specific ideas about what college writing looked like. She described her ideas about teaching 

college preparatory writing in the following ways: 

What you would be asked to do in college: research and effectively communicate what 

you‟ve learned from your research, to be able to convince someone your opinion is 

correct and these are the reasons your opinions are correct. . . those are skills of life.  

I think where we struggle with our current seniors and where we‟ll probably struggle for 

the next two years I imagine is stamina with reading and writing . . .  the ability to stick 

with revision and the ability to recognize what you are saying on the paper is not what 

you are saying in your mind. My kids today are not what I would consider college ready. 

We haven‟t had enough time with them . . . but they‟re not where the kids in two or three 

years, four years from now will be and it‟s not against them. It is what it is and it is what 

we have to deal with. They can‟t communicate effectively on paper. It‟s hit or miss. They 

don‟t know how to fight past that hesitancy or how to fight through writing. They don‟t 

know how to fight through it.  They don‟t know that all you do to pass through writer‟s 
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block is just keep writing, and I have not yet been able to get them to, all of them, to 

understand it‟s a process that you have to push through.  

These ideas of reading and writing “stamina” and “fighting through” were prominent in 

Samantha‟s pedagogy. Her common response to students in the beginning stages of writing was, 

“Just get it down on paper. Just write. We can fix it later. Just write.” Then, as promised, she 

spent generous amounts of time sitting with students one-on-one talking with them about their 

writing in class and after school. These talks took place at the computer where she wrote out 

their discussions into the students‟ own drafts. When she responded to drafts outside of 

conferencing, she also spent vast amounts of time pouring over the writing and writing notes and 

modeling strategies for students within their own texts. She said she wanted to show her students 

that writing is hard work, and revision is a huge part of writing. She explained that though she 

had taken many courses on composition and writing instruction at three different universities, she 

learned much of what she knew about teaching writing through her own experiences as a writer. 

She saw her instructional methodology as a way of modeling, of showing students this is how a 

writer thinks through her draft, and this is the sort of decision-making that occurs in the revision 

process.  

 Besides teaching the experiences of process writing and knowing the scholarship in the 

teaching of writing, Samantha spent a lot of time getting to know her students personally. She 

came to know who they were as people and as writers. Through this understanding, she knew 

each student‟s strengths and weaknesses and how each student responded to her conferences. 

After watching many of these writing conferences, it became clear that she tailored each 

conference to her students‟ writing needs, but also their personalities. Some students received a 

quiet voice and supportive encouragement to work harder. Other students were praised 
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boisterously and then given very directive instructions in how to improve their drafts. Still other 

students received questions and were allowed to answer these and find their own way. These 

movements from one student‟s needs to another would change so smoothly and quickly within 

the course of one class period, I was enthralled at how masterfully Samantha could “read” each 

student, and respond so precisely to their current writerly needs.  In one interview, Samantha 

described with great confidence that she knew her students and she knew the scholarship, and her 

instruction was based where those two realms of knowledge meet: 

I trust my own voice . . . I am much better about taking other peoples‟ input and putting it 

in the context of how I know my kids and what I think is best for my kids. I value my co-

workers‟ opinions, but at the end of the day, especially at this point on the year – April, I 

know my kids. I know what they‟re capable of. I know their attitudes. I know my kids. I 

know what best to do for them. I know perhaps better than some people what knowledge 

you need for the workforce . . . and it‟s not an instinct; I don‟t do anything on instinct. I 

think about it. I‟ve done the research. I‟ve read the articles. I stay current on what‟s going 

on. I‟ve worked in the real world. I know people who work in the real world. I know 

college admissions directors. I know what they need. I trust that I know what they need 

and I trust myself more that I know how to get them there. 

I was always struck by Samantha‟s confidence, yet her willingness to admit mistakes and to take 

risks. She shared with me stories of times she made mistakes in the past, and said she was 

thankful for those opportunities because they made her a better teacher. She described her earlier 

years teaching as years where she carried “a chip on her shoulder” when she said she “distrusted 

my own voice.” Her earlier years she felt defensive because she was a Central City teacher, and 

she was teaching English even though her degree was in political science, and she spent the 
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beginning of her career in the business world. There was a part of her that felt she needed to 

prove something to somebody. During the study however, she described having been through a 

transformation over the last few years, and she began to see herself as possessing valuable 

professional knowledge and the expertise to accurately judge what her students needed, why and 

when they needed it, and the best way to provide it for them. Part of this knowledge came from 

her coursework in education. Part of it came from her experiences, especially the mistakes and 

failures she described. She was also proud of the collaboration with her colleagues at Monroe 

and viewed this network as evidence of her expertise as well: 

What we want them [students] to have is what we believe they need. That belief is not 

generated by teddy bears and unicorns. That belief comes from 90% of us have our 

Master‟s degrees in education. 90% of us have spent years researching what kids need, 

and we‟re well-read and well-versed and we know. We are professional teachers. We 

know what our kids need. And we also know where they are at. And we know I would 

say more than any group of teachers I‟ve ever seen -- even my friends who are teachers 

[at other schools]. I know my kids. I know. 

 Over and over again in our interviews and informal conversations Samantha reiterated 

her belief that she knew her students, and this was an important attribute of her teaching and her 

personal identity as a teacher. This importance of Samantha knowing her students was clearly 

evident in the way she taught writing.  Her classes were usually flexibly organized, so students 

could work on their own at different paces and in different ways. She provided options and 

choices but still expected them to reach a similar goal by the end of the class. She also constantly 

circulated around the room and checked in on students, giving them personal attention, 

directions, assistance and encouragement while the rest of the class worked independently. I 
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often felt tired watching her as she constantly moved around the room, or had a steady stream of 

students come to her desk for individual conferences. 

 For example, on one of the days I observed, Samantha told her students they were 

supposed to work on their analysis/research paper in the computer lab, but as they did so, they 

were given the following options: they were allowed to finish research on-line; they were 

allowed to go back to their novel and find passages they could integrate into their writing; they 

were allowed to print off information from the internet; they were allowed to get started on their 

rough drafts. Samantha said that everyone should have a rough draft started by the end of the 

class period, and she wanted them to e-mail their drafts to her at the end of the day so she could 

see where they were going. These students were seniors, and it seemed they were at various skill 

levels and motivation levels, so it also seemed to make sense to give them options. I also saw 

that knowing students well allowed Samantha to engage with each student effectively while 

allowing this freedom. She was able to push the ones who needed pushing, encourage those who 

needed support, and give specific directives to others. This teaching methodology worked well 

for Samantha. Her students worked hard for her, even in the last days of their senior year. They 

seemed to know exactly what was expected of them. Because students worked so closely and 

conferenced so frequently with her, they clearly understood what writing goals they were 

expected to reach. This methodology was not without its downside, however. It was exhausting. 

Samantha said to me at times that she did not know how much longer she would be able to “keep 

this up” and in one of her journals written while students were revising their analysis papers over 

The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Nighttime she wrote the following:  

My seniors are to the point where they are actually writing their papers, and all I want to 

do is slap myself for giving them a research/analysis paper. Why, you might ask? 
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Because the kids are struggling? No, not really. The reason why is totally selfish – 

teaching academic writing is a BEAST.  

 What I'm finding (pretty consistently) is that my students don't recognize when 

they have merely skimmed the surface of a topic – the most common statement I have 

heard over the past week is, "I don't know what more to write." However, when I sit 

down to go over their paper with them, I find loads of general statement and little detail 

or analysis. Once I explain, in detail, what they need to add and where, they‟re good to go 

- I get a lot of, "Oh, I get it," after I review a paper with a student, but there's the rub - I 

have to sit down and review, one on one, with each student their draft.  

 Maybe there is a more efficient/effective method of teaching academic writing, 

but my gut says probably not. I learned how to write over many years and based on the 

comments I received back from my professors, and research consistently say that to get 

better at writing kids need practice and guidance, so that's what I'm doing. It's just such a 

time-killer.   

 In order to show the ways that Samantha worked with her students individually, I am 

going to tell the small stories of her interactions with two particular students over time. It is 

important to note that these two students and their interactions with Samantha were not unusual, 

nor did they receive more or less attention than other students. Samantha did not have unusually 

close relationships with these two students. They were just two of the over one hundred students 

Samantha worked with, so it is important to keep in mind that these small stories are but two 

strands in the hundreds that made up Samantha‟s teaching. Her professional knowledge was an 

intricate weaving of these threads, knowing what her students needed at particular moments to 

become better and more confident writers. It is through these small stories that we can see her 
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knowledge of student needs. We can see where she taught writing skills within the context of 

individual personal relationships with her students. We can observe how she provided particular 

writing experiences for her students based upon their own personalities and skill levels. 

 As Samantha told me in one of our interviews, she felt that her teaching “is a lot like 

triage.” Each day she had to judge what each student needed at that moment, who she had not 

spent time with lately, and who needed her the most. The stories of Samantha‟s interactions with 

these two particular students were selected to illustrate stories of her individualized instruction 

because they are representative, not because they particularly stand out as unique. Before 

creating the narratives, I created a list of 5 students that were present through my classroom 

observation notes and also in Samantha‟s journals and interviews. I sat down after school with 

Samantha and asked her to list the students she thought would be good portrayals of her 

instruction. We also talked about how she felt describing different students‟ writing. We 

compared her list and my list and negotiated and decided to collaborate on the storying of her 

teaching of two students in her sixth hour College Prep English, Tina and Trent. We talked about 

these two students, and Samantha shared the things that stood out to her about each one. I then 

created the stories based upon our conversations, my observation field notes, interview 

transcripts and Samantha‟s journals. I shared rough drafts of my narratives of Tina and Trent 

with Samantha and she provided ideas for additions and revisions. In this way, the storying was 

collaborative depiction of the narratives. Samantha‟s voice was storied to be more prominent 

within the narratives; her perspective was the most important one in this storying because here is 

where we can better observe how her interactions with students depicted her teaching 

methodology and philosophy. 
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Stories of Samantha Teaching Tina 

 Students have just turned in their papers over The Curious Incident of the Dog in the 

Nighttime, and they seem a bit tired, but still cheerful. The class began by heading to the library 

to check out books for their last novel reading-response assignment. Samantha told me that this 

will be a more easy-going day because they have worked really hard to get their papers done. 

When we return from the library, students have the choice of reading their novels or 

brainstorming ideas for their final paper/presentation reflection upon their education and future 

goals. Most students begin reading at their desks. Two girls, Shawna and Tina sit right in front of 

me, and they pull their desks together so they are touching. Shawna is African-American and 

wears an orange t-shirt and jeans that are ripped in a way that frames the large tattoo on her right 

thigh. She wears glasses and has heavy reddish-gold highlights streaking her long, straightened 

hair.  Tina is white. She wears a bright red warm-up jacket and jeans. She has black curly hair 

that is pulled tightly into a high ponytail. She wears large gold hoop earrings and a lot of eye 

make-up. As we walked from the library to the classroom, I chatted with the girls about the 

books they checked out, and they told me that they are both going to attend a local university in 

the fall. They seem excited and happy, and they say they want to take all their classes together. 

Both girls have picked out Young Adult “chick lit.” The covers of their paperback novels have 

images of African American couples or groups of teen-aged girls of varied ethnicities and the 

two girls excitedly tell me about the books they are reading and how great these particular 

authors are. 

 After students get settled in their desks and begin writing or reading, Samantha calls them 

up to her desk one at a time to conference about their grades and what they need to accomplish 

before the end of the year.  Some students are in danger of failing and therefore not graduating 
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because of missed assignments. Tina is called up to the desk and handed a computer print-out of 

her grades, and Samantha tells her that her grade is bad because she hasn‟t turned in the last 

paper and she missed a bunch of quizzes. She asks her when she can come in and make up the 

work. After school? No, Tina has to work. Samantha asks her if she has to come for Saturday 

school and Tina does, so Samantha gleefully says, “Great, you can do all of this then. I will tell 

Ms. Manning that you have these quizzes and a paper to write and a book to read. You can get it 

all done then!”   

         When Tina comes back to her desk, she plops down and whispers sadly to Shawna. Shawna 

whispers back. The girls go back to their novels and soon begin chatting about what they are 

reading, trading books and pointing out passages the other should read. Shawna laughs at her 

book and then whispers to Tina, “Read this. Read what she says here.” 

        “I‟d beat my child if she said that to me” says Tina 

         Samantha stops talking to the student who is conferencing with at her desk, looks at the 

girls and shouts, “Chit-chatty people, zip it!” Shawna and Tina quiet down for a moment and 

then Shawna asks Tina if she‟s read Indigo Summers – an earlier book in the series she is reading 

now. Tina says no, and then Shawna tells her a little about it and they go back to reading again. 

After a while, Shawna shows Tina another part of her book and they whisper about how “that 

man wouldn‟t be living there if it were me.”   

        “I know!” says Tina. Samantha asks the girls to quiet down a couple more times before the 

bell rings. After class I mention to Samantha that the whole time the girls were talking, they were 

discussing and sharing the books they were reading. Samantha says they always tell her they are 

just talking about their books, but she never knows if she should believe them or not, and she 

smiles and says, “That‟s good to know. That‟s good.” 
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Five days later 

 Samantha says: “Everyone on either Thursday or today has received their current 

progress report, so you all know what you need to do to pass senior English.” Today, students are 

again working at their desks and Samantha says they can come up and share drafts or talk about 

their ideas for their papers, but they should all be writing or reading during class. A few minutes 

into class, Tina brings her laptop up to Samantha‟s desk. After reading, Samantha says, “Do me a 

favor, separate your elementary, middle, and high school into separate paragraphs. Also – I get 

your voice. I know you, so I get it, but other people might not. So you‟re leaving things out, but I 

want you to go back and fill in the holes.” Samantha quietly points out several particular places 

where Tina needs to add more explanation or details then says, “But I can definitely hear your 

voice, Tina!” Tina practically prances back to her desk and gets back to writing. 

Three days later 

 The class is in the computer lab in the library, so students can either write their reflective 

papers or create accompanying PowerPoint presentations. Samantha says to the class, “I‟m going 

to print out a sign-up sheet for next week‟s presentations, and everyone needs to sign up before 

you leave today.” She sits at a computer next to Tina to print the sign-up sheet. Tina leans over 

and begins quietly talking to Samantha, whispering a long story about what is going on with her 

family. Samantha looks straight at the computer screen and occasionally up at the trophy case 

that is on the wall above the computers, and I am not sure if she is listening to Tina or not. After 

asking later about this incident, Samantha told me that since her back was to the majority of the 

class while talking with Tina, she was watching the rest of the class in the reflection of the 

computer screen or trophy case, to make sure everyone was working. When Tina pauses for a 

moment, Samantha rises from the computer, walks to the printer and brings over the sign-up 
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sheet. She tells students again that they need to sign up for their presentations next week. She 

sets the sign-up sheet on a table in the middle of the computer lab, and a bunch of students gather 

around it to sign up for the best times. 

 Samantha sits back down next to Tina, leans towards her and says quietly, “This is one of 

those moments where you have to learn to work through this situation without losing yourself in 

the situation . . . The problems are never going to go away. There will always be something, but 

it is going to get easier. You have good coping skills. You are doing good. You haven‟t told 

anyone off. You haven‟t hit anyone. You haven‟t put your fist through a wall. You are here in 

school today.”  

 Tina whispers more to Samantha about her dad.  

 Samantha says, “Here‟s the other kicker, your life is not controlled by their lives. That is 

the hard part. You have to kind of let go and realize that their choices are not your choices and 

that will get easier as you get older and you have more of your own life.” Tina continues to talk 

to her and they continue a quiet conversation while other students work on their presentations. 

Tina finally begins to smile a little. Samantha says, “I want you to be successful in life.” and 

gives Tina a long hug and rubs her shoulders while Tina leans against her, quietly crying. 

Meanwhile, the other students continue to work diligently at their computers, and I wonder how 

many of them either see or sense that Samantha is helping a distraught classmate. 

 After a while, Samantha says, “Do you want to go to the restroom?” Tina whispers, nods, 

and then gets up and walks out of the room. No one seems to notice or be surprised or bothered 

by her departure or tears. 

One week later 
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 It is the last day of class for the seniors, and Tina is the third presentation. Instead of a 

PowerPoint presentation, she has made a poster with very fancy cursive writing, glitter and 

sparkly ink.  She describes her education, and like many of the students in this class, she attended 

a number of schools – five in all. She wants to be a nurse and says she would like to just have a 

simple life and be remembered as a fun grandma and a loving mother and someone who would 

put a smile on someone‟s face and who would give to the poor.  

 Tina is enrolled to begin fall semester at a local four year university. Samantha recalled 

when she met Tina her freshman year and Tina told her, “I want to go to college; Ms Wisemann, 

help me go to college.” I asked Samantha if she feels Tina is prepared for college-level writing, 

and she replied, “No, she‟ll be totally overwhelmed at first, but I think she‟ll be O.K. in the end. 

She‟ll bounce. She‟s got that kind of personality. She‟ll bounce.” 

Stories of Samantha Teaching Trent 

 Samantha has been conferencing with students regarding the rough drafts of their papers 

analyzing The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Nighttime. The computer labs at the school are 

all being used for standardized testing, so Samantha has brought her students to the library to 

work on computers there. Samantha spends the first 20 minutes of class with one female student, 

looking very carefully at the ways she could revise and reorganize her paper. When they have 

finished their conference, Samantha shouts, “Trent, you‟re up!” and she asks Trent to e-mail her 

his paper and then come over to her desk. Trent is white with short brown hair and a silver 

earring. He wears a grey t-shirt and black pants. When she pulls up his paper on the computer 

screen, I can see there are only two short paragraphs written. She says “Trent! Why!?” and Trent 

says something quietly. She interrupts him after a while and says loudly, “Stop it! Stop it, 

because you are being a little bit melodramatic and it‟s not getting you anywhere, and I think you 
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have a mental block, and you are telling yourself you can‟t do it and so you can‟t. Does that 

sound accurate?”  

 Trent whispers to her. 

 “You say you can‟t write, but you have all year, so what‟s. . .” 

 Trent whispers to her. 

 “So walk me through what‟s going through your mind when you sit down to write . . .” 

 Trent whispers. 

 “Can you do me a favor, and take that worrying about making it look nice and take it out 

of the equation and just try to get your ideas on paper? For today I just want you to put your 

thoughts on paper. Making it fit the scope of the assignment and making it look good, you have 

to be a really, really, really good writer to be able to do it all at once, and I‟m not even there. It‟s 

a process. Focus on just getting your thoughts on paper and then we can sit down and say – „Oh 

look these ideas look like they fit together and we can cut and paste these.‟ In the revision 

process we can say, „We can group this stuff together to make one cohesive paragraph.‟ But now 

just get something down we can work with. Now, can you tell me what you think I am telling 

you to do?” 

 Trent whispers again. 

 “Can you tell me your thoughts about doing it? Don‟t filter; just say it.” 

 Trent whispers. 

 Then they have a conversation about how the author portrays an autistic character and 

how autism is represented in Trent‟s research. And Samantha says, “Do you realize you just said 

everything you need for a 15 page paper? Stop worrying about making gibberish! If it pops in 

your head, type it. Those things you just said . . . just type it. I can‟t really help you until I have 
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something to work on with you.” This conference takes about ten minutes, and Trent goes back 

to his computer to write, and Samantha calls another student up to her desk. Later, Samantha 

wrote a reflection on this conference and said the following about Trent and his writing: 

When I conferenced with Trent over his paper, he kept going on about how he was 

worried it didn't look right. I think that was fifty-fifty B.S. and truth. He does overly 

worry about making things look right, but it's also a stalling tactic - he convinces himself 

he can't do it so he doesn't try. Mollycoddling only works with Trent to a certain extent - 

after that, you sort of have to kick him in the butt to get him going. His final paper was 

okay - not stellar, but a good effort. 

Two weeks later 

 Students are working in the computer lab either writing their papers or working on their 

presentations. Trent is talking with Samantha about his plan for his final paper and presentation. 

He wants to write an obituary for his final reflection assignment. Before talking to Samantha, he 

has been searching the internet and looking at images of gravestones for the last 10 minutes. 

Samantha says, “But don‟t you want to write in first person? This is one of the only times you 

can write with an „I‟ voice.”  

 And he says, “but it‟s original!”   

 “OK, but don‟t let it get too dark and don‟t gloss over the details like they do in some 

obituaries.” I can tell that Samantha does not like his idea, but Trent seems so excited and proud 

of it, she allows him to go ahead.  At the end of class, he shows her what he‟s written, and she 

says, “Just focus on your life, not on your death. This is not supposed to be dark. Focus on your 

life.”  
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 He tells her not to worry, and then calls, “I love you Ms. Wisemann” as he walks out of 

the room.  

 Samantha says back, a little wearily, “I love you too, Trent.” And later she describes how 

uncomfortable she feels when male students tell her they love her. She says it seems too cold to 

just say, “thanks,” but saying “I love you” in response feels awkward, too. 

Nine days later 

 It is the seniors‟ last day of classes. When I arrive, students are excited but not out of 

control. A few students are getting ready to give their presentations. Students joke about whether 

they are going to cry or not. Trent is the first presenter and as promised, he has written his 

presentation as an obituary. He talks softly and seriously as if he is at a memorial service and 

they are all in mourning, and he talks about himself in third person. He pretends to be standing in 

front of everyone sometime in the future announcing his death and eulogizing himself. The life 

he describes for himself includes majoring in secondary education and teaching woodworking at 

Monroe High School, and living in an apartment across the street from the school. He also wants 

to become scoutmaster of his Boy Scout troop. He says he will always be remembered as a 

family man, a good father and husband. Several other students give their presentations, and 

students are riveted hearing about their classmates‟ pasts and future goals.  When the bell rings, 

Trent tells Samantha that he wants to stop by and see her tomorrow even though seniors don‟t 

have classes, and he says, “I love you Ms. Wisemann.” There is a crowd of students around her 

desk, asking her to sign yearbooks, and Samantha looks up and tells Trent that she loves him too, 

and he walks out the door. Samantha wrote in her journal, “When Trent told me he was going to 

write an obituary, it worried me because I wasn't sure where he was going with it or how the kids 

would react. Trent is incredibly sensitive and a bit on the depressed side, so I was worried about 
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his mental state. That's why I kept stressing that he needed to focus on the life, not the death.” 

However, she felt satisfied with his final paper and presentation which were melancholy, but not 

“dark.”  

Thinking Through Stories of Teaching Tina and Travis 

 Samantha‟s pedagogy focused around giving her students both the skills and the 

experiences she believed would benefit them in college. The first semester of her class was very 

teacher centered she said, and then in the second semester she wanted students to work more 

independently. She often talked about how she was trying to teach students to “push through” the 

challenges of writing and to advocate for themselves. She talked often in class about the purpose 

of a writing center on college campuses. She held after school “office hours” and announced 

those each week. She did this in order to help her students get used to going to see their 

instructors outside of class for help. She believed many of her students will need this extra help 

when they go to college, and the ones who can advocate for themselves and search out assistance 

will be the ones who can succeed. As described previously, Samantha felt her students did not 

have enough writing practice in their high school years. She was concerned that they did not 

have all the skills they need. In one of our interviews, she listed some of the skills she knew they 

had. They knew what a thesis was, most of them understood how to do research and cite their 

sources. They knew how to set up an argument and analyze though many needed help moving 

beyond the superficial. They needed help with organization sometimes. Mostly, though, 

Samantha described that her students just had trouble “getting what is in their heads down onto 

paper” and she worked with them in her conferences asking them to “talk through their writing” 

as a form of pre-writing. This “talking through” allowed them to hear their ideas and then, 

Samantha believed, they would have the confidence to start putting it down on the paper. 
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 When she described her students and whether they would succeed in a college 

composition course, she talked more about their levels of perseverance and work ethic and 

resilience and confidence. She discussed their skill level only when pushed to do so, and even 

then she began to talk about skill level and then veered off onto topics of motivation and 

perseverance. This was likely portrayed her concern that they haven‟t had the time to get all the 

skills they needed, but also it was firmly based upon her view that writing is a process that is 

both independent and social. It is something that needs to be worked through, that takes 

persistence and work. If students did not have the skills because of their poverty or because of 

the restrictions standardized testing presents, then she would provide experiences  that would 

help them “push through, to fight through” and continue working and improving, so their 

persistence alone would hopefully help them overcome the odds. At the end of our last interview, 

I asked Samantha why, whenever I asked her how prepared her students would be for college 

writing, she described personality or character traits instead of their writing skills. Her answer 

was telling because it not only portrayed how she saw her students but how she saw the 

experience of college: 

Even if you struggle with writing, if you have those skills – persevering and working 

through something and not giving up, I think that you will advocate for yourself. You‟ll 

find that writing lab. You‟ll go to your professor. You‟ll ask other students. You‟ll build 

that support system . . . The skills you can teach and teach and teach and teach, but if you 

don‟t have that determination it doesn‟t matter how much we teach you the skills. You‟re 

not going to learn. College is just about perseverance. It‟s about pushing through that last 

all-nighter and studying for that exam. It‟s about showing up to class and taking the notes 
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and if you can‟t take notes fast enough, getting a recorder, and if that doesn‟t work, 

meeting with the professor. It‟s a marathon. It‟s not a mensa quiz. 

When asked to evaluate her own teaching of writing this year, Samantha gave herself a 75-80%, 

and said she is going to have her students read and write even more next year. She has learned 

this year that students need more practice analyzing and incorporating multiple outside sources 

into their writing. Though she did not describe it, I have no doubts that one thing Samantha will 

continue to do next year is work hard to know her students personally and find out where each 

one is, pushing them to become advocates for themselves and preparing those who desire it to 

train for their own marathons. She will show students like Tina that they can have control over 

their own destinies, they are strong and have a voice, and the details and the stories matter, and 

they should be shared. She will show students like Trent that sometimes it is important to push 

through your doubt and just get it on paper, and often the focus is what makes the difference. 

Samantha‟s teaching of writing, for better or worse is focused upon individual students and her 

stories of those students. Their needs, their histories, their personalities are what matter to her. 

The skills can be taught by anyone, but her place in the classroom is to connect skills to 

individual students‟ motivation to help them experience what it is like to fight through and move 

further than they thought they could. 
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Chapter 6: 

Allison’s Stories of Identity, Community, Resourcefulness and Testing 

The spontaneity of small moments in teaching can be the pinpoints where teacher 

knowledge identity and agency become most visible. Allison‟s small stories are not only 

pinpoints, but turning points illustrating her identity as a writing teacher. Without looking closely 

for these pinpoints, it is easy to merely see the larger shared meganarratives and fail to 

acknowledge where the movements or tensions of individual identity formation within these 

meganarratives may lie. Olson and Craig (2009) describe the hidden nature of small stories as 

appearing “in the cracks” or “in the shadows” (p. 549) of larger powerful meganarratives of 

educational policy: “small stories intimately experienced by people in relationship typically do 

not get attended to because narratives with mega-plot lines devised by others and routinely 

accepted by ourselves in the daily conduct of our lives tend to take precedence” (p.549). And yet, 

as Bamberg and Georgakopoulou (2008) have shown, here in the often overlooked small stories 

individuals orient themselves within the larger narratives. Individuals become subjects within the 

stories as they find ways to story themselves into the controlling meganarratives already at work. 

Moreover, through these small stories, researchers can conceptualize the idea of identity as in 

flux and in relationship with small stories as “sites of engagement where identities are 

continuously practiced and tested out” (Bamberg & Georgakopoulou, 2008, p. 379). Bamberg 

and Georgakopoulou also point out that because small stories can be viewed as a way individuals 

create their own narrative positioning, these small stories often work in opposition to the 

traditional narrative progression of a temporal plot-line, or a problem-to-solution structure. Small 

stories of identity work can show movement and the makings of identities within larger narrative 

structures because they are somewhat independent of the temporal or other structural 
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understandings of traditional storying. In fact, since small stories can be portrayals of 

relationships in flux, they can often appear to be „about nothing‟ yet still be useful: “people use 

small stories in their interactive engagements to construct a sense of who they are, while big 

story research analyzes the stories as representations of world and identities” (Bamberg & 

Georgakopoulou, 2008, p. 382). 

 Allison‟s small stories show how she constructed her identity as a teacher in the midst of 

pressures of standardized testing and poverty and through meganarratives of transformation, 

relationship building, and teacher autonomy.  Like Samantha‟s small stories, Allison‟s small 

stories of teaching also took place across time. Allison‟s stories however did not depend upon the 

temporal as much as Samantha‟s strings of individual student stories. Allison‟s stories were 

positioned more within relationships than within time, and these various relationships: with 

students, with her principal, with the community all affected her teaching identity. At times these 

small stories showed how relationships within the meganarratives created pedagogical pressures. 

These pressures in turn affected Allison‟s identity and positioning within the meganarratives. 

She storied herself as in conflict, yet also very much in control of her classroom and how she 

guided her students. She often required her students to question their assumptions, and she too 

questioned her own placement and identity within the larger meganarratives at Monroe. 

 In her junior level AP Composition and Language course, Allison‟s content focused 

around current political and social issues and allowed space for students to debate and critically 

think about their positions on those issues. Allison expected students to read complex texts and 

then in writing integrate sometimes contrasting sources into their own experiences and opinions.   

She would say things like: “Don‟t fake read. Remember to ask questions, infer, engage with what 

you are reading. If you don‟t, you are wasting your time!” and she taught her students how to 
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annotate texts and how to take effective notes that would oblige them to engage with what they 

were reading. She believed that this sort of close reading would help her students think through 

what they would later discuss and then write about. This careful and close reading would help 

them as writers because it would serve as a sort of pre-writing; it would also help students better 

understand how writers create a particular effect, how they construct their arguments and how 

their voices are developed. Allison described her understanding of college level writing as: 

college writing is longer formal writing usually . . . It‟s argumentative for the most part 

and it‟s well-supported . . . and it needs to be clear. . . it needs to not sound like a book 

report . . . you need critical thinking. . . You need to know how to locate the most 

important information in a text. You need to be able to think and consider other 

perspectives and see how they mesh with your own world . . . You need to be able to cite 

your sources; I don‟t think that‟s the most important thing about college writing but 

definitely a college standard. You have to have a good thesis. You got to have an 

argument. 

 However, she regularly pointed out that good writing is good writing, and the skills and 

experiences needed to write well in college were the same skills and experiences needed to write 

well in life. Allison once said to me that she did not consider writing-for-college as a goal any 

more than she envisioned writing-for-junior-year-in–high-school as a goal. “I‟m just calling it 

quality writing.” When asked to describe what she saw as “quality writing” in more detail, 

Allison said, “I want them to grow and to push themselves and see themselves in new ways 

through their writing . . . even though I think that‟s kind of dangerous sometimes.” And then she 

went on to describe how she expected her students‟ writing to be well-focused, high interest, 

organized, well-supported argumentation that “sounds like the person” who wrote it. She said, “I 
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want to hear my students when they write,” and spoke frequently about voice and authentic style 

and vocabulary. She always connected these writing skills to real-world situations which 

extended beyond the college or high school classroom. She also tried to balance these skills with 

experiences that were more expressive: 

I don‟t want your child‟s teacher to judge your child because of the way you write an e-

mail.  I think about how they‟re going to have to write on job applications or they‟re 

going to have to write cover letters and . . . can you make yourself sound as intelligent as 

you are? I want it to be real world applicable. I don‟t want it to be journals and graded 

poetry. That‟s great. There‟s nothing wrong with that, but if your other ideas don‟t make 

sense, I mean there are very few jobs if any that say, you know, write me a 50 line poem; 

use seven literary techniques. Go! You know it‟s just, that‟s not real world, but it‟s also 

important for them to know how to do that because it‟s good for the soul. And I feel that 

school needs to educate kids in both ways. We need to give them the skills for the real 

world because of course we want them to be successful, but I also want them to be good 

human beings and to feel good about who they are, so I try, I do try to balance it. I 

promise. 

Allison took pride in a story she told of spearheading a school-wide poetry slam earlier in the 

year during which every single student at Monroe wrote and performed an original poem. She 

believed this experience showed students the value of their individual voices and their particular 

stories and ideas. At the same time, she often directed students to write for less expressive 

purposes.  

 While Samantha‟s class was focused around individualized instruction, Allison‟s AP 

class was organized as a community of writers. Her class regularly worked in a circle, or in small 
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writing groups. The whole time I observed Allison, there was never a class period in which the 

mode of instruction was teacher-centered. Students learned through reading, writing, discussing 

and presenting their ideas to others. A normal class period would include Allison asking students 

to do some writing, some reading and annotating, then they would usually discuss their reading 

and writing – either as a whole class or in small groups. When they read or discussed, she would 

often stop the class and say, “Okay, let‟s stop here. Check in on your thinking now.” And with 

that cue, students knew they were supposed to write a short paragraph reflection about what was 

going through their minds as they read or listened to a discussion. Sometimes Allison would ask 

students to share these, and sometimes she would not. She talked to her students often about the 

problems with “fake listening” and “fake reading” and as she ran her class, she carefully watched 

what was happening to make sure that all students were actively engaged. 

Allison‟s professional knowledge was vividly portrayed through the ways she planned 

her assignments as well. She worked to provide reading and writing assignments that were 

connected to current issues her students found important, yet she also worked to stretch them so 

they experienced these issues from other perspectives.  During the three months of data 

collection, Allison had students read and write about gender issues, wealth and class issues and 

issues surrounding war and terrorism (see appendix for assignment sheets and classroom 

handouts). She wanted her students to be educated about current events and also participate in 

and critique some of the assumptions they made. In order to do this, her class had to be a 

community. It had to be a safe place where her conservative Mormon student with a very 

traditional religious upbringing could share his point of view with an atheist lesbian sitting across 

the room, and neither one would feel threatened or insulted. 
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Each summer, the English teachers at Monroe gave their students a summer reading 

assignment. While I observed, Allison revised her summer reading assignment and looked for 

new books to include for her AP students (see appendix for summer reading assignment). Her 

choices of books show how carefully she tried to select non-fiction books that would appeal to 

her students while providing them with new perspectives. Her book choices were also for the 

most part very upbeat and encouraging. She knew some of her students came from very 

conservative religious backgrounds. Some of them came from tragic poverty, and she worked to 

provide choices that would help them escape a little bit and also see new possibilities. While 

creating the summer assignments, the English department members also discussed among 

themselves how they would use these summer reading assignments in the fall. Some teachers 

wanted to have a large test or essay assignment the first week of class based upon the summer 

reading in order to set a tone of scholarship and rigor for the rest of the year. Allison resisted 

this, and told me that she saw the first weeks of school as critical for establishing trusting 

relationships with and among her students. She was concerned such an assignment would set her 

up in a somewhat threatening way, and she was searching for other options. In the end, she told 

her students in the assignment sheet (see appendix) that they were required to read and annotate 

two books on the list, then on a side bar, she wrote “Hint! Hint! When you come back to school 

in the fall, you will have to do some intensive writing work with these books, so don‟t blow off 

this assignment.” which left her space to meet her students, establish relationships and still use 

the reading and hold them accountable for the summer work they had done. This is a 

respresentation of how I saw Allison teach AP English. She had certain ideas about what good 

writing was and what students needed to do to become successful writers, yet she could not fully 

create her curriculum without having met or built relationships with her students. Her 
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professional knowledge was based upon judicious responses to the immediacy of what happened 

in the classroom and, like Samantha, where her content knowledge and student needs met. 

Allison‟s two small stories are both of unexpected events; they are stories of insight and 

confidence of teaching and acting spontaneously in context. Yet these are not the stories of 

impulsivity. Each small story begins as an unexpected small moment and extends into a 

momentous event with consequences that reach beyond that fleeting instant in which they 

occurred. These extensions were only possible within the context of Allison‟s professional 

wisdom. The first small story took place toward the beginning of data collection and occurred 

within a classroom observation when Allison stepped outside her lesson plan to act upon what 

she saw as students‟ immediate needs. The second small story is one of an unexpected visitor to 

Allison‟s classroom and took place also during an observation but towards the end of my time at 

Monroe High School. 

 Since I observed her during the last three months of the school year, it was clear during 

my data collection that Allison was very conscious of the looming AP exam, and she did what 

she could to prepare her students. Since this was her first year teaching AP, and the first time the 

course was offered at the school, she had little to base her expectations upon. She described 

trying to balance between trying to be encouraging and also telling her students that the reality 

was that this was a very challenging test. She gave them a practice test during the time I was 

collecting data and she wrote about this experience in one of her journals: 

On Tuesday, the guidance counselor came into our class to discuss the upcoming AP test 

with our students. He encouraged all the students to take the test if they felt ready and 

prepared to be successful on the test. When he left the room, a lot of students had 

questions about the AP exam: How long is it? How hard is it? How much reading? How 
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much writing? Do you think I can do it? I wanted students to gauge for themselves 

whether they felt adequately prepared to take the exam and so I suggested that we all take 

one AP practice test so they could see for themselves what the test would be assessing. . . 

I would give them points for giving it their best shot. And so they dug in to the test. Forty 

minutes later, we graded the test and the students discovered that they did not do as well 

as they had hoped. They were very disappointed, embarrassed, couldn't believe that they 

had done so poorly. I was not surprised that they hadn't done so well, but, as their teacher, 

I was disheartened by their reactions. One poorly taken practice AP test had enough 

power to take away their confidence and to cause them to forget how far they have 

actually come during the school year.  

This is a problem with these high-stakes tests.  Students become numbers and 

scores, not people who have the capacity to grow into intellectuals. I fail to understand 

why we have convinced ourselves that these scores are the best representation of what 

students actually "know". This is a fundamental moral and ethical dilemma that I face on 

a daily basis in teaching. It's hard to come in to school every day and teach students who 

you believe in, who you know will exceed your expectations, who you have the highest 

hopes for and tell them, "Okay, we're going to take this test. It's really important. All the 

years of courses and all your hard work come down to one four block window of time. 

Do your best job because this is what will determine your future." I find that line of 

thinking to be irresponsible and damaging.  

Allison continued to be conflicted regarding where she should position herself in regard to 

testing. Perhaps this conflict was more prominent because I was observing and interviewing in 

the spring when the testing took place; however, it was a theme that came up often in our 
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discussions. She did not want to value the test, and she did not want her students to value the test 

in ways that were “irresponsible and damaging”, yet she knew that they could not just dismiss 

the tests altogether. The AP test was not the only one that concerned Allison. The other class she 

taught was Sophomore English, and the state mandated that at the Sophomore level, all students 

take a standardized test in Language Arts in the spring in order to judge whether the school is 

achieving Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) under No Child Left Behind (NCLB). Allison‟s 

Sophomore English classes were Class Within a Class (CWC), and she described them as about 

50% special education students. Because of her students‟ skill levels, she knew she was up 

against an almost impossible challenge; she felt the pressure acutely and worked hard with 

enthusiasm and drive to help prepare these students for the test.  Though the state standardized 

test was in her sophomore English classes, Allison often described how the stress of the state test 

affected her energy level in her AP class, and she felt bad that her AP students often received 

less of her focus and effort because of the heavier pressures she felt from her sophomores‟ 

standardized testing. 

 Allison‟s small stories portray moments in her AP classroom that illustrate her values and 

identity as a teacher. They also show how she envisioned college level writing and how various 

other constraints in the school sometimes affected her instruction and her teacher-identity. I will 

describe two different stories from Allison‟s AP class.  

Allison’s Story #1 – ―Because We Live in Eastern Union Hill‖ 

 Class begins and Allison tells students they have a minute and a half to finish getting 

ready for their group presentations. Today students are presenting in small groups of three-four 

students about articles they have read regarding work, wealth and class in America. Each group 
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has created a visual aid to assist their presentation. Allison directs students to take notes while 

listening to each group‟s presentation, and they will use these notes for their upcoming papers. 

 The first group stands in front of the class and shares facts about social class and poverty 

in America. One of the group‟s presenters says “We go to Monroe and Monroe is predominantly 

poor” and he explains that one critique of his article is that the article is old and the poverty and 

homelessness is actually statistically worse today than what the article claims and that is why 

they should especially pay attention to this information. A girl asks a question to the presenters, 

“Do you think that since Monroe is predominantly poor, do you think we will be poor when we 

grow up?” 

 “Yes,” says the presenter, “statistically that‟s what this article says. Some of us will do 

better, but most will be in poverty or the working class.”  

  “That‟s really discouraging.” says the girl,  

 “Yeah, it‟s fucked up! I mean it‟s messed up. Sorry, Miss Manning. Yeah.” 

The second group stands up and shares their information regarding how poverty is hidden 

in America. A student says “the people who are poor can still buy cheaper clothes that look more 

expensive than they are, so people don‟t look like they are poor.” Another student talks about the 

drawing of a pyramid on their poster board – that there are a few who own most of the wealth but 

most people own a little. The group discusses whether or not hard work always pays off.  

The third group presents profiles of people in different socio-economic classes. Allison asks the 

group what were some of the opportunities that the first person got that the others did not 

(private school, summer camps, Ivy League college). The second profile showed that the lower 

class person did not get these opportunities. The students relate to the profile of the lower class 

individual and discuss how it seems impossible to get as far as someone who is born into money. 
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A student who is listening but not saying much blurts, “we‟re going to all become a bunch of 

socialists.” One girl puts her head down on her desk and says that she is getting really depressed. 

 The fourth group presents issues of gender and how those issues play into the matter of 

class. The discussion continues regarding luck versus hard work. One black girl who is 

presenting in this group finishes the presentation saying somewhat dispiritedly, “so, I can work 

and work and work, but no matter how hard I work, I can never work hard enough to become a 

white man.” Another presenter says, “Basically it shows who you know and where you‟re from 

is what matters.”  The fifth group discusses how class effects education and health. Students 

refer to their class as poor and how frustrating that is, that “we have very little chance to move 

further.” The mood of the class and the tone of the discussion have continued to become more 

and more negative and more students are putting their heads on their desks even while 

continuing to take notes on the presentations. Students discuss how these statistics in the various 

articles relate to their own lives. They repeatedly say the information relates to them because 

they live in Eastern Union Hill. They see themselves in the data and numbers and profiles of 

poor and working class Americans. Allison, who has been sitting at her desk, taking notes, stands 

up quickly at the end of the fifth presentation. She stops the class and wheels her desk chair to 

the center of the room where she sits down and says, “Okay, I‟m going to stop you all for a 

minute.” In a later interview, Allison stated that she stopped the class for the simple reason that 

she “just couldn‟t take it anymore”:  

I was like . . . I just . . . it was too much! I just love those kids, and I really believe in 

them. And I don‟t know if anyone else tells them that. Somebody‟s got to tell them. And 

they need to tell each other. I don‟t ever want them to walk out and feel like “the world is 

stacked against me; what‟s the point?” because nobody deserves to hear that. Seventeen-
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year-olds don‟t deserve to hear that. Forty-five-year-olds don‟t deserve . . . nobody 

deserves to hear that. And so I thought that we needed to just sit and brainstorm ways 

about how are we going to get around this. Yes, our lives are difficult and yes, things are 

going to be difficult for us in the future, but how are we going to do it? 

After stopping the class, Allison speaks in a loud voice and says that she wants to applaud and 

congratulate everyone because they did a really good job presenting and reading and thinking 

about their passages. “But,” she says, “I have to stop you because I keep hearing you say things 

like, „we live in Eastern Union Hill and there is no hope; we live in Eastern Union Hill and we 

are not going to make it; we live in Eastern Union Hill, so we won‟t be able to finish college.‟ 

And if you walk out of this classroom today feeling that way, that‟s just not okay.” She pauses 

and looks around the room at them. Students are silent and staring at Allison or looking down at 

their desks. Allison continues, “I want you to think about what things are in your control right 

now. Today! This minute.  In Eastern Union Hill. You are right, some of you come from chaos, 

some of you are poor, but I cannot, as your teacher who cares about you more than I can even 

express, let you leave this classroom thinking that you cannot finish college or move forward.”  

 The students seem shocked. The air is heavy in the classroom, and everyone is still and 

silent, staring at Allison. She talks a while longer about what she has heard them saying and how 

all of it is true but it doesn‟t have to be the whole story. “So, right now I want you to talk about 

this in your groups and see if you can identify what you do have control over. Because yes, the 

statistics are against you, but that doesn‟t mean it is impossible for you to succeed.” There is a lot 

of chatter after she tells them to discuss. After a few minutes of discussion, Allison asks them to 

share with the class. They describe the following as things they have control over that can help 

them: good grades to get scholarships, study skills to get good grades, work ethic, 
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communication skills, relationships, asking teachers and others they know for help. Allison sees 

that the class is back on track, and knows that there is one group left to present. She says, “Okay, 

we need to finish this up. Group six bring it home.” 

 The sixth group presents on how race and gender play a part in class and wealth. The 

presentation and discussion becomes depressing and sad again when they present statistics 

showing race is a detriment to success in our country. They question and critique the idea of a 

poverty line. The class discussion turns to the loss of jobs during the Reagan administration, 

attacks on welfare and the loss of production jobs. A student describes how more jobs have 

become mechanized. Another student discusses how we are competing with other countries now 

and that was different in the past. Allison stops the discussion and asks students to take out a 

piece of paper, and she asks them to write a reflection for the last ten minutes of class regarding 

the following question: Has your mind changed regarding what you need to be successful?  

Everyone writes furiously and Allison says, “Don‟t worry how long it is; just write until the bell 

rings.” 

 When Allison looks back on this story, she remembers one student in particular, the girl 

who said she could never work hard enough to be a white man. She described how she watched 

her lose hope during the presentations, and recalls the girl saying, “I just want do it [go to 

college] and it‟s so exciting and I know that I‟m smart enough, but you know my family, we 

don‟t have any money and we have so many kids and my father died and how am I ever going to 

get out of this? I just think that it‟s pointless.” And Allison said that is when something clicked 

and she knew she had to stop the class and change direction. She thought,  

Oh my gosh, you can‟t think that! It just means that you have to work harder and it just 

means that you have to go about it in different ways. I mean she‟s a black woman, so I 
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think it just hit her really hard . . . you know, she really felt disenfranchised.  So, I 

thought that it was a good place to stop, and at the end when they wrote about it, I did 

notice that a lot of them said, „I used to believe this, and I still kind of believe this, but 

now I realize that there are a lot of other things that go into it.‟ 

It was Allison‟s ability to see what was happening in her classroom, her comprehension of her 

students‟ backgrounds, dreams, and personalities that made her stop and change the course of 

this class. Her students were “doing the work” of the lesson plan perfectly, even expertly. They 

were analyzing and presenting and discussing the articles, and they were relating the information 

to their lives and synthesizing the data they heard from various sources. They were achieving the 

skills necessary. However, the work they were doing was also damaging them in a profound 

way, and Allison saw this because she knew her students. Because she trusted her wisdom and 

could assess more than just her students‟ skill levels, she was able to stop the class, change 

directions and possibly keep some students from losing hope. In this one instant, she was able to 

give her students back some of the power they saw slipping away as she demanded that they 

figure out what they did have control over in that very moment. 

Allison’s Story 2—The High-five 

 It is the Monday after standardized testing week. Earlier in the day, Allison and the other 

sophomore English teachers received their test scores and they were good, but not as good as 

they had hoped. It is a warm spring day and the windows are open in Allison‟s classroom, 

allowing a breeze and the sounds of traffic to enter into the room. The bell rings and Allison 

says, “Circle up!” and her AP students get into a circle. They are very chatty today. “You need 

your Rereading America book! And you need to pass in your essays.” The students get their 

desks organized quickly and some of them hand her papers. When everyone is situated, Allison 
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says, “What, I‟ve got four essays? These are all my essays?” Some students look sheepishly at 

her. A couple make excuses. During the past week, students read and responded to articles on 

patriotism and terrorism. As the class sits in the circle, Allison begins to lead them in a 

discussion about the death of Osama Bin Laden, finding out what they know and think about the 

event. The students share quite a bit of information, some of it accurate and some of it 

inaccurate. One student says, “Did it bother anyone that people were celebrating his death?” and 

the students begin talking about whether or not a celebration was appropriate. 

 About ten minutes into class, Dr. Prier walks in and looks around the room. Students 

notice and become quiet, and Allison raises her hand and says, “I‟m right here.” Dr. Prier walks 

through the circle and over to Allison and gives her a high five.  

 “Was it good?” Allison asks quietly 

 “It is good, don‟t you think? Aren‟t you thrilled?” he says excitedly 

 “I don‟t know, I‟d hoped it was better” 

 “Oh, but . . .” 

 “It‟s up ten percent, right?” Allison asks hopefully. 

 “Yeah, and it‟s better than one of the schools.” 

 “It is?”  

 “Uh-huh.” 

 “Which one?” Allison is now excited as well to know that their scores are higher than one 

of the other, more affluent  high schools in the district. 

 “Well, you know which one.” Obviously Dr. Prier does not want to give this information 

out in front of the students, but a student quickly shouts out the name of the school everyone was 

thinking, and the class begins to chatter happily. 
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 “Shut up! We‟re not last?!” shouts Allison, “You saw their scores? I didn‟t know that.” 

There is more laughter and chatter among the students. A student says, “Hi Dr. Prier!” wanting 

to get his attention. Dr. Prier turns his attention towards the class and says,“Hi guys!” then he 

turns his attention back to Allison, “That‟s what Susan just said. So what does that tell you?” 

 “We need to buy Scholar Island.” 

 Now Dr. Prier sounds angry, “No! No! I don‟t want you to think that‟s what it was!” 

 “I don‟t think that‟s what it was,” Allison replies softly, but not with certainty.  

 Raising his voice, Dr. Prier says, “It‟s you! The three of you!” 

 “But I think it‟s a good tool,” offers Allison  

 “Sure. It‟s one tool, one of the many tools you had.” 

 “But I think it is good for assessments as we go along.” 

 “But if everything else wasn‟t in place, it wouldn‟t make any difference, would it?” 

 “I don‟t know . . .” Allison says quietly trailing of. 

 Dr. Prier raises his voice again. “No! No, it‟s not that! That would say anybody could 

come in and do this! No! Absolutely not!” 

 “Okay, Dr. Prier” 

 “Yes! I‟m happy for you.” Dr Prier says this strongly as if he is trying to convince 

Allison she did good work, and he begins to walk toward the door. 

 “Thank you,” says Allison  

 “Thanks, guys.” Dr. Prier waves to the students  

 “Thanks, Dr. Prier,” Allison says again as he leaves. 

The interruption takes only about a minute and a half, but the implications are extreme. The 

classroom atmosphere has changed. The students just watched as their beloved principal 
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interrupted class to praise their teacher and tell them that because of her, their school‟s test 

scores are no longer the lowest in the district. The mood of the class is now focused and 

optimistic; the students seem poised to speak, to work and participate in whatever Allison 

requests of them. I was struck, as an observer, by what had happened in those few moments. 

There were messages and issues raised about testing itself, about what is good teaching, about 

what is valued in a school, about pride and insecurity. As a researcher I felt so happy for Allison 

because I knew how scared she was about the test last week, and I knew how hard she worked. I 

was thrilled that her principal did not wait to praise her after school, but instead he did it in front 

of her students, so they could be proud too. At the same time I could not help but think of the 

other teachers in another school in the district who may be getting news that they were now at 

the bottom. I hoped that some other teacher in a classroom a few miles away was not seeing 

herself as a failure because her students had scored lowest in the district. Allison reflected later 

in an interview on the interaction she had with Dr. Prier: 

He . . . really strongly doesn‟t believe we should ever interrupt class for any reason, so if 

he comes into your room or if he makes an announcement it‟s . . . a big deal. So when he 

opened the door I knew it was important and so I started to pay attention. I saw that he 

was looking for somebody, and then he looked at you like he was looking for an adult, 

and I said, “no, I‟m right here.” He came across the room with a big smile on his face, 

and that‟s not like him, you know; he‟s a really serious person. Not that he‟s not happy; 

he‟s just like that. And he was smiling and he put his hand in the air and he high-fived me 

which is really not like him because he‟s just so intense. I wasn‟t sure why he was high-

fiving me, until it dawned on me that it was because of the scores because we improved. 

But then I realized that‟s what it was for, and it felt nice to be acknowledged by him. It 
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felt good to be validated and then [later] I was in the office and he was asking me what I 

thought about the whole situation and I said . . .  I was really surprised, but I felt like they 

could have done better, and I told him that if we do this literacy stuff across the board 

that we‟ll continue to see growth like that. 

The “literacy stuff across the board” Allison spoke to Dr. Prier about were the authentic literacy 

experiences that the English department was trying to implement in their classes. Allison and 

Lily were incorporating the reading experiences and strategies into their sophomore classes, but 

were still leaving out the writing experiences because writing was not tested. This statement that 

the authentic literacy could help them “continue to see growth” showed that Allison did see 

herself and her colleagues as knowledgeable curricular developers. However, when Dr. Prier was 

in her classroom, Allison was reluctant to take credit for her students‟ success. She said it was 

because of “Scholar Island,” a computer-program that drills students and prepares them for 

standardized testing.  When I interviewed Dr. Prier, I also asked him why he decided to interrupt 

class like that to congratulate Allison for her test scores. He said the following: 

I want her and others to feel good about how hard she works and what she does and the 

impact she has on kids. I think sometimes, you remember what she said that day?. . . she 

said it was that Scholar Island stuff . . .Oh, come on! It is a test prep program that 

everybody and their mother buys around here except Union Hill. We don‟t buy it and so 

we have it on loan for a while and I just, I want her and others to know that our 

performance is directly related to what she does  . . . she works very hard and I want her 

to know that I value what she does and her thinking . . . I don‟t need to apply any more 

pressure [regarding testing]. I need to find ways to support teachers, and in some respects 

that is what I‟m trying to do with Allison. 
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Allison did feel validated by this ninety second visit. Her students also felt proud and were 

pleased to know that their teacher and their school had been successful. Dr. Prier wanted Allison 

to know that what she was doing was valued and it was much more than what a computer test 

prep program could do. This visit was unexpected for many reasons. Dr. Prier never interrupted 

class. Allison did not believe her test scores had improved enough. The visit, though will impact 

the relationship between Allison and Dr. Prier, and it may also impact the way Allison sees her 

teaching and standardized testing. Though Dr. Prier said he wanted to support Allison and he did 

not want to put pressure on teachers regarding standardized testing, I wondered if this validation 

could be seen as showing Allison and her students that when it comes down to it, the test scores 

are what matter most. However, the fact that Allison went to her principal later and said they 

need to expand more authentic literacy experiences showed that perhaps this visit could instead 

allow an opening for more extensive writing assignments. Perhaps here was an opening and a 

way to move even further from Scholar Island and other test prep curricular controls. 

Thinking through Allison’s Stories of Unanticipated Insight and Surprise 

Allison was caught between two visions of her pedagogy and this seemed to, at times, 

affect her teaching identity. She was a masterful teacher and understood the intricacies of 

running a class. She had a clear idea in her mind about what her students needed to do to become 

better writers. Allison believed a good writer was a good writer whether he was writing a college 

essay or an e-mail. Like Samantha, Allison saw clearly where her students were and what she 

must do to increase their learning. This enabled her to create lessons that appealed to her students 

in authentic ways and even enabled her to change directions without notice when she saw 

something was not working the way it should. Allison also focused not only upon her students‟ 

skills, but also their well-being.  
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There was still an underlying unease in Allison‟s teaching that came from the testing she 

dealt with. She taught AP English; therefore, part of her job was preparing her students for a 

writing test. She admitted she was uncertain about this and had done her best with no actual AP 

training and only recently acquired textbooks. Though I did not study her sophomore English 

class, that class deeply affected how she saw all of her teaching. What she did in the  sophomore 

class affected where her junior level students will be next year, so if she taught test prep over 

writing instruction, she would have a harder time preparing her juniors for the AP exam. 

However, if her sophomores did not test well, she feared she would be seen as a bad teacher, and 

she would also see herself as a bad teacher: 

And a lot of the pressure [to perform well on the test] comes from me because I‟m proud 

of what I do, and I‟m proud of these kids, and I want them to do well, and I don‟t want 

the community to look at them and be like, “That‟s still a shitty school. Those are still 

shitty kids.” That‟s the only thing that they know to judge it by! That‟s the biggest 

problem with education. Nobody is in here asking teachers and asking kids who are the 

most involved part of this whole process. Nobody asks us. We‟re just numbers.   

Though her principal did not intend to put pressure on her to teach to the test, Allison still felt it; 

sometimes this pressure manifested itself in fear of creating more meaningful curriculum and 

sometimes it manifested itself in Allison‟s concern that she would be viewed as a bad teacher.  

The pressure manifested itself in her doubts whether a test prep program was more impactful 

than her insightful attention to students‟ needs and her broad knowledge of literacy pedagogy.  

 As Allison looks to the future, she will certainly continue to negotiate her place between 

authentic literacy and standardized testing. She was already resisting and finding ways to make 

sense of these conflicting values. Next year she and her department will have more autonomy to 
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construct their curriculum and here will be the space they need to begin to truly resist the 

curricular demands that do not make sense to their students‟ lives and learning. Here Allison will 

hopefully show others that she and her students are more than numbers. She already has done 

this in small ways – with the school wide poetry slam where she described giving her students a 

voice. Through the small daily stories of knowing her students and sensing the spontaneous 

necessities of classroom life, she understood how to adapt classroom instruction based upon what 

her students need.  
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Chapter 7: 

Spaces and Stories 

The meganaratives and small stories of teaching college level writing at Monroe High 

School show us how teachers both lived and worked with larger shared meganarratives while 

simultaneously storying and restorying their work within these meganarratives. The smaller 

stories illustrate where teachers‟ identity and agency resided. Spatially, we can think of these 

narratives as plains, as layers, as a three dimensional landscape that is co-constructed through the 

living out and telling of these meganarratives and small stories. In The Production of Space, 

Lefebvre (1991) reminds us of the fluctuating and temporal nature of space, whether concrete or 

abstract:  

Visible boundaries, such as walls or enclosures in general, give rise for their part to an 

appearance of separation between spaces where in fact what exists is an ambiguous 

continuity. The space of a room, bedroom, house or garden may be cut off in a sense 

from the social space by barriers or walls, by all the signs of private property, yet still 

remain fundamentally part of that space. Nor can spaces be considered empty „mediums‟, 

in the sense of containers distinct from their contents. Produced over time, 

distinguishable yet not separable (p. 87) 

So, too, were the spaces of meganarratives within the social boundaries of Monroe High 

School‟s English department. These storied spaces were not “empty „mediums‟” wherein 

teachers produced their instruction as if within an emptied frame. They were spaces created by 

the storied lives of the inhabitants. As the stories were constructed, told and lived, the spaces 

were created, and as the spaces were created, the storying responded by subverting, reinventing, 

overlapping or conforming to the spaces. Through their stories, the teachers within this study 
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portrayed their work through complicated and sometimes conflicting layers of both visible and 

hidden curricular concerns. The research questions that guided the work of this dissertation are 

worth revisiting at this time. My original questions were:  

1. How do English teachers in urban high school envision and story their experiences 

teaching college preparatory writing? 

2. How do teachers create and define curricular spaces by their personal stories and 

experiences teaching college preparatory writing in an urban high school? In what ways 

do the storied landscapes of high school English teachers affect their day-to-day teaching 

of college preparatory writing? 

The Spatiality of Meganarratives and Small Stories 

 In order to respond to these original questions, it would make sense to look again at the 

story constellation in chapter four where we can envision Allison and Samantha‟s small stories 

within the layers of Monroe English department‟s meganarratives in order to get a perspective 

regarding where these daily small stories resided (see Figure 2).  This study utilized story 

constellations, a methodological tool created by Craig (2007), and in doing so, focused upon the 

teachers‟ telling and living of stories, and also allowed an envisioning of movements and 

overlaps and tensions among the storying: 

The strengths of the story constellations approach are its sensitivity to both teachers‟ 

developing knowledge and schools‟ shifting contexts and the way the approach enables 

researchers to follow where an unfolding story may lead. In other words, the story 

constellations approach celebrates emergent inquiry and allows teachers‟ practical 

experiences, rather than researchers‟ theoretical perspectives, to take the lead in the 

methodological dance. (p. 186) 
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 This idea of the “unfolding story” is most clearly observed when we look at Samantha 

and Allison‟s small stories in relation to the larger meganarratives within their department. The 

five meganarratives were common to all members of the English department, and they portrayed 

the larger narrative landscape within which teachers worked. These larger narratives also 

overlapped and pushed up against each other. The meganarrative of teacher autonomy, although 

a highly valued one in the school, was swallowed up by the meganarrative of testing which 

unfortunately controlled much of the writing curriculum at the school. The other meganarratives 

interacted in various ways, and the small stories of Allison and Samantha‟s classrooms were 

located in a cluster where these meganarratives overlapped. 
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Figure 2. Story Constellation of Samantha and Allison‟s Small Stories within Meganarratives 

 

 

Samantha‟s Story of Teaching Tina 

Samantha‟s Story of Teaching Trent 

Allison‟s Story of “Because we Live in Eastern Union Hill” 

Allison‟s Story of “The High-five” 

 

Samantha‟s stories focused strongly upon teacher autonomy and relationships with her 

students. These relationships were central to her teaching. As Samantha said over and over again, 

TRANSFORMATION

testing

poverty

relationship
building
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she knew her students and she knew their writing. She knew how to motivate each one; she knew 

how to move them through their individual processes of drafting and revision. Most important, 

she knew how students‟ personalities affected how they saw themselves as students and writers. 

She knew who will “bounce” or “fight through” when faced with challenging writing 

assignments in college, and for those who she sensed will do neither, she tried to provide 

experiences to show them how it can be done: how one can advocate for oneself, and how one 

can push through the challenging aspects of writing. Because Samantha had the autonomy to 

create the classroom structure she desired, she was able to develop an environment during the 

second semester where students were also fairly autonomous. Samantha could build upon her 

strong relationships with students to work closely with them on their writing, almost in the way a 

tutor or an editor may work with a writer. Samantha‟s small stories also resided within the 

meganarrative of testing because she storied her students‟ skill levels based upon their freshman 

and sophomore years of heavy test prep and the lack of substantial writing instruction. If the 

meganarrative of testing were not such a strong one within the English department curriculum, 

all the English teachers might have felt they had more control over their writing instruction -- 

that they weren‟t merely teaching to a test freshman and sophomore years or catching their 

students up from the deficit of writing instruction junior and senior years. 

Samantha‟s stories of teaching Tina were also firmly rooted in the meganarrative of 

poverty. Tina had an after school job was often unable to come in for help after school because 

of the poverty her family faced. The other more emotional issues connected with her family were 

also the result of poverty. The day Tina cried on Samantha‟s shoulder stemmed from Tina‟s 

concern that she did not think she could finish her paper because her family was crumbling and 

she did not know where she would be living in the next five days, let alone where she would be 



170 
 

able to type her papers. This type of concern is what Dr. Prier referred to over and over again in 

his interview as “obstacles of poverty” and what the teachers referred to as “chaos” stemming 

from students‟ impoverished home lives. The stories of teaching Tina dealt with Samantha‟s 

understanding of Tina‟s desire to attend college on the one hand and Tina‟s challenging home 

life and low skill level on the other. Therefore, Samantha‟s stories of teaching Tina developed at 

the epicenter of where all five of these meganarratives overlapped.  

 Samantha‟s stories of teaching Trent were very similar to those of Tina because they 

shared Samantha‟s storying of her classroom as a place of teacher autonomy and relationship 

building within the structures of testing and transformation narratives. Samantha never discussed 

Trent‟s socioeconomic status. He may have been poor, but if he was, it was not a part of his 

narrative. If he was poor, his poverty did not come into play in the ways Samantha storied, 

interacted with and taught Trent. Here, then, was an example of how the narrative of poverty 

may have been a strong one at Monroe and may have affected many interactions and experiences 

in the school; however, students were not consistently treated or storied as though they were 

impoverished or somehow lacking because of the meganarrative of poverty. Instead, the 

meganarrative was acknowledged as being present in the school, yet the meganarrative was only 

developed and fully acted upon when the need arose. Since Trent never portrayed this as a part of 

who he was, Samantha neither taught him nor interacted with him in ways that were rooted in 

responses to poverty. Instead her response to Trent was the result of his personality and academic 

skill, his melancholy state and his shy and awkward position in the classroom. Samantha‟s 

storying of teaching Trent then fell a bit off-center within the constellation, within the realms of 

transformation, testing, teacher autonomy and relationship building, yet outside of the 

meganarrative of poverty. 



171 
 

 In Allison‟s case, her stories were similar to Samantha‟s because they too were clustered 

around the center of these overlapping narratives. Allison‟s first story of changing the course of 

her lesson was like the story of Samantha teaching Tina. This narrative was firmly situated 

within all five meganarratives. Of course this narrative was situated within the narrative of 

transformation. It is also dependent upon the meganarrative of testing since Allison‟s curriculum 

in her AP class was dependent upon the restraints of standardized testing within the school. The 

meganarrative of poverty was central to this story since the main conflict of the small story was 

the students‟ grappling with the statistical implications of their own poverty and their 

questioning of what that meant to their own lives. The meganarratives of relationship building 

and teacher autonomy were what allowed Allison to understand the classroom events the way 

she did, and be able to astutely judge what she needed to do to make the lesson successful for her 

students both intellectually and mentally. If Allison had not developed personal relationships 

with her students and had not cared for them the way she did, she may have seen that they were 

doing exceptional academic work, analyzing the articles and perceptively connecting the data to 

their lives. Without the empathy of strong relationships, she may not have reached the point 

where she saw her students losing hope, where she “just couldn‟t take it anymore.” Without the 

meganarrative of teacher autonomy, she may not have trusted her professional judgment nor felt 

empowered enough to change the course of her lesson when she concluded that was what her 

students needed. 

 Allison‟s other small story is still located toward the epicenter of the meganarratives, yet 

it, like Samantha‟s story of teaching Trent, is not dependent on the meganarrative of poverty. 

When Dr. Prier interrupted Allison‟s classroom, it spoke to the meganarratives of transformation, 

relationship building, teacher autonomy, and testing. Dr. Prier in his 90 second visit to Allison‟s 
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classroom, made several points. He showed Allison that he believed in her and supported her 

teaching (not the test prep program, Scholar island). He showed that it was important that the 

students scored well on the standardized test (important enough to interrupt class). He also 

showed that it was important that Monroe did better than one of the other schools. Each of these 

points spoke to one of the meganarratives. The meganarrative of teacher autonomy was clearly 

evident because he believed in Allison‟s teaching and supported her autonomy in the classroom. 

Otherwise he would not have said in response to Allison‟s belief that a test prep program 

increased scores, “No! No, it‟s not that! That would say anybody could come in and do this!” 

The meganarrative of testing was clearly promoted in that he was interrupting class to 

congratulate Allison for raising scores. Finally the meganarrative of transformation was evident 

when Dr. Prier mentioned that they had scored better than another school in the district. This 

message was clear: not only are the scores raised higher than they were when Monroe was under 

Central City School District, but they are also higher than one of the other, more affluent high 

schools in Union Hill School District, something that will convince the district and the 

community that Monroe has effectively transformed itself from a failing school to one that is 

successful. Finally the meganarrative of relationship building was evident in the way Dr. Prier 

spoke to the students and the ways they tried to get his attention. It was also clear that Dr. Prier 

and Allison already had a close and respectful working relationship, and that part of this 

relationship necessitated Dr. Prier‟s congratulating Allison, and Allison‟s satisfaction with his 

approval. 

 Only two of the teachers‟ small stories take place within the narrative of poverty. This 

shows how the storying of the teachers at Monroe portrayed their students‟ lives in poverty, but 

this poverty did not have to be what fully defined them. The meganarrative of poverty was a 
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narrative that could be subverted or ignored at times through teachers‟ day to day workings. 

Though all these narratives took place within the overlap of testing, teacher autonomy, 

relationship building and transformation, it seemed that while teachers discussed the 

meganarrative of testing as a threat and as a constraint for what they are able to do in the 

classroom regarding writing instruction, these smaller stories show us where teachers were able 

to either grasp or relinquish their autonomy within these meganarratives. Samantha used her 

autonomy to work one on one with students in writing conferences, yet this use of her autonomy 

was exhausting and time consuming because of her large class sizes, and she was not sure how 

much longer she would be able to continue that sort of instruction. Allison at times embraced her 

autonomy as in the story when she abruptly stops and changes the direction of her class lesson. 

She was able to do this because she had the freedom to base her teaching upon her professional 

judgment of her students‟ needs. At the same time, Allison struggled with the relinquishing of 

her autonomy when she described students‟ success on standardized testing due to a 

computerized test prep program, not her own understanding of student needs. 

Following Henri Lefebvre‟s theories of spatiality, the meganarratives and small stories of 

Monroe High School created professional spaces for teachers‟ living and working. The spaces 

also then created the stories and there ensued a continual interplay among storying and space and 

movement through space and the stories of movement and restriction. The small stories of 

Allison and Samantha show us that the teaching of writing at Monroe High School is controlled 

by powerful narratives. Because the standardized testing is so important, the entire writing 

curriculum is affected by what is tested. At the same time, part of the meganarrative of 

transformation portrayed Monroe as preparing students for college level writing. The only 

classes students could take were college prep English or AP/pre-AP English. These conflicting 
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storylines placed acute pressures on teachers because the raising of test scores was a goal in 

complete opposition to preparing students for college writing. In order to deal with these 

pressures, Samantha and Allison worked hard to create strong relationships with students, and 

focused on motivation and other experiences that would prepare students for college. The skills 

were not always the center of these teachers‟ curriculum. The skills came, but through a focus on 

motivation, relationships and perseverance. Since no writing was on the test, writing was not 

taught it any substantial way until the last month of the sophomore year and then the junior and 

senior college prep and AP English classes had to be more accelerated as teachers felt the need to 

make up for the deficit of writing instruction they described. Besides this feeling of catching up 

in junior and senior year, there were also concerns that students who might not be able to achieve 

the necessary academic skills could at least be able to achieve certain social skills or personality 

traits. In Samantha‟s senior college prep class for example, she saw that a number of her students 

were not academically prepared to write in college, so to make up for this she tried to instill 

certain habits or traits such as perseverance and self-advocacy to help her students succeed in a 

college setting.   

 Lefebvre describes movements through spatiality in terms of liquidity: “Great 

movements, vast rhythms, immense waves – these all collide and „interfere‟ with one another; 

lesser movements on the other hand, interpenetrate” (p. 87). So, the larger meganarratives at 

Monroe may have collided and interfered with each other. This could be seen through the clear 

collision in Allison‟s teaching of the meganarratives of teacher autonomy and standardized 

testing. This collision or interference must be examined and dealt with through the smaller 

stories of particular moments in daily teaching. These smaller stories then are the “lesser 

movements” which can “interpenetrate” the meganarratives and create fluidity and promote 
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change. The lesser movements of everyday teaching are the movements that could in fact change 

the meganarratives at Monroe, and effectively change the teaching of writing. If teachers are 

dissatisfied with the ways their writing instruction is controlled through the “frozen” 

meganarrative of testing, they can make small effective movements through more fluid 

meganarratives of autonomy and relationship building. Indeed, Allison attempted to do this when 

she met with Dr. Prier following his classroom visit. She explained to him that she believed test 

scores will only improve if more authentic literacy experiences are implemented across the 

school. She and other teachers within the English department may in the future use the 

meganarrative of teacher autonomy and the small stories taking place within and because of this 

autonomy to make the fluid change within the interfering meganarrative of testing.  

Through these small stories, these subtle fluid movements of change, Allison and 

Samantha along with their English department colleagues then become the subjects in their own 

narratives rather than the objects of the meganarratives they are a part of. Here through their 

small stories, they produced and redefined the spaces of meganarratives that worked to define 

them and their teaching. Again, this resonates with Lefebvre‟s spatiality and his description of 

appropriated space: 

groups, classes or fractions of classes cannot constitute themselves, or recognize one 

another, as „subjects‟ unless they generate (or produce) a space. Ideas, representations or 

values which do not succeed in making their mark on space, and thus generating (or 

producing) an appropriate morphology, will lose all pith and become mere signs, resolve 

themselves into abstract descriptions, or mutate into fantasies. . . viewed from this 

vantage point, the „world of signs‟ clearly emerges as so much debris left by a retreating 
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tide: whatever is not invested in an appropriated space is stranded, and all that remain are 

useless signs and significations. (p. 417) 

In the English department at Monroe High School it was through the combination of teacher 

autonomy and relationship building that teachers had the most control over their storying and 

could restory and appropriate space in ways that made sense to their own experiences. Here were 

where they became subjects in their own narratives and generated their own spaces. It also 

seemed that the issues of testing and poverty were the spaces that teachers responded in, not to. 

The meganarratives of poverty and testing were less in flux, therefore they did not allow 

movement or appropriation of space by teachers. This is likely because the meganarratives of 

testing and poverty were created in their beginnings through outsider-storytellers, and the stories 

that were constructed around relationship building and autonomy were constructed within the 

context, more organically and cooperatively by the participants of the school. 

 The meganarrative of testing was created originally by pressures of policy, of story-

tellers outside of Monroe, and these were then reacted too and re-storied by the teachers as they 

lived within the narrative. So too, the meganarrative of poverty originated as a narrative of the 

community and the school before the transformation began and therefore it too is a story that 

originated through outsider-storytellers and was then re-storied and reacted to by the  teachers of 

Monroe. There is less movement or appropriation within these stories mainly because they did 

not orginiate within the school community in the same ways the narratives of teacher-autonomy, 

transformation and relationship-building did. Instead of creating these meganarratives, the 

teachers merely reacted to the telling of testing and poverty. Samantha reacted to the 

meganarrative of poverty when Tina began to lack hope, and Samantha used this narrative to 

help her work with Tina and encourage her to continue. Allison was faced with the 
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meganarrative of poverty when her students discussed their situations in response to the reading 

assignments and also began to lose hope. Allison did not create that narrative in her classroom. 

Her students brought that to the lesson and Allison saw the need to react to it. In both of these 

small stories, the teachers could not use the small stories to change the meganarratives or to 

critique or fight against them, but they could react to them and use these meganarratives to 

inform their teaching. 

 Therefore, here in the small stories, as there were possibilities of movement and change 

and reauthorization of the meganarratives, there was also the danger that the meganarratives 

could become too constraining upon teachers‟ abilities to appropriate the spaces within the 

meganarratives. Though teachers had the ability to appropriate their spaces through their small 

stories, if these stories are kept silent and hidden, there is a danger they will in time become 

lifeless, isolated and inert. Lefebvre‟s warning is crucial: “Ideas, representations or values which 

do not succeed in making their mark on space, and thus generating (or producing) an appropriate 

morphology, will lose all pith and become mere signs, resolve themselves into abstract 

descriptions, or mutate into fantasies” because again, “whatever is not invested in an 

appropriated space is stranded” (p. 417). Here the teachers at Monroe could also become 

stranded within the more frozen narratives of poverty and testing if not for the possibilities held 

within other more fluid meganarratives of teacher autonomy and relationships and 

transformation.  When the small stories are told and lived within frozen spaces and when they 

are not shared, there is little hope for any appropriation of space. Though small movements can 

be made in isolation, they lack the power and the inertia that public, shared, and acknowledged 

stories can hold.  
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Implications for Future Study 

 When scholars discuss college level writing, it often becomes a conversation of theory, 

and these conversations are important. We do need to think about the larger implications of the 

work we do and how it fits into a theoretical framework. When policy-makers, especially those 

in educational policy have recently discussed the importance of college readiness, this discussion 

usually includes a list of particular objectives that are forwarded as the “standards” successful 

students should meet. While this dissertation certainly includes theory and discusses standards, 

there needs to be more impetus moving us to look closely at what is actually happening in 

English classrooms. The use of more contextualized research methodology can allow researchers 

to view the emerging narratives and understand how teachers are creating their own narrative 

structures to affect change within their curriculum. Examining teacher knowledge through the 

use of narrative and spatial structures can more authentically portray the contextual demands and 

the individual autonomy that teachers work through and within. Because of this, my study of two 

teachers at Monroe High School is not set up to be seen as replicable or transferable. However, it 

does help us to see and ask more questions about how teachers‟ knowledge is utilized in the 

teaching of college level writing in high school settings.  

 Through Samantha‟s storying of personal relationships with her students, we are 

encouraged to think further about questions of teacher-student relationships in an urban high 

school writing classroom and the place of personal relationships in academic writing instruction 

in general. Samantha‟s stories also encourage us to think more carefully about the impact of class 

size and where the beginnings of teacher burn-out and dissatisfaction may lay within the 

exhausting job of writing instruction. Allison‟s stories point us towards tensions between 

standardized testing and writing instruction, and how teachers can negotiate these tensions and 
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how these tensions take their toll on teachers‟ identities. Allison‟s stories also encourage more 

research on teacher knowledge as contextual and based within community and student 

relationships. We see through both of these teachers‟ stories that not only is writing socially 

situated, but the teaching of writing is socially situated and both hard “skills” and personality 

traits or habits of mind should be considered when assessing a writing curriculum. Finally, both 

teachers based their instruction as well as their teaching identities upon their particular students. 

Here too, more research could be done to help better understand where the “skills” and the 

“sociality” of writing instruction come together in college preparatory writing curriculum and 

teaching.  
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Interview Protocol 
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I. Preliminary interview protocol for Samantha and Allison 

Set One –demographics and context 

1. What grades and classes do you teach? 

2. How long have you been teaching? 

3. How long have you been teaching at this school? 

4. Can you describe your students for me? 

5. Can you describe your district? 

6. Your school? 

7. Your department? 

8. The community?  

Set Two – The Curricular Landscape: District, School and Classroom Curricular Goals 

1. Describe the overall curricular goals for writing instruction at this school/district. 

2. Where do these goals come from? Who created them? 

3. Do the goals change for different grade levels or different groups of students? 

4. Describe how preparation for college-level academic writing fits into the school‟s 

curricular goals? 

5. Describe your personal curricular goals for writing instruction? 

6. How do you see these goals as interacting/opposing/reinforcing the school‟s goals? 

7. How do you decide writing goals for your students? 

8. Do/have your goals change(d) over the course of the semester or year? 

9. Why do they or have they changed? 

10. How do you assess your students‟ progress as writers? As college-bound writers? 

11. Can you tell me the story of a time when your writing instruction felt successful? 
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12. Can you tell me the story of a time when you felt challenged or unsuccessful while 

teaching writing? 

13. How much freedom do you feel you have in creating and/or adjusting your writing 

curriculum for your students‟ needs? 

Set Three – Teacher Stories of College-level and College-prep Writing Curriculum 

1. Describe what college writing is. What does it look like? What skills are needed? What 

makes it successful? 

2. How do you see college-level writing different from other types/forms/genres of writing? 

3. How did you come to learn these insights about college-level writing? (Your own college 

experience? Special training or professional development programs? Feedback from 

colleagues, students, others?) 

4. What questions do you have about college level writing and preparing your students for 

this undertaking? 

5. When you create a syllabus for a writing class, or a class that will include the teaching of 

writing, what do you make sure to include? 

6. When you plan a lesson for a writing class, what is important that you do or include in 

that lesson? 

7. Can you describe a time when you felt a particular student, or class would certainly be 

successful when they were asked to write in college? 

8. Can you describe a time when you were concerned that a student or a class might not be 

able to be successful in college writing? 
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II. Interview protocol for other participants (Lily, Susan, Matthew, Christopher 

and Dr. Prier) 

Set One –demographics and context 

1. What grades and classes do you teach? (Or – what is your position at the school?) 

2. How long have you been teaching? (Or – how long have you been in education and in 

what capacity?) 

3. How long have you been teaching at this school?  

4. Can you describe your students for me? 

5. Can you describe your district? 

6. Your school? 

7. Your department? 

8. The community?  

Set Two – The Curricular Landscape: District, School and Classroom Curricular Goals 

9. Describe the overall curricular goals for writing instruction at this school/district. 

10. Where do these goals come from? Who created them? 

11. Do the goals change for different grade levels or different groups of students? 

12. Describe how preparation for college-level academic writing fits into the school‟s 

curricular goals? 

 

III. School year bi-weekly interview protocol for Samantha and Allison 

1. Tell me a little about what you have been teaching. 

2. How do you think this fits into (or doesn‟t fit into) your larger curricular goals? 
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3. Can you describe how you feel the students are doing with the material you are teaching? 

4. What has happened to make you feel that way? 

5. Can you tell me about something in particular that has occurred during the last week or 

so, and explain what it tells you about your students, the material, your teaching? You 

can talk more about something you described in your journal, or you can share something 

new. 

6. Do you feel your students are becoming better writers? Why or why not? 

7. Will these things you shared affect your curriculum or teaching in the days and weeks to 

come? If so, why and how? If not, why won‟t it affect anything? 

 

IV. Final interview protocol with Allison and Samantha: 

1. Can you reflect on or describe a little about your writing instruction this year? 

2. How well do you think you met your larger curricular goals in regards to writing? 

3. Can you describe how the students did this year? 

4. What has happened to make you feel that way? 

5. Can you tell me about something in particular that has occurred that stands out regarding 

your teaching of writing, and explain what it tells you about your students, the material, 

your teaching? 

6. Do you feel your students have become better writers? Why or why not? 

7. Do you think they are prepared to write in a college setting? Why or why not? 

8. Will these things you shared affect your curriculum or teaching in the days and weeks to 

come? If so, why and how? If not, why won‟t it affect anything? 
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Appendix 3: 

Excerpts from Union Hill School District Sophomore Communication Arts  

Quarterly Benchmark Assessment 
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Appendix 4: 

Assignments from Samantha Wisemann‟s  

Senior College Prep English Class 

  



211 
 

 



212 
 

 



213 
 

 

  



214 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix 5: 

Assignments from Allison Manning‟s Junior  

Advanced Placement Composition and Language Class 
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