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Abstract 

1 am going t o  tell you a story i n  this document. It is 

my story. Some of these s t o r i e s  are about m y  experiences as 

a learner while o the r s  are from my perspective as teacher. 

B o t h  are r e a l l y  stories about learning because 1 am a learner  

i n  my own classroom. P m  o f t en  learning d i f f e r e n t  things 

£rom m y  students but 1 am learning with them and from them. 

In this way, 1 understand teaching and l earn ing  as 

opposite s ides  of t h e  same coin: only t h e  perspective i s  

d i f f e r en t .  Most of what 1 know about teaching 1 e i t h e r  know 

through r e f l e c t i on  on myself a s  a learner o r  from placing 

myself i n  t h e  shoes of t h e  learners  i n  my classroom and 

attempting t o  understand t h e i r  perspectives. 

T h i s  s t o ry  spans many years. I n  many instances  1 

understand t h e  events d i f f e r e n t l y  as years of l i ved  

experience and numerous discussions have in fomed  how I make 

sense. 1 believe, however, t h a t  it would be a narrow and 

self- indulgent  focus i f  these  s t o r i e s  w e r e  only about me. 

They are a l s o  about you i n  the sense t h a t  these  stories may 

provide a window through w h i c h  you can see aspects  of your 

own experience and self. To t h i s  end, 1 hope t h a t  t h i s  

document is both a window and a contribution to t h e  ongoing 

conversation around education. 

Beth Heimbecker 

March, 2001 
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2 
r r m  s t a n d i n g  a t  t h e  b a c k  o f  the k i n d e r g a r t e n  line- I r m  u1 the 

morning c l a s s  and t h a t  first d a y  o f  school h a s  come and gone and I know 
t h a t  m y  mom w i l l  be w a i t i n q  for me on the c o r n e r .  I t r s  the 1969-1970 
school year, 1 d o n P t  remember much o f  t h a t  f i r s t  day,  e x c e p t  the home 
t h e  p a r t ,  b u t  1 remember go ing  for an i n t e r v i e w  w i t h  m y  mom a week 
before school s t a r t e d  in Septeaiber t o  meet m y  new  t e a c h e r -  We s a t  on 
c h a i r s  i n  the  h a l l  b e t w e e n  the two k i n d e r g a r t e n  rooms and 1 peeked i n t o  
both rooms. 1 was a l i t t l e  d i s a p p i n t e d  by the  f u r n i t u r e ,  T h e y  had 
c a r p e t i n g  on  the floors and sma l l  round t a b l e s .  Around each  table were 
six or e ight  l i t t l e  c h a i r s  w i t h  padded s e a t s  and backs -  One room had 
b l u e  c h a i r s  and the other y e l l o w ,  T h i s  was n o t  how school was supposed  
t o  l o o k .  1 wanted t o  sit in r e a l  d e s k s ,  l ike t h e  o l d e r  k i d s ,  in nice 
orderly rom. r wanted t o  k e e p  my s t u f f  i n s i d e  my own d e s k  and p u t  my 
hand up when I knew the answer  t o  a  g u e s t i o n -  To my rel ie f ,  when it was 
o u r  t u r n  the younger  of the t w o  t e a c h e r s  i n v i t e d  u s  into her rami. 1 
was p l eased  because ,  g i v e n  a choice, 1 wanted t he  room w i t h  the younger  
t e a c h e r  and the l i t t l e  b l u e  c h a i r s ,  

Anyway, i t s  home t h e  on  t h a t  f irst d a y  and I am a t  the very back  
of the l ine .  We g e t  t o  l e a v e  f i f t e e n  m i n u t e s  e a r l i e r  t h a n  the rest o f  
the  schoo l  and t h e  p a t r o l s  are g e t t i n g  u s  o r g a n i z e d  t o  walk u s  p a r t  o f  
t h e  way home. One class w i l l  walk  easti on A l l a r d  Avenue and the other 
class w i l l  walk  wes t .  As r r m  s t a n d i n g  there p a t i e n t l y  w a i t i n g ,  the o l d  
teacher w i t h  the y e l l o w  c h a i r s  comes and s t a n d s  in front o f  h e r  c l a s s  
which i s  l i n e d  up b e h i n d  mine, S e e i n g  me  a t  the end o f  the line and 
t h i n k i n g  1 b e l o n q  to  her  she pushes me b a c k  so t h a t  1 am in the very 
f r o n t  of t h e  line i n  the other c l a s s ,  She  s a y s  a  few t h i n g s  t o  the l o n g  
l ine o f  c h i l d r e n  in f r o n t  o f  her and I want  t u  tell  h e r  t h a t  I ' m  in the 
K o n g  I i n e  but 1 d o n r t  know how t o  i n t e r r u p t  ber and b e f u r e  I know it 
the  p a t r o l s  are  k a k i n g  u s  o u t  t h e  d o o r  and I am wa lk ing  i n  t h e  o p p o s i t e  
d i r e c t i o n  from where 1 am supposed t o  be g o i n g ,  What am I g o i n g  t o  do? 
I know t h a t  I am g o h g  the wrong way and I know t h a t  m y  m m  w i l l  be 
wondering where I am b e c a u s e  she i s  w a i t i n g  f o r  me a t  the corner but I 
d o n r t  t h i n k  I r m  a l lowed  t o  j u s t  g e t  o u t  o f  l i n e  and do what I know i s  
r i q h t  so 1 j u s t  k e e p  w a l k i n g  and f o l l o w i n g  a l o n g  and cry q u i e t l y  t o  
m y s e l f .  B y  the time I h e a r  my name and look up in to  the p l e a s a n t  f a c e  
o f  t h e  woman who o b v i o u s l y  knows me 1 can  no l o n g e r  a r t i c u l a t e  what  m y  
p rob len  is. T o u  don 't l ive  t h i s  way, she says t o  me ,  Tome on and 
1'11 take you home." Now, a t  l e a s t  I am w a l k i n g  i n  the r i g h t  d i r e c t i o n ,  
b u t  I am wondering who t h i s  l a d y  is and w h e t h e x  or n o t  I s h o u l d  be 
f o l l o w i n g  someone whom I d o n r t  know. A l i t t l e  way up the road I see my 
mom a t  t h e  corner, Shers walking towards u s  h o l d i n g  my sister J a n e ' s  
hand. She i s  c l e a r l y  uncornfortable  what w i t h  ehe h e a t  and the  worry of  
what had happened t o  m e  and it c a n r t  be e a s y  because ,  a l t h o u g h  I d o n r t  
r e a l i z e  it t h e n ,  in a n o t h e r  month I w i l l  h a v e  a n o t h e r  l i t t l e  sister 
Tracy. T h i s  f r i e n d  of my motherrs e x p l a i n s  how she found me and when my 
mom a s k s  me why 1 was w a l k i n g  i n  that d i r e c t i o n  when I knew my way home 
I can  't s a y  because  it 's a l 1  abou t  a u t h o r i t y  and do ing  what you are t o l d  
to  do  b u t  I d o n ' t  know it t o  say it. I o n l y  know the feel o f  it. 

I comple ted  the first r u n g  on the  e d u c a t i o n a l  l a d d e r  and was  
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pronoted,  On the firse d a y  o f  grade one my  mom walks  m e  t o  school .  1 
don't  u s e  the k indergax ten  door anymore b u t  the grade o n e  door ,  The 
pr inc ipa l  s t a n d s  in f r o n t  of the d o o r  and when we try and pass h e  s t o p s  
us  and t e l l s  my m m  t h a t  parents  are n o t  a l lowed beyond this po in t .  1 
know a l 1  a b o u t  p r i n c i p a l s .  1 know t h a t  they are the bosses and t h a t  
t h e y  are a lways  men, I know t h a t  they s t r a p  you if you are bad and what 
t h e y  say goes .  I know t h a t  when they come t o  vis i t  the  classroom t h a t  
you need t o  be e x t r a  q u i e t  so they d o n ' t  n o t i c e  you. I know t h a t  you 
never want t o  be s e n t  t o  t h e  p r i n c i p a l ' s  o f f i ce  and t h a t  u l t i m a r e l y  h e  
dec ides  if you p a s s  or f a i l ,  Blend in and you '11 n e v e r  g e t  y e l l e d  a t ,  
Blend in and you'll n e v e r  g e t  the s t r a p .  Biend in and there will n e v e r  
be any phone c a l l s  home. D o  what: you a r e  supposed t o  do. Blend in and 
educators  will l ike  you. Blend in and you '11 n e v e r  have t o  t a k e  any  
r i sks  because y o u ' l l  be s o  darn average  t h a t  n o  one w i l l  ever e x p e c t  
any th ing  out o f  the  ord inary  from you. 

I w i l l  have  t o  go in by myself. I ' m  a b i g  g i r l  now, b i g  enough t o  
sit in real desks and l e a r n  how to xead and mite,  N o  painting houses 
on the  easel or make believe in ebe p l a y  area t h i s  year. I r m  b i g  enouqh 
for a l 2  th is  b u t  I s t i l l  s t a r t  to  cry, hug my mom go&-bye and make m y  
way through the b i g  doors ,  down the l o n g  h a l l  and ïnto my new room, I 
select a desk midway down the middle row and t h a t  remains my 
psycho log ica l  p l a c e  in the c lassroom for C h e  ne* twenty  some odd y e a r s -  

1 ' rn  in grade four .  18ve been r e a d i n q  a x e a l l y  good book and have 
been so engaged t h a t  1 haven ' t  n o t i c e d  t h a t  xeading p e r i o d  i s  o v e r  and 
we a r e  h a l f  way through math. What w i l l  1 do? I ' d  best get my math 
booklet from t h e  s i d e  o f  t h e  room. P u t t i n g  away my c h a p t e r  book I g e t  
up making my way towards the f a r  s i d e  o f  the r o o m ,  That 's  when she 
s t a r t s  y e l l i n g  a t  me. I t r s  n o t  r e g i s t e r i n g  what s h e  is saying  te me and 
as  an adult it makes me t h i n k  of the d i s t o r t e d  megaphone voice o f  
Char l i e  Brown's t e a c h e r  because it drones  on and on d e v o i d  of any 
meaning, M y  f a c e  i s  hot and I can feel t h e  eyes o f  e v e q o n e  else in the 
room on m y  back .  I don 't s t o p  or  meet h e r  e y e s .  I just keep  walking, 
get  what I need and head back t o  m y  s e a t  where s h e  c o n t i n u e s  sco ld ing  me  
for  a n o t h e r  few seconds .  I open my math and look d o m .  

When I g e t  my report card the column is checked Needs Improvement 
where it s a y s  "shows o r i g i n a l i e y  in thought  and a c t i o n .  " I t  a l s o  s a y s  
t h a t  I am a " reserved"  l i t t l e  girl. Of course  I r m  r e s e r v e d .  I ' m  scared 
stiff o f  my t e a c h e r  and I d o n e t  t a k e  one b r e a t h  or make one  move i n  t h a t  
room w i t h o u t  c h e c k i n g  w i t h  m y s e l f  f i rs t .  I r a  so b u s y  mon i tor ing  m y s e l f  
t h a t  I d o n ' t  h a v e  time t o  w o r q  a b o u t  be ing  c r e a t i v e  or havinq o r i g i n a l  
though t s .  I won't  be humil ia ted  a g a i n  by h e r  or anybody else. 

By the t h e  I've got m y  first teaching assignment 1 know 

the game or at least 1 know the game from my perspective. 
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Teachers are t h e  al1 encompassing au thor i ty  in  the classroom. 

They are t h e  ones who make the  rules, dispense information, 

and decide whether you know enough t o  pass. Students s i t  i n  

rows or some o the r  c rea t ive  sea t ing  configuration designed t o  

be more democratic and promote discussion. Regardless of t h e  

message the seating arrangement gives, students take i n  

information and p u t  up t h e i r  hands when they have a question 

want to  con t r ibu te  something t o  the  discussion. 1 know 

t h a t  good teachers don't  have any d i s c i p l i n e  problems because 

they are t h e  au thor i ty  and they k m  it and the students know 

it. 1 know t h i s  because my cooperating teachers l a s t  year 

didn't have any problems. What 1 don't know is  t h a t  teachers 

often give t h e i r  most w e l l  behaved classes to t eacher  

candidates because these  groups help make t h e  experience 

successful  for  the beqinning teacher. 

So now t h e  s h o e  i s  o n  t h e  o t h e r  foot so t o  speak ,  
"What do you mean you d o n ' t  have a pen? How h x d  is it t o  

remember t o  bring y o u r  s u p p l i e s  t o  class? D o e s  someone have to remind 
you every day? Who has a pen t h e y  c a n  l e n d  Ben? R e a l l y ,  t h i s  is 
g e t t i n g  t o  be r i d i c u l o u s ! "  

"And why are you l a t e ?  T h i s  is t h e  th ird  t h e  t h i s  week: 1 d o n r t  
th ink  it * s a l o t  t o  ask t h a t  you g e t  here o n  t h e .  " 

"Homework n o t  done  again? r ' m  t e l l i n g  you T y l e r  i f  t h i s  happens 
once more 1 am phoning home a b o u t  this. Your job a t  s c h o o l  i s  t o  do 
your work .  What d o n ' t  you unde r s t and  a b o u t  t h a t ? "  

"Blah....blah....blah... L i k e  C h a r l i e  Brown's t e a c h e r  1 drone  
on and on and on. In r e t r o s p e c t  I wonder how many c h i l d r e n  s i t t i n g  i n  
the middle row d id  not demons t r a t e  originality i n  t h o u g h t  a n d  a c t i o n  
that year because of their t e a c h e r .  

model of education where t h e  teacher i s  t h e  al1 encompassing 

au thor i ty  and holds al1 mer i n  t h e  classroom, but 1 am 

learning to cut myself a l i t t l e  s lack,  T h i s  model is al1 
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that 1 had known and 1 had accepted it as status quo- As a 

result, 1 assumed that al1 my students would buy in as 1 had. 

Jane Tompkinsr (1998) comment about teachers being products 

of the system in which they were educated is applicable in my 

circumstance. She says: 

It's the people who are most susceptible to authority 

who suffer the most from their schooling, and who m u s t  

liberate themselves later on from its effects. Many of 

those who do not wake up to their condition remain in 

school as teachers, pleased with the rewards of having 

performed well, so the codes of the classroom are passed 

on. (pp. 211-212) 

Being a product of the system 1 was trying to set myself 

up as the supreme authority in my classroom in the eyes of my 

students- Ironically, being a product of the system also 

meant that 1 didn't recognize any authority within myself and 

as a result 1 felt like a complete impostor in my classroom- 

In fact ,  I was scared stiff. Surrounded by experienced 

teachers who seemed to know what they were doing 1 was afraid 

someone would find me out and expose me for  the impostor 1 

was. Of course this underscores the alienation of classroom 

life since we all, as teachers, look competent to someone 

walking by our closed classroom doors and peeking through the 

window . 
Comptent or not, 1 was at a stage of knowing which 

Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger and Tarule (1997) term as 

"received knowledge." In this stage of knawing, learners 

take in information and adopt it as their own but do not 
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t o  create t h e i r  

l i k e  knowf edge, 

6 
own a b i l i t i e s  t o  manipulate t h i s  information 

own understandings (p. 39)- As a resu l t ,  

authority lies outside of the  self, since 

knowledge makers are the experts, Because 1 believed 

authority lay outside of myself I chose t o  look for answers 

within t h e  realm of experts. When something wasnrt working 

for m e  i n  t h e  classroom it was because 1 wasnrt good enough 

t o  p u l l  it off-  Tt wasnrt a case of modifying it t o  f i t m y  

own situation. If it d idn ' t  work i n  i t s  en t i re ty  it was my 

fault .  This dependence on authority,  according t o  Judith 

Newnan, (1998) is systemic, 

Teachers are socialized t o  be dependent on external  

authority.  They are taught to consume knowledge 

fashioned by others, instead of creating understanding 

for themselves, A s  undergraduates they are often 

expected t o  memorize and regurgitate w h a t  experts have 

t o  S a y ,  A s  teachers they are inundated with textbooks 

accompanied by manuals containing elaborate lesson 

plans. They are  buried beneath governmental curriculum 

guide l ines  t h a t  lay out prepackaged courses of 

study.-..Itrs no wonder, then, teachers r e ly  heavily on 

others for making instruct ional  decisions , (p. 190 ) 

. T h i s  reliance on the experts caused m e  t o  perpetuate any 

problems 1 was having i n  the  classroom. Teaching basic French 

is a case i n  point,  

"Bonjour classe. Je m'appelle Mme B. Je suis votre professeur de 
4 

fran ais pour C e t t e ,  annee. Je vais vous parler en francais la plupart S du temps cette  annee. Alors, commen ans." S 
3 

"1 don't understand a w o r d  you just said," mumbles Brent from t h e  
back. 

"French is-stupid," snorts Tanya. 
"My parents  don't know why w e  need t o  take t h i s , "  says Mike. 
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My middle row students are j u s t  looking at m e  w i t h  panic-stricken 

eyes. Theyrre w o n d e r h g  how they are going to survive t h i s  year: and get 
a good mark. 

Sadly, 1 should have known t h a t  this approach would 

throw them i n t o  a panic.  It would throw m e  i n t o  a panic. 

?3ut.,.the a u t h o r i t i e s  said t h a t  you had t o  speak French to 

s tudents  as much as poss ib l e  and you had t o  do it from day 

one. I n  r e t rospec t ,  speaking as much French i n  c l a s s  as 

poss ible  is a good idea, but  on t h a t  f i rst  day when s tudents  

are unsure of  what cornes next i n  ternis of rout ines ,  f o r  

ins tance,  w h a t  t h e y  need t o  know i s  t h a t  t h e i r  teacher w i l l  

no t  abandon them l eav ing  them he lp less  and unable to  

comprehend anything. 1 should have b u i l t  slowly towards 

us ing French i n  t h e  d a i l y  classroom r o u t i n e s  at t h e  same time 

a s  1 was f o s t e r i n g  trust, r isk-taking and o t h e r  supportive 

s t ruc tu re s  which would help them t o  speak t h e  language. 

Instead, 1 caused my s tudents  i n  panic t o  s h u t  down before w e  

had even started t h e  year,  and it didn't stop there  because 

having made t h e  mistake once 1 continued on t h e  following 

year bl ind ly  fol lowing t h e  experts. 

I n  another case, the a u t h o r i t i e s  told m e  t h a t  most of 

the class should be  oral and t h a t  a c t i v i t i e s  should be 

changed frequently.  1 am not saying tha t  t h i s  approach 

doesn' t  work f o r  everybody, because t h e r e  are probably some 

who do make it work b u t  it d idn ' t  work f o r  me. In  a forty 

minute period 1 would t r y  and g e t  s tudents  settled, ask a f e w  

o r a l  quest ions,  play an oral game, t each  a s h o r t  lesson and 

then give an assignment. It w a s  t o o  much i n  one period. Too 

much change and couuxtotion from one activity t o  another. 
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S t i l l ,  1 pers is ted ,  because someone who taught m e  a course a t  

t h e  universi ty  t o l d  m e  t h a t  t h i s  was how to do it, So, 1 did 

it t h a t  way and persis ted even though it wasnrt working for  

me, 1 remained r i g i d  unable t o  I i s t e n  t o  myself or  value 

what 1 knew about t he  context  of my teaching a c t i v i t i e s .  

* * * 

But that i s  only half  t h e  s tory.  While it is t r u e  t h a t  

1 saw myself as t h e  all-encompassing authority,  the  one who 

dispenses information, grades, evaluates students and 

orchestrates the learning environment, 1 w a s  not immune t o  

discussions of a democratic education- 1 remembered t h e  

occasional year  i n  my education where I: had feft valued and 

w a s  not afraid of being humiliated or r idiculed by m y  

teacher. Those years held pos i t i ve  memories f o r  m e ,  1 

wanted t o  be t h a t  kind of teacher  i n  t he  classroam and so,  at 

t h e  same t h e  t h a t  1 had set myself up as T h e  Authority i n  

t h e  classroom 1 was  a l so  trying t o  connect with students,  to 

give them a l o t  of choice i n  both their assignments and t h e i r  

daily a c t i v i t i e s  i n  t h e  classroom. 1 w a s  giving my students 

a very mixed message, To compound t h e  problem 1 couldn' t  

escape t h e  underlying fea r  t h a t  1 wasn't doing a good enough 

job and so  1 would panic i f  things went badly, and t e e  back 

t h e  control  which I hadn't really given to m y  students i n  t h e  

first place. M y  classroom wasn't exactly a predictable  place 

for my students. With no c l e a r l y  defined boundaries, the 

climate would ult imately go f r o m  bad t o  worse. It w a s  about 

control  and not  about learning. "How," 1 would ask myself, 

"did you manage to complete a four  year teaching degree and 
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n o t  know how t o  teach when you w e r e  f inished?" 

In re t sospec tmy quest ion w a s  naive and 1 have t o  s a l e  

to m y s e l f  when  1 th ink back on that, Its not  t h a t  teacher  

candidates d o n f t  l ea rn  anything i n  u n i v e r s i t y  but t h a t  so 

much of good teaching is not about techniques o r  i n s i g h t f u l  

presentat ion of information. Good teaching,  l i k e  good 

l iv ing ,  is an evolutionary process, It is  about t h e  kind and 

quality of re la t ionships  t h a t  w e  c u l t i v a t e  i n  o u r  l i ves .  It 

is about understanding t h e  complex re l a t ionsh ips  t h a t  e x i s t  

between l ea rne r s ,  teachers ,  t h e  i n s t i t u t i o n ,  t h e  forma1 and 

informa1 curriculum and pol icy makers. It is about watching 

human behavior and g a i n h g  insight i n t o  why a learner  is 

acting o r  reac t ing  i n  a c e r t a i n  way. It is about 

understanding when, a s  a teacher,  you are shut t ing  someone 

down, o r  when you are no t  challenging someone enough, Its 

about knowing when your own behavior is  a r e s u l t  of 

i n s e c u r i t i e s  and i s  not  i n  t h e  b e s t  i n t e r e s t  of your 

students. 1 d o n f t  want t o  Say t h a t  beginning teachers a r e n r t  

good t eachers  because 1 d o n r t  be l ieve  t h i s  t o  be t h e  case, 

What 1 do want to Say is  t h a t  one grows i n t o  a b e t t e r  t eacher  

as one grows through life- Those years  of l ife experience 

and our r e f l e c t i o n  on those  experiences shape our 

understandings both in and out  of t h e  classroom, 

It became clear t o  m e  t h a t  my s t r u g g l e  divided m e  i n  

two. O n  t h e  one hand my job is t o  teach.  1 am an agent of 

society,  A t  t h e  same time, so much of w h a t  1 believe about 

teaching and learning is  contrary t o  i n s t i t u t i o n a l  

guidelines.  I rea l ized  e a r l y  on t h a t  t h e r e  was more to good 
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teaching than being a classroom technician who kept things 

orderly. 1 needed to find out w h a t  teaching and learning 

were really al1 about for  me; to sort through my own 

experience as a learner to discover h m  my own experience had 

informed my assumptions and later on, how my experience as an 

adult learner and more experienced teacher continued to 

inform my practice. 



Chapter Two: 

Two Theories of Teaching and Learning 
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I've always been in the middle reading group but I r v e  been "moved 

up." r'm pleased in an appreheasive kind of way. I r v e  been confortable 
i n  the middle able to  handle tasks f a i r l y  easily. 1 know that  t h e  
reading qroups are leveled by ski11 because there have always been three 
groups and t h e  same  people are always together; the r ea l ly  s k i l l f u l  
people, the average people l ike  m e ,  and then the kids who have 
difficulty. what I have been thankful for  is that I'm not i n  the l o w  
group because everybody knows tha t  the low group people are not a s  s m a n  
as the r e s t  of u s ,  I've always been w i t h  the average people but 
suddenly I r m  i n  the top group and I r m  kirindering what 7 did t o  get there. 
I m u s t  have gotten smarter b u t  I donrt  fee l  any differently.  

So, T'nt i n  the smart readlng group and Miss Cook is m y  grade six 
Language Arts teacher, She is an old lady even then, She is a t h i n  
s p r y  woman with short  gray ha*, the kind that  is permed and set once a 
week in l i t t le  pink rollers,  We spend a l o t  of time w i t h  our reader 
Open Kighways- I don 't remenber much about t h i s  reader b u t  I remember 
feeling out of my comfort zone i n  Language A r t s  par t icular ly when it 
came eu l ea rn ing  how t o  &te outlines, W e  wuld read a passage in  our 
workbook, usually not a f i c t iona l  one, but rather one w h i c h  was  supposed 
t o  give u s  information. Then M i s s  Cook would get u s  t o  look in each 
paragraph f o r  the topic sentence and then we would m i t e  dom the 
supporting sentences i n  point fonn underneath what w e  identified as the 
main idea of each paragraph. 

I n  r e t r o s p e c t ,  1 s u s p e c t  these  exercises w e r e  supposed 

t o  t e a c h  us about w r i t i n g  compositions, i n  that  i f  w e  could 

select main idea and suppor t ing  details from a piece o f  

writing then we would know how t o  organize o u r  ideas when w e  

had t o  p l a n  our own compositions.  T h e  pedagogica l  assumption 

is t h a t  a writer thoroughly understands where s h e  is going 

with a piece of w r i t i n g  and h a s  a l1  points logically fileci i n  

he r  b r a i n .  

I believe t h a t  c h i l d r e n ,  as w e l l  as t e a c h e r s ,  carry 

assumptions,  personal t h e o r i e s  i f  you l i k e ,  a b o u t  learning. 

They are assumptions which are learned when w e  are s t u d e n t s  

and they are o f t e n  an u n i n t e n t i o n a l  by-product of t h e  formal 

curriculum. Sadly ,  those  lessons often have a far deeper and 

longer  lasting effect on us t h a n  t h e  in tended  l e s s o n  ever 

cou ld .  When 1 t h i n k  about Miss Cook and d e c o n s t r u c t i n g  
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paragraphs into its organizational pieces  1 realize that 1 

formed a lot of assumptions about myself as a learner and 

about what constituted learning and knowledge. These 

exescises w e r e  a good example of how mysterious a teacherrs 

agenda can be to students. Our outlining unit was certainly 

mysterious to me. 1 had a hard t h e  f i l l i n g  in al1 of the 

lines, uçual ly  three,  underneath the topic sentence line on 

the worksheet. Sometimes 1 could find only two supporting 

ideas, sometimes 1 had more details than there were l ines.  1 

knew, however, that if there were three lines then there were 

only three correct answers; no more and no less. T h e r e  w e r e  

also no gray areas because answers were aï1 black and white. 

They were either correct or incorrect. Furthemore, the 

teacher was never wrong and 1, more often than not, was 

wrong. I also knew that 1 couldn't possibly be very smart 

because i f  1 was smart 1 wouldn't be having so much 

difficulty. Miss Cook was a kind and dear lady and al1 she 

was trying to do was teach me how to be a good miter. She 

taught me everything but w h a t  she intended. 

"1 cannot stress enough how important  it is t o  study your 
principle and subordinate  c l a u s e s  for next week's  grammar t e s t , "  s a y s  my 
grade nine t e a c h e r ,  We 've been  do ing  t h i s  c l a u s e  t h i n g  forever; 
e x e r c i s e  upon exercise and 1 canno t  seem t o  g e t  it. Even when I do g e t  
a q u e s t i o n  riqht I have no idea  why it is correct. I am m y s t i f i e d .  

O n  Saturday I go t o  m y  f r i end  Karen's house .  W e  s i t  i n  ber rec 
room pane led  in knotty pine.  T h e  I inoleum is cream co lored  wi th  s t r a n d s  
of g o l d  marb l ing  running through  it. I t  is always i c e  c o l d  on the feet,  
summer and w i n t e r .  T h e  s t u d y  lamp c a s t s  a h a r s h  w h i t e  l i g h t  across the  
a r b o r i t e  t a b l e  and the o l d  c h a i r s  w i t h  t h e  chrome legs a r e  s t a r t i n g  t o  
g e t  uncornfortable.  Karen d o e s  better in school t h a n  1. Whereas I have 
a p r e t t y  c o n s i s t e n t  mixture of A's and B r s  Karen gets p r e t t y  much 
s t ra igh t A ' S .  My percep t ion  is t h a t  she is a lot smarter than 1 am, 
because  she is really gooà at this  kind of learning. 

we 've done at l e a s t  twelve sen tences .  I ' m  supposed t o  u n d e r l i n e  
t h e  p r ï n c i p l e  clause and circle the subord ina te  c l a u s e .  1 read the 
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s e n t e n c e  out l oud .  "We did n o t  go t o  the show because we d i d n ' t  have any 
money .  

" R e m e m b e r ,  " s a y s  Karen, ' t he  prïnciple c l a u s e  s t a n d s  a l o n e  but the  
subord ina te  c l a u s e  doesn  't. " 

" B u t  1 don ' t  get  whae t h a t  means.. . . s tands  a lone .  " 
"We did n o t  go t o  the show," is a comple te  s e n t e n c e  a l 1  on i t s  

o m  . * , , . because  we  didn ' t have any money ' needs  some th ing  more added 
t o  it. Can you see how it needs  something  more?" 

No, 1 canrt. 1 canr t see how one sentence is complete 

and the other i sn ' t ."  1 am looking for patterns, grammatical 

rules to follow, but understanding whether a clause is 

principle or subordinate rests in the rneaning of the sentence 

and 1 havenrt connected "stands alone" to mean a complete 

t h o u g h t .  Even if 1 made the connection 1 probably wouldn't 

understand the notion of a sentence being a complete thought 

anyway because it never makes any sense to me when 1 see it 

scrawled on the side of an assigrment in the hand of rny 

teacher. 1 am a s s d n g  anyway that grammar isnft about the 

meaning of the sentence because 1 know a complex set of 

symbols that 1 use when 1 dissect a sentence, 1 underline 

the action- 1 ask myself "Who or what did?" and circle that 

word because that is the subject. Then 1 ask myself 4Who did 

"what?" and the answer to that question is the the direct  

ob ject. 1 also know that "aw and "thefn are articles and that 

l o t  of l i t t l e  words like "in", 

prepositions. 1 ask the questions and go through the steps 

and 1 d o n ' t  need to worry about meaning and 1 don't want to 

because the sentences are so incredibly du11 anyway. 

I l o o k  at Karen and s i g h  a s  w e  c o n t i n u e  on in t h i s  v e î n .  1 
f i n a l l y  did " g e t  i t ,  and 1 have  t o  harid it to  m y  friend because  her 
patience a n d  d e d i c a t i o n  t o  my p l i g h t  of p r i n c i p l e  and s u b o r d i n a t e  
c l a u s e s  was above  and beyond the c a l 1  of a grade n i n e  f r i e n d s h i p .  To my 
growing unders tand ing  of l e a r n i n g  I can  add t h a t  l e a r n i n g  is about  
fo l lowing  and a p p l y i n g  rules. 1 a l s o  know that I am not very good a t  
it . I can * t be very smart . 



"Eow l o n g  every d a y  d o  you pract îce?" my p iano  t e a c h e r  a s k s  m e .  I 
can t e l l  by b e r  t o n e  t h a t  she i s  imply inq  t h a t  I d o n r t  make much of an 
e f for t .  

" O h ,  h a l f  an hour  a day ,  * 1 say. I t 's  true t h a t  I spend t h a t  time 
every day b u t  i f  s h e  knew how 1 was spending t h a t  t k  she w o u l d n r t  
t h i n k  I was p r a c t i s i n g  smartly, 1 'in in an i n t e r e s t i n g  dilemma , My mom 
t o l d  me t h a t  1 should l e a r n  a p i e c e  b a r  by b a r ,  

"Play t h e  first bar and t h e n  when you know that t hen  p l a y  the 
second bar and t h e n  p l a y  the two t o g e t h e r ,  T h a t r s  the way you p r o g r e s s  
through the p iece .  - Shers  probably  r i g h t ,  1 thiRk t o  myself, but I h a t e  
doing it t h i s  way because  it i s  so darn boring and I cannot g e t  a s e n s e  
of t h e  whole Song and t h a t r s  what I want t o  do, I want t o  p l a y  m u s i c  
and it doesn ' t  sûund l ike m u s i c  t o  me when I p l a y  b a r  by b a r  by b a r .  

I have a need t o  see the whole so 1 p r a c t i c e  the p i e c e  a s  a whole.  
1 p lay  it through over and over again. When there is a p a r t i c u l a r l y  
d i f f i c u l t  s e c t i o n  I j u s t  f l u b  over it and k e e p  going.  I have no  i d e a  
how to f i g u r e  o u t  whether  Irve go t  the r i g h t  t i m i n g .  I l i s t e n  to my 
teacber p l a y  t h e  new p i e c e  a t  the l e s s o n  and t h e n  I p l a y  it t h a t  way 
f r o m  m e m o r y .  As a r e s u l t  sometimes there a r e  p l a c e s  t h a t  a r e n  't t imed 
proper l y  or p l a c e s  where 1 have  t o  s l o w  down b e c a u s e  it i s  hard for m e  
t o  p l a y  them. I n  t h e  end 1 l e a r n  those  phrases  ïncorrectly. T h i s  
method d o e s n r t  even  p a r t i c u l a r l y  b o t h e r  m e  too much because I s t i l l  
enjoy the p r a c t i s i n g  p a r t  and the p iece  a s  a wbole when 1 p l a y  it. I 
just f i l1  i n  the p a r t s  in my head t h a t  don ' t  a c t u a l l y  come o u t  of m y  
fin g e r s  . 

T h i s  method serves m y  purposes u n t i l  r e c i t a l  time. I h a t e  
r e c i t a l s  w i t h  a pass ion ,  p a r t l y  because, I can n e v e r  g e t  a p i e c e  
pol i shed enough t o  p l a y  for an audience,  Of c o u r s e ,  1 panic a c o u p l e  o f  
weeks b e f o r e  the a c t u a l  performance and b u c k l e  down t r y i n g  t o  f i g u r e  o u t  
some of those t r o u b l e  s p o t s  in t h e  p iece  b u t  in the  end 1 d o n r t  p l a y  
w e l l  for an audience p a r t l y  because 1 feel i l1  prepared and I get 
j i t t e r y  and p a r t l y  because  at the  h e a r t  o f  it 1 d o n r t  want t o  perfom 
f o r  an audience.  I j u s t  want t o  p l a y  and e n j o y  m y s e l f .  

1 would think to myself after these  disastrous recitals 

that  1 should get more methodical about my practice hab i t s ,  

that 1 should t r y  and break down my p i eces  i n t o  smaller more 

manageable sec t ions ,  and that  most of all, if 1 could learn 

one piece and know it l i k e  the back of my hand before 1 

started learning another one 1 would make real progress; step 

by step and s k i l l  by skill. More than any other learning 1 

was engaged i n ,  piano l e ssons  taught m e  t h a t  a person "didW 

learning and i f  one "didm it t h e  "right" way one needed 
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disc ip l ine  so t h a t  one could bui ld  s k i l l s  in an orderly and 

systematic fashion. 1 s a w  this as par t  of my problem, 1 was  

moving ahead before 1 had mastered the previous s k i l l s  and it 

was af fec t ing  whatever 1 was current ly attempting- My 

process was flawed but  this w a s  because 1 w a s  flawed; 1 

didn ' t have the  drive d i s c ip l i ne  

"You j u s t  p r a c t i s e  this once more w h i l e  1: t a k e  t h e  laundry o u t  of 
t h e  drier, " m y  t eacher  says t o  m e .  1 do,  and f e e l  u s e l e s s ,  like s h e  's 
got better t h i n q s  t o  do than l i s t e n  t o  m e .  When t h e  p i e c e  ge t s  t o  t h e  
passable po in t  we move on because wie both know, that given my dep lorab le  
h a b i t s ,  I am no t  likely t o  get any better at any single piece .  
Be l i ev inq  t h a t  I lacked discipline t h e r e  seemed l i t t l e  point in r e a l l y  
t r y i n g  since 1 had such a fatal  f l aw  in my charac ter .  

1 generalized these experiences t o  learning i n  school. 

Believing t h a t  learning was sequential  sk i11 developent  1 

believed, as Frank Smith (1998, p.4) points ou t ,  t h a t  one was 

only learning when one was t r y i n g  to learn and t h a t  leaming 

was inherent ly boring and d i f f i c u l t ,  1 beiieved 1 needed t o  

buckle down but it was such a painful process t h a t  5 just  

d idnr t  want t o  engage i n  anything par t ly  t o  avoid pain and 

pa r t l y  because it required a huge amount of t h e  and effort 

t o  do it " p r ~ p e r l y . ~  This a t t i t u d e  put m e  i n  an Uif you 

a r e n f t  going t o  do it r igh t  then you may as w e l l  not do it a t  

ail," mentality. As a r e s u l t ,  1 worked hard w h i l e  1 was a t  

school, probably because of my misplaced reverence fo r  

authority, but  1 missed a  l o t  of incidental  learning while 

growing up outside of the formal se t t ing  because t h e  away 

f rom school away learning , cur ios i ty  

had about t h e  world 1 e i t h e r  didn't recognize o r  ignored 

since it required effort and learning and 1 w a s  on my own 

t i m e  , 
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1 began to th ink  about t h i s  notion of s k i l l  development 

d i f fe ren t ly  as an adul t  learning t o  cross  country ski. I had 

been ski ing  s i nce  1 was an adolescent but when I began 

teaching at Ken Seaford Junior H i g h  e a r l y  i n  m y  career 1 

became involved i n  the  cross country s k i  program. 1 had 

never r e a l l y  thought much about technique when it came t o  

ski ing u n t i l  tha t  the. I n  t h e  past 1 j u s t  strapped on rny 

s k i i s  and away 1 would go. Now, however, as a a s s i s t a n t  

coach 1 had t o  th ink  about technique and so  1 began t o  

p rac t i se  with our students as our  head coach began t o  work 

with us on s k i l l  development. W e  would begin bas ica l ly  

enough. It is  no t  a matter of j u s t  walking on sk i s  but  

rather of s h i f t i n g  your weight fsom one s ide  t o  another, 

gl iding and g e t t i n g  the  r i gh t  amount of kick t o  propel you 

forward. This kick and gl ide exerc ise  is  something that we 

do wi thou t  poles.  1 know t h a t  t h e  hope i n  removing t h e  poles 

is t o  get students  t o  propel themselves with t h e i r  l egs  only 

and not  r e l y  on t h e i r  ams as another source of power. 1 had 

a great deal  of d i f f i cu l t y  performing t h i s  d r i l l .  For a 

beginning s k i e r ,  which 1 considered myself a t  t h a t  the ,  

there is a l s o  an i s sue  of balance and ski poles help 

s t a b i l i z e  the novice sk ie r .  F ina l ly ,  one day when we  were out 

skiing around the school ground t h e  whole thing c l icked for 

me. It jus t  felt r i gh t  and I knew t h a t  1 had t he  kind of 

kick and glide and weight s h i f t  t h a t  w e r e  requised to cover 

optimum dis tance  . 
The funny th ing  is  t h a t  as soon as 1 was able t o  do t h e  

whole th ing  1 was a l so  able to go back and perform t h e  d r i l l  
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without  t h e  poles. 1 believe that this experience is 

indicative of many skills teachers attempt to develop in 

children. As adults who already posses a complex set of 

skills it is easy to go back and work on one isolated skill 

in the sequence, 1 don't believe that this is the case for 

the learner. Often what informs our practice as teachers is 

Our ability to break dom our own skills into smaller pieces 

which we can perform. We are approaching the learning from 

our own perspective, the teaching perspective, rather than 

f r o m  the perspective of the learner, John Mayher (Peters, 

1998) refers to this perspective as the "cornmon sense viewm 

of teaching. 

.-.in the commonsense view ... complex processes and 
abilities are to be understood as consisting of a set of 

simple skills which can be separately mastered. This 

idea in turn gives rise to the notion that some skills 

are basic, and to the belief that the way to acquise the 

complex wholes is to master the simpler parts and then 

put the whole thing together. (p. 29) 

The other point of interest regarding skill development 

is t h a t  students may not put various pieces together and form 

a coherent understanding of a concept. 1 have always 

conçidered myself to have difficulty in math even as an 

adu l t .  Part of this difficulty is the result of an early 

self perception that 1 wasn't very mathematically adept. As 

a result 1 grew to dislike it very quickly, The other reason 

1 think is linked to this notion of sequential skills being 

l i k e  pieces of a puzzle. When the last skill is learned, so 
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t h e  theosy says, t h e  student has a comprehension of t h e  whole 

picture o r  concept , men 1 w a s  i n  junior high 1 learned a l 1  

about f rac t ions ,  1 learned how t o  make equivalent f ract ions,  

mixed f rac t ions  and hproper fract ions.  1 could add, 

subtract ,  multiply and divide fract ions and 1 could put them 

i n  lowest terms. 1 also  knew about decimals and 1 could 

perform various operations with them as w e l l ,  1 a l s o  

understood about percentages. 1 could use al1 three of these 

i n  real l i f e  s i t ua t i ons  q u i t e  w e l l  but there  was one 

startling connection that 1 didnrt make u n t i l  1 taught  math 

t o  my own grade seven class, Never, had it ever occurred to 

me, t h a t  f rac t ions ,  decimals and percentages w e r e  d i f fe ren t  

ways of expressing the same idea and t ha t  1 could use them 

interchangeably i f  1 chose, I t ' s  not t h a t  1 d i d n r t  know t h i s  

e i the r ,  because on some l e v e l  1 did, but  1 d i d n r t  make a 

conscious connection u n t i l  1 became an adul t ,  This may seem 

unbelievable, but 1 am not the f i r s t  teacher who has come to 

understand something d i f f e r en t ly  by teaching it- This 

emphasizes t h e  fact t h a t  one can perform i so la ted  s k i l l s  

without understanding t h e  connection of the  s k i l l s  t o  t he  

larger concept. 

Learning w a s  never something t h a t  1 did  as a process but 

something given to m e  by o thers .  Looking back on my own 

experience as a learner,  1 bel ieve  t h a t  learning was  done 

more "tom m e  than %ym m e  and it reflects a view of knowledge 

as fixed and absolute ex i s t i ng  outside of the self. As a 

resu l t ,  it is object ive and unchanging something which w e  can 

metaphorically tuni around and look a t  from a detached 
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perspective because it exists out there somewhere. This v i e w  

of knowledge finds its expression in a transmission model of 

teaching and learning or what Freire (1997) termed the 

"banking" model of education (p. 53). In this mode1 

knowledge is a possession which someone knowledgeable gives 

someone else. Serebrin (1995) cites Margaret Donaldson who 

says : 

One conwon but mostly unexamined way of talking about 

knowledge is as a t h i n g  which we receive-an abstract 

kind of thing,certainly, but having none the less the 

thing-like property of being able to be handed over. We 

often speak of 'getting' knowledge as we might talk of 

getting a refrigerator or a new car-or perhaps of 

getting praise frorn someone. (p. 70-71) 

This notion of knowledge as a possession, is what often 

drives teaching practice to be one of sequential ski11 

development. If knowledge is a "thing" then it is also 

assumed that you can give it to someone else who will benefit 

from receiving it. If you8re going to pass it on then you 

need to do it in a systematic way, because knowledge is most 

often multi-faceted. Breaking knowledge down into its 

component skills makes it a manageable and concrete task. It 

also makes it easier to be accountable to those in authority. 

These assumptions, therefore, drive practice. 

The alternative to a transmission view of knowledge is a 

meaning rnaking or constructivist view of learning. 

Constructivism posits that human beings engage in a constant 

process of making sense of their lived experience both with 
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the inanimate world and in interactions with others. 

Generally there are two schools of thoughk cognitive 

constructivism and social constructivism. Rather than being 

competing models, these two processes are the sides of the 

same coin; in that, although alternate perspectives, they are 

closely comected, influencing one another in an inseparable 

way - 
Piaget's cognitive constructivism (Fosnot,1996,p.13) is 

concerned with what goes on inside an individual Irtind. 

Learning is seen as a process of assimilation and 

accommodation wherein the mind interacts with the external 

world. Assimilation refers to the taking of experiences and 

integrating them with one's own existing cognitive structures 

or how one sees the world. Sometimes experiences cannot be 

assimilated into the preexisting structures in which case the 

individual engages in a process of accommodation whereby our 

existing cognitive structures are modified in order to 

accomodate the new information. (Fosnot, 1996, p. 13) 

People do not, however, operate as isolated entities. 

We are social beings, and so as the world provides us with 

material to both assimilate and accommodate into our 

preexisting structures, much of that material originates from 

others who are engaged in their own processes of making sense 

through cognitive const~ctivism. Essentially, social 

constructivism is the collective result of individuals making 

sense of their worlds. The process becomes a cyclical one 

because as individuals bring their personal perspectives into 

the public domain, these meanings must be negotiated. 
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"Truthw becomes what we agree is true and it occurs through 

dialogue between members of the group. Negotiation and 

dialogue are ongoing and knowledge construction is in a 

constant state of evolution, As individuals negotiate a 

shared perspective, the common ground they establish hirther 

informs and shapes the individual, which, in tum, shapes the 

ideas of the larges discourse community. Fosnot (1996) puts 

it this way: 

We cannot understand an individual's cognitive structure 

without observing it interacting in a context, within a 

culture. But neither can we understand culture as an 

isolated entity affecting the structure, since al1 

knowledge within the culture is only, to use Cobb's 

terminology, "taken-as-shared" (Cobb, Yackel, 6 Wood, 

1992). Since the process of const~ction is adaptive in 

nature and requises self-reorganization, cultural 

knowledge that is assumed to be held by members of the 

culture is in reality only a dynanûcally evolving, 

negotiated interaction of individual interpretations, 

transformations, and constructions- At most, cultural 

knowledge can only be assumed, or "taken-as-shared," by 

its members. Yet cultural knowledge is a whole 

larger than the sum of the individual cognitions. It 

has a structure of its own that interacts with the 

individuals who also are constructing it. (p.24) 

Thinking about a meaning making mode1 is much more 

difficult than thinking about what is traditionally thought 

of as leaming and teaching in schools. This is because 
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unders tanding , and theref ore learning , occurs internally , We 
can t r y  to get students to demonstrate what is going on 

inside through tests, discussions etc. but ultimately this 

w i l l  always be an imperfect p i c t u r e  of what is actually 

occurring, Even t h i s  discussion about cognitive structures 

is a way of describing the process of what we think happens, 

but cognitive structures are no more a "fact" than thatwhich 

we attempt to acquire through s k i l l  development. A model of 

cognitive structures just helps us to think about the process 

more easily. Furthenuore, we can also discuss about how the 

brain actually functions, break it down into its component 

parts, but t h a t  too does not explain how we corne to know. 

T h i s  is why thinking about a meaning making model of learning 

is so difficult, It i s  much easier to think about what it 

isnrt, in cornparison to skill development, than it is to 

th ink about what it actually is. 

Like nost children, and my parents  before me, 1 was 

indoc t r ina ted  early in my education to embrace what Frank 

Smith ( 1998, p. 5 ) tenns "the off icial theorym of learning 

which says that learning only occurs when one is t s y i n g  to 

learn, and that it is a slow, painful and deliberate process. 

The "classic view" of learning is Smith's alternative to this 

official theory and is informed by a constructivist 

perspective, The classic view sees learning as a natural 

product of living. Smith (1998) States: 

It is classic because it is archetypal, universal, 

deeply rooted, and uncontaminated. It says, very 

simply, t h a t  we learn from people around us with whom we 
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identify. We canrt help leazning from them, and we 

l e m  without knowing that we are learning. (p -  3) 

Smith (1998)fists some characteristics of both models 

which are interesting to compare, 

The classic v i e w  says that 

says l earnùlg  is 

continual 

ef fortless 

inconspicuous 

boundles s 

unpremeditated 

independent of rewards 

and punishment 

based on self-image 

vicarious 

never forgotten 

inhibited by testing 

a social activity 

The official theory 

says that l e a r n i n g  is 

occasional 

hard work 

obvious 

limited 

intentional 

dependent on rewards 

and punishment 

based on effort 

individualistic 

easily forgotten 

assured by testing 

an intellectual 

activity 

memorization 

In contrast to a modernist perspective which sees 

knowledge as fixed and unchanging and existing outside of the 

individual, a postmodern, constructivist view sees knowledge 

as detemined and defined by its time and social context and 

through multiple perspectives. Knowledge is negotiated 
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within a community and requires  of its par t i c ipan t s  a 

continual reexamination of o ld  models of understanding and a 

building of new theor ies  and ideas based on what has corne 

before. This is prec ise ly  why Frank Smith (1998, p.9) says 

that w e  learn from the  people with whom w e  ident i fy .  W e  

don't learn from everyone, but only from those people with 

whom we have shared interests, cormnitments and conversations- 

Our shared knowing is inseparable from our existence as a 

"textw- generating community. A s  Bruner (1996) puts it: 

Knowledge is what is shared within discourse,  within a 

'textual' community, Truths are t h e  product of 

evidence, argument, and construction r a t h e r  than 

author i ty ,  t e x t u a l  or pedagogic. This mode1 of 

education is mutualist and dialectical, more concerned 

with in t e rp re ta t ion  and understanding than with the  

achievement of f a c tua l  knowledge o r  s k i l l e d  performance. 

Take small steps and you will get the big picture- By the t i m e  I 
was i n  university, I knew I lacked the initiative for some k inds  of 
l e a r n i n g .  Nowhere is t h i s  more apparent than i n  m y  psychology courses. 
I am i n  rny second year of university and 1 know that i f  1 apply myself I 
can get A's i n  psych. Last year I got a C and although 1 started off 
guite  strongly I lost momentum as the course progressed- T h i s  course is 
the psychology of education. O u r  f i rs t  test cornes around. It is early 
i n  the year and I study like crazy. I make notes on my notes and I sit 
in empty seminar rooms a t  the university and talk to myself and explain 
t o  myself what 1 know. I get  a n  A an  the test,  I n  fact, it is one of 
the highest marks i n  the room. I am dumbfounded but very proud of 
myself. 1 had finally buckled d o m  and it bas paid offJ I a m  on m y  
way! B y  the second test 1 cannot guite brïng myself t o  study qaite so 
hard. T t  is torture for m e  to sit i n  isolation and go over and over 
t h i n g s  l i k e  t h i s .  By the end of the course 1 am scoring a consistent C 
on m y  tests. Same old routine, but this time I know that I am making a 
choice. I sett le for a C. 

As an adult I have a much be t t e r  understanding of w h y  1 

settled for  a C. I n  her book The Person 1 Want to be - 



2s 
Rest i tut ion Self  Discipline, Diane Gossen (1995, p.2)  c i t e s  

James Q. Wilson who  believes t h a t  human beings act f o r  one of 

three reasons: to avoid pain,(including soc ia l  discomfort) , to 

gain respect from others o r  t o  gain respect  of s e l f .  (1 w i l l  

discuss Gossenfs Resti tution mode1 i n  more d e t a i l  later i n  

t h i s  t he s i s , )  F i r s t l y ,  1 s e t t l e d  f o r  a C i n  psychology 

because the  benef i t s  of ge t t ing  an A d i d  not outweigh the  

pain of the  study process, Given th is ,  1 could only sustain 

my behaviour u n t i l  my stamina wore out ,  Secondly, 1 was not 

act ing from a pos i t ion  of self respect ,  According to Gossen, 

(1995,  p . 3 )  respect of self asks the question "Who w i l l  1 be 

i f  1 do it?" Nothing i n  my education ever  required t h i s  

perspective of me. 1 did it f o r  the grade, f o r  my parents, 

fo r  m y  teachers,  to pass a course, so others wouldn't think 1 

w a s  stupid, but  1 never acted from a posi t ion of i n t r i n s i c  

motivation. 1 never did it because it would enrich m e  as a 

huma. being. Given Frank Smith's (1998 p.5) "o f f i c i a l  view" 

of learning t h i s  is  not surpris ing becaase t h e  " o f f i c i a l  

v i e w "  is al1 about f u l f i l l i n g  i n s t i t u t i o n a l  requirements. 

Knowledge i s  something with which you f i l 1  students- T h e  

self is a passive secipient  and not  ac t ive ly  engaged because 

meaning is acquired by t h e  individual  not created by her. 

Because 1 was so  indoctrinated i n t o  the " o f f i c i a l  

theory" of learning," which stated t h a t  learning should be 

methodical and purposeful, 1 formed study habits which worked 

against  my own learning ra ther  than towards it, As a result, 

I determined t h a t  when 1 couldnrt  su s t a in  what 1 w a s  t rying 

t o  do, it wasn't because the  system was flawed, but because 1 
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was. For instance, 1 wasnrt used to the quantity of reading 

in university, but my public school training told me that one 

had t o  proceed in small steps. If you didnrt understand 

something there was no point in going on. 1 would read an 

article. Ird read the first paragraph. Ird read it again. 

Ifd write d o m  a few notes to myself. At last, 1 was 

starting to understand it. 1 read the second paragraph. 1 

read it again. 1 went back to t h e  first. Took a few notes. 

O n  t o  the third and so on and so on. This process was not 

only depressingly slow, but it was also impossible given the 

volume of reading to be done. It was also very difficult for 

me to get  the global picture of a text because 1 couldn't 

stand back from the individual details to see the la rger  

argument which was emerging. That's the c m  of it. The 

"comonsense" view of teaching (Peters, 1998, p.29) says that 

the small pieces will f i t  into a whole if you learn them bit 

by b i t  but i f  you are so close to the picture that you can 

only see the individual pieces, then you will never be able 

to grasp the whole picture. 

1 donrt believe anymore that I was alone in opting out 

of a pa in fu l  process o r  that there was something wrong with 

me because 1 didnft have enough drive or stamina. The 

"o f f i c i a l  theoryw of learning has us believing that learning 

is hard work and drudgery because jJ...learning is taking 

place only if there is difficulty ..." (Smith, 1998, p.27). 
Some of us are perceived as willing to make this sacrifice 

and others perceived as just too lazy or unmotivated. 

Learning in the "official theoryw is "... simply a matter of 
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effort and desire" (Smith, 1998, p.43) .  Many of us, rather 

than being high achievers o r  d i s m a l  failures, end up i n  the 

middle, wi l l ing  t o  l i v e  a l i f e  of mediocrity in f u l f i l l i n g  

minimum requirements. 

It took m e  a long t h e  and l o t s  of mistalces t o  figure 

this out i n  a teaching context. A s  a beginning teacher  1 

assumed that s tudents  would know nothing except what 1 gave 

them. They w e r e  the tabula rasa on w h i c h  1 imprinted 

information that 1 thought they needed t o  know. M y  agenda 

w a s  t h e  only one t h a t  mattered. 1 am reminded of one of my 

student teaching experiences i n  the final year of my B.Ed. 

1 a m t r y i n g  t o  t e a c h  a poem to a " low f u n c t i o n i n g n  g r a d e  t e n  
E n g l i s h  class. The n i g h t  b e f o r e ,  1 mite dom on  a p i e c e  o f  p a p e r  a i l  
of t h e  q u e s t i o n s  1 w l l l  ask t h e  c l a s s  about t h i s  poem. I w i l l  p r o c e e d  
from one  q u e s t i o n  g e t  t h e  answer  1 am l o o k i n g  for and t h e n  move t o  t h e  
n e x t  one.  B y  t h e  time 1 come t o  t h e  l a s t  q u e s t i o n  a l1 o f  my s t u d e n t s  
w i l l  u n d e r s t a n d  t h e  poem i n  i t s  e n t i r e t y  b e c a u s e  1 w i l l  have fo l lowed  
t h e  steps. If 1 a s k e d  a q u e s t i o n  and g e t  a r e s p o n s e  which is n o t  what 1 
a m  l o o k i n g  f o r  then 1 will Say "okay," and r e p e a t  t h e  q u e s t i o n  a g a i n  
u n t i l  1 get t h e  answer  1 want. Af t e r  t h e  l e s s o n ,  my c o o p e r a t i n g  t e a c h e r  
tel ls  m e  t h a t  I need t o  be more f l e x i b l e  and t h a t  1 need t o  deviate f r o m  
where 1 am want ing  t o  go. She  says t h a t  1 am l o s i n g  s t u d e n t s  by 
s t i c k i n g  t o o  c l o s e l y  t o  my agenda. T h i s  d o e s n ' t  make s e n s e  t o  me. It 
d o e s n ' t  occur t o  m e  t h a t  s t u d e n t s  might  make s e n s e  i n  a d i f f e r e n t  way 
t h a n  I a m  making s e n s e .  S u r e l y ,  i f  t h e y  are l i s t e n i n g  t h e y  w i l l  f o l l o w  
my l i n e  of r e a s o n i n g  and  a d o p t  my c o n c l u s i o n  because  1 w i l l  have b r o u g h t  
them a l o n g  s o  n i c e l y .  O f  cou r se ,  because my p r a c t i c e  is  informed by  my 
assumpt ions  abou t  wha t  t h e s e  students are c a p a b l e  of doing ,  1 d o n ' t  
know how else t o  do it. Besides S o c r a t e s  was a n  a u t h o r i t y  on  t h e s e  
t h i n g s  wasn ' t  he? Who am 1 t o  a rgue?  

Years later 1 understand what my cooperating teacher was 

trying t o  t e l l  me. 1 now believe that learning does n o t  

precede f r o m  d e t a i l s  t o  a global p i c t u r e  but  rather from a 

global p ic tu re  to s m a l l e r  de ta i l s .  This w a s  not Uamediately 

obvious t o  m e  e a r l y  on i n  my career.  E v e r y  t h e  I would 

teach something like a short s to ry  w e  would ge t  to t h e  end of 
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the story and 1 would proceed w i t h  a line of qyestioning 

which would develop the "what happenedm of the story. My 

practice of small steps to understanding the global picture 

was informed by my assumptions about what John Mayher 

(Peters, 1998, p, 29) refers to as "the cornonsense view..." 

of learning that 1 mentioned earlier, w h e r e  small pieces of 

information build together to form a comprehensible whole. 

Conçequently, one couldnrt possibly talk about the theme of a 

story until one was sure to understand what had happened. 

Invariably, as 1 was about to ask my first question someone, 

would enthusiastically, either blurt out a question which was 

further d o m  my l i s t  (because it w a s  a higher level thinking 

question), or blurt out the "answerm to what the story was 

really about - that being the deeper meaning- Theyrd get to 

the end before 1 would even ask a question. 1 quickly began 

to ask myself how 1 was to keep ail twenty-five of them in 

the same developmental place if some were being impatient and 

skipping ahead of me? 

Now, I understand that the reason students were jumping 

ahead was because learners see the whole picture first. 

Yourll never see the whole picture by focusing in on details 

but one can go back and explore the details and h w  a piece 

is crafted after one has thought about the big picture. 

Today, 1 do it differently. Rather than doing the talking 1 

wait after f i n i s h i n g  a story and usually, fairly quickly, 

someone asks the question that  most of the  class is 

pondering. That becomes our starting point of discussion and 

the details that 1 once laboured over become natural points 
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in the discussion as it unfolds. 

The other assumption 1 made as a begiming teacher was 

that if 1 presented a line of thinking in a clear mannes that 

my students understood, they would adopt my line of 

reasoning. It was years before 1 understood my teaching of 

T h e  t h e  Triffids f rom dif f erent perspective , 

It i s  1987 and 1 am teaching in a smal l  t o m  in s o u t h e r n  Manitoba, 
It is my first t e a c h u i g  e x p e r i e n c e  and my grade n i n e  language arts c l a s s  
is reading The Day of the T r i f f i d s .  W e  read t h e  book t o g e t h e r ,  
sometimes I a s s i g n  c h a p t e r s  t o  be r e a d  a t  home and we d o  q u e s t i o n s ,  A t  
t h i s  po in t  1 feel t h a t  1 must  make s u r e  t h e  ubasic" c o n t e n t  i s  covered 
because I feel t h a t  any  meaningful  d i s c u s s i o n  o f  the n o v e l  cannot  happen 
u n t i l  s t u d e n t s  h a v e  a  good unders tand ing  o f  t h e  p l o t .  Of c o u r s e ,  they 
w i l l  n o t  know u n l e s s  I make it explicit for them, I a l s o  want t o  go 
beyond t h e  c o n t e n t ,  1 want s t u d e n t s  t o  make connec t ions  between the 
environmental  and s u r v i v a l  i s s u e s  in th i s  book and their  own lives, 1 
c o l l e c t  a  v a r i e t y  o f  s c i e n c e  f ict ion stories, each addressing a 
p a r t i c u l a r  per spec t i ve  i n  t h e  n o v e l .  W e  read one story t o g e t h e r ,  and 
then I d i s c u s s  w i t h  them how it r e l a t e s  to The Day o f  t h e  T r i f f i d s ,  1 
t h i n k  t h i n g s  a r e  going a long g u i t e  w e l l  u n t i l  I Say t o  the c l a s s  one day 
"We've t a l k e d  about  a lo t  of themes in this  n o v e l ,  On Monday 1 am going 
t o  give you a  test  on t h e  v a r i o u s  themes," The i n n o c e n t  r e s p o n s e  from 
one of m y  s t u d e n t s  shocks  me: 

"Are we s t i l l  read ing  The  Day of  t h e  T r i f f i d s ?  7 t h o u g h t  we were 
dune t h a t  nove l  a l o n g  time ago. ff 

1 had wanted my students to make connections between our 

novel, other pieces of literature and their own lives but 1 

had neglected an essential piece; it was they who had to make 

the connections, Instead, 1 had assumed that what was  clear 

to me would also be clear to them if 1 told them what the 

connections were. Once 1 had delivered the information they 

would be able to reproduce my brilliance on a test. 1 was 

s t i l l  functioning as the teacher expert and this was very 

much a transmission mode1 of teaching, where 1 was filling up 

my students with valuable information as if they were empty 

"receptacles", to use Freire's (1997, p-53) term. 
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The other  really disturbing par t  of t h i s  s tory was my 

intemal response to the question posed by my student. 

Although 1 d i d n f t  Say it 1 arrogant ly believed t h a t  t he  

f a i l u r e  of my students  t o  ge t  my meaning was the& fau l t .  1 

was doing my job but  c l ea r ly  they  w e r e  not doing t h e i r s -  My 

perspective was anything but humble. A s  Freire (1997, p.53) 

puts it, 1 was communicating information as  5 .  - a  g i f t  

bestowed by those who consider themselves knowledgeable upon 

those whom they consider to know nothing-" Luckily, 1 

d i d n f t  a r t i c u l a t e  t h i s  sentiment, but 1% sure 1 communicated 

it anyway. Students are quick to pick up what w e  as teachers 

r e a l l y  believe i n  spi te  of what w e  may o r  may not Say. 

Regardless of the outcome of my ear ly  attempts a t  

meaning making when teaching l i t e r a t u r e ,  1 was atternpting t o  

do things d i f ferent ly .  As a learner in high school and 

university 1 had g l k e r s  of learning as easy, engaging and 

en j oyable. These experiences were usually i n  English 

c lasses .  T h i s  i s  n o t  surpr is ing  given my ea r ly  school 

experience- As 1 said earlier 1 missed a l o t  of incidental  

learning outside of school because 1 was not wil l ing t o  put  

any e f f o r t  i n t o  learning i f  I d i d n f t  have to. Reading was 

the  exception and, 1 believe, it i s  what saved m e  because 1 

w a s  a voracious reader i n  my spare t he .  It may seem odd 

given my a t t i t ude  towards learning but 1 didn ' t  see reading 

as learning; 1 saw it as entertainment. A s  a resu l t ,  1 w a s  

developing my literacy a b i l i t i e s  outs ide  of t h e  school 

environment and wasn't aware t h a t  1 was doing so. 

M r s .  S c h u l t z  was m y  grade eleven Engl i sh  t e a c h e r .  1 don 't h a v e  
specif ic  mernories o f  w h a t  I learned from Mrs. Schultz. Mernories would  
be too strong. 1 have, rather, an o v e r a l l  impres s ion  of  engaging class 
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d i s c u s s i o n s  and c o l l a b o r a t i v e  group work. I f  we d i d  a n y  formal granunar 
in grade e l e v e n  it was very l i t t l e  and th i s  ïms a depar ture  1 s u s p e c t  
from m y  p r e v i o u s  English/Language Arts exper ience  , Granunar always 
coloured the v i s i o n  1 had of m y s e l f  a s  a l e a r n e r  because  1 perce ived  
myself t o  be c o a p l e t e l y  incompe ten t  in t h i s  domain. Once it wasn 't 
s tand ing  i n  my way 1 was able t o  see m y s e l f  a s  a  l e a r n e r  and u s e r  o f  
language d i f f e r e n t l y .  

The  other d i f f e r e n c e  was t h a t  t h i s  e x p e r i e n c e  n s  the first time I 
remember going beyond t h e  content and f a c t s  t o  e x p l o r e  what l a y  b e h i n d  
the story. T h i n k i n g  about v a r i o u s  c h a r a c t e r s ,  how they saw t h e i r  w r l d s  
and e x p l o r i n g  their under ly ing  m o t i v a t i o n s  were r e a l  l i f e  d i s c u s s i o n s  
forme because  they were abou t  human na ture .  1 was a l s o  engaged for the 
first t h e  in making my own sense o f  stories because  o u r  d i s c u s s i o n s  
invo lved  the whole s t o r y  and the c h a r a c t e r  m o t i v a t i o n s  a s  a  p a r t  o f  t h a t  
s t o r y  r a t h e r  t h a n  the b a s i c  who, what,  when, where and why o f  the p l o t ,  
I don ' t  want t o  say t h a t  none o f  my previous  t e a c h e r s  t r i e d  t o  d o  this, 
because I t h i n k  they d i d ,  b u t  1 d i d n ' t  connec t  t o  it u n t u  1 had 1Yrs- 
S c h u l t z .  

1 continued English major university, 

largely, 1 believe, because 1 found a way into the  subject 

which w a s  personally meaningful t o  me. 1 think 1 connected 

because it was about people, ideas and the big questions o f  

existence - at l e a s t  it was for me. Years, later 1 suspect 

some of the science disciplines could hold connected meaning 

for me as well, bu t  they didn't  at t h e  t h e  so English is 

where 1 ended up. 

T h e  f irst  tïme I became c o n s c i o u s l y  aware of  t h i s  meaning making 
process was i n  an adolescene  l i t e r a t u r e  course .  W e  are reading I am the 
Cheese by Robert C o r m i e r .  We read t h e  first c h a p t e r  t o g e t h e r  a s  a 
c l a s s  and t h e n  t a k e  some t i m e  t o  respond ï n d i v i d u a l l y  i n  our  journa l s .  
I m i t e :  

The s p e a k e r  has  n o t  yet i d e n t i f i e d  h i m s e l f  by name i n  t h e  first 
c h a p t e r  b u t  he is t a k i n g  a trip t o  Vermont t u  see his  f a t h e r .  A t  
l e a s t ,  I t h i n k  it i s  h i s  f a t h e r  because he t a k e s  a g i f t  w i t h  him 
on t h e  t r i p ,  Then aga in ,  1 am n o t  r e a l l y  s u r e  because he s a y s  he 
looks i n  the mirror in h i s  paren t ' s  bedroom which w u l d  i n d i c a t e  
t o  me t h a t  he lives w i t h  both parents .  1 have  q u e s t i o n s .  W h y  
d o e s  h e  dump his p i l l s  d o m  the s i n k ?  what a r e  the p i l l s  for? 
W h y  does he need t o  t a k e  t h i s  t r i p  "rawW w i t h o u t  the p i l l s ?  W h y  
d o e s  h e  need to  t r a v e l  by h i s  own pokner? 

Then t h e  n e x t  day we read the second chapter and I respond: 

T h i s  i s  a taped i n t e r v i e w  and we know t h i s  is one of a series 
because  it i s  numbered. I t  i s  c l e a r l y  the boy and h i s  d o c t o r  
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[sic]. One g e t s  t h e  s e n s e  that h e  is in an i n s t i t u t i o n  o f  some 
kind and that he r e a l l y  doesn 't trust h i s  doc tor?  What happened 
t o  t h e  road t r i p ?  Bas it a l r e a d y  happened? 1s he in t h e  
i n s t i t u t i o n  as  a  r e s u l t  o f  the trip? Why would his p a r e n t s  pack 
him up and move him t o  another  area? W h y  this air or s e c r e c y ?  

T h i s  i s  t h e  kind of learning t h a t  engages me. Thinking 

where 1 am able  t o  postulate.  1 am fascinated with R e a d e r  

Response Theory. 1 love monitoring rny thoughts and reac t ions  

a s  it relates t o  my understanding of t h e  s tory i n  I Am the 

Cheese. The author  is  forever playing w i t h  my perceptions a s  

a reader by manipulating how and when 1 receive d e t a i l s  of 

t h e  story. H e  is explo i t ing  my meaning making o r  how I 

construct  t he  s to ry ,  o f t en  turning t h e  tables on m e  and 

keeping m e  o f f  balance. 

I f  you want s tudents  t o  make t h e i r  own meanings, as t h e  

above story i l l u s t r a t e s ,  you must as a teacher alfow that 

meaning making t o  happen. I n  order t o  f o s t e r  t he  condi t ions 

for t h i s  the  teacher  must approach the s i t ua t i on  f r o m  a 

learning r a the r  than a teaching perspective. It is what John 

Mayher (Peters, 1998) refers t o  as the "uncornon sense" s i d e  

of t h e  looking glass, which is 

.. J e a r n e r s  going beyond t h e  information given; 

language being learned i n  use; t h e  power of n a r r a t i v e  i n  

learning, i n  memory, and i n  development; t he  normally 

c rea t ive  use  of language; and a focus on learn ing  not  

teaching- (p. 33)  

Itfs t h e  d i f fe rence  between teaching the  par t s  of a w e l l  

constructed paragraph wr i t ten  by someone else, usual ly  an 

"expert," and allowing students t o  mite t h e i r  own 

paragraphs. It is t h e  difference between teaching grananar and 
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allowing students to learn  to mite by writing. It's t h e  

difference between t e l l i n g  students what a s to ry  means and 

allowing students  to discuss and struggle w i t h  t h e  meaning 

themselves, T r y  as 1 might as a beginning teacher, 1 wasn't 

able t o  give control  over to my students because my 

philosophical u n d e r p i ~ i n g s  did not allow m e  t o  trust that my 

students could make their own sense. A big part of being a 

constructivist teacher is approaching the  s i t ua t i on  f r o m  t h e  

perspective of t h e  learner. 1 couldn't be t h e  kind of 

teacher 1 wanted t o  be because 1 had never experienced a 

meaning making mode1 f r o m  the perspective of a learner .  Al1 

1 had were glimmers until 1 joined a group of teachers £rom 

Seven Oaks School Division t o  pursue a masters degree in 

teacher research. The Seven Oaks cohort aflowed m e  a 

d i f ferent  experience of learning. Understanding what it was 

l i k e  t o  be a learner  i n  control allowed me to eventually 

trust the meaning making of my own students. 
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Seven Oaks School Division i s  sponsoring a master's 

program i n  teacher research. There are about twenty-five of 

m y  colleagues from t h e  d i v i s i o n  i n  our cohort, T h e  f a c t  t h a t  

t h i s  group w i l l  take a number of courses together and operate 

as a unit i n t r i g u e s  me because 1 am looking f o r  new 

in te rpersonal  connections. 1 am a l s o  looking for avenues of 

r e inven t i on  

In 1995, my marriage of t e n  years ended and 1 was l e f t  

wondering who 1 had become during that the. Luckily, 1 

didn't have a v i e w  of self as immutable but r a t h e r  a view of 

s e l f  as contex tua l ly  defined, changeable and self determined, 

1 couldn't bave described it as such b a c k  then. A t  t h a t  time, 

1 j u s t  didn't know rrho 1 was anymore and m y  only two options 

w e r e  t o  s t a y  where 1 w a s  o r  move forward and redefine myself ,  

1 had heard t h e  term "reinvention" somewhere and knew t h a t  

t h i s  w a s  what 1 needed t o  do. Hot knowing where t o  begin I 

d i d  what many people do who are going through divorces; 1 

began working on my outward appearance. A s  f o r  my inne r  

workings, 1 d i d n f t  t h ink  about it as changing negat ive  things 

about myself but r a t h e r ,  as becoming "who 1 wanted t o  be," to 

use Diane Gossenfs (Gossen, 1995, p.  31) Res t i tu t ion  term. 

P a r t  of becoming a b e t t e r  vers ion  of myself was f e e l i n g  

i n t e l l e c t u a l l y  strong, as well as physically s t rong.  The 

Master's Cohor t  seemed a v i a b l e  avenue for this reinvention.  

That's how I corne t o  be s i t t i n g  one Friday evening i n  a classroom 
a t  Maples C o l l e g i a t e  i n  t h e  s p r i n g  of 1996. 1 haven't been a s tudent  f o r  
many years and 1 am wondering i f  I ' ve  made t h e  r i g h t  dec i s ion ,  1 had 
attempted a few years  previously t o  finish rny B.A. reasoning t h a t  
completing another degree and t h e  r e s u l t i n g  pay i nc rease  were good 
enough reasons  on t h e i r  own to f i n i s h ,  Given t h a t  t h e s e  were t h e  only 
motivating f a c t o r s  it is not s u r p r i s i n g  t h a t  when 1 had t r o u b l e  juggling 
my term t e a c h i n g  jobs, my course  work and my home l ife,  1 had let it 
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Our group has  decided t o  meet Fr iday  evenings a f t e r  s choo l  and 

Saturday mornings. 1 look around t h e  room and th ink  t o  myself t h a t  t h i s  
f e e l s  like a good space  t o  be in .  This  room l a c k s  t h e  sterility of many 
h igh  school classrooms wi th  t h e i r  r o m  of desks,  tliled f l o o r s  and bare  
walls. T h i s  room is carpe ted , the  walls are covered with p o s t e r s  and t h e  
tables and c h a i r s  are e a s i l y  movable, The back wal l  i s  al1 windows and 
it looks o u t  i n t o  another area f i l l e d  with couches and tables. 

I J m  wondering what t o  expect during t h e s e  first few meetings 
t oge the r  but 1 have a fairly high expec ta t ion  t h a t  it will be more of 
t h e  same o ld ,  The same o l d  grading system, t h e  same o l d  t r y i n g  t o  f i t  
myself i n t o  someone else's way of t h i n k i n g  about something, the same old 
give t h e  p ro fe s so r  what she wants, t h e  same o l d  lack of e n g a ç r w n t ,  t h e  
same old stress o v e r  writlng term papers. A t  t h i s  point ,  however, 1 
d o n ' t  know any o t h e r  way o f  doing th ings ,  given my previous schoo l  
experience. My real worry is t h a t  1 am going t o  l o s e  t h r e e  o r  f o u r  
years of my l i f e  immersed i n  work t h a t  is d i f f i c u l t  and inherently 
boring . 

I f m  w o r k i n g  w i t h i n  t w o  models. On the one hand, 1 am 

l o o k i n g  for avenues of reinvention and so 1 see the 

respons ib i l i ty  and authority to change as resting w i t h i n  

myself. A t  the  same time, I f m  operating from the assumption 

that my course work w i l l  no t  hold any personal meaning for 

m e .  1 don't  know about Smith's (1998, p.5) "classic" and 

"official" views of learning y e t ,  1 see my own personal 

experience i n  everyday l i fe  f r o m  a classic perspective, in 

the sense that 1 am learning from my previous experiences. 

School learning is s t i l l  disconnected f r o m  m y  real life. 

Regardless of this disparity, 1 m u s t  have had an inkling of 

this connection because it is reflected i n  my first journal 

entry . 
When w e  come to  class we always b r i n g  a response that werve 

written. It might have something to do with o u r  readinqs for the week 
or an experience in the classroom o r  a d i scuss ion  wieh a colleague, b u t  
usually the response is a combination, a fusing toge ther  of Our 
experiences, both professionally and personally with the readings and 
discussions we are doing. This is very much about making connections 
and it suits me because in response to my fear of losing a huge chunk of 
my life erigaged in an  effort I d o n r t  value, 1 promise myself t h a t  I will 
maintain a balanced life and not put al1 my focus into one area. My 
first journal entry, dated April 14, 1996 explains my need even early on 
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to l i v e  an i n t e g r a t e d  life. 

To begin w i t h ,  1 spene Friday evening and Saturday morning a t  my 
first course for my master's degree in t eacher  research .  One of 
t h e  requirements for t h e  course  is  to keep a personal journal-  I 
decided when 1 began this course of s t u d y  t h a t  t h e  o n l y  way 1 
could be successful  was if I ïncorporated my r e s e a r c h / s t u d i e s  
i n t o  who I was a s  person.  I couldn't  keep up w i t h  t h e  workïoad if 
it was something I p u t  a f e w  hours into every week because I had 
to- 

This line of thought is a huge departure from my 

understandings and assumptions about leaming in my 

undergraduate degree. First of al1 1 am recognizing the 

connectedness of knawing and that 1 am the person making the 

connections as opposed to receiving information and storing 

it. 1 am taking what 1 learned in reader response a step 

f u r t h e r  in that those connections between reader and text 

happen outside of literature as well. 

1 wanted to reinvent myself and 1 wanted my course work 

to be personally meaningful. 1 couldnft have anticipated how 

well action research would fit into my agenda because 1 

didn't realize that in engaging in action research 1 would be 

researching myself. 1 was my own agenda. 

Action research is a means of uncovering one's 

assumptions about learning and teaching and is intimately 

connected to one's lived experience in the classroom, in a 

way that an "outsider's" research is not. A positivist 

research paradigm begins with a hypothesis which one wishes 

to t e s t .  One designs a study to test the hypothesis which 

one implements and then writes about the findings. (Newman, 

1998 ,p. 2) It is a linear process which proceeds from 

beginning to end and never involves the researcher as 

subject. Action research, on the other hand, is a much more 
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cyclical process, T h e  research activity begins in the 

middle of whatever it is yourre doing- -.." (Newmanr1998,p.3) 
It begins by making note of what Judith Newman (1998,p.5) 

describes as, "critical incidents," which are those events in 

the classroom which surprise, shock or cause discomfort in 

the teacher. In recognizing the surprise, one is able to 

step back £rom the incident and ask what questions are 

raised. In stepping back from the incident one is able to 

examine one's underlying beliefs which are guiding the action 

around the event. Newman (1987) describes critical incidents 

in this way: 

We began using critical incidents as a way of finding 

out more about our current beliefs and about the 

assumptions underlying what we were doing in the 

classroom, We collected and shared stories which 

contributed to our understanding about language and 

learning and about Our role as teachers- Sometimes the 

incidents confirmed what we believed; more often, 

however, we were forced to reappraise our assumptions, 

What these  critical incidents often revealed, was a 

surprising gap between what we said we believed about 

learning and teaching (our "espoused" beliefs) and what 

our actions were conveying. (p.727-728) 

Action research requires that we collect many critical 

incidents and search for common themes or patterns in these 

incidents. The themes do not emerge from the incidents 

themselves since the incidents are just events. It is the 

meaning which we assign to these events which imbues them 
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with meaning and it is through an interpretive narrativizing 

process that we tie experience and understanding together. 

Comelly and Clandinin (1990) believe that human beings "lead 

storied lives" (p.2). We have our lived experience, but it 

is Our story about those events wherein our meaning resides. 

Although an initial experience only happens once, our story 

of that experience lives over and over again, allowing us 

over t h e  to construct its meaning within our lives, at the 

same t h e  that new experiences inform our thinking. Connelly 

and Clandinin (1990) put it this way: 

. . . p  eople are both living their stories in an ongoing 

experiential text and telling their stories in words as 

they reflect upon life and explain themselves to others. 

For the researcher, this is a portion of the complexity 

of narrative, because a life is also a m a t t e r  of growth 

toward an imagined future and, therefore, involves 

retelling stories and attempts at reliving stories. A 

person is, at once, engaged in living, telling, 

retelling, and reliving stories. ( p . 4 )  

It was in the very nature of action research that 1 

found engagement. This is because the themes 1 assigned to my 

stories as a learner or teacher were my own creation. The 

c r i t i c a i  incidents were allowing me to make visible my 

assumptions, which,in turn, informed my actions. I was 

weaving these incidents into a larger story which made sense 

to me. Gloria Steinem, (1993) when speaking about writing 

gets at this issue as well: " 1 began to understand with a 

terrible sureness that we teach what we need to leasn and 



41 
m i t e  what we need to know." (p. 6) 

What did 1 need to kn-? As a teacher 1 needed to 

understand issues of voice, self and pawer as they relate to 

c u r r i c u l u m  and meaning making. As a human being 1 needed to 

understand them for myself, As a result, this "need to knoww 

extended beyond the boundaries the classroom 

walls; blurring rny usual professional and personal 

b o u n d a r i e s ,  Consequently, the critical incidents 

that caused me discomfort were not drawn from my classroom 

life as a teacher but from my experiences as a learner both 

past and present because my learning situation in the cohort 

was designed around pedagogical underpinnings which were 

vastly different from my previous experiences- The c0hor-t 

experience provided a new background on which 1 could 

contrast my previous experiences as a leaxner- Against this 

backdrop critical incidents were readily visible. 

1 realize fairly quickly that t h i s  learning s i tuat ion  isn't going 
to be t h e  same o l d  t h i n g  when on t h e  Saturday morning of  our first 
weekend together Judith, our instructor,  asks u s  how w e  are f e e l i n g  so 
far* 

T ' m  worried t h a t  it w i l 1  be d i f f i c u l t  t o  juggle  work, home and 
s t u d i e s , "  says someone in the circle, 

" I had a hard time r e a d i n g  one o f  those articies last n i g h t , "  
comments someone else. 

"It's been so l o n g  since I 've done t h i s  t h a t  I r m  a f r a i d  I ' m  o u t  o f  
p r a c t i c e  or maybe can 't d o  it anymore, says another .  

J u d i t h  knows what al1 good t e a c h e r s  know. If a s t u d e n t  cannoe qet 
beyond fears and m i s g i v i n g s  t h e n  p r o d u c t i v e  l earn ing ,  the kind t h a t  goes 
beyond t h e  a b s o r p t i o n  of î n f o r m a t i o n  from teacher t o  student is not 
l i k e l y  t o  occur or w i l l  o n l y  o c c u r  i n  a l i m i t e d  way. J u d i t h  does w i t h  
u s  what 1 d i d n r t  know to d o  with my own French s t u d e n t s  early in my 
c a r e e r ,  A t  t h a t  t h  1 d i d n  't understand t h a t  their n e g a t i v e  comments 
were a r e a c t i o n  t o  fear and u n c e r t a i n t y ,  In  v o i c i n g  those f e a r s  
s t u d e n t s  a r e  able t o  move beyond them and p r o v i d i n g  a forum for t h a t  
d i s c u s s i o n  a l l o w s  t h o s e  f e e l i n g s  t o  be d e a l t  w i t h  in a positive way. 

Thankfully J u d i t h  d o e s  it d i f f e r e n t l y  and i n  l i s t e n i n g  t o  others 
a i r  t h e i r  concerns  1 am f e e l i n g  relieved and I b e g i n  t o  l e t  my b r e a t h  
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out slowly, The l esson  for m e  is one 1 l earn  in t h i s  group more than 
once and that i s  1 am not t h e  o n l y  one. I am n o t  the o n l y  person who 
srruggles t o  balance many areas in m y  l i f e  and 1 am not  t h e  only  one who 
is uncertain about my abilities a f t e r  a l 1  these years  outs ide  of the 
univers i ty .  In  t h i s  discussion 1 see others ,  like myself, with 
uncer ta in t ies  and vu lnerab i l i t i e s  and I know t h a t  1'11 be able t o  t ake  
some risks a s  a learner  because I ' m  no d i f f e r e n t  f r o m  anyone e l s e ,  I 
r e a l i z e  t h a t  I r v e  bought i n t o  a l i e  t h a t  permeates many of our 
i n s t i t u t i o n s  inc lud înq  education, T h i s  l i e  i s  t h e  b i g  cover up that so 
many of us l ive  with and perpetuate. Itcs the l i e  t h a t  serves t o  
a l ienate  us from one another, That l i e  says am okay. 1 am handling 
things. 1 don't have any fears o r  misqivings and in t h i s  context no one 
w i l l  ever know because 1 donrt have t o  show myse l f  in a genuine way. 
In recogniz ing this I am a l i t t l e  m o r e  free, 

Irm not  only a little more free i n  knowing t h a t  I r m  not 

the only one with uncertainties.  Irm a l s o  l ibera ted  i n  my 

thinking because I r v e  found out  that 1 don't have t o  have al1 

the right answers, neatly packaged f o r  my teacher  to read and 

grade. I r v e  found out t h a t  my grade is based on the process 

i t s e l f ;  through my professional readings, the questions 1 ask 

and r e f l e c t i ons  1 write. All 1 have t o  do is  t r y  my bes t  t o  

figure th ings  out. I n  t h e  "just t r y  approach" 1 am able t o  

see where my thinking takes m e  and make discoveries t h a t  1 

might otherwise not make. This is a long way from my 

experience w i t h  Mrs. Cook i n  grade six where 1% reading t o  

p u l l  out information £rom a text;  main idea and supporting 

details. Irm not  reading anymore to absorb infornation. I r m  

reading t o  make connections. Newman (1998) obviously 

understood this as w e l l :  

It never ceases t o  su rpr i se  m e  t h a t  graduate students, 

by and large, have no idea how t o  look f o r  connections; 

their predominant learning s t ra tegy is t o  read and 

memorize. So w e  spend a grea t  dea l  of time looking 

for comectionç i n  articles, chapters, and books, 
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learning how t o  th ink  with t h e  authors,  u s ing  these  

accounts as mirrors for r e f l e c t i n g  on our own 

experiences. (p.4)  

1 discover t h i s  idea  of making connections because 

Jud i th  gives us  a couple of free writes. 1 know a i l  about 

f r e e  writes and 1 find them valuable  because 1 h o w  t h a t  1 

write t o  learn.  T h i s  technique is timed and t h e  only r u l e  i s  

t h a t  within t h e  t ime  l i m i t  you d o n 8 t  s t o p  wr i t ing .  1 always 

discover gems i n  t h e s e  f r e e  writes; ideas which 1 have always 

held  but t h a t  1 understand i n  a different way once 1 have 

committed them t o  paper. Writing gives my thoughts a 

phys ica l i ty  t h a t  1 can't f i n d  o r a l l y .  It al lows m e  to make 

connections about what 1 know and it changes w h a t  and how 1 

know it. T h e  t h ï c k  grey soup of my i nne r  thoughts 

begins t o  take a physical form on paper - a form wi th  a 

defined shape, framed by t h e  publ ic  borders of  t h e  page. I t  

allows otners ,  a s  w e l l ,  t o  see t h e  shape 1 have given 

something and a l l o w s  m e  to sha re  myself i n  t h i s  way. 

A s  t h e  goes on 1 f ind myself looking forward to reading 

articles and w r i t i n g  i n  my journal  at night  when 1 get home 

from work. Things merge together .  A t r i p  t o  t h e  t h e a t e r  

provides m e  with a jumping o f f  p o i n t  for my journa l  t h e  

following Saturday. Things 1 am doing i n  t h e  classroom are 

beginning t o  connect with some of t h e  p ro fes s iona l  l i t e r a t u r e  

and sometimes t h i s  l i t e r a t u r e  o r  o t h e r  discuss ions  are 

provoking m e  t o  ask myself i f  1 could be doing something i n  a 

d i f f e r e n t  way. The connections 1 am making i n  rny l ea rn ing  

are not  j u s t  school based but are based sather on m y  l i v e d  
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l ife of which my course  work and profess ion  are components. 

1 feel t h a t  my life is taking on a t e x t u a l  r ichness  and there 

is a blending of perspect ives  and voices,  Aithough 1 d o n r t  

r e a l i z e  it at t h e  the,  1 am experiencing Frank Smith's 

(1998, p .5 )  "c las s i c  v i e w "  of learning. 1 am engaged i n  what 

1 am reading, wri t ing  and thinking about and 1 am exci ted 

about t h e  connections 1 am making. Most d p o r t a n t l y ,  1 

think, 1 have made the  l eap  from l ea rn ing  as happening i n  

school, where 1 have always occupied t h e  pos i t ions  of what 

Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger and T a r u l e  (1997, p.39)  refer t o  

as received and procedural  knowledge, ( w h e r e  knowledge e x i s t s  

outside of myself i n  t h e  form of an e x p e r t ) ,  t o  someone who 

approaches  l i f e  from a c o n s t r u c t i v i s t  perspec t ive-  F r o m  t h i s  

p e r s p e c t i v e ,  the cons t ruc t ion  of knowledge and t r u t h  is 

located within each person and is "- ..not simply an 

'ob jec t ive r  procedure b u t  a way of weaving t h e i r  passions and 

i n t e l l e c t u a l  l i fe  in to  some racognizable whole-" (Belenky, 

Clinchy, Goldberger, Tarule,  1997,p.141) Learning has become 

t h e  product of t h e  lived f i f e -  

No one is more su rp r i sed  about my changed behaviour than  

1 am given my previous h i s to ry  as a learner- 1 am engaged 

2nd making sense for myself. 1 am not  wanting t o  be t h e  

invisible learner of my p a s t ,  hidden i n  t h e  middle row and 

choosing not  to con t r ibu te -  It is  the fact that 1 am not  

silent which is allowing m e  t o  make my own meaning. In 

voicing my thoughts 1 am thinking with others and enter ing  

i n t o  a d ia log ic  r e l a t i o n s h i p  very d i f f e r e n t  from my pas t  

learning experiences. My first experience of hearing myself 
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is g r a t i f  y ing * 

O n  our second Saturday togetzher Judith hands o u t  a typed s h e e t  of 
paper t o  each of us  as w e  d r i f t  into class. 1 can see my classmates 
pointing at the  paper and saying 'Look, s h e  quoted m e , "  1 scan down t h e  
paper looking for rriy name. Sure enough about half way dom t h e  page I 
find a couple of sentences pu l l ed  £rom t h e  reflection 1 had handed i n  
t h e  previous evening. "If it was quotable it must have been worth 
shar ing,"  1 t h i n k  t o  myself, and 1 am f e e l i n g  rather del ighted on t h e  
inside. 

1 am delighted because I valued those words 1 had written, 1 am 
delighted because  someone else t h i n k s  they are valuable enough t o  share 
w i t h  t h e  class, and m o s t  of a l1  1 am defighted because t h i s  simple 
technique has brought m e  into t h e  conversation. I n  sha r i ng  my idea 1 am 
also s h a r i n g  myself. Aïlowing m y s e l f  t o  be  known through w r i t i n g  feels 
really good. 

J u d i t h  creates a vas i e ty  of avenues for expression of 

voice wi th in  t h e  learning environment. A s i d e  from publishing 

a l i s t  of s t u d e n t  quotes on t h a t  first Saturday together ,  we 

w r i t e  biweekly responses which are copied and shared amongst 

t he  group, W e  respond back to one another on these  

r e f l e c t i o n s ,  o f t e n  sc r ibb l ing  i n  t h e  margins as we respond t o  

one idea and then  t h e  next, O f  course, we a l s o  have both  

small and l a r g e  group discussions.  

We converse back and forth and Judi th  reflects with us  

through h e r  own wr i t ing  and responds to what w e  have writ ten.  

She d o e s n r t  set herse l f  up as the omnipotent expert by 

cont ro l l ing  t h e  c l a s s  discuss ion i n  order  t o  f i l 1  us up with 

information. I n  fact, she doesn ' t  Say much at al1 a s i d e  f r o m  

asking a poin ted  question o r  reframing t h e  discussion.  

Rather, s h e  s t e p s  back, and i n  doing so,  t he  constsuction of 

a shared meaning and the r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  for t h a t  meaning 

making lies pr imar i ly  with us as a group. 1 bel ieve  our 

discussions both wri t t en  and oral were the best  of what 

dialogue towards a shared unders tanding can be. We 
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constructed our own understandings around pedagogical 

questions, supported by our learning experiences in the 

cohort, the professional literature, and the events in our 

own classrooms . 
Irm in charge of my own learning but the responsibility 

is causing me stress because although 1 have a written voice 

1 donrt contribute to the oral class discussion. 1 know my 

classrnates value my writing and it is a good venue for my new 

emerging voice because unlike speaking 1 can edit my words 

before  they enter the public domain, taking risks, albeit 

calculated ones, in my thinking. Unlike the invisible, 

pliant self encouraged in public schwl hawever, 1 am no 

longer  content t o  be silent and unseen. This group values 

risk taking and participation and 1 w a n t  to be a more valued 

m e m b e r  of the group. 1 also realize that it is 1, along with 

Judith and my classmates, who is responsible for our 

collective learning and shared understandings of the group. 

If 1 donrt speak 1 am abdicating my responsibility as a 

m e m b e r  of the learning community. 1 have a need to 

c o n t r i b u t e  and 1 want to contribute - but 1 just canrt. 

1 canrt because 1 learned the ski11 of blending in 

during my elementary and junior high years. I've been 

halfway d o m  the middle r o w  for too long. It is a strategy 

which has long  since outlived its usefulness but one that 

took a lot longer to shed- T h i s  strategy said "Be a part of 

t h e  wood work, blend into t h e  learning fabric by never 

behaving in a way which would cause you to draw attention to 

yourself. Always follow directions so you donrt get yelled 
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a t  and make su re  you donr t  become s o  engaged t h a t  you miss 

the direct ions al1 together. If a teacher  asks a question be 

sure and avoid eye contact at al1 costs." In t h e  wasteland of 

my junior high 1 Learned quickly not  t o  put myself at r i s k .  

In  tems of peer  re la t ions  I was ce r t a in ly  not a scapegoat 

but 1 s a w  what happened t o  those people who w e r e  à i f f e r en t .  

I n  t h e  underground cul ture of junior  high c o n f o d t y  is 

everything and those people who don' t  conform are punished 

f o r  it. In tu i t i ve ly  1 kept s i l e n t  and although it protected 

m e  f r o m  r i d i c u l e  it also became my prison because when you 

spend long enough not saying what you want t o  Say, eventually 

you become unable t o  Say it. Pou over monitor yourself i n t o  

si lence,  

In my current  learning experience 1 do not  a c t  

different ly.  1 follow my usual pa t t e rn  i n  a large group 

set t ing.  1 t ry  t o  blend myself i n t o  t h e  contextual w a l l  

paper and because 1 do it so  w e l l  my peers will not even 

consider that 1 would want t o  contr ibute .  Although 1 occupy 

a physical space i n  the discussion c i r c l e  1 match t h e  w a l l  

paper against  which I'm s i t t i n g ,  s o  although I'm s p i r i t u a l l y  

i n  t h e  c i r c l e  no one can see me. It 's l i k e  theyrve closed 

ranks and left m e  on the outside except t h a t  it i s  not t h e i r  

doing; i t r s  m y  own. 1 occupy an inv i s ib l e  space which i s  

very safe  and unthreatening but 1 don't  want to be i nv i s ib l e  

any more. 1 want t o  get i n t o  t h e  conversation. But, it is 

very d i f f i c u l t  to w i g g l e  back i n t o  t h e  circle not because t h e  

group members are trying to exclude m e  but because they j u s t  

don't expect par t ic ipa t ion  from me. It  becmes hard t o  g e t  a 
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word i n  e d g e w i s e  a n d  i f  1 do everyone i s  so surprised at my 

that and d o n  ' t w a n t  

t o  do it again any the soon, 

A t  t h e  the, however, i f  you had asked m e  why 1 didn't 

speak in a large group 1 would have told you that it was 

because it made m e  anxious. mat 1 didnrt realize a t  the 

t h e  was that my anxiety was the  symptom of my unwillingness 

to speak, It was not the cause, T h e  cause lay elsewhere. 

I ' m  in K r ,  Jarnieson's grade n i n e  language arts c l a s s .  W e  axe  
doing impromptu speeches.  W2 have  a l i s t  o f  o f  abou t  t h i r t y - f i v e  
epigrams,  g i v e n  t o  u s  by Our t e a c h e r  and we have gone over them a s  a 
class and know what they a l 1  m a n .  For our  impromptu speeches Mr. 
Jamieson will draw o u r  name o u t  o f  the bag and then draw one o f  these 
s a y i n g s  o u t  o f  t h e  bag,  He will g i v e  u s  t h i r t y  seconds  t o  t h i n k  abou t  
what we a r e  going to  s a y  and t h e n  we w i l l  have t o  g i v e  our speech.  I 
c a n ' t  remember how l o n g  it i s  supposed t o  be b u t  I s u s p e c t  about  a 
minute .  r s i t  and s w a t  in language a r t s  for days .  M y  hear t  races, I 
p e r s p i r e  and every tinte he draws a name 1 can h e a r  t h e  bea t  o f  m y  own 
h e a r t  in m y  e a r s .  Then when it i s n  ' t  my t u r n  my h e a r t  doesn ' t hammer a t  
my i n s i d e s  q u i t e  s o  v i o l e n e l y ,  b u t  a s  soon a s  the  n e x t  name is tu be 
drawn it slams back i n t o  h i g h  gear.  F i n a l l y ,  o n  the l a s t  day he calls 
my name. I g e t  up and walk  t o  t h e  podium f e e l i n g  wobbly and uns teady .  
I grasp the podium on either s i d e  and t h e n  h e  g i v e s  me my epigram. "If 
you build a better mouse t r a p  the world w i l l  b e a t  a path  t o  your  door." 

". . I have  30 seconds .  .okay focus , . .what d o e s  t h i s  mean. . . 1 
t h i n k  it means t h a t  if you make a better i n v e n t i o n  t h a n  someone else 
t h e n  people  w i l l  be want ïng  y o u r  product  ... okay ,  1'11 need an 
example,.. Times up? 1'11 h a v e  t o  begin... 

"If you b u i l d  a better mousetrap t h e  world will b e a t  a path t o  
your door" means t h a t  if you i n v e n t  something better than what h a s  come 
before tzlren people  w i l l  want  y o u r  i n v e n t i o n  more t h a n  the old one. . . " 
M y  face  is b u r n i n g  b r i g h t  and my voice i s  shaking- If o n l y  1 could 
c o n t r o l  t h a t  shake  I would feel so much better. M y  c h i n  i s  t r e m b l i n g  a s  
w e l l  . . keep grasping t h a t  podium- T h i s  s i l e n c e  i s  g e t t i n g  too 
l o n g .  . . t h i n k  of an example , . . . THINKI THINK! THINK! "An example of 
t h i s  would be i f  you b u i l d  a bettex car., . t ha t  was maybe f a s t e r . .  . then  
the world would want your  car i n s t e a d  of the o l d e r  model ,  " That example 
is s o  lame I t h i n k  to  myself. "In conclus ion  I would j u s t  l ike  to  say 
t h a t  if you build a better mousetrap t h e  world will b e a t  a path t o  y o u r  
door.  Thank-You, I go back t o  m y  s e a t  and I look down and I try t o  
t h i n k  o f  something  else b e c a u s e  I feel like I have  a golf b a l 1  s t u c k  i n  
m y  t h r o a t  and I am so r e l i e v e d  t h a t  I am going to  cry. I want t o  cry for 
ano ther  r e a s o n  a s  w e l l ,  and t h a t  i s ,  if I could  somehow cover  up my 
nervousness t h e n  I cou ld  s t a n d  d o i n g  t h e s e  t h i n g s ,  I t  ' s  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  



everyone  can see how r a t t l e d  1 am t h a t  bothers me. 

* t t 

More s p e e c h e s  i n  every grade.  By grade eleven K dread them w i t h  a 
pass ion .  I can't  even remember what this  one MS about, A ï 1  I remember 
i s  how it f e l t .  I t  was more o f  t h e  same o l d  t h i n g ,  S t a n d i n g  a t  the 
f r o n t  o f  the room, thinking my voice might  break. 1 'rn t r y i n g  my best to 
fake  it, t o  look like 1 am n o t  s cared  s t i f f .  A t  the end I go and sit 
d o m  and feel a wave of  rel ie f ,  Then 1 g e t  an e v a l u a t i o n .  My speech i s  
w e l l  constructed b u t  I lose a l o t  o f  marks for " n e r v o u s n e s s ,  " 1 t h i n k  
t o  myself how g r o s s l y  u n f a i r  this is- ' I  gave t h i s  my a b s o l u t e l y  best 
effort," I say t o  m y s e l f ,  "and at l e a s &  I d i d  it. My i m p u l s e  was to  
avoid  the whole experience."  The nervousness  is some th ing  which, in m y  
mind, is t o t a l l y  o u t s i d e  o f  rny c o n t r o l .  1 believe t h a t  1 j u s t  don ' t  
c u v e r  it up  a s  w e l l  a s  other p e o p l e ,  Once 1 r e a l i z e  how p a t h e t i c  I must  
l o o k  and t h a t  I w i l l  be judged harshly on t h a t - t h a t  it w n r t  be so much 
what I s a y  b u t  how 1 d e l i v e r  it - I become a lmos t  p h o b i c  of p u b l i c  
speaking.  This is a pr* example o f  t e a c h e r s  n o t  t e a c h i n g  what they 
are i n t e n d i n g  according  t o  Frank S m i t h ' s  (1998, p. 1 0 )  c l a s s i c  v i e w  o f  
l e a r n i n g .  What I l earned over and over again d u r i n g  o u r  ' s p e e c h  u n i t s "  
was t h a t  p u b l i c  speaking  was about  c o n t r o l l î n g  y o u r  e m o t i o n s ,  C l e a r l y ,  
a good p u b l i c  s p e a k e r  can be n e r v o u s  and there i s  some ski11 invo lved  in 
r i s i n g  above t h a t ,  but what 1 l e a r n e d  was t h a t  p e o p l e  would judge me 
h a r s h l y  based n o t  on what I had t o  Say but on bow 1 sa id  it- My 
t e a c h e r s  d i d n ' t  t e a c h  me what they t h o u g h t  they were  t e a c h i n g  me. 
Instead o f  g e t t i n g  better a t  s p e a k i n g  1 get wrse and the l i t t l e s t  
p r e s e n t a t i o n  w i l l  cause  me a n x i e t y  for weeks in advance .  

I've decided t o  be a h a l l  leader. Because our school is 

a large building,  at it's beginning containing over nine 

hundred students,  t h e  building i s  broken d m  i n t o  smaller 

sections c a l l e d  halls. Each h a l l  has approximately e ight  

teachers, and f o r  the most part ,  the  same students circulate 

between those  eight teachers f o r  the i r  subjects .  Being a h a l l  

leader means t h a t  1 am the l i a i s o n  person between the  s ta f f  

and the administration. I bring issues  of concern t o  the 

group and reflect the i r  responses, concerns and suggestions 

back t o  the  administration. 1% operating from the 

assumption t h a t  i f  I jus t  do more public speaking by putting 

myself i n  s i tua t ions  where 1 have to do it, then I will 
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develop more skill, Practise makes perfect, 

1 may have believed that upractisingw would make me a 

better speaker but 1 donrt believe that it did aside from 

nudging me to take more risks and speak outside of my comfort 

zone. In retrospect, the value of this role was that it 

created a space for my voice in the institution through a 

formalized role; a space that 1 didnrt feel 1 had as a 

teacher on staff, Consequently, it empowered me to speak 

when 1 couldnrt find the authorization within myself. %y the 

time 1 was hall leader 1 had a long history in the building. 

I h e w  what structures w e r e  in place, what had worked in the 

past and what hadn't, 1 was empowered at a critical the; at 

a tirne w h e n  1 was struggling personally with issues of voice 

but also when 1 was revisiting everything 1 believed about 

education through my course work. The position was the 

practical application of al1 my thinking, reading and 

writing. ït was the avenue through which 1 could give voice 

to the concerns of others, but it also allowed me to voice my 

own concerns and fuse discussions of schwl structure and 

pedagogy with what 1 believed about education, 

Finally, a n  ua-hahw, I've k e n  a t  a three d a y  R e s t i t u t i o n  workshop 
i n  Minneapol i s  and now 1 have  to g i v e  a j o i n t  p r e s e n t a t i o n  t o  the  staff. 
W e  s tand  in f r o n t  o f  the s t a f f ,  a b o u t  forty people on t h i s  d a y ,  and w e  
each  Say o u r  p i e c e .  I canno t  remember what 1 s a i d  b u t  it wasn 't what 1 
s a i d  b u t  how I s a i d  it which is s i g n i f i c a n t .  1 was a l i t t l e  n e r v o u s  but 
I was able to c o n c e n t r a t e  on  what I had to  Say. 1 had a message t o  t e l l  
someone else and I could rise above the physical anxie ty  in o r d e r  g o  S a y  
it. My voice d i d n ' t  shake and my f a c e  m a i n t a i n e d  i t s  composure. 1 
n e v e r  l o s t  my train of thought once and I made s e n s e .  

At the t h e  1 couldn't figure out what had changed for 

me but in retrospect this was a pivotal moment because 
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everything came togethes. Through my univers i ty  courses I 

had corne t o  understand m y  beliefs about education i n  a way 

that 1 could a r t i c u l a t e  them. 1 had a voice i n  a large 

school which previously had l e f t  m e  f ee l ing  t h a t  1 had no 

control over my own destiny. 1 had managed t o  s h i f t  my 

unders tanding of author i ty  f rom outside t o  ins ide  myself , 
and, i n  so doing, 1 discovered t h a t  t h e  i s s u e  wasnrt about 

anxiety at all. Part of my concern i n  public  speaking was 

that 1 looked so  uncomfortable and t h a t  people saw m e  as 

p i t iable .  As long as 1 wasn8t able  t o  get beyond w h a t  o ther  

people thought of m e  1 cou ldnf t  ge t  beyond t h e  problem of 

speaking i n  public. I n  being h a l l  leader ,  i n  developing a 

sustained voice 1 gained a sense of power and as 1 began t o  

fee l  more powerful within t he  i n s t i t u t i on ,  1 a l so  began t o  

fee l  a stronger "self" emerging. It w a s  t h i s  stronger se l f  

which allowed me t o  con t ro l  my anxiety t o  a better degree 

because as 1 became a s t ronger  person 1 d idn ' t  care so  much 

what people thought of m e  o r  w h a t  1 w a s  saying. 1 was 

operating £rom t h e  basis of my own b e l i e f s  and 1 w a s  

authorizing myself so 1 d i d n 8 t  need o ther  people's approval. 

Whether people agreed with m e  o r  no t  was inc identa l  because 1 

valued what 1 believed. Because 1 w a s  a b l e  to f ind  the 

authority within myself instead of outs ide  myself, I was a l so  

able t o  speak with more confidence. I was defining myself 

rather  than allowing o thers  t o  define m e .  A s  1 began t o  take 

on a new shape - a shape of  my own choosing - it was an 

authentic shape of s e l f  informed by l i s t e n i n g  t o  my own voice 

and pursuing my own questions; my own curriculum. 
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needed t o  be s i l en t .  

a long hard road and I'd like to Say t h a t  I r v e  

end but 1 know 1 havent t. 1 havent t because w e  

al1 cont inue to change and redefine ourseives as w e  travel 

through life. Reaching the end of t h e  road and believing 

t h a t  w e r v e  got it a l 1  figured out only signifies a stoppage 

i n  growth. M y  experience in the cohort allowed m e  to know 

issues of voice, self and how those impact on curriculum from 

the inside out. It's this inside out knowing that changes 

knowledge we accumulate in to  understanding and connected 

knowing. A t  i t s  hear t  it is deeply personal for  each of us 

and knowing this 1 could begin to change my  practice in the 

classroom because I understood my students differently. 

Before 1 could really change my classroom practice though, 

some i n s t i t u t iona l  s tructures had t o  change as well. 

L u c k i l y ,  the t r ad i t i ona l  junior high was tsansforming i t s e l f .  



Chapter Four : 

Rethinking the public School Mode1 
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M y  f i r s t  f e w  years  teaching i n  a l a rge  suburban jun io r  

high are a blur. M y  classroom should have had a revolving 

door because that's how fast students cycled through my room. 

1 t aught  grades seven t o  nine basic French and grade seven 

language arts. E v e r y  f o r t y  minutes one group would h a s t i l y  

depart, thoroughly processed for the day. Another group 

would corne through the revolving door, usually r e l uc t an t  t o  

leaxn French because they "didn't need it i n  real life-" 1 

thought it was a l 1  my f a u l t .  Surely i f  1 was a good t eacher  

1 could inspire m y  s tudents  to engage i n  learning a second 

language. Of course, 1 w a s  not pa r t i cu l a r l y  passionate about 

the  French language myself, having dropped it after grade 

ten, 1 suspect, because, it was t h e  same kind of d e t a i l  

skill- based learn ing  t h a t  was such a s t ruggle  f o r  m e .  A s  

usual, 1 made the pragmatic decision i n  universi ty.  1 

dropped my his tory  minor and changed t o  French because it 

made m e  more marketable ir, a profession where jobs were 

scarce. The system needed basic French teachers and so 1 

changed t o  be what t h e  system needed. Sometimes pragmatism 

pays off i n  the  nu t s  and bol t s  of earning a l iv ing ,  bu t  it 

didnrt pay off on my personal happiness scale.  Aside from 

whether teaching French made m e  happy, 1 managed t o  make a 

l iv ing  as a junior high French substitute u n t i l  1 landed a 

tem job of my own. The endless parade of students 

throughout the eight period day blurred i n t o  t h e  s i x  day 

cycle which blurred i n t o  first, second and t h i r d  terms w h i c h  

blurred i n t o  y e a r s .  1 had so many students  that 1 i n i t i a l l y  

remembered them by seat r a t he r  than face -  As long as they 
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didn't change sea t ing  arrangements i n  the first two weeks 1 

was fine.  I f  they did switch seats 1 would be confusing 

students for weeks. 1 made mistakes i n  teaching l i k e  w e  

al1 do but  it wasnft al1 me. P a r t  of the  problem was  

If it is true t h a t  t he  metaphors w e  l i v e  by r e f l e c t  our 

beliefs and values then t h e  metaphor f o r  t h e  junior high 

model is t h a t  of an assembly plant o r  factory. This metaphor 

aptly r e f l e c t s  a madernist or classic notion of knowledge. 

T h e r e  are two doors t o  t h i s  p lant ,  an input door and an 

output door. A big  conveyor b e l t  runs through t h i s  building, 

weaving i n  and out  of various curr icular  compartments cal led 

classrooms. W e  input grade six students at one end of t he  

conveyor belt. Once ins ide  they spend three years traveling 

through the system moving along from one l e v e l  and 

cornpartment to t h e  next, propelled by the  machine ra ther  than 

by t h e i r  w i l l .  The machine hums, sput ters ,  lets go stem, 

grumbles, wheezes, coughs, snor t s  and f i n a l l y  belches out 

grade nine students a t  the other end. It is the ultimate 

doing of education "tow someone. Students t r a v e l  through a 

system designed for optimal e f f ic iency t h a t  works extremely 

w e l l  on paper i f  you are deal ing with things ins tead  of human 

beings;  which is exactly the point.  The junior  high model 

ob jec t i f i e s  people and a c t s  upon them. 

I n  this modernist model, although not i n  the hearts of 

most teachers and administrators, there  is no place f o r  the  

individual s e l f  i n  the learning equation. T h e  metaphor is 

mechanistic and knowledge is considered t o  be objective,  an 
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entity unto itself, which is delivered to students. In fact, 

the self gets in the way in the modernist perspective because 

it influences the data and biases interpretations. 

Expository prose is a good example of this distancing between 

knowledge and self according to Harold Rosen (1984?) In his 

view, knowledge expressed in expository prose often has the 

goal of objectivity - existing apart from the writer, Rosen 

points out: 

It soars into the high intellectual realm because, so 

it is said, it is 'decontextualised' (as if that could 

be true of any kind of discourse). It is so autonomous 

that, if you interrogate it, it will speak for itself: 

Speech without the imprint of the speaker! (p.26) 

Schooling as a machine operates as if it is able to 

separate the selves of students from knowledge - 
"decontextualizingw knowledge in the process. As we have 

seen, the splitting of self from subject matter is impossible 

in a meaning making model of learning. Bowever, in this 

mechanistic model, it is believed that if the system works at 

optimum efficiency, then we c m  implant what out children 

need to know and one day they will emerge f u l l y  processed and 

just like us, And, hence, this model is also described as 

the social reproduction theory of education. 

Herein lies the paradox. On the one hand our culture 

has a need to reproduce itself. In the past, as Dewey (1966) 

pointed out, the movements of people in and out of a 

particular culture through birth and death necessitated an 

educating or passing on of cultural information to the Young. 
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As we have progressed to more technoiogically advanced 

societies we have formalized the transmission process from 

one of kinship and extended families to an institutionalized 

approach ( p . 3 ) -  

The problem is that as soon as one starts to 

institutionalize the process, sornething relatively new in 

human history, the system frequently becomes inflexible and 

rigidly promotes the same goals for all, regardless of 

ability, interest, talents, and perhaps most important, 

individual desires and goals, This is a one s i z e  fits al1 

system, Those who donrt fit, for whatever reason, are 

considered deficient in some m a n n e r  and in need of fixing so 

that they can function within the system. Few ever stop to 

question whether we can look at this problem differently, 

and, consequently, given our need to fix these students, they 

become objectified and placed on the outside, removed from 

the group and regarded as different, 

Teachers too become objectified in this model. Having 

successfully graduated from the system, they do not consider 

any other way of being, and often donft question- In fact, 

they are not encouraged to question, since this is the way 

that schooling has always been done. Teachers become a coq 

in the machine, delivering their small piece of expertise as 

students travel in and out of their classrooms on a conveyor 

belt. T h e  becomes a motivating factor for teachers, since 

students pass quickly through their individual compartments. 

Failure by one teacher to deliver information means that the 

students will experience difficulty on the next rung of the 
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informational ladder, T h e  previous teacher w i l l  look bad i n  

the eyes of f e l l o w  colleagues and become a perceived 

liability t o  the s y s t e m ,  As a result, fear o f t en  drives 

teachers t o  perpetuate a system w h i c h  doesn't work i n  t he  

f i rs t  place. Fear of looking bad, of no t  doing one 's  job or  

of being a poor educator, drives teachers t o  be t h e  best  cog 

they can be. But, even t h e  bes t  coqs are not  necessarily 

doing th ings  i n  t h e  most effective ways. 1 am n o t  t h e  only 

t e a c h e r  w h o  h a s  accepted half-heartedly completed ass ignments  

on the day t h e  m a r k s  w e r e  due i n  t h e  office, j u s t  so 1 w o u l d  

have some kind of grade for t h a t  par t icu la r  student .  I n  

doing so, 1 function t o  support the schooling machinery, b u t  

n o t  learning, 

In the pressure cooker of time c o n s t r a i n t s , t h e  agenda is 

t o  deliver t h e  c u r r i c u l u m ,  and since time is at such a 

premium there is no opportunity for r e l a t i o n s h i p s  b e t w e e n  

colleagues or  b e t w e e n  teachers and students  t o  develop, A 

student who disrupts  the f l o w  of delivery is in ter fer ing  w i t h  

the teaching agenda and either needs to be disposed of o r  

fixed. Luckily, there are controls and disc ip l ine  strategies 

a t  t h e  ready. 1 am reminded of D e n n i s .  

Dennis i s  i n  grade e i g h t .  H e  is a p o l i t e  and quiet boy, b u t  he  
d o e s n ' t  g e t  a lot done d u r i n g  a day. H e  h a b i t u a l l y ,  however, does n o t  
arrive at s c h o o l  u n t i l  midway through t h e  second  p e r i o d  i n  t h e  morning. 
This  i rr i tates m e  because  Dennis is  behind o n  my agenda b e f o r e  he even 
starts h i s  day,  because  h e  has  missed a l e s s o n  or  a d i s c u s s i o n  which 
would be valuable- I n  f r u s t r a t i o n ,  1 say t o  him one day "Dennis, 1 have 
t a l k e d  w i t h  you abou t  t h e  impor tance  of k i n g  o n  time f o r  school .  1 
have phoned and d i s c u s s e d  t h i n g s  wi th  your  mother, b u t  s h e  l e a v e s  t h e  
house e a r l y  for work and can't be t h e r e  t o  make s u r e  t h a t  you g e t  o u t  of 
bed. This is your  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y .  You leave m e  no choice.  From now o n  
when you corne late i n  t h e  morning o r  after lunch 1 will keep you for a 
hal f -hour  d e t e n t i o n ,  at t h e  end of t h e  day. If you want to avo id  t h i s  
d e t e n t i o n  t h e n  you w i l l  have to be h e r e  on the." To my amazement t h e  
f o l l o w i n g  morning Dennis arrives just as O Canada is beginning t o  play 
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over  the P.A. and 1 pat myself mentally on t h e  back and t h i n k  t o  myself 
that 1 am truly a good teacher. The second day, however, Dennis  does 
not show up u n t i l  t h e  afternoon and t h e  same th ing  happens the following 
day. 1 r e a l i z e  t h a t  I've made things worse, because now when Dennis 
knows he  is going to be late he just skipç t h e  whole morning. Xnstead 
of him c o n s i s t e n t l y  m i s s i n g  t h e  first period i n  the day, h e  is  now 
missing t h e  e n t i r e  morning on a f a i r l y  regular b a s i s .  On t h e  one hand, 
1 t o l d  Dennis being on time was his responsibility and then 1 
eifectively absolved him of that r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  by trying t o  c o n t r o l  h i s  
behaviour through a consequence. 

The o the r  a s p e c t  of this dilemma lies in t r y i n g  to f ix  a 

problem through a systems approach t o  management, There was 

a glitch i n  t h e  system which was D e m i s ' s  being late in t h e  

morning. X tried to fix the g l i t c h  by imposing a mechanism 

t o  co r rec t  t h e  undesi rable  behaviour. The r e s u l t  w a s  a worse 

problem than when 1 had started. The problem is t h a t  1 didn* t 

have a difficulty with  a system, I had a d i f f i c u l t y  w i t h  a 

human being who couldn't get o u t  of bed i n  t h e  morning. 

Systems are pred ic tab le ,  bu t  human beings with t h e i r  myriad 

of competing needs and agendas, are not.  If 1 want t o  s o l v e  

t h e  problem, then 1 need t o  d e a l  w i t h  the person, which t h e  

old systems-based model, t h e  junior high model, wonr t  a l l o w  

m e  t o  do, because it does no t  a l l ow t h e  i n  t h e  day f o r  

bui ld ing r e l a t i o n s h i p s  and t a l k i n g  about problems. According 

t o  Diane Gossen (1995), al1 behaviour is purposeful (1 w i l l  

d iscuss  he r  ~ e s t i t u t i o n  model of  behaviour management later 

on i n  this chapter). Dennisrs staying i n  bed was a need- 

f u l f i l l i n g  behaviour f o r  him. Perhaps s leep was  deemed m o r e  

necessary than being i n  school on t h e  o r  perhaps sleep was a 

way of avoiding a pa in fu l  l ea rn ing  process. Trying t o  deal 

with Dennis as a g l i t c h  in t h e  system and introducing a 

cor rec t ive  measure is akin t o  trying to cure a headache by 
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repeatedly hitting someone in the head. The system's response 

does not fulfill the need of the student. Ironically, when 

the corrective measure doesnft work, we, as educators, up the 

ante by imposing a more severe consequence, which, in turn, 

may work for a while, but eventually loses its effectiveness. 

James G. Henderson (1999) cites Sergiovanni (1992 p.2) 

who refers to the end result of these corrective measures 

within the system as the "managerial mystique." In essence, 

the corrective measues, cease to support their original 

intent and become indicators for success so much so that the 

system begins to support them as "ends in themselvesw 

(Henderson, 1999 p.2). 

So strongly does the mystique adhere to belief i n  the 

right methods that the methods themselves become 

surrogates for results: It also holds so f i d y  to the 

belief in management controls, as the way to overcome 

human shortcomings and enhance productivity, that the 

controls become ends in themselves. 

The result is an emphasis on doing things right, at 

the expense of doing the right things. In schools, 

improvement plans become substitutes for improvement 

outcornes. Scores on teacher-appraisal systems become 

substitutes for good teaching. Accumulation of credits 

in courses and in service workshops becomes a substitute 

for changes in practice. Discipline plans become 

substitutes for student control. Leadership styles 

become substitutes for purpose and substance.... 

(Henderson, 1999, p.2) 
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Nowhere does this notion of "managerial mystiquew show 

itself more clearly than in the issue of standards and 

assessment, In the junior high mode1 where transmission of 

knowledge reins supreme, it is important to make sure that 

s t u d e n t s  have ingested the important material, and since we 

want t h e  best for our children and don't want to be 

lackadaisical about it all, we decide to have a minimum 

standard of achievement. This devolves, however, into king 

about numbers and institutionalized guidelines and not about 

learning at all. 1s the child who scores a final grade of 

52% in math LOO any more prepared to continue on to the ne& 

level than the child who scores a 45%? Or, is this adrnitting 

to the subjective nature of grading in the first place? What 

if 1 am accepting work from students at report card deadline 

just so 1 can give them something? 1s this an accurate 

reflection? What does an "accurate reflection" mean? Should 

we be ranking kids?  

In ranking our children, we take the focus from learning 

and give it institutional parameters. Parents become 

concerned not with the learning of the* child but how their 

child compares in relation to other students in the class. 

This, in turn, is a predictor for some parents of success in 

later adult life, where productivity and competition are 

routinely used as indicators of success. Parents wonder: "1s 

my child doing well enough to eventually get a good job and 

have t h e  material possessions that he or she desires?" 

Paren t s  also want to know where their child fits in relation 

to others and so this becomes an important question. In 
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response, 1 would have t o  ask  What about educating moral 

people? W h a t  about mentoring them through the process of 

becoming both contributing and moral c i t i zens  who w i l l  one 

day shape the  future of t h e i r  world?" 

Even i f  grades were an objective r e f l e c t i on  of what 

students knew, which 1 don't  believe they are, most often 

they tend to reflect s tuden t r s  knowledge of content,  more 

than the processes of meaning making. I n  s t r i v i n g  t o  knuw 

spec i f i c  content f o r  a test, t h e  "managerial mystique," 

refer red  t o  earlier by Henderson (1999), a l so  shows up in 

student behaviours. Students end up not working f o r  

understanding, but, r a the r ,  f o r  grades, s ince  it i s  the  

grades w h i c h  are r e w a r à e d  with a 48passw r a the r  than t h e i r  

actual understanding. Over time, students learn with a great  

deal of precis ion t he  amount of effort required t o  receive a 

desired grade. Often times a s i x t y  percent is good enough i n  

the eyes of a student. It w a s  cer ta in ly  good enough for m e  

when studying psychology. In  switching our focus from grades 

t o  understanding, 1 believe,  t h e  absurdity of t h e  s i tua t ion  

becomes clear. What i f  adu l t s  could only do bas ic  

mathematical calculat ions cor rec t ly  s i x ty  percent of t h e  

the? What i f  surgeons only had a 70% success rate f o r  the 

most elementary of operations? From t h i s  vantage point the 

issue becomes qui te  silly. 

Where i s  t he  solution? If  t he  junior high metaphor is 

that of a machine, and this i s  re f l ec t ive  of the modernist 

notion of understanding, (where knowledge is transmitted from 

teacher expert to the  carte blanche s tudents) ,  then what 
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might be  a metaphor f o r  an opposite v i e w  of  leaming? 

Perhaps t h a t  answer might be found i n  a postmodern 

perspective,  a perspective w h i c h  views t m t h  not e x i s t i n g  

outside t h e  ind iv idua l ,  but r a the r ,  e x i s t i n g  i n  i ts own right 

as a perspec t ive  wi th in  and among knowers. I n  t h i s  respec t ,  

social c o n s t r u c t i v i s t  notions of meaning making are cast  

within a postmodern perspective, wherein individuals 

negot ia te  meaning i n  a soc ia l  context  in fomed  by ind iv idua l  

perspectives and t h e  co l l ec t ive  meaning making of al1 

members. T r u t h  becomes a melding of p a r t i c u l a r  perspectives 

which m e m b e r s  of a community can agree  upon. B r u n e r  (1996) 

puts it so a p t l y ,  t h a t  a t  the r isk  of k i n g  s e p e t i t i v e  1 w i l l  

include his comment again: 

Knowledge is what is shared wi th in  discourse, wi thin  a 

' t e x t u a l '  community. Truths are t h e  product of 

evidence, argument, and cons t ruc t ion  r a t h e r  than 

au thor i ty ,  t e x t u a l  or  pedagogic. T h i s  model of 

education is mutualist  and d i a l e c t i c a l ,  more concerned 

with i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  and understanding than with t h e  

achievement of fac tua l  o r  s k i l l e d  performance. (p. 57) 

Given t h i s  connection between postmodernism and s o c i a l  

c o n s t r u c t i v i s t  notions of meaning making, an overriding 

metaphor f o r  schools might be t h a t  of a web of 

interconnectedness. Given t h e  place o f  t h e  i n t e r n e t  i n  our  

postmodern consciousness t h i s  is perhaps a good metaphor f o r  

schools. In th i s  model, communication i s  no t  one-way from 

teacher t o  s tuden t ,  bu t  rather can t r a v e l  i n  mult iple paths 

simultaneously. Connecting points a long the web are 
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individual learners, teachers, administrators, parents, 

custodians, textual and multi-media resources, and anyone or 

anything which brings a perspective to the learning 

environment. 

Using this metaphor, the hierarchy of the factory model 

is flattened out since each person's perspective in the web 

is a lateral rather than a vertical one. Teacher and student 

roles are still valued, but the sole each plays is profoundly 

changed. It is not anymore telling by the teacher and 

receiving by the students, but rather a collaborative process 

of mutual meaning making. Rather than a telling, F r e i r e  

(1997) points out: 

Knowledge emerges only through invention and re- 

invention, through the restless, impatient, continuing, 

hopeful inquiry human beings pursue in the world, with 

the world, and with each other. (p. 53) 

What m i g h t  an institution look like that supports a 

meaning-making perspective? Everything in the junior high 

model operates from the assumption that knowledge is 

transmitted from teacher-expert to student and the structures 

in the system reflect and support that hierarchy. What would 

the metaphor of the web of interconnectedness look like in an 

educational institution? The answer, 1 believe, lies in the 

shift in perspective and organization from subject-centered 

to student-centered teaching. Below, is a comparative list 

of junior high and middle years structures. Aïthough I will 

not discuss al1 of these aspects, this list is a good 

overview of the differences within each system (Forte and 



Middle School 

1s student-centered 

Fosters collaboration and 
empowerment of teachers 
and students 

Focuses on creat ive  explore- 
a t i o n  and experimentation 
of subject m a t t e r  

Aïlows f o r  f l ex ib l e  sched- 
uling with la rge  blocks of 
the 

V a r i e s  length of t h e  
students are i n  courses 

Encourages multi-materials 
approach t o  ins t ruct ion 

Organizes teachers on inter-  
discipl inary teams w i t h  
common planning period 

Arranges w o r k  spaces of 
teamed teachers adjacent t o  
one another 

Emphasizes both affect ive 
and cognitive deveiopment 
of student 

Off ers advisor/advisee 
teacher-oriented guidance 
program 

Provides high-interest 
"mini-courses during 
school day 

Uses varieci delivery 
systems w i t h  high ievel 
of interact ion among 
students and teachers 

Organizes a t h l e t i c s  around 
intramural concept 

Junior H i g h  School 

1s sub j ect-centered 

Fosters cornpetition and 
empowerment of 
administrators 

Focuses on mastery of 
concepts and s k i l l s  i n  
seperate disciplines 

R e q u i r e s  a regular six- 
period day of 50 t o  55- 
minute periods 

Offers sub jects f o r  one 
semester of one year 

Depends on textbook- 
oriented instruction 

Organizes teachers i n  
departments w i t h  no 
common planning period 

Arranges w o r k  spaces of 
teachers according t o  
d isc ipl ines  taught 

Emphasizes only cognitive 
development of student 

O f  fers study h a l l  and 
access t o  counselor upon 
reques t 

Provides highly- 
s t ructured ac t iv i ty  
program after school 

U s e s  lecture s tyles  a 
majority of the t h e  w i t h  
high percentage of 
teacher t a l k  the  

~rqanizes a t h l e t i c s  
around interscholastic concept 
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Middle schad l  philosophy i s  s t i l l  played o u t  w i th in  an 

i n s t i t u t i o n a l  framework, but t h e  focus is d i f f e r e n t  from t h a t  

of t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  j un io r  high. Rather t han  be ing  a system 

designed t o  d e l i v e r  knowledge t o  a pass ive  audience,  it i s  a 

s y s t m  designed t o  f o s t e r  t h e  meaning-making process  wi th in  

each ind iv idua l .  A s  a r e s u l t ,  its focus is on the l e a m i n g  

community rather than on ind iv idua l  achievement, because, as 

w e  have seen,  meaning making is a negot ia t ion  between m e m b e r s  

of a l e a r n i n g  community w i th in  a larger " t e x t u a l  

communityw(Bruner, 1996 p.57). As a r e s u l t ,  many structures 

change t o  support t h i s .  Block t imetabl ing a l lows f o r  l a r g e r  

spaces of t h e  for  exp lo ra t i on  of a theme, concept  o r  idea 

and t h e r e  is  much less t e l l i n g  by the t e ache r  and much more 

exp lora t ion  and d i scuss ion  on t h e  par t  of learners. Methods 

too,  are more varied, as are materials. Team t e ach ing  and 

t h e m a t i c  u n i t s ,  an i n p o s s i b i l i t y  without block t imetab l ing ,  

al low for less compartmentalization of knowledge, t hus  

enabl ing learners t o  make connections between subject areas .  

In t h i s  way, hopeful ly,  l e a r n e r s  begin to see meaning-making 

as no t  being confined t o  a r t i f i c i a l l y  bounded s u b j e c t  areas. 

Block t ime tab l ing  also allows more con tac t  the w i t h  fewer 

adu l t s ,  thus ,  allowing r e l a t i o n s h i p s  to develop. 

I n  s h i f t i n g  to a m o r e  student-centered approach, a 

r enego t i a t i on  of t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between t e a c h e r  and 

l ea rne r s  rnay r e s u l t .  1 w i l l  explore t h i s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  more 

f u l l y  i n  t h e  next chap te r  b u t  p a r t  of this r e n e g o t i a t i o n  

occurs i n  t h e  s h i f t  from d i s c i p l i n e  as a means to  punish and 

con t ro l  misbehaviour to management techniques aimed at 
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encouraging interna1 control. T h e  ensuing power s h i f t  

affects  the meaning making of those in the web. 

Discipline is a holdover from the  junior high. As 1 

mentioned earlier on i n  t h i s  chapter, the junior high, k i n g  

subject-centered, values the  transmission of information from 

teacher t o  student. I f  a student's behaviour is getting in 

t h e  way  of t h i s  transmission, then the undesirable behaviour 

needs t o  be deal t  with. It i s  very much a systems approach. 

T h e  middle school, with i ts  focus on learners and 

meaning- making, requires a d i f f e ren t  system of management. 

1 Say management because disc ipl ine  is  incongruent w i t h  t h e  

metaphor of a web of intercomectedness. This is  because one 

disciplines those lower on t h e  hierarchy, but  not those on 

t he  same level. In  the  junior high, 1, as the  teacher, am 

the expert and so when  students "misbehave" 1 discipl ine  them 

because they are interfering with what 1 am t sy ing  t o  do. 1 

hold a l1  of the authority and pawer. I n  the middle school, 

on t h e  other hand, 1 am valuing other voices and perspectives 

within m y  classroom. I n  t rying to fos ter  meaning-making and 

valuing, the community becomes t h e  vehicle for  making t h i s  

happen. 1 cannot use discipl ine because one doesnrt 

discipline equal voices. 1 am using the word equal i n  t h e  

sense of the r igh t  t o  be heard (whicn does not exclude 

guidance and direct ion from another who has more experience). 

A different  approach is required, therefore, one which works 

at negotiating and maintaining t h e  relationships which e x i s t  

among a l 1  community m e m b e r s .  Rather than silencing 

d i f f i cu l t i e s  through discipl ine and punishment when they get 
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i n  t h e  way of the  learning, one m u s t  negotiate t h e s e  

d i f f i c u l t i e s ,  s ince  m e a n i n g - m a k i n g  is dependent on 

relationships r e m a i n i n g  civil and intact .  R e s t i t u t i o n  

provides such a m o d e l .  

In the mid 9 0 ' s  our school began an ongoing in i t i a t ive  

titled R e s t i t u t i o n .  I t  f inds  i t s  roots i n  the w o r k  of 

William G l a s s e r  and ~ e a l i t y  therapy. D i a n e  G o s s e n  (1995, p. 

42 )  developed R e s t i t u t i o n  w h i l e  w o r k i n g  i n  corrections, but 

she is quick to point  o u t  t h a t  t h e  t e r m  R e s t i t u t i o n  is not 

being used here in t h e  c r i m i n a l  justice sense of w h e n  s o m e o n e  

pays r e s t i t u t i o n  t o  a v i c t i m  or  v i c t h  . R a t h e r ,  

R e s t i t u t i o n ,  is concerned w i t h  unacceptable behaviour and 

di f  f icul t ies  b e t w e e n  individuals . It i s  essen t ia l ly  t o  

restitute t h e  self first ( G o s s e n ,  1995, p. 14). 

Frank never  b r ings  a pen o r  h i s  French textbook t o  class. A 
behavior i s t  model, o f t e n  found i n  t h e  j u n i o r  high, would seek 
compliance. 

"Frank when are you g o i n g  t o  start remembering t o  b r i n g  y o u r  
supplies f o r  French? Surely it cannot  be t h a t  hard t o  remember t o  b r i n g  
a pen and your  t e x t .  I ' m  going t o  start  keeping you for d e t e n t i o n s  when 
you f orget . " 

Frank may still  n o t  r e m e m b e r  h i s  pen. I n  t h i s  case, a behaviorist 
t e a c h e r  would up the a n t e  i n  a n  effort to s e c u r e  compliance. DoeS the 
t e a c h e r  i n  t h i s  case wonder why a c h i l d  would rather have a detention 
t h a n  b r i n g  a pen? 

R e s t i t u t i o n  a n s w e r s  t h i s  que- by asserting t h a t  a l1  

b e h a v i o u r  i s  p u r p o s e f u l  and t h a t  each person has a picture i n  

his or her head about h i s  or her  ideal life. This p ic tu r e  

i n c l u d e s  w h o  the person is and w h a t  he  or  she does. G l a s s e r  

( 1 9 9 2 )  calls t h i s  s o m e o n e ' s  "quality w o r l d w  and defines it i n  

t h i s  way: 

It i s  called t h e  quality w o r l d  because it contains our 
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best  or highest-quality pictures or perceptions of the 

people, things, and situations that we have learned feel 

especially good in the real worid. As we live, this 

special world grows, and eventually we have a collection 

of wonderfully satisfying pictures or perceptions in our 

head. If w e  w e r e  able to live in a real world that was 

exactly like this Shangri-la of our memory, life would 

be perfect- (p. 60) 

Frank may not have a picture in his head of himself as a 

French speaker or even a picture of hiaiself as a successful 

learner. It is not part of his quality world. 

~estitution also asserts that al1 behaviour is 

purposeful and that we are always trying to get one of our 

needs met. These four needs, aside from physical survival, 

axe love (befonging), power, fun and freedorn- A learner who 

resists bringing supplies to class may well be fulfilling his 

or her power need by refusing the teacherDs request that he 

or she corne prepared- Or alternately, a learner who sees 

herself as a poor student may be trying to preserve what 

little power of self she has by resisting. She may reason 

that it is better to fail French and Say itrs because 1 

didn't try than Say 1 failed French because Irm not smart 

enough. This is why dealing with those fears early on is so 

important, 

Regardless of the need or quality world, a teacher who 

believes that students are internally motivated does not 

punish, use gu i l t  or coercion to get a desired behaviour from 

a child, because he or she recognizes that control cornes from 
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w i t h i n  t h e  child, That does no t  mean t h a t  t h e  teacher throws 

up her hands and qui t s  trying, but t h e r e  i s  an acceptance 

that i f  a child resists bringing supplies, t o  return t o  this 

example, then t h a t  behaviour is meeting a need f o r  t h e  child 

on some level, 

A teacher using Restitution may attempt t o  expand a 

childfs qual i ty  world to include speaking French, o r  being a 

successful learner. She may try numerous ways and means of 

bringing t ha t  chi ld i n t o  the  learning si tuat ion,  b u t  she is  

respectful of t h e  chi ldfs  decision t o  remain on the  outside 

if he o r  she chooses, 

"1 kicked h i s  ass on t h e  way t o  s c h o o l  t h i s  morning," s a y s  D a r y l  
as h e  s h i f t s  h i s  weight  f rom s i d e  t o  side and makes t h e  o c c a s i o n a l  
punching motion wi th  h i s  arms, 

"1 c a n  see you are a n g r y  D-1. You need t o  te l l  m e  what  made you 
s o  angry.  Would you like t o  te l l  m e  now o r  would you l i k e  t o  take a few 
minutes by yourse l f  and c i t e  it dom?"  1 i n q u i r e .  

"1'11 j u s t  t e l l  you," h e  r e p l i e s ,  " H e ' s  making fun o f  my f a m i l y  
in the halls. Saying ' D a r y l  l i v e s  i n  a dumpster , '  o r  ' D a r y l  buys  
c l o t h e s  from Valu V i l l a g e .  ' H e  had it coming, 

"D-1 w e  need t o  h a n d l e  t h i s  i n  a way t h a t  is i n  l i n e  with our 
values ."  I'm pleased  t h a t  you are able t o  stick up for y o u r s e l f  and 
t h a t  you are n o t  someone else's doormat. It tells  m e  t h a t  you case 
about  y o u r  family.  These are i m p o r t a n t  t ra i ts  i n  someone's 
character b u t  w h a t  do we b e l i e v e  a t  t h i s  s c h o o l  about  f i g h t i n g ? "  

"We b e l i e v e  t h a t  w e  shou ld  work it o u t  wi thou t  f i g h t i n g .  But  1 
was s o  m a d .  H e  s h o u l d n 8 t  have said t h o s e  t h i n g s . "  

"Am 1 t e l l i n g  you t h a t  you s h o u l d n ' t  s t a n d  up f o r  y o u r s e l f ?  Am 1 
telling you t h a t  people c a n  make unkind remarks about  your f ami ly?"  

"No. " 
"So, hang o n t 0  t h o s e  v a l u e s  b u t  add t o  them. D o  you t h i n k  w e  

should  u s e  v i o l e n c e  t o  s o l v e  o u r  problems?" 
Wo , " 
"How cou ld  you have handled it d i f f e r e n t l y ? "  
"1 c o u l d  have asked him t o  s t o p  it, 1 guess." 
"1s this something you want t o  fix w i t h  Jason?" 1 ask. 
"Yeah. " 
"What do  you need to do t o  fix t h i s ? "  
"1 need t o  Say s o r r y  f o r  b e a t i n g  him up b u t  h e  needs t o  Say  s o r r y  

t o  m e  too, * 
"If  you do t h i s ,  w i l l  you be t h e  p e r s o n  you want t o  be?" 
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" Y e s .  
" F i g h t i n g  is a pretty b i g  i s s u e  at this schoo l .  W e  need  t o  t a l k  

t o  t h e  a d m i n i s t r a t i o n  abou t  t h i s  as w e l l  as Jason,  

"Jason,  D a r y l  was pretty a n g r y  t h i s  morning when he  h i t  you." 
"Yeah. ** 
"He d i d n r t  react for no r e a s o n .  What caused  him t o  become so 

angry?  " 
"1 was making fun  of h i s  family, s a y i n g  h e r s  been l i v i n g  i n  a 

dumpster.  S t u f f  like t h a t . "  
"Jason,  i t r s  okay to make a m i s t a k e ,  You d i d n r t  do it for  no 

reason.  What was y o u r  need beh ind  t h e  t e a s i n g ? "  
"Fun 1 t h i n k .  1 was j u s t  f o o l i n g  arcund. " 
"But it went  too far. 
"Yeah. " 
well, g i v e  y o u r s e l f  some credit. You might have said some t h i n g s  

t h a t  you s h o u l d n ' t  have  but you w e r e n ' t  do ing  thern t o  be i n t e n t i o n a l l y  
m a l i c i o u s ,  What do we believe i n  t h i s  s c h o o l  a b o u t  hou t o  treat 
o t h e r s ?  " 

"That,  we s h o u l d  be  r e s p e c t f u l  a n d  n o t  s a y  t h i n g s  t o  people t h a t  
may h u r t  t h e i r  f e e l i n g s . "  

"1s t h i s  a v a l u e  t h a t  you h o l d  as we l l ? "  
"Yeah , 
"Do  you want t o  fix t h i s ? "  
"Yeah. " 
"What c a n  you d o  to f i x  t h i s ? "  
"1 c a n  t e l l  D a r y l  t h a t  I'm sorry." 
"If you d o  t h i s ,  w i l l  you be t h e  pe r son  you want  to be?" 
"Yeah. " 
" W e r l l  m e e t  t h e n .  You have  an  apo logy  f o r  Dary l  b u t  he  shou ld  

also have handled  t h i n g s  d i f f e r e n t l y .  H e  a l s o  needs to f i x  things wi th  
you. 

I n  my conversations w i t h  both D a r y l  and Jason t h e  f i r s t  

step 1 took was t o  acknowledge t h a t  al1 behaviour is 

purposeful and 1 attempted t o  s t a b i l i z e  both boys' 

i d e n t i t i e s .  I a c k n o w l e d g e d  to D a r y l  that 1 understood the 

feelings w h i c h  caused the violent  behaviour to erupt. I 

didnrt condone the behaviour but 1 let him know that 1 

understood where h i s  feelings came from and I validated them. 

1 l e t  him know that it is a good t h ing  to love your family 
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and stand up for them when someone is making fun of them. 1 

did the same with Jason. Conflicts i n  junior  high are 

frequently not about someone del iberately being mean, but  

rather, they are about things get t ing carried away. We 

talked i n  class  about t h e  four basic needs and thatwhen 

someone acts they are generally t rying t o  get one of those 

needs met. Jason was t r y ing  t o  get his fun need, m e t  bu t  he 

also realized t h a t  he carried it too far and ended up hurt ing 

someone's feelings.  1 let Jason know t h a t  t h e r e  was nothing 

wrong with f u l f i l l i n g  h i s  fun need but t h a t  h e  needed t o  be 

cognizant of t h e  e f f e c t  he might be having on others. 

Rest i tut ion values t h e  "selfw of each learner .  It i s  

n o t  about blaming the leamer and it does not  seek t o  punish. 

After a successful r e s t i t u t i o n  a chi ld should leave with a 

confident body posture and his o r  her head held high. 

Rest i tut ion seeks t o  value t h e  individual and h i s  o r  her 

feelings and seeks to  help t h a t  person f i nd  a more 

appropriate form of expression i f  his o r  he r  behaviour is 

inappropriate. It says t h a t  i t f s  okay t o  make a mistake and 

it seeks t o  help t h e  learner r e s t i t u t e  him o r  herself back t o  

a "state of grace" with t h e  community. Although t h e  term 

"s ta te  of gracerr may have rel igious overtones, 1 donr t  mean 

it i n  a rel igious sense. The dictionary (1988) defines grace 

as "...unconstrained and undeserved divine favor o r  goodwillw 

(p. 4 1 4 ) -  I n  any conmiunity, 1 believe, w e  must l i v e  i n  a 

state of grace with one another, i n  t h e  sense t h a t  w e  are a l 1  

f allible human beings . As a resu l t ,  w e  f orgive others 

because w e  see our own human f r a i l t y  re f l ec ted  i n  others. 
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There i s  a part of us which acknowledges that, "This time it 

was her  but next t h e  it may be me who makes the mistake." 

Recognizing thatwe al1 make mistakes and that none of us is 

perfect allows al1 of us to make reparations and accept the 

reparations of others in order to reconnect once again with 

our community . 
In the classroom community, learners and teachers work 

together to find a solution to a problem and make a plan of 

action. The learner makes the mistake, but he or she also 

fixes it, and, in so doing, becomes the person he or she 

w a n t s  to be. By acting in accordance with one's ideal self, 

one's esteem is restored or heightened. Whereas punishment 

separates the individual from the community, Restitution 

seeks to restore a healthy relationship with the group. 

Punishment serves to "dis" the "wrongdoer:" discomecting him 

or her from the group. Restitution seeks to *'rem that person 

so that he  or she re-connects. Below is a l i s t  which is 

helpful (Gossen, 1995 p. 11). 

"DIS" THEM 

Disjoin 
Disown 
Disengage 
Dis respect  
D i s  appoint 
Disalign 
Disapprove 
Destroy 
Desensitize 
Destruction 
D i s -  
Dismember 
Disconnect 

"RB" THEM 

Rejoin 
Reown 
Reengage 
Respect 
Reappoint 
Realign 
Reapprove 
Restore 
Resensitize 
Restructure 
Rearm (moraily ) 
Remember 
Reconnect 

Disappear 
D i s a f f  i rm 

Reappear 
Reaf f i n n  

Disassemble 



Disclah 
Dismantle 
Disorientation 
Discourage 
Devalue 
D i s u s e  
Distract 
Dissolve 
Displace 

Reclaim 
Remantle 
Reorientation 
Re-encourage 
Revalue 
Reuse 
Retract 
Resolve 
Replace 

Jason and D a r y l  are a textbook example of how 

Restitution fosters community and solves interpersonal 

difficulties in a way which values and does not silence 

either Party. This scenario, however, is overly simplified 

in order to illustrate how Restitution works. Real life is 

not that simple when one factors in the emotional state of 

each individual. Sometimes, a learner is unable to accept 

xesponsibility for his or her actions or he or she doesn't 

have a quality picture in his or her head of how to solve 

problems where everybody wins, Sometimes their picture is "1 

win at al1 costs."  If a learner does not value what the rest 

of the community values, then a genuine restitution is 

impossible. In these situations, a teacher does not restitute 

but manages undesirable behaviour through a variety of 

consequences , 

With any group of learners, it is always my hope that 

over t h e  they will develop an understanding of what a value 

such as respect fox others looks and feels like. One cannot, 

for example, force someone to value respect for others, if he 

or she has never been respected him or herself, He or she 

may not even know what that means. Once that value is 

experienced on a personal level, however, perhaps it can be 
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integrated i n t o  a value system, Otherwise these values are 

jus t  empty words- 

When 1 f i r s t  started with Rest i tu t ion ,  1 would have 

numerous discussions with m y  class i n  t h e  fa11 about what our 

c lass  values  should be and h w  these  values would f i n d  

expression i n  day to day classroom life. The l ists would be 

almost interchangeable from yea r  t o  year, Trust, respect ,  

e t c ,  w e r e  s tandard fare. Afte r  awhile, however, it became 

c h a r  t o  m e  t h a t  students knew what 1 wanted t o  hear and knew 

what to Say, Rest i tu t ion  became n o t  about so lv ing  a problem 

b u t  about g e t t i n g  it over with so t h a t  we could carry on. In  

many cases, t h i s  was prec i se ly  because these  values hadn't 

been i n t e rna l i zed ,  So, al though 1 needed t o  keep t a lk ing  

about values 1 a l s o  needed t o  l i v e  them as a means f o r  

students t o  experience them. 1 don ' t  spend a l o t  of t h e  

anymore t a l k i n g  about values at the beginning of the year, 

After an i n i t i a l  discussion,  w e  g e t  on to t h e  business of 

learning. A s  d i f f i c u l t i e s  arise 1 live those values i n  my 

responses t o  students.  It's more than j u s t  modeling although 

that is what 1 am doing, It's modeling which cornes £rom a 

genuine way of being, When you l i v e  your values you are not  

going t o  s l i p  back ont0 p a s t  behaviour pa t t e rns  i n  s t r e s s f u l  

situations- It is  important, however, t o  note  that t h i s  kind 

of value change takes place slowly and s tudents  are quick to 

see inconsis tencies  b e t w e e n  what is stated and what is 

enacted. This is why walking your t a l k  is so important,  

O f  course,  nobody is one hundred percent cons is ten t ,  

espec ia l ly  under stress, Part of l i v i n g  these values  i s  
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standing back from yourself and realizing when you have not 

acted with integrity. Then it becomes necessary to fix it 

w i t h  t h e  kids, Itrs a two way Street and 1 don't believe 

t h a t  k i d s  will restitute and value others unless they see you 

valuing others and restituting as well- Valuing means more 

than just talking. About twice a year 1 have to eat crow 

w i t h  m y  class. While 1 hate doing it, 1 know in the long run 

that t h i s  act strengthens both the classroom culture 1 am 

t ry ing  to foster and the relationship I am cultivating with 

each of them. 

From t h e  f r o n t  of t h e  room 1 s m e l l  what 1 t h i n k  must be  s u l f u r .  1 
l o o k  t o  my row of boys i n  the back and 1 s n a p  b e f o r e  1 even t h i n k .  
"Which o n e  o f  you guys lit t h e  match back t h e r e ? "  1 am tired, it is 
Thursday a f t e r n o o n  i n  early Februa ry  and o n l y  t e n  minutes  u n t i l  
d i s m i s s a l .  Both s t u d e n t s  a n d  t e a c h e r s  are s u f f e r i n g  from cabin fever 
and 1 d o n r t  want  t o  deal w i t h  t h i s ,  b u t  l i g h t i n g  matches i n  class is a 
s a f e t y  i s s u e  and  n o t  something  I am prepa red  t o  let slide. Nobody w i l l  
own up a n d  t h e n  t o  my h o r r o r  1 hear myself say ' W e l l  nobody i s  l e a v i n g  
h e r e  a t  3:30 u n t i l  I know who did  it." Blank stares. 1 d o n r t  wan t  t o  
s i t  here. I t r s  been a l o n g  day. 'Weil," 1 Say, "if you d o n r t  want t o  
own up p u b l i c l y  t h e n  1 w i l l  p a s s  o u t  some p a p e r s  and  you can  write down 
whether  it was you who did it." From t h e  back 1 c a n  h e a r  Tim: 

" W h y  did s h e  look  back  h e r e  r i g h t  away? L i k e  we're t h e  bad boys." 
It b e g i n s  t o  d a m  on m e  t h a t  g iven  t h e  classrs r e a c t i o n  t h a t  maybe 

no  one  lit a match a t  a i l .  U s u a l l y  a t e a c h e r  c a n  tel l  when s t u d e n t s  are 
trying t o  c o v e r  something up  and  t h i s  group is l o o k i n g  genu ine ly  
pe rp lexed .  For  al1 1 know, someone passed  wind i n  t h e  back o f  t h e  class 
which c a u s e d  a b i t  o f  s n i c k e r i n g  and t h i s  is s t a r t i n g  t o  l o o k  like a 
b e t t e r  p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a n  t h e  match e x p l a n a t i o n ,  

1 read th rough  t h e  p a p e r s  and  eve ry  s i n g l e  o n e  s a y s  "1 d i d n ' t  d o  
it." O h ,  have I set myself up ,  1 t h i n k t o  myself. "Weil," 1 Say t o  t h e  
class, "1 know what 1 need t o  know. W e ' l l  t a lk  more abou t  t h i s  
tomorrow. " As t h e y  f i le o u t  every single one  of them is c a r r y i n g  a 
t a n g i b l e  black c l o u d  above h i s  or h e r  head. They are angry.  One of my 
s t u d e n t s  s t o p s  and s a y s  " D i d  you f i g u r e  o u t  who d id  i t ? "  

"1 know what  1 need t o  know, " 1 Say t r y i n g  t o  Save f ace .  'We ' 11 
talk a b o u t  it tomorrow." 

1 s t e w  for a coup le  of h o u r s  when 1 g e t  home. 1 s t e w  because  I r v e  
g o t  myself i n t o  a power s t r u g g l e  t h a t  1 d o n ' t  w a n t  t o  be i n .  To compound 
t h e  problem, I ' m  n o t  even s u r e  t h a t  anyone lit a match. 1 also s t e w  
because I jumped t o  c o n c l u s i o n s  a b o u t  my back  row boys and I r v e  l o s t  
c r e d i b i l i t y  i n  t h e i r  eyes .  1 know what 1 need to know. 1 know I r m  
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going t o  have t o  corne c lean.  Once I * v e  made the decis ion 1 f e e l  
b e t t e r .  1'11 be t h e  person 1 want t o  be with  t h i s  c l a s s .  

The next  day after O Canada 1 Say "Before you r u n  o f f  t o  band 1 
need t o  Say a couple  of t h i n g s  about yesterday,  1 want t o  exp la in  f k s t  
of  a l1  why 1 reac t ed  t h e  way 1 did .  You see, a s  your  teacher ,  1 am 
respons ib le  for your s a f e t y  whi le  you are wi th  me. To be honest ,  Irm 
not  even su re  anymore whether 1 smelled s u l f u r  yesterday bu t  1 want you 
t o  know t h a t  1 overreacted because it is a s a f e t y  issue.  1 need t o  do 
everything i n  m y  power t o  m a k e  su re  t h i s  is a safe place f o r  a l 1  o f  u s ,  
no t  only because 1 owe it t o  your parents,  but because 1 would have 
d i f f i c u l t y  l i v i n g  with  myself i f  anything happened t o  one o f  you. 
That's where rny r eac t i on  came from yesterday.  1 c a n ' t  change t h a t ,  bu t  
1 can explain  t o  you why 1 r eac t ed  t h e  way I did,"  

"1 a l s o  spoke t o  Tim and Chr i s t i an  t h i s  morning before class and 
apologized t o  them and you need t o  knowtha t .  It w a s  wrong of m e  t o  
au tomat ica l ly  assume t h a t  t hey  did something wrong and it w a s  no t  
respectful of m e  t o  do t ha t . "  My face is set and 1 f e e l  like 1 am going 
to c r y  and I r m  sure they  can  see t h a t  I am s t r u g g l i n g  t o  maintain my 
composure. "That8s al1 1 have t o  Say. 1'11 see you a f t e r  band." With 
t h a t  1 walk t o  the back of  t h e  room and t u r n  and look out  t h e  window a s  
they f i l e  out. 1 have tears running down my face because 1 should know 
b e t t e r  by now b u t  1 also know t h a t  i ts  okay t o  make a mistake and 
I ' ve  been t h e  person 1 wanted t o  be. The rest o f  the day is a good day. 

I n  terms of learning, R e s t i t u t i o n  is an integral p a r t  of 

what 1 do. One canrt try and f l a t t en  out  t h e  h i e r a r c h y  and 

then p u n i s h  students fo r  m i s b e h a v i o u r .  T h e  t w o  are 

incongruent. When 1 Say "flatten outw 1 donf t  mean 

cornpletely flat.  There w a s  a t h e  when i n  t ry ing  t o  make 

r o o m  for other voices that 1 stepped too far back. 1 gave 

too much freedom and not  enough  direction. 1 didnrt value m y  

self and my needs enough i n  t h e  learning environment. T h e s e  

w e r e  needs w h i c h  had to be there given t h e  parameters of the 

i n s t i t u t i o n .  1 now t h i n k  I've found a good balance. 1 have 

a need fo r  a dynamic, in teres t ing  learning environment w h i c h  

is order ly  and respectful. T h a t  is t he  tone 1 t r y  to set. 

R e s t i t u t i o n  supports and values the self. A strong 

self, I bel ieve,  is  abso lu te ly  critical i n  a meaning-making 
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model. In a meaning-making model social difficulties are 

negotiated in a way that builds self esteem rather than 

disenfranchising learners by m a k i n g  them feel powerless, 

worthless or without control, In a meaning-making model each 

learner must wrestle with ideas, try things out, make 

mistakes and revise his or her theories, Tt is an active and 

creative process where learning is non-linear and often quite 

a messy business, Perhaps most importantly, learners are not 

receiving information from an authority, but,instead, they 

are becoming tfieir own authorities and creators of meaning- 

In fact, this authority is both a result of the creative 

process and a necessary element in the process, On the one 

hand, authority emerges as a byproduct of the meaning-making 

process itself, but a creative act cannot occur unless the 

leamer possesses a sense of F e r ,  authority and confidence 

in him or herself in the first place. If these conditions do 

not ex is t  to some degree within the learner then necessary 

risks in the meaning making process often cannot occur 

because it becomes a threat to the student's sense of 

personhood. In supporting the self, Restitution helps create 

the kind of community which fosters meaning-making, 

Restititution is not about rules. One may be able to 

operate by rules in a junior high model, but it is next to 

impossible in a more student-centered approach because the 

individual is valued above the formal curriculum, 

Individuals are diverse. They have differing needs and 

motivations and agendas. Restitution 

basic principles of respect, but each 

operates from same 

situation is recognized 
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as d i f f e r en t ,  This is because, i f  a l l  behaviour is purposeful 

then two children can exh ib i t  t h e  same behaviour but be 

operating from two d i f f e r e n t  needs. To use t h e  example of 

not bringing supplies, Frank may not bring a pen because h i s  

need is t o  preserve h i s  power: it is  b e t t e r  t o  f a i l  French 

because he didnrt try than t o  f a i l  because he i s n ' t  s m a r t  

enough- Janice, on the o t h e r  hand, may also not  bring her  

supplies, but she may neglect  t o  bring th- from a d i f f e r en t  

power need. Perhaps she  does not  l i k e  t o  f e e l  less powerful 

than h e r  teacher, Perhaps he r  r e s i s t i ng  is  a way of showing 

her teacher t h a t  she needn't comply. Two students ,  the  same 

behaviour, but  very d i f f e r e n t  motivations. I f  you attempt 

t h e  one-rule-fits-al1 system then students become objects t o  

manipulate t o  fur ther  your own teaching agenda. The 

i n s t i t u t i o n  becomes dehumanizing. Rest i tut ion requires t h e  

and re la t ionship ,  two things which are impossible without a 

middle years philosophy, where teacher contact  t h e  is 

increased. 

It i s  t h i s  ob jec t i f i ca t ion  of students which occurs i n  a 

rule based reward and punishment system t h a t  l inks  

Res t i tu t ion  with some of the l i t e r a t u r e  on casing. N e l  

Noddings (1984)  points ou t  t h a t  i n  any car ing  relat ionship 

(parent-child o r  teacher-child for our purposes here) between 

two people there i s  t he  "one caring" and t h e  "cared-for," 

The car ing  relat ionship is complete only when the  "cared-forw 

perceives t h a t  caring (p. 65). Often times i n  i n s t i t u t i ona l  

s e t t i ngs  "caring forw becomes a set of rules f o r  employees t o  

follow t o  make sure t h a t  a i l  t h e  bases are covered. This is 
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not really caring for someone, although it is often neeting 

physical  needs and the person cared for begins to feel like 

an object acted upon. N e 1  Noddings (1984) goes on to say 

"When this att i tude is missed, the one who is the object of 

care taking feels like an object. H e  is being treated, 

handled by formulaw (p. 6 5 ) .  

Restitution and middle years structures support the 

meankg making of the learner by ceasing to objectify the 

learner and valuing the  self. T h e  relationship between 

teachers and students changes in ways beyond Restitution. 

Chapter £ive is a look at the renegotiation of that change 

with respect to curriculum. 



Chapter F i v e  : 

A Meaning-Making Approach 

to Teaching Poetry 
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M y  classroom no longer has a revolving door, which is a 

lucky thing, because 1 donr t  bel ieve t h a t  1 would have 

survived i n  teaching. Thankfully, t h e  last  f e w  years 1 f e e l  

l i k e  I r v e  found my niche. 1 teach grade seven and for the 

most p a r t  1 have one group of chi ldren who spend t h e  majority 

of t h e i r  school day with me, The structures s t i l l  wonrt 

allow m e  t o t a l  inteqrat ion.  1 canrt teach band because 1 

donr t  have t h e  expertise and someone else does phys-ed. 1 

exchange science f o r  French with another teacher because 

French is always a s t ick ing  point i n  t h e  timetable i n  tems 

of f inding teachers  who are able to teach it. Regardless, 1 

have "my kidsw for a good por t ion  of each day. There are 

even days where w e  are together f r o m  8:30 - 3:OO. 1 learn t o  

k n o w  them well: their st rengths  and weaknesses acabemically, 

their f r u s t r a t i on  levels, and their home s i tua t ions .  1 learn 

whexe 1 can challenge them and where 1 need to back off and 

give them sorte space, 1 learn where 1 need to make program 

modifications, 1 l e m  t o  diffuse con f l i c t s  b e t w e e n  two 

students before they become b i g  issues .  1 try t o  make 

connections w i t h  parents. 1 let  kids g e t  t o  know m e ,  

I r v e  spoken i n  previous chapters about meaning-making, 

how 1 came t o  know about t h i s  from the  ins ide  out  through my 

own experience as an adult l earner .  I n  t h e  last chapter  1 

spoke about how school s t ruc tu res  e i t h e r  support o r  hinder a 

meaning-making process. 1 haven't s a i d  much about what t h i s  

actually looks l i k e  i n  a classroom. This is t h e  objec t ive  of 

t h i s  chapter b u t  1 need t o  be up f r o n t  about something. Irm 

not  there yet. Irm not  there  but  I've corne to know that i t ' s  
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okay. Itrs okay because none of us a t t a i n s  perfect ion and 

t h a t  ' s a good message f o r  our kids t o  get too. I t 's  a lso  

okay because 1 am doing t h e  best 1 c m ,  

I t r s  a l s o  okay because 1 come fxom a very 

departmentalized system myself. I donrt have t h e  benefit  of 

discovery learxzing i n  matn when it comes t o  my own 

understanding. As 1 teach something new, 1 am making sense 

for myself  as 1 go. Every t h e  1 teach f rac t ions ,  a topic 

reasonably d i f f i c u l t  for  many children,  1 understand a little 

more about how my students are engaging with various 

a c t i v i t i e s  and t h e  connections they are making. 

1 try to in tegra te  the subjects as much as 1 can so t h a t  

there is crossover and 1 like t o  do thematic u n i t s  where 1 

can see t h e  subjects  f i t t i n g  together naturally.  Not 

everything 1 do, hwever, is  bounded by a cons t ruc t iv i s t  

framework. Sometimes, because my students are becoming 

unfocused, it is eas i e s t  t o  d i r e c t l y  teach something. 

Sometimes late i n  t h e  w e e k  w e  need ta do questions from our 

textbook, because i f  1 have t o  dea l  w i t h  one more i s s u e  o r  

one more cranky chi ld,  1 w i l l  go over t he  edge. There is an 

ebb and flow t o  t h e  energy of classroom life and i t 's  

impor tan t  t o  recognize t h i s  and to go with it- 

I'm ge t t ing  better throughout t h e  years with math, 

S o c i a l  s tudies  i s  f ine  and 1 t r y  and do what 1 can w i t h  

French, b u t  due t o  t h e  cons t ra in ts  and t h e  general  overall  

f e e l i n g  from parents and students,  1 donr t  do it jus t ice .  

French ends up being delivered through a transmission 

approach, I: fit it i n  wherever 1 can f ind time, which is 
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completely cont rad ic tory  t o  meaning-making and h o w  one l e a r n s  

t o  speak a language. 1% going t o  share what  w e  do with 

poetry because 1 feel I do an adequate, although not p e r f e c t  

job with it. What has b e c o m e  clear t o  m e  as 1 have continued 

to teach grade seven, i s  t h a t  it is important f o r  m e  as 

a teacher  t o  teach the same leve l  and same curriculum year 

after year. Surprisingly, perhaps, 1 d o n r t  become stale. A s  

1 revisit top ics  i n  following years, 1 m o d i f y  my approach 

based on my ongoing r e f l ec t ions .  Sometimes these r e f l e c t i o n s  

take t h e  f o m  of journal en t r i e s ,  as 1 mite my way t l~rough 

an issue. Often, they are informa1 r e f l e c t i o n s ,  w h i c h  don't 

amount to more than m e n t a l  notes t o  m y s e l f .  Year after year 

1 continue t o  make new connections between subject areas and 

how m y  students understand the i r  worlds. Knowing that there 

is always next year, and t h a t  1 d o n f t  have to be perfect my 

first time through, has f reed m e  up t o  take my own r i s k s  i n  

teaching and learning.  

"Werve discussed how w e f r e  going t o  proceed i n  our  poetry u n i t ,  
b u t  I just want t o  make sure that we are a i l  clear on t h e  process. 
Every day w e  will read a new poem. 1 w i l l  read it aloud t o  you and 
we'll clarify any vocabulary about which you are not certain. Once 
we've done t h a t  t h e  l e a d e r  i n  each group w i l l  read t h e  poem again and 
then you w i l l  d i scuss  it as you go. Tt might n o t  h u r t  to make a f e w  
notes on t h e  side of the sheet t o  remind yourselves of key po in t s  as you 
proceed. 1 w i l l  give you a five minute warning before we f i n i s h  ss that 
you can help the recorder formulate what your group wants to t e l l  t h e  
class about the poem, Any questions? Eere is  your first poem. It's 
called The Lake (McGough, 1988). 

The Lake 

For years there have been ne f i s h  i n  the lake .  
People  hur ry ing  through the park avoid it 
like t h e  plaque. Birds steer clear 
and t h e  sedge of course h a s  withered. 
Trees lean away from it, 



a n d  a t  n i g h t  it reflects, n o t  t h e  moon, 
but the b lackness  of i ts  own d e p t h s  . 
T h e r e  are no f i s h  i n  t h e  l a k e .  
Bu t  t h e r e  i s  I i f e  t h e r e .  T h e r e  is life.,. 

Undenva te r  pigs g l i d e  be tween reefs o f  c o r a l  debris. 
They love it here .  They breed and m u l t i p l y  
i n  sties hollowed o u t  of t h e  mud 
and lined w i t h  mattresses a n d  bedspr ings .  
They l i v e  on dead f i sh  a n d  r o t t i n g  t h i n g s ,  
drowned pets, p l a s t i c  and assoaed excreta, 
Rus ty  c a n s  t h e y  like t h e  best .  
Holding them i n  webbed trotters 
t h e i r  t e e t h  tear easily t h r o u g h  the t i n ,  
and  p o k i n g  i n  a s n o u t ,  t h e y  n o i s i l y  suck o u t  
t h e  p u t r i d  m a t t e r  w i t h i n .  

T h e r e  are no f i s h  i n  t h e  l a k e .  
Bu t  t h e r e  is life t h e r e .  T h e r e  is life... 

For on c e r t a i n  e v e n i n g s  after dark 
s h o a l s  of p i g s  surface 
and l o o k  o u t  a t  t h o s e  h o u s e s  n e a r  t h e  park .  
Where, in t h e  bathrooms, 
c h i l d r e n  feed stale b r e a d  t o  p l a s t i c  ducks ,  
and  i n  attics, 
t o y  y a c h t s  have l o n g  s i n c e  runaground. 

Where , i n  l iv ingrooms , 
a n g l e r s  d a n g l e  t h e i r  l i n e s  o n  p a t t e r n e d  c a r p e t s ,  
and  bemoan t h e  fate o f  t h e  o n e s  t h a t  g o t  away. 

D o m  on t h e  l a k e ,  p i g g y  e y e s  g l i s t e n .  
r h e y  h a v e  a c q u i r e d  a taste for  f l e s h .  
They are l i c k i n g  t h e i r  l i p s .  L i s t e n . .  . 

Roger HcGough 

Groups break off and beg in  r e r e a d i n g  t h e  poem. There are always 
some p r o c e d u r a l  d i f f i c u l t i e s  t h e  f irst  few times, a l t h o u g h  Irve done 
e v e r y t h i n g  i n  my power t o  g e t  g r o u p  roles i r o n e d  o u t  b e f o r e  w e  a c t u a l l y  
begin.  O n  t h i s  f a s t  day  1 a p p r o a c h  a group of two boys a n d  two g i r l s .  
David is having a hard t i m e  b e i n g  f o c u s e d  and Samantha cornplains as 1 
s i t  down a t  t h e  table, saying:  "David w o n r t  f o c u s  so w e  c a n  start." 1 
redirect them. 

"Who is t h e  leader today?" 
"Alex is," r e s p o n d s  Anne. 
"Have you read t h e  poem yetu? 
"No, " r e p l i e s  Aïex. "bu t  1'11 do it now." 
"1 d o n ' t  r e a l l y  g e t  it," whines  Samantha. 
" R e a d  the first few U n e s  a g a i n  Alex. " 

"For years t h e r e  have  b e e n  no f i s h  i n  t h e  l a k e ,  



People h u r r y i n g  through t h e  park avoid it 
like t h e  p lague .  Birds steer clear 
and t h e  sedge o f  c o u r s e  has  wi the red .  
Trees lean away from it, 
and a t  n i g h t  it r e f l e c t s ,  n o t  t h e  moon, 
b u t  t h e  b l a c k n e s s  of i ts  own d e p t h s .  
T h e r e  are no f i s h  i n  t h e  l a k e .  
But t h e r e  is I i fe  t h e r e .  T h e r e  i s  l ife,  . . " 

" T e l l  m e  what you know about  t h i s  l a k e  fxom t h e  f i r s t  s t a n z a , "  
" W e l l , "  s a y s  Samantha, " t h i s  lake has no fish i n  it and p e o p l e  are 

a v o i d i n g  it . 
" D o  you know what a plague i s w ?  
"Oh yeah, says Aïex. "It's l i k e  a s i c k n e s s  that kills a l o t  of 

people ,  
"Maybe t h e  lake w i l l  make p e o p l e  s i c k , "  says Anne 
"1 d o n ' t  g e t  t h e  moon part," says D a v i d .  
" M e  n e i t h e r m ,  s a y s  Anne. 
"Perhaps it will be more clear later on- Let's keep g o i n g -  
"Undemater  pigs::?" says Anne. 'What kind of  poem i s  this? P i g s  

don ' t l i v e  underwater: " 
"Yourre r i g h t  they d o n r t .  A t  least n o t  normal p igs .  1 . m  g o i n g  t o  

move o n  now. K e e p  going."  

1 am always tom because sometimes s tudents  need a way 

in and yet I d o n f t  w a n t  them to see m e  as the suppl ier  of 

a n s w e r s .  This is par t i cu la r ly  true of groups who are 

struggling w i t h  t h e  process. They are used to t h e  teacher 

telling them everything. 

Sometimes, as in the case of David and Alex, s m a l l  group 

discussion time is not seen as real work time, but ,  rather, 

free time because it is not  teacher directed. T h e  s h i f t  i n  

focus and responsibi l i ty i s  different  and often it is  n o t  i n  

the studentsf frame of reference t h a t  they are the ones in 

control of the meaning-making. It takes thne for t h e  n e w  

p a t t e r n s  t o  emerge and e s t a b l i s h  themselves. Itfs ha rd  on 

students l i k e  ALex and D a v i d ,  because 1 am asking them t o  

t a k e  responsibi l i ty  for  t h e i r  learning i n  a new way and they 

are not sure how t o  do it. 

It's hard on Samantha in a different  way. L e a m e r s  are 
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of ten  insecure  with t h i s  approach and react as Samantha does, 

whining that she d o e s n r t  know what to do or how t o  g e t  

started or  that o the r s  are n o t  doing t h e i r  jobs. She wants 

ta do th ings  the # r i g h t  wayw and she's had yea r s  of t r a i n i n g  

which te l ls  her t h a t  t h e  r i g h t  way is t h e  t eache r ' s  way, 

because that's how you get good grades. She plays  t h e  game 

w e l l  and it i s  working f o r  her ,  so she i s  n o t  i nc l ined  t o  

change easily. I n  fact, it is  uncomfortable f o r  h e r  and 1 

remember how 1 fel t  i n  the cohort smet imes when 1 wanted 

Judith t o  just tel l  m e  what to do so t h a t  1 could  f u l f i l l  the 

requirements and g e t  a good grade. Itrs a good t h i n g  that 

Judi th  le t  m e  struggle because i n  t h a t  struggle I understood 

t h e  issues £rom a personal  perspect ive  - f r o m  t h e  i n s i d e  o u t  

- rather than  the ou t s ide  i n ;  from a meaning-making r a t h e r  

than a transmission perspect ive .  To  t h a t  end 1 o f t e n  s i l e n c e  

my own voice  s o  t h a t  s t u d e n t  voices can emerge. 

This s i l e n c i n g  of  my own voice is d i f f i c u l t  f o r  m e  and 

somewhat i r o n i c  given t h e  leng th  of time it has taken m e  t o  

f i nd  it i n  the first place.  Every i n s t i n c t  in m e  wants t o  

give the right answer because 1 care about my s tudents  and I 

d o n r t  l i k e  t o  see them s t r u g g l e  and f e e l  uncer ta in ,  and so 

of ten  I j u s t  want to  fix it f o r  them. So 1 try t o  hold my 

tongue. Sometimes 1 am success fu l  and sometimes 1 am 

mentally kicking myself later because 1 j u s t  cou ldn ' t  help 

it. It's about t r u s t i n g  s tudents  to f i g u r e  a poem out  and 

make t h e  comect ions  t h a t  t hey  need t o  make. It's a pos i t i on  

which is respectful of them as individuals .  

I t r s  important t h a t  t h i s  pet- process is w e l l  grounded 
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i n  my values and n o t  j u s t  a method 1 use-  These values 

include t r u s t  t h a t  students w i l l  make sense ,  wi thin  a 

learning community where s tudents r  voices  are heard and when 

1 see myself as a pa r t  of t h e  community rather than as an 

expert. I t r s  a way of being r a the r  than a b luep r in t  t o  

follow, and t h i s  is an important d i s t i n c t i o n  to  make, because 

i f  our values are n o t  i n  l i n e  with what w e  are profess ing our 

s tudents  p ick up on t h i s  quickly. I f ,  for ins tance,  t h e  

method says t h a t  1 as a teacher  should va lue  s tuden t s r  vo ices  

and encourage t h e i r  p a r t i c i p a t i o n ,  bu t  at t h e  same t h e  1 do 

al1 t h e  t a l k i n g  and make al1 t h e  connections, t hen  s tudent  

voice  is not  r e a l l y  valued. It sends a mixed message t o  

s tudents ,  and u l t i m a t e l y  it is what you do, n o t  what you Say, 

t h a t  communicates what you r e a l l y  value  to s tudents .  I n  n o t  

being grounded i n  my own values,  t h e  a c t i o n s  1 t ake  are n o t  

visible demonstrations for my students, and encouraging t h e i r  

voices becomes nothing more than a s u r f a c e  structure designed 

t o  f a c i l i t a t e  my agenda and my way of t h ink ing  about a top ic .  

In  t h e  end, it falls f l a t .  

T h i s  d iscuss ion reminds m e  of my use  of t a l k i n g  chips .  

Y e a r s  ago, 1 t r i e d  a s t r u c t u r e  with poe t ry  where each member 

of the  group g o t  two round pieces of cardboard which w e  

called t a lk ing  chips .  The idea  was t h a t  you went around the 

circle and had t o  Say t w o  th ings  about t he  poem when it w a s  

your turn.  A f t e r  you said your piece  you p u t  your chip i n  

t h e  middle. Everyone had t o  speak t w i c e .  I n  r e t rospec t ,  

t h i s  was too artificial a structure f o r  m y  purposes. 

Although i t s  i n t e n t  was t o  f a c i l i t a t e  d i scuss ion ,  it w a s  
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discomected from the meaning-making, and like t h e  notion of 

managerial m y s t i q u e  ( H e n d e r s o n ,  1999, p-2), t h i s  structure 

became an end unto itself. S t u d e n t s  were mostly concerned 

about saying theFr t w o  things. They liked the novelty of the 

talking chips but the structure w a s n r t  connected to meaning- 

making. Rather, it functioned as a means of ge t t i ng  rid of 

their chips. In  this model, t h e  comments, as w e  w e n t  around 

the circle, were often àisconnected. Learners w o u l d  Say 

something because it was required, n o t  because they had 

something meaningful to Say. It also p u t  artificial Limits 

on t h e  conversation, because when t h e  chips w e r e  gone then 

the discussion was over regardless of w h e t h e r  there was s t i l l  

more to say. 

1 s i t  down w i t h  t h e  second group. A i l  conve r sa t i on  s tops  and  a l 1  
eyes turn t o  me .  They too are looking  f o r  direction and are seeing me as 
t h e  g ive r  of information.  1 want them t o  do t h i s  w i t h o u t  me, but, a t  t h e  
same t h e ,  t h e y  are j u s t  l e a r n i n g  t h e  process and are looking  for 
d i r ec t i on .  " T e l l  m e  wha t  you know so far," 1 ask J e n n i f e r .  

"Well w e  know t h a t  t h i s  is a pol lu ted  l a k e  and  that people don ' t  
want t o  go near it. 

"How do you know it is  pol luted"? 
"Well, i t s  f i l l e d  with mattresses and bedspr ings ,  dead f i s h ,  

drowned pets... Its r e a l l y  g ross .  
"It's a weird poem," s ays  Jaclyn.  1 d o n 8 t  g e t  t h e  p i g  thing.  It 

doesn r t  make sense- 
"Think symbolically.  J e n n i f e r  you're good at this. Why does t h e  

poet pick p i g s  i n s t ead  of . . ,Say. . . cows? Why not  underwater cows"? 
"Oh! because w e  associate pigs w i t h  d h  and garbagel" 
"O-h-h," says  Riley. 
"They're mutated pigs", s a y s  Jenni fe r ,  'That's why t h e y  l i v e  

underwater- A i l  the po l lu t i on  h a s  caused them t o  mutate.  " 
"Keep goingr"  1 te l l  them. 

1 am trying to take t h e i r  lead. 1 am t ry ing  to validate 

what they bring t o  the poem by asking theni what they 

understand so far, not  beginning w i t h  where 1 th ink  they 
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should start. 1 am using the* question t o  help them develop 

t h e i r  own l i n e  of thinking,  rather than posing my own 

questions and expec t ing  them to fo l low along behind m e  l i k e  a 

gaggle of geese.  1 am hoping t h a t  they will lead me, and, 

then,  every once i n  awhile, 1: can reframe or  refocus what 

they are thinking. 

p a r t  o f  it is s i l enc ing  my voice so t h a t  1 am not 

dorninating the discuss ion ,  As soon as 1 do that t h e i r  voices  

move £rom lateral r e l a t i o n s h i p  with one another to a 

vertical r e l a t i o n s h i p  with m e  at t h e  top. Part of it is 

t iming as w e l l .  1 cannot remove my voice a l toge ther ,  because 

the bottom l i n e  is t h a t  1 am t h e  teacher and designer of t h e  

learning activity. 1 have an agenda, otherwise, none of us 

would be talking in t h e  f i r s t  place, There are times when 1 

need t o  speak so that our community of l e a r n e r s  has a 

d i r e c t i o n  

"We d o n ' t  get t h i s  at a l l , "  says t h e  t h i r d  group. 
"Okay, tell m e  s p e c i f i c a l l y  what you don't get. Who is the 

recorder?" Randy? Okay Randy, mite down our q u e s t i o n s  as we go. 
"1 don' t  g e t  why there are pigs in the lake," says Rick. 
"1 d o n ' t  get why t h e  people avoid t h e  lake," States Shauna. 
"1 d o n ' t  get why children are feeding plastic ducks," pipes u p  

Randy . 
Now, speculate on your questions, What might be poss ible  answers. 

You'll have a n  oppor tun i ty  t o  sort t h i s  out even  more when w e  talk about 
it as a group. 

T h i s  group is r e a l l y  s t ruggl ing.  It's d i f f i c u l t  for m e  

to follow their lead when they cannot a r t i c u l a t e  what they do 

not understand. That's why 1 want them t o  mite down 

questions t h a t  are in t h e i r  minds. They don't bel ieve  t h a t  

they know anything, b u t  i f  they can a r t i c u l a t e  what 
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speci f ica l ly  they don% understand then they are already 

constructing meaning. They know already w h a t  doesn't make 

sense f o r  them. 1 know t h a t  once they have some questions 1 

can encourage them t o  speculate on poss ibi l i t ies .  I'm not 

concerned a t  t h i s  point as t o  whether t h e i r  interpretat ions 

are good ones o r  not. 1 jus t  want th- to feel free t o  

speculate and t o  take a r i s k  i n  t h e i r  thinking. It is  

imperative because i f  they don't take t h e  r i s k  t hey ' l l  never 

make the l e a p  t o  seeing themselves w i t h  t h e  creat ive  capacity 

to make sense. 

It may turn out t h a t  t h i s  group w i l l  not have a good 

reading of t h i s  poem, bu t  they m a y  begin t o  build s t ra tegies  

that over t h e  w i l l  help them w i t h  t h e i r  discussion of a poem 

a week down the road. 1 see my r o l e  as providing them with a 

safe forum of discussion, a forum where they are  encouraged 

t o  speculate and share together ra ther  than coming up w i t h  an 

in terpre ta t ion of a poem which is a perfectly packaged 

product. You c a n r t  blaxne them f o r  thinking t h i s  way. I n  

t he i r  p a s t  experience it has been t h e i r  teacher leading the 

discussion: t h e  teacher with al1 the right answers who leads 

them along i n  a sequential manner. Surely, they think, the 

teacher never struggled with poetry. Certainly, i f  1 were 

good at understanding poetry 1 would see t h e  whole meaning 

clearly f r o m  the  s t a r t .  

1 am f ight ing t h e  urge to have twenty-five students i n  

t h e  same place at  once. 1 f i g h t  it because 1 know t h a t  it is 

impossible and t h a t  t h i s  is a hold-over from my o ld  way of 

doing things. 1 understand f r o m  w h e r e  t h i s  impulse cornes. 
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It i s  a d e s i r e  for al1 of my s tuden t s  t o  r e a l l y  "get" poetry. 

1 want them t o  love it like 1 love  it and 1 want them t o  be 

challenged and moved by t h e  ideas and language w e  experience, 

Then 1 have t o  stop myself, 1 th* it's natural for m e  t o  

w a n t  to share what 1 value with those  1 care about, b u t  when 

1 start t o  feel pressu re  1 know 1 am too deep i n t o  m y  own 

agenda and that 1 need to s t e p  back and let t h e  kids do t h e  

Itrs at this point t h a t  1 need t o  switch gears because 

I ' v e  s l ipped back i n t o  the  p o s i t i o n  of t h e  expert who 

delivers information. When 1 reframe t h i s  for  myself, 1 

th ink  about my role a s  both f a c i l i t a t o r  a d  mentor. 1 am a 

facilitator i n  the sense t h a t  I am making t he  learning e a s i e r  

by crea t ing  s i t u a t i o n s  where s tuden t s  are able t o  make t h e i r  

own connections. B u t  being a f a c i l i t a t o r  does not  speak to 

t h e  r e l a t ionsh ip  between teacher  and student.  The d ic t iona ry  

(1988)  def ines  a mentor as "an experienced and trusted f r i e n d  

and adviser" (p.625). A mentor does not  exclude the voices  

of students.  H e  o r  she  has experience with  c e r t a i n  th ings  

w h i c h  may be u s e f u l  to t h e  s tudent ,  and he o r  she e x i s t s  i n  

an advising capacity, but  does no t  c o n t r o l  t h e  learn ing  

re la t ionship .  T h a t  con t ro l  is  left wi th  t h e  advisees who 

trust the advisor  to speak i n  their best  i n t e r e s t s .  The tenn 

mentor def ines  the r e l a t ionsh ip  between s tudent  and t eache r  

as involving both trust and advising.  It is learning done 

with another not  to another. 

1 need t o  remember t h a t  i t r s  not only about m e ,  T h e r e  

a r e  some kids  who will develop a love of poetry and t h e r e  are 
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others who w i l l  find other areas of interest- 1 donrt need 

to mold tbem in  my own image and although 1 have the 

incl inat ion sometimas, 1 think itrs rather an egocentric 

impulse on xny part. Regardless, this back-and-forth movement 

between what 1 think is good for thern and what they may 

believe is good for th-, is a dance that  drives me crazy! 

When w e  e n t e r  i n t o  a large group d i scuss ion  the dynamics change 
somewhat. " D o  you remember t a l k i n g  about d i scuss ion  groups yesterdayrr? 
1 ask- 

"Yes. 
"What kinds of t h i n g s  do w e  need to remember"? 
"Weil, w e  need t o  disagree respectfully.   hi ch means we Say 

t h i n g s  like "1 understand where you8re coming from but 1 see it 
d i f f e r e n t l y .  We donrt  say s t u f f  like 'you're an idiot for thinking 
t h a t ,  says  Jaclyn,  

"Anything else?" 
"We need to look at t h e  person ta lk ing  and n o t  be f i d d l i n g  with 

t h i n g s  i n  f r o n t  of us o r  nudging t h e  person next t o  us because t h a t  
tells t h e  speaker that w e  arenet in teres ted  i n  
what he  or she is saying," comments Randy. 

1% laying the ground rules. Kids operate with a 

winner/loser mentality, partly because of t h e i r  previous 

school experience. 1 don't want  them to compete to prove 

which group has the  b e s t  interpretation. I F S  easy for kids 

to fa11 i n t o  that, and then before you know it, some voices 

are not heard because they donrt want to go against the grain 

or they donrt f e e l  respected. 1 mention the bit about not 

fiddling w i t h  other things, because l i s t en ing  and simulating 

w h a t  each group is saying is hard work and very d i f f i c u l t  for 

many grade seven students who often have never been asked to 

do this before, I fsame it as a s ign o f  respect not to be 

playing with things because it sets a tone and 1 think it's 

true, but 1 a l s o  donft want them fiddling w i t h  things because 
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before you know it there w i l l  be pockets of distracted people 

w i t h i n  O u r  

"Okay. Anything e l s e ?  L e t ' s  g e t  started- The reporter shou ld  
have h i s  or her p a p e r  ready, You know t h e  rou t ine .  The r e p o r t e r  speaks 
f i r s t  and t h e n  if you have a q u e s t i o n  a b o u t  something t h a t  group said 
you can ask t h e  r e p o r t e r .  Group members can c e a a i n l y  h e l p  o u t  the* 
r e p o r t e r -  Any v o l u n t e e r s  t o  go  first? Randy, thanks .  

" W e  had a very hard  time g e t t i n g  organized and ît took u s  a w h i l e  
to r e a l l y  get this poem, We had l o t s  of ques t ions .  'Why were t h e  p i g s  
l i v i n g  u n d e m a t e r ? '  'Why w e r e  t o y  y a c h t s  run aground i n  a t t i c s ? '  'Why 
were t h e  p i g s  licking t h e i r  l i p s ? '  We thought  t h i s  poem was g w d  b u t  
that it was a L i t t l e  weird." 

"Thank-you Randy." I'm n o t  going t o  pu t  them on t h e  s p o t .  
Hopefully something a n o t h e r  group said w i l l  connect  wi th  them. They 
c a n ' t  Say why it was good o r  weird and are s t i l l  t a l k i n g  in g e n e r a l i t i e s  
t h a t  are s a f e  "Any ques t ions  or  comtents? L e t ' s  con t inue .  Yes 
Jenn i fe r ,  you can  go n e x t  i f  you like. 

"Our group t h o u g h t  t h i s  poem was r e a l l y  wekd a t  first b u t  &ter 
awhi le  it s t a r t e d  to make sense ,  This lake is v e r y  p o l l u t e d .  W e  know 
it is  p o l l u t e d  because  o f  t h e  junk i n  it. Itrs s o  d i r t y  t h a t  even t h e  
trees l e a n  away from it like t h e y r l l  g e t  contaminated i f  t h e y  g e t  t o o  
c l o s e .  A t  f i r s t  w e  thought  t h a t  p i g s  in t h e  lake was j u s t  s t u p i d  
because p i g s  a r e n r t  normally i n  l a k e s ,  b u t  then w e  t h o u g h t  it made sense  
because p i g s  l i v e  i n  pig sties and t h i s  lake is very d i r t y .  W e  t hough t  
they w e r e  underwater  pigs because al1 t h e  p o l l u t i o n  mutated them. We 
didn'r g e t  why t h e  p i g s  are s t a r i n g  a t  the houses or  why t h e y  are 
l i c k i n g  t h e i r  l i p s .  T h a t ' s  al1 w e  have." 

Ifm hoping another group w i l l  touch on some of their 

questions, but. f am not going t o  jump i n  and answer them. I 

don't want them to see m e  in t h a t  role, because they w i l l  

depend on m e  to b a i l  them out. I w i l l  probably ask a f e w  

pointed questions at the end of the group presentations and 

hope t h a t  s t i m u l a t e s  more speculation. I f  not, then 1'11 

have t o  be content knowing that they have b u i l t  the meaning 

as far as they are able t o  take it for the moment- A t  this 

point, according to Vygotsky,(Wells, 1995) they w i l l  O u t  

of t h e  "zone of proximal development" (p.23). This is the 

area "...with respect to any task that lies between what the 

l e a r n e r  can manage alone and what he or she can achieve w i t h  
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the  ass i s tance  of an a d u l t  o r  more knowledgeable Fern 

(Wells.1995. p.23). If 1 ask a f e w  quest ions  t o  reframe 

their thinking ami they look at m e  w i t h  blank stares 1 am 

probably b e t t e r  o f f  t o  remain qu ie t ,  Te l l ing  them more w i l l  

only erode what 1 am t r y i n g  t o  do i n  terms of encouraging 

their own voices and it won8t mean much t o  them anyway. 

There are always five o r  six s tuden t s  who r e a l l y  like 

the class discussion portion of t h e  process,  but for most of 

my students it is new and has its logist ical  problems, Same 

students d o n 8 t  ta lk  loudly enough for t h e i r  classrnates t o  

engage with  w h a t  they are saying. Many grade seven students 

have d i f f i c u l t y  s i t t i n g  i n  a discussion of t h i s  nature and 

so r t ing  through what is said ,  allowing it t o  inform what they 

are thinking. 1 suspect  this also reflects a lack of 

experience more than it does an i n a b i l i t y  on t h e i r  pa r t ,  

Many students have problems dea l ing  w i t h  s i lence  as 

well. Because they've been trained throughout elementary n o t  

t o  talk w h e n  1 am t a l k i n g  t h i s  is what they  do. But, i n  

t ry ing  t o  d i f f u s e  t h e i r  seeing m e  as the only one who k n w s  

anything, 1 am t r y i n g  t o  get them t o  l i s t e n  t o  one another  as 

well. Sometimes, though, no one is t a lk ing .  I donr t  want t o  

jump in and 1 w a i t  for someone else. Some kids are th inking  

b u t  others see this as non- s t ruc tu red  t h e .  1 am s t i l l  

s t ruggl ing with t h i s  res t lessness  because it is such a 

delicate balance a t  this age. ftfs a balance between g iv ing  

them control over the discussion and at the same t h e  having 

expectations t h a t  they w i l l  s i t  s t i l l  and participate, 

Regardless, we've ta lked a l o t  about small and large 
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group discussions and h m  they can help us think together so 

that twenty three people are n o t  thinking separately, but, 

rather, together, Pam is  a good example of someone who 

participates w e l l  i n  t h e  discussion. After someone has 

spoken she w i l l  always add t o  what they have said,  e i the r  to 

validate or  to challenge t h e  ideas , She i ç  someone who 

verbalizes the m e a n i n g  she is making as she does it. It is a 

very act ive process for her. There may w e l l  be others ,  who 

Say nothing, but who are s t i l l  making connections i n  

their heads- Are they wanting to jump in to  the conversation? 

Are they content t o  remain s i l e n t ?  Are they a f r a id  t o  shaw 

themselves? 

Ifm Qing t o  get them t o  build on their interpretat ions 

and see themselves as authori t ies  who bring knowledge and 

s k i l i s  t o  the s i tuat ion,  but 1 a l s o  recognize that t h e r e  are 

m o r e  and l e s s  plausible interpretat ions of a poem. 1 donft 

want to give them t he  message t h a t  any interpretat ion goes, 

because then we devolve into the  postmodern relat ivism where 

nothing has value anymore. This is why a community of 

leamers is so important. I n  t he  post- m o d e m  world truth 

l i e s  no t  i n  individual perspectives, b u t  among multiple 

perspectives t h a t  come together o r  in terrupt  the meanings 

being negotiated within a group. Ifm trying t o  create th i s  

kind of w e b  of interconnectedness in our classroom, I n  the 

classroom, w e  can become a gsoup, as opposed to a collect ion 

of individuals. 

Students a l so  have other partners i n  learning, who are 

not physically s i t t i n g  i n  t h e i r  circle but with whom they c m  
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think. These others may be found in resources (in a variety 

of media) and 1 am a potential as w e l l ,  The essential issue 

is not who is around this large metaphorical table, but, 

rather, who gets to speak, In the past it was only the 

experts who spoke and the students who complied and parroted, 

1 want the students to speak w i t h  the experts, 1 have to be 

careful though, because 1 w a n t  to encourage this vision and 

it is very easy to sabotage it without even knowing it. 1 

feel 1 did it right with Riley but I've often not been so 

lucky . 
When we are discussing "The Lakew together Riley says: 

"1 t h i n k  it was the fish that polluted the lake to get back 

at the pigs  " Clearly, in my mind, this is a 

misinterpretation of the poem, but 1 am not willing to Say 

anything. Usually someone in the class will challenge a 

statement w h i c h  is that far off, but on this day, no one does 

so 1 just leave it. 1 want to encourage this speculating 

behavior, and 1 know that if 1 jump in now and tell Riley 

that he is wrong, he might not speculate out loud again. I'm 

trying to trust the process, In the big picture it doesnvt 

matter whether Riley has an accurate understanding of this 

poem. Instead, what matters, is that over t h e  he develop 

the tools and understanding to generate more grounded 

interpretations of poetry in general. Etiley may have said 

something that wasnft supported in the poem, but the 

following day he is still willing to take the risks and 

generate further interpretations, because 1 havenft told him 

that he is wrong. 

On another day we are reading a p o e m  called Anne and the F i e l d  
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Anne and t h e  Field-Mouse 

We found a mouse i n  t h e  chalk qua- t o d a y  
I n  a circle of s t o n e s  a n d  empty o ï l  drums 
By t h e  fag e n d s  of a fire. There had been  
A p i c n i c  t h e r e ;  h e  must  have been after t h e  crumbs. 

Jane saw him first ,  a f l i c k e r  o f  brown fur 
I n  and o u t  of t h e  c h a r r e d  wood and cha lk-whi te .  
1 saw him l as t ,  b u t  n o t  till werd t u r n e d  up 
Every s t o n e  a n d  surprised him i n t o  f l i g h t ,  

Though not far - little zigzags spurts from s t o n e  
To s t o n e .  Once, as h e  l u r k e d  i n  h i s  h id ing-p lace ,  
1 saw h i s  beady e y e s  u p l i f t e d  t o  mine. 
I'd n e v e r  s e e n  such  terror in so s u 1  a face. 

1 watched, amazed and guilty. B e s i d e  u s  suddenly  
A heavy p h e a s a n t  w h i r r e d  up from t h e  ground,  
S c a r i n g  u s  al;; and,  before w e  knew it, t h e  muse 
Had broken cover, skirmiiing away w i t h o u t  a sound, 

H e l t i n g  i n t o  the n e t t l e s .  We d i d n ' t  go 
T i l l  I r d  c h a l k e d  i n  c a p i t a l s  on a n i s t y  can:  
THERE 'S A MOUSE IN THOSE NETTLES, LEAVE 
H I M  ALONE NOVEMBER 15TH. ANNE. 

I a n  S e r r a i l l i e r  

Werve fo l lowed our r e g u l a r  r o u t i n e  and now w e  are t a l k i n g  a b o u t  
the poem as a l a r g e  group. W e  talk about  why Anne fe l t  compelled to 
mite a message on a t i n  c a n  and w e  come t o  t h e  c o n c l u s i o n  t h a t  she 
feels g u i l t y  abou t  c h a s i n g  t h e  l i t t l e  mouse. Then 1 ask t h e  q u e s t i o n  
"Why does  she p u t  t h e  d a t e  on t h e  messagew? The "answer" is clear i n  my 
mind- The date i n d i c a t e s  the l e n g t h  o f  time t h e  message has k e n  t h e r e -  
It tells anyone happening upon t h e  scene whether  o r  n o t  t h e y  s h o u l d  
heed t h e  message. R i l e y  pipes u p  and  s u r p r i s e s  me. 

"The date on t h e  can reminds me of ... oh...you k n o w t h e  things i n  
cemeteries. " 

"The graves tones"?  1 a s k .  
" Y e s .  " 
"What's t h e  c o n n e c t i o n w ?  
"They mark where  someone has been. . . . . a 
" L i k e  a monument"? 
"Yeah, t o  remember them by." 

R i l e y  has surprised me. Given al1  the years 1 have been 

t a lk ing  about  this poeai, it has never once occurred to me 





100 
"authority" are no longer valid-..Here, no one teaches 

another, nor i s  anyone self-taught. Men [people] teach 

each other, mediated by t h e  world, by t h e  cognizable 

objects which i n  banking education are "ownedn by 

t h e  teacher- (p. 160)  

* * 

men w e  have finished our discussion s tudents  s i t  d m  

and mite a letter to m e  about t h e i r  understandings of t he  

poem, 1 want t h i s  to be a forum fo r  t h e i r  voices,  but 1 a l s o  

want t h e  writing to be a vehic le  f o r  further thinking, It is 

my hope, and my own personal experience, that attempting t o  

a r t i c u l a t e  what one understands about a piece of poetry i n  

writing o f t e n  resu l t s  i n  a c l a r i t y  of understanding f o r  t h e  

w r i t e r .  1 want them t o  engage i n  some meaningful thinking 

and 1 too want t o  enter  i n t o  conversation with them. f'm 

about fifty percent there. Some students mite long letters 

making numerous connections, O t h e r  s tudents have writ ten 

some good things but they are not expanding t h e  connections. 

O v e r  t h e  course of t h e  u n i t  t h e  general t r end  is  f o r  entries 

t o  become shorter. As much as P v e  tried to es tab l i sh  the 

writing/thinking connection 1 donf t  think t h a t  they've made 

it. They see t h e  writing as shawing m e  what they know, I n  

showing m e  w h a t  they k m ,  t h e  process becornes an assignment: 

a group of requirements which they must fill, and i n  so doing 

there is l i t t l e  t h a t  is d i f f e r e n t  from my opting f o r  a C i n  

psychology al1 those years ago. 1 need ts th ink about how 1 

cm make this connecting process more viable.  Perhaps next 

year 1 w i l l  t r y  what Judi th  did with us. 1'11 have students 
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exchange their letters and respond to one another's,  1 don't 

want t o  take m y s e l f  completely out of t h e  process, because 1 

want to be a part of t h a t  conversation as well, but maybe i f  

they =e writing to one another ins tead  of to m e  it w i l l  make 

a difference i n  why they are wri t ing  i n  the first place. 

Perhaps it is the letter format itself that causes them t o  

feel that they need to show m e  r a t h e r  than make sense f o r  

themselves. Soon, however, it w i l l  be next y e a r  and 1 can 

t r y  it again and see what happens. 

When w e  are able to s t ep  back f r o m  t h e  d a i l y  grind it 

seems absurd to me t h a t  1 can g e t  so worked up about 

accountability, marks, and knowledge of content, because this 

is an i n s t i t u t i ona l  agenda t h a t  has l i t t l e  to do with 

learning. What 1 need t o  cont inual ly  remind myself is t h a t  

what I do everyday is not about specific content, but par t  of 

a much l a rge r  learning process. What 1 t r y  t o  do everyday, 

with varying success, is to see the bigger pictuse.  What are 

w e  really trying t o  accomplish anyway? 



Chapter S ix :  

c ducat ion as Spir i tua l  Endeavor 



"There are no quick fixesm is what 1 want t o  te l l  him as 1 l ean  
oves  t h e  t a b l e  for more popcorn. The Fr iday  happy hour crowd i s  
beginning to f i l 1  up t h e  place and t h e  atmosphere really i s n r t  conducive 
t o  the kind of  conversation I 'd  like to have about education, My f r i e n d  
is not  a teacher but he i s  a c o n c e r n e d  parent w i t h  a young son i n  
elementary school, 

"That's lifefu he says to m e ,  'There are winners and losers and 
k i d s  may as w e l l  get t o  learn t h a t  quickly. 1 donrt  have much t h e  for 
bleeding heart liberals w h o  can' t  see t h e  reality and do t h e  p r a c t i c a l  
thing. It's a tough w o r l d  out  there  and education needs to prepare our 
kids for that reality, " 

According to my friend, education should be preparation 

for the dog-eat-dog world of adult life. A few days later 1 

came across a piece in the Winnipeg Free Press (May 6, 2000) 

wrltten by Anne Landers that still makes me angry every the 

I read it. Itfs called Rules K i d s  Won't Learn in School. 

Life is no t  fair. Get used to it. The average 

teenager uses the phrase "1trs not fairn 86 times a 

day . 
T h e  real w o r l d  won% care as much about your self- 

esteem as your school does, This may corne as a shock. 

Sorry, you wonrt make $40,000 a y e a r  as soon as you 

get out of high school. And p1-1 wonft be a vice- 

president and have a car phone, either. You may even 

have to W e a r  a uniform that doesnrt have a designer 

label. 

If you think your teacher is tough, wait until you 

get a boss, 

Flipping burgers is not beneath your dignity, 

Your grandparents had a different word for burger 

flipping. They called it "opp~rtunity.~ 

It ' s not your parents f ault if you mess up. 

You're responsible. This is the mirror image of "Itfs 
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my life" and "You're no t  my boss." 

B e f o r e  you were bom, your parents weren't boring. 

They got  t h a t  way by paying b i l l s  and listening to you. 

Life is not divided i n t o  semesters. And you donr t  

get summers off ,  Not even spring break- You are 

expected t o  show up every day for e igh t  hours, and you 

don't get a new life every 10 weeks. 

Smoking does no t  make you look cool- Watch an 11- 

year-old with a b u t t  i n  h i s  mouth. That's what you look 

like t o  anyone over 20 .  

Your school may be "outcorne-based," but l i f e  i sn ' t .  

In some schools, you are given as many chances as you 

want t o  g e t  the answer r i gh t .  Standards are set low 

enough so neariy everyone can m e e t  them. T h i s ,  of 

course, bears not the  s l i g h t e s t  resemblance to anything 

i n  real l i fe-as  you w i l l  soon find out. 

Good luck. You are going t o  need it. And the 

harder you work, the luckier you will get. 

1 get angry when 1 read t h i s  article because the tone is 

r e s e n t f u l  and angry, spoken by adul ts  who plod along, 

resigned t o  t h e  drudgery of everyday life. I t r s  a world 

f i l l e d  with winners and losers, where hard work is rewarded 

i n  the long run but not before one pays his o r  her  dues. 

Nothing cornes eas i l y  i n  this adu l t  world and i ts  tone is 

patronizing and d is respect fu l  of young people who "have it 

eaçy." It was reminiscent of t h e  conversation 1 had with my 

f r i end  a few days pseviously. What 1 wanted t o  t e l l  him, but 

chose not  t o ,  is  that our world is our own creat ion.  
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Unfortunately, w e  al1 t oo  often lose s i g h t  of t h i s .  W e  spend 

so much of o u r  time wandesing around half as leep,  c o n t e n t  to 

go through t h e  motions of o u r  everyday l i v e s  and deal w i t h  

t h e  p r a c t i c a l  aspects of living: cooking dimer, bathing t h e  

dog, t ak ing  ou r  kids t o  t h e i r  l e s sons ,  doing our  jobs and 

dealing w i t h  their as soc i a t ed  stresses. 

f act  , caught  the nuts and b o l t s  

l i v i n g  t h a t  w e  feel tossed  about  by forces external to us 

r a t h e r  than s topp ing  and examining those  fo rces  and then  

making our choices.  W e  g e t  so busy t h a t  w e  never stand 

outside of ourselves and ask the why of our thoughts and 

actions. I n  no t  slawing d m  and s topping t o  reflect, w e  

feel w e  have no cho ice  but  t o  forge ahead and the r o u t i n e  

events i n  our  lives quickly devolve i n t o  an unending 

treadmill of duties. In  our single-minded p u r s u i t  a long  t h i s  

treadmill t h e  o t h e r s  w e  encounter  on a d a i l y  b a s i s  are viewed 

as less than what they  are, and o f t e n  our  r eac t i ons  to  these 

others manifes t  themselves i n  a t r o c i t i e s  that w e  d o n r t  even 

recognize. As a r e s u l t ,  t h e  old woman ahead of  us i n  t h e  

grocery line, fumbling f o r  change, becomes an i r r i t a t i o n  i n  

ouf l i v e s ,  r a t h e r  than  a source  of admiration f o r  h e r  

independent s p i r i t .  Likewise, t h e  ch i ld r en  in our  classrooms 

who  always need i n s t r u c t i o n s  explaineci, y e t  again,  become a 

source of f r u s t r a t i o n .  I n  seeing people as less t han  what 

they are ,  they become ob jec t s  t o  be manipulated i n  a t ta inment  

of our personal  agenda. We become locked i n  a pattern of 

a c t i n g  on o t h e r s  t o  f u l f i l l  our  own needs r a t h e r  than  l ov ing  

others f o r  who t h e y  are a t  a p a r t i c u l a r  moment i n  t h e ,  
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When we can step out of habit and take time to reflect, 

then our lives are truly our own creation, and we can view 

the world as not  just "the way it isn but as changeable. As 

Maxine Greene (1995) points out: 

Only when the given or the taken-for-granted is subject 

to questioning, only when we take various, sometimes 

unfamiliar perspectives on it, does it show itseif as 

w h a t  it is - contingent on many interpretations, many 
vantage points, unified (if at all) by conformity or by 

unexamined common sense. (Greene, p. 23) 

1 want to tell my friend that we can change what is, and 

that w e  are well on our way to doing things differently when 

we are able to imagine things differently. 1 want to tell 

him al1 of this, but 1 donft. I donftbecause his 

i deo log ica l  framework is different from mine. Whereas 1 see 

reality through a postmodern lense of multiple perspectives, 

my f r i e n d  sees the world through a modernist lens . Modernism 

and scientific empiricism go hand-in-hand because the only 

r e a l i t y  and the only valid way of knowing which they 

recognize is that which is seen, according to Ken W i l b u r  

(1999), with the "eye of fleshw (p. 18). Reality is 

measurable and quantifiable: it exists as an absolute and 

what is tme is fixed and unchanging. In describing 

empir ica l  ways of knowing Ken Wilbur (1996) States: 

This is the idea that you have the self or the subject, 

on the one hand, and the empirical or sensory world, on 

the other, and al1 valid knowledge consists in making 

maps of the empirical world, the single and simple 
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"pregivenW world. And if the map is accurate, if it 

correctly represents, or corresponds, with the empirical 

world, then that is "tmth." (p. 59) 

1 donft mean to imply that scientific empiricism isn't 

valuable, because as a species we have learned much about 

ourselves and our world through science, and we have made 

many discoveries that have enhanced our lives. The problem, 

Ken Wilbur ( 1996) goes on to Say, is that there is no place 

for the self in our understandings about o u  world: 

, , . the  problem with maps is: they leave ou& the 

mapmaker. What was being utterly ignored was the fact 

that the mapmaker might itself bring something to the 

picture! (p. 59) 

It is this inclusion of the "mapmakerW or the self as a 

piece of the meaning-making that is at the center of the 

shift £rom modernism to postmodernism, because it is in the 

inclusion of the self in knowing that diversity of 

perspectives originate. Postmodernism acknowledges what 

modernism does not: the self is an integral part of knowing 

and c a ~ o t  be separated from it. The self, rather than being 

a biasing influence on knowledge is integral to it, since 

knowledge is in part an interna1 construction within the 

individual rather than the outward, fixed measure of reality 

dictated by modernism. 

To go back to my friend, given his modernist framework, 

it is not surprising that he approaches education from a 

knowledge transmission perspective: a perspective cmpletely 

external to the individual. Frank Smith (1998) named this 
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perspective the "official viewm of learning, mentioned in an 

earlier chapter. It is a modernist perspective, We can talk 

about my friendfs view of education from the perspective of 

standards and accountability, The premises are linear and 

seem so well grounded in Tacts." Unfortunately, this 

conversation diminishes the humanity of learners in the 

system, since it treats them as numbers to be manipulated 

rather than as self-determined individuals, 

The conversation 1 want to have with him is not so 

t idy.  Itfs not a conversation 1 w a n t  to have with him, 

though, because it doesn't take j u s t  an hour on a Friday 

afternoon, It takes many conversations, and as 1 look across 

the table, Ifm thinking to myself that what 1 really need to 

do is write a thesis because thatrs how big this conversation 

is, and 1 need to be able to articulate, for myself, more 

clearly what 1 believe. 

In the short conversation we do have, 1 realize my 

f r i e n d  isnft hearing me, because he is not patient enough to 

listen to my perspective. He isnrt patient because he is 

trapped in a modernist framework which doesnrt recognize 

other perspectives besides its own. When 1 t r y  to develop my 

argument and give him some background in what 1 believe, it 

cornes across to him as academic rhetoric. 1 can almost hear 

him say to himself " j u s t  cut to the chase; what is the 

point?" But the point is the perspective. There are a 

multitude of truths; as many as there are individuals, 

because the meanings we make are not separate from who we 

are. We may negotiate our individual truths in conmiunity and 
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corne to a place of common ground, but because a community is 

made up of numerous selves, that truth will be a little 

different for each of us, 

It is this inability to see the perspectives of others 

which is the tragedy of modernity: in valuing only an 

empirical way of knowing, we have often made decisions which 

appear pragmatic from our own perspective, but by recognizing 

no other point of view, our decisions have had dmaging 

consequences to others, This inability, in my Nnd, has 

resulted in North American culture losing its way. The 

education institution is not separate from our society, but, 

rather, it is a reflection of a society that is broken. In 

the day-to-day routines of living, we come to expect that 

this is the way the world works and we don't see it as 

anything but normal. Kathleen Kesson (1999) believes that we 

are living in a "crisis of modernityw (p. 87). There is 

actually more than one crisis: 

Environmental critics express concern for the damage to 

our natural world wrought by the purely technical and 

instrumental applications of scientific thought and 

invention. Feminist critics decry the patriarchal 

paradigm that has devalued emotion, sensuality, and 

intuition in favor of cold logic, Indigenous people and 

their supporters have challenged the racist, colonialist 

mentality that has conquered, subordinated, and 

exploited "non modernw people al1 oves the planet, and 

destroyed their cultures, land, livelihood, and 

languages, Social theorists note the cultural 
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fragmentation, Loss of conmiunity and social 

alienation conmion to the people of modern, capitalist, 

industrial cultures. Religious leaders talk about the 

"crisis of faith." Even without the discourses of 

theorists to inform us about these interlocking crises, 

our everyday awareness of the problems of violence, 

poverty, w a r ,  economic instability, alienation, and 

environmental damage inform us al1 that there is 

something deeply d s s  in modern culture. ( p . 8 7 )  

Parker Palmes (1993) believes that because we are al1 

products of our time and therefore products of modernism, we 

are al1 t o  some degree culpable in the ills of our world. 

This is because the aim of science has been to name our 

physical reali ty,  and in doing so, we have gained mastesy 

over much of it. In the naming, however, we have seen 

ourselves as separate from the natural world, rather than as 

an integral piece of it, and, thus, we have erroneously 

believed ttiat it is ours to use in whatever way meets our 

needs. In comparing himself to scientists Parker Palmer 

(1993) States:  

We are well-educated people who have been schooled in a 

w a y  of knowing that treats the world as an object t o  be 

dissected and manipulated, a way of knowing that gives 

us power over the world. With those scientists 1 have 

succumbed to the arrogance that cornes when we see what 

our minds can do. The outcornes of my arrogance have 

been less than world-shaking because my powers are 

small. But in my own way 1 have used my knawledge to 
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rearrange t he  world to satisfy my drive f o r  power, 

distorting and deranging life ra the r  than loving it for 

the g i f t  it is .  (p. 2 )  

It is, 1 believe,  this dissecting which is a t  t h e  h e a r t  

of so  many of t h e  ills of modemity. In  breaking our 

understanding i n t o  smaller and smaller pieces and dividing it 

into smaller and smaller areas of expertise,  not unl ike the  

way i n  w h i c h  w e  have t r ad i t i ona l l y  viewed curriculum, w e  

cease t o  be able t o  see the  big p ic ture ,  A s  w e  become 

increasingly fragmented, w e  each seek to preserve our own 

understandings without recognizing h m  w e  unconsciously 

interact with o the r  perspectives and hm,  at other  times, w e  

f a i l  t o  even recognize other perspectives. Knowledge bacornes 

only a process of furthering our  own agendas, In  the  end, w e  

are l e f t  with fragmentation and a l ienat ion ,  which, leaves us  

unresponsive t o  one another i n  a s p i r i t u a l  wasteland. 

It  is t h i s  re ject ion of compartmentalization and 

dissection of our  world which is a t  t h e  heart of a renewed 

s p i r i t u a l i t y ,  and t h i s  is where 1 break Company w i t h  

postmodernisrn. On the  one hand its contribution t o  my 

understanding, has been the recognition of d ivers i ty  of 

perspectives, but it is limited i n  t h a t  it deconstructs 

everything. Postmodernism can take everything apart, but it 

is unable t o  p u t  it back together again, w i t h  t h e  end r e s u l t  

being u t t e r  hopelessness. 1 d o n r t  believe t ha t  we understand 

our world i n  pieces - w e  understand it as a whole and it is 

i n  t h i s  recognition where one finds t h e  seeds of a renewed 

spirituality. James Moffett (1994) defines what it means t o  



be s p i r i t u a l  i n  t h i s  way: 

T o  be s p i r i t u a l  is  t o  perceive our oneness with 

everybody and everything and t o  act on t h i s  perception. 

It is t o  be whole within oneself and with  the  world. 

Morality ensues. From t h i s  feel ing of un i ty  proceed al1 

pos i t ive  things,  j u s t  as £rom whole proceed al1 t h e  

words for these  things-wholesome, hale, heal thy, and 

holy. (p-  x ix )  

If postmodernism deconstructs,  then perhaps one can find 

reconstruction and wholeness through t h e  funct ion of 

nar ra t ive :  Barbara Hardy (Rosen, 1984?) bel ieves  t h a t :  

... narra t ive  .,. is n o t  to be regarded as an a e s t h e t i c  

invention used by artists t o  control ,  manipulate, and 

order experience, but as a primary act of mind 

t ransfer red  t o  a r t  f r o m  l i f e  ... For w e  dream i n  

narrat ive ,  remember, ant ic ipa te ,  hope, despair ,  believe, 

doubt, plan, rev ise ,  criticise, construct ,  gossip, 

leam, hate and love  by narrat ive.  I n  order r e a l l y  t o  

live, we make up stories about ourselves and o thers ,  

about the  personal as w e l l  a s  the  s o c i a l  p a s t  and 

future .  (p. 13) 

O n  a fundamental level, Our s t o r i e s  are about our  making 

sense: connecting t h e  pieces  of our l i v e s  toge ther  i n  a 

meaningful way. I f  Hardy is correct ,  then w e  are hard w i r e d  

t o  s t o r y  our own l i v e s  and through these s t o r i e s  w e  make 

sense of our experiences . Narrative is one way of making 

sense-of fusing our o u t e r  world with out inner r e a l i t y .  

Learning defined a s  meaning-making is an attempt t o  do t h e  
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same, and 1 would argue that spirituality is another 

dimension of this same desire. Ail three are a joining of 

t h e  inner and outer, of making sense of the worfd out there 

and the w o r l d  in here. Tt's about finding areas of common 

ground and the places where each of us fits into the bigger 

pic ture ,  

We need to "think the world togethern (Palmer,1998 

p.62)- This is impossible through a modernist/empirical 

perspective of knowing, because knowing in this mode1 is 

borne of a need to understand and control our environment to 

meet our own needs. It is a vision of knowing which is "out 

there." Parker Palmer (1993) points out: 

We are inquisitive creatures, forever wanting to get 

inside of things and discover their hidden secrets. Our 

curiosity is piqued by the closed and wrapped box. We 

want to know its contents, and when the contents are out 

we w a n t  to open them too - down to the tiniest particle 
of their construction. We are also creatures attracted 

by power; we want knowledge to control our environment, 

each other, ourselves. Since many of the boxes we have 

opened contained secrets that have given us more mastery 

over life, curiosity and control are joined as the 

passion behind our knowing. (p.7 ) 

Parker Palmer (1993) goes on to Say that another 

knowledge exists, but it is borne of a different passion. 

Rather than borne of F e r  and control existing outside of 

self as fixed, knowledge borne of compassion or love leads us 

towards relationships of wholeness rather than fragmentation. 
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Reality exists as an interna1 creation rather than outside 

ourselves. To know is to understand not only how we make 

sense of the material world but also to understand the 

perspectives of others- K n d n g  is relational and communal 

and it requires that we be open to others. Parker Palmer 

(1993) states:  

The goal of a knowledge arising from love is 

reunification and reconstruction of broken selves and 

worlas. A knowledge born of compassion aims not at 

exploiting and manipulating creation but at reconci l ing 

t h e  world to itself- The mind motivated by compassion 

reaches out to know as the heart reaches out to love. 

Here, the act of knowing is an act of love, the act of 

entering and embracing the reality of other, of allowing 

the other to enter  and embrace our own. In such knowing 

w e  know and are known as members of one community, and 

Our knowing becomes a way of reweaving that cormnunity's 

bonds* (p .8)  

This receiving of another is found in the literature of 

Ne1 Noddings' (1984) work on caring, where tu care means more 

than the carrying out of duties necessary to meet the 

physical needs o f  another. Caring means the receiving of 

another and recognizing his or her situation as a p o s s i b i l i t y  

for ourselves. 

When 1 look at and th ink  about how 1 am when 1 care, 1 

r e a l i z e  that there is invariably this displacement of 

interest from my own reality to the reality of the 

other,  T o  be touched, to have aroused in me something 
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that w i l l  d i s turb  m y  own e t h i c a l  r e a l i t y ,  1 must see the  

o the r r s  r e a l i t y  as a pos s ib i l i t y  of my own, (p, 14) 

Having s a i d  al1 of t h i s ,  education i t ç e l f  can be a 

spiritual endeavor i f  it is borne out of understanding 

orieself and others ,  rather than a s  an endeavor t h a t  seeks t o  

control and manipulate the  extemal world. A meaning-making 

mode1 values the selves of al1 learners. Each are on t h e i r  

own road of making sense. L e a r n e r s  may be at d i f f e r e n t  

places along t h a t  road, but w e  do not  see anyone a s  def ic ient  

because w e  recognize t ha t  w e  are not trying t o  impose 

learning on them, but, ra ther ,  that w e  are t ry ing  t o  help 

them m a l e  t h e i r  own sense. To really care means t o  m e e t  t h e  

other, no t  t o  impose our agenda. As N e 1  Noddings (1984 )  

points out: 

It is no use saying t h a t  t h e  teacher who  " rea l ly  

cares" wants her students t o  l e m  the basic  s k i l l s  

which are necessary t o  a cornfortable life; 1 am not  

denying t h a t ,  but the notion is impoverished on both 

ends. On the one extreme, it is not enough to  w a n t  

oners students  t o  master basic s k i f l s .  1 would not want 

t o  choose, but  i f  1 had t o  choose whether m y  c h i l d  would 

be a reader o r  a loving human being, 1 would choose the 

l a t t e r  w i t h  a lacr i ty .  O n  t h e  other extreme, it is by 

i t s e l f  too  much, fo r  it suggests t h a t  1 as a car ing  

teacher should be wil l ing t o  do ahost anything t o  bring 

my students t o  mastery of t h e  basic s k i l l s .  And 1 am 

not. Arnong t h e  intangibles t h a t  1 would have my students 

carry away is the feel ing t h a t  t he  subject w e  have 
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significant and silly, fraught with meaning and 

nonsense, challenging and teàious, and that whatever 

attitude we take toward it, it will not diminish our 

regard for each other, The student is infinitely more 

important than the subject. (p.20) 

Kesson (1999) views the relationship between teacher, 

student and curriculum as a spiritual endeavor in the 

following way: 

A spiritual approach to education is not so much 

about what should be taught but how we should teach, 

This raises the question, of course, of whether 

curricrrlum is "object" or " r n e t h ~ d . ~  1 believe that it 

broadens our thinking to include the notion of "methodW 

in our curriculum deliberations, not in the sense of 

technique," which is how method has corne to be 

understood, but in the sense of who one is as a 

teacher, what parts of oneself are brought to the 

teaching and learning encounter. Teaching for meaning 

making requires that we see below the surface of our 

students into the subjective depths of their 

personality. Tt asks thatwe see our students in al1 

their potential fullness of being, n o t  as flawed parts 

on an academic assembly line. It asks us, as Macdonald 

(1995) suggests, to encounter the "indwelling spirit" of 

the people we teach. It asks us to be open and 

vulnerable ourselves in the presence of those we 

teach- It asks us to focus on the development of habits 
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of mind t h a t  many cons ide r  c e n t r a l  t o  a s p i r i t u a l  

presence i n  t h e  world: reverence, respect ,  awe ,  wonder, 

r e f l ec t ion ,  vis ion,  commitment, and purpose- (p. 98) 

So, t h e  tables t u r n ,  It is not  about making our  

children cornpetitive i n  a dog-eat-dog world as my f r i e n d  

would have me believe. A s  Moffett (1994) poin ts  out: 

Suppose w e  d o n r t  so much learn to l ive as l ive t o  learn.  

Once understood this way, knowing becomes a dif f e r e n t  

matter-and a much more important one. Making a living 

and making a fife become part of making sense of l i f e ,  

so t h a t  everything i n  it has meaning, (p.332) 

Viewing our  young people as each on t h e i r  own journey of 

making sense is a very d i f f e r e n t  s t ance  f o r  parents  and 

teachers than viewing them as individuals who need t o  be  

taught t o  l i v e  (Moffett,l994,p.332). T h e  former is 

respec t fu l  of t h e  young as individuals each with their own 

needs, des i r e s  and goals, It i s  a s tance  which requires 

adul ts  t o  help t h e  young f i n d  t h e i r  own way i n  a complicated 

w o r l d  r a t h e r  than requir ing them to r e p l i c a t e  themselves i n  

t h e  image of adu l t s ,  pa r ro t ing  verbatim what they have been 

taught . 
Helping t h e  young find t h e i r  own way is t h e  l a r g e r  

vis ion of meaning-making. Tradi t iona l ly ,  education has  not  

done t h i s  well. I n  breaking l e a r n i n g  down into its component 

par t s  of mathematics, sc ience  and the arts w e  have 

impoverished each by i s o l a t i n g  it front t h e  other .  T h i s  

larger vision requi res  us, as educators,  t o  help l e a r n e r s  see 

t h e  big p ic ture ;  the various ways of knowing and t h e  inherent 
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interconnections, as w e l l  as, the ir  ro le  as creators of these 

understandings. T h e  more literate learners are in a variety 

of ways o f  knowing the m o r e  readily they are able to see 

t h e  depth of the  layers within their own real i t ies-  In 

exploring t h i s  depth of experience - our common humanity - w e  

are able to see beyond the  day-to-day concerns and f ind  our 

place in this w o r l d  as a p i e c e  of something larger than 

ourselves . It is a v i s i o n  which açks us, teacher and 

student, to discover who w e  are and what our place is in a 

larger  commu~ty -  In this respect, education becomes a 

spiritual  endeavor. 



Chapter Seven: 

What 1: Learned in School 



12'0 
Most of what 1 know about teaching Ifve learned through 

reflection on my experience as a leamer. I've corne a long 

way f r o m  the "reserved little girl" halfway down the middle 

row; silent and invisible, believing that she had to bend and 

twist herself into someone elsefs vision of who she should 

It was in experiencifig a different vision of education - 
one where 1 discovered that it was 1 who made sense for 

myself rather than something 1 acquired from others that 

allowed me to move forward, What 1 leamed, in a very 

powerful way, was that no one defines me or knows what is 

best for me; not my family, not my friends, not the various 

institutions intertwined with my life, not the media, or my 

country. Paradoxically, 1 also learned in an equally 

powerful way,  the importance of being connected in community 

with others, Thsough communities, such as the Seven Oaks 

cohort, 1 have connected to other people and other 

perspectives, It has been a reciprocal relationship- These 

communities have fortified me as an individual, but 1 have 

also enriched t h e s e  same groups by engaging in dialogue. 

Parker Palmer (1998) considers our need for both solitude and 

community a paradox of our existence as human beings(p.65). 

We need both but when we become unbalanced and lean more to 

one than another our situation becomes hamful.  How many of 

us in our postmodern world cannot relate to the struggle 

Palmer (1998) describes: 

Our equal and opposite needs for solitude and community 

constitute a great paradox. When it is t o m  apart, both 
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of t h e s e  l i fe-giving States of being degenerate in to  

deathly specters of themselves. Solitude s p l i t  off  from 

community i s  no longer a r i c h  and f u l f i l l i n g  experience 

of inwardness; now it becomes loneliness, a t e r r i b l e  

i so la t ion-  Community s p l i t  o f f  £rom sol i tude  i s  no 

longer a nurturing network of relationships;  now it 

becomes a crowd, an a l i ena t ing  buzz of too many people 

and too  much noise. (p.65) 

Like most o thers ,  1 have always had a need f o r  both 

aspec t s  of t h i s  paradox; a need t o  be in sol i tude  with my uwn 

thoughts  as a d i s t i n c t  individual  and a need t o  exist  i n  

community with others .  1 believe,  however, that 1 have 

always leaned s l i g h t l y  toward the so l i t a ry  end of the 

spectrum. Perhaps, this is  personal preference, resul t ing  

from t h e  day t o  day hubbub of classroom existence and 

requiring m e  t o  t ake  frequent breaks £rom the commotion of 

modem l ife.  B u t ,  1 don't t h i d c  t h i s  is  the  only reason. 

Having spent many years bel ieving t h a t  forces e x t e r n a l t o  

myself defined me, 1 had only two options- Ei ther  1 had t o  

buy i n  and s top  questioning a l together ,  or, 1 had t o  pu l l  

myself slightly away and preserve w h a t  power of s e l f  1 had 

left. I chose t h e  latter, even though 1 understood t h a t  it 

alienated m e  £rom others  with whom 1 needed t o  be c o ~ e c t e d ,  

A s  I rve  sh i f t ed  my understanding of self-determination from 

external t o  internai, 1 have moved more toward cent re-  1 

recognize more f u l l y  my need t o  belong and contr ibute  

meaningfully, bu t  1 a l so  understand community as no longer 

defining who 1 am but rather providing m e  with nourishment t o  
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support ,  and of ten  chal lenge,  my own growth- M y  family, my 

groups of f r iends ,  and t h e  various i n s t i t u t i o n s  in ter twined 

with my l i fe  provide m e  with d i f f e r i n g  perspec t ives ,  

chal lenges  and suppor ts ,  b u t  1 g e t  t o  choose what 1 adopt and 

what 1 reject. 

It is this understanding of myself as one who acts 

rather than one who is acted upon which has allowed m e  t o  

move £rom t h e  a u t h o r i t a r i a n  teacher-expert of my e a r ï y  c a r e e r  

t o  a v i s i o n  of  l ea rn ing  as meaning-making negot ia ted  wi th in  a 

community of lea rners .  It has a l l o w e d  m e  t o  remember t h a t  I 

must act w i t h  the learners i n  our classroom rather than act 

upon them, imposing my agenda and leaving them powerless and 

without c o n t r o l  of t h e i r  own learning.  It r e q u i r e s  m e  to 

trust that l ea rners  w i l l  make sense of t h e i r  own l i v e s  and 

enable them t o  do so, 

I n  removing myself as the teacher-expert I am able t o  

get myself out of t h e  l e a r n e r s r  way.  I n  doing so ,  s tudents  

begin t o  see themselves as makers of t h e i r  own understanding 

who c o n t r i b u t e  meaningfully t o  classroom life. 1 know t h a t  

this s t a n c e  develops s t r o n g e r  selves.  1 also know t h a t  

stronger se lves  become b e t t e r  learners because they are a b l e  

t o  take more r i s k s  i n  t h e i r  thinking; b u i l d  meaning as they 

sift through concepts, discuss ,  pos tu l a t e  and reeva lua te  

various ideas. 1 a l s o  know that these s t r o n g e r  se lves  

develop s t ronge r  vo ices  which f u r t h e r  enables  the l ea rn ing  

process because s t r o n g  voices mean s t ronger  and more numerous 

connections i n  the rneaning-making process as it is negot ia ted  

amongst community members. Secondly, a s t r o n g  voice not  only  
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means a strong contribution to the collective understanding 

but also to each individual's understanding as he or she 

articulates and clarifies what he or she knows. 

This cycle of self, voice, and power spiral upward, each 

causing the other to grow, and in the process creates the 

conditions necessary for meaning-making to flourish- What 1 

try to do in our classroom is foster these three aspects, not 

only in terms of pedagogy, but also in terms of how 1 deal 

with learners as individuals, the opportunities 1 provide for 

their voices, and the way 1 view each leamer as being 

capable. Sometimes its difficult because the 

individual/community paradox is always present. On the one 

hand, 1 ' m trying to create a learning community , which 1 
believe is essential to meaning-making, but often times 1 

have a partial community comprised of selves broken or 

deformed in varying degrees by the vesy communities to which 

they belong, 

Most of all, 1 think Irve learned that my kids need to 

know me-not the surface information like whether Irm married 

or have a cat, but what 1 value and is visible to them not 

only through my words but also my actions. These include 

whether 1 value others, and what 1 believe about justice, 

equality, love, loss, belonging and alienation, These 

aspects of our lives are the human lessons that are important 

and will be long remembered after they've forgotten how to 

change a mixed number into an improper fraction or how to 

conjugate "erw verbs in French. As Irve already pointed out, 

Frank Smith (1998) believes that you leam " , , , f r o m  the 
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v e r b a f i z e  their concern they do it fo r  everyone .  "Why are you c u t t i n g  
your  f l o w e r s  o f f ? "  

"They re so b e a u t i f  ul . 
* Awe, d o n r t  d o  t h a t . "  1 t o s s  t h e  f i rs t  f lower  i n t o  t h e  t r a s h  

e x p l a i n i n g  that c u t t i n g  t h e  p l a n t  back now w i l l  a l l o w  t h e  p l a n t  t o  grow 
back f u l l e r  and s t r o n g e r  i n  spring, I n  a n  i n s t a n t ,  T r e n t  i s  at my d e s k  
picking t h e  geranium out of the trash, B e f o r e  1 know it, my d e s k  is  
surrounded by s t u d e n t s  each with an o u t s t r e t c h e d  hand. Everyone is 
t h e r e :  my really keen  k i d s ,  my kids who like t o  become p a r t  of the 
wal lpape r ,  my r e a l l y  rambuncous ones ,  and t h e  one who has no f r i e n d s .  

"Can  1 have  one t o o  Ms. Eieimbecker?" 
"Don't f o r g e t  me:" 
"1 h a v e n r t  g o t  one yet."  
1 r e a l i z e  t h a t  I ' v e  got twenty- four  kids and o n l y  i o u r  f l o w e r s  b u t  

t h e  flowers on a geranium are made up of smaller petals each w i t h  a 
s t e m .  Taking a f l o w e r  1 begin  b r e a k ï n g  off these smaller s e c t i o n s ,  a n d  
as 1 give e a c h  c h i l d  a p i e c e  1 feel like 1 'm g i v i n g  each of them a gift, 
perhaps a p i e c e  of whatever  has  been growing h e r e  s i n c e  September, t o  
which t h e  f l o w e r s  have been witness. The p r o c e s s ,  t o  m e  anyway, i s  
ritualized and solemn as i f  1 am giving them a p i e c e  of mysel f ,  
something pe rhaps  of Our t i m e  t o g e t h e r  and o u r  expe r i ences ,  t h a t  1 want 
them t o  hold i n  the -  hearts ,  T h e s e  are the exper i ences  i n  c l a s s r o o m  
l i f e  t h a t  count .  

T h a t r s  w h a t  1 learned in school, But t h e n  again ... 

i Know it Differently Now 

i know th ings ,  and then i know them differently. 
l i k e  layers of understanding 
i know - i can articulate what i know - 
and then something happens 
and i k n o w  it differently. 

I t r s  l i k e  t a l k i n g  about voicelessness and powerlessness 
knowing the issues and the intricacies 
but not knowing that you are powerless yourself 
u n t i l  you are out of that - 
and can look back 
and know that you know it differently now. 

I t r s  l i k e  thinking about your spiritual stories 
and seeing them as childlike 
and going on a long search for your own meaning 
where you reject everything and tear yourself up i n s i d e  
only to arrive back where you started 
able to rejoice at the simplicity of the message. 
T h e s e  stories too - 1 know them differently now. 
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And 1 wish that it hadn't taken me so long to figure it 

out 
because 1 could be so much farther ahead 
--.but it isn't about that rea1ly.-. 
and tomorrow I might figure the whole thing differently 

- P Y  

spin an alternate ta le  - 
construct a different narrative - 
author a new self - 
let the universe unfold as it should - 
make different choices - 
f i n d  t r u t h  and wisdom w i t h i n  myself - 
read the Bible - 
let my Karmic real i ty  unfold - 
eat, drink and be merry - 
And f o r  God's sake-.-O 

Have a good t h e !  

Beth Heimbecker 
October 22, 1998 
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