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ABSTRACT 

This research is a self-study on the concept of a teacher. It is a teacher narrative, 

influenced by the work of Clandinin and Connelly (1995, 1996, 2000) and Conle (2000a, 

2000b). Memory work is the method, influenced by Crawford, Kippax, Onyx, Gault, and 

Benton (1992), Mitchell and Weber (1999), and O'Reilly-Scanlon (2002). This study has 

provided me with valuable professional development and insight about the power of 

narrative inquiry to reveal meaning about professional experiences. 

A long standing interest in the topic "What makes the difference in teachers?" 

initiates this self-reflection. This inquiry concentrates specifically on uncovering aspects 

of the teacher I have become. Narratives around memories of a child, parent, and teacher 

provide the data. Organizational tools, including a multimedia timeline and a spreadsheet 

program sort data and supply visual representations of themes emerging from the data. 

The research enhances understanding of my experiences and my identity. Six 

patterns, with an emphasis on and commitment to facilitating and understanding learning, 

helped to identify the teacher I have become. These include 1) experiential knowledge, 2) 

responsiveness, 3) values, 4) reflective practice, 5) leadership 6) my concept of a teacher. 

The analysis of the data also revealed the teacher as an agent for change for self and 

others through a desire for life-long learning. Findings also revealed that my capacity as a 

teacher is determined by reflecting on events, seeking professional development, and 

putting into practice learner-centred principles and differentiated learning. The concept of 

a teacher may be unique to each individual. For me, flexibility and personal choice to 

develop skills and build relationships, as an adult learner alongside students, give me 

hope for my evolving educational world. 
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CHAPTER ONE: THE CHALLENGE IN BUILDING A BRIDGE 

Introduction 

In this chapter, I briefly describe my personal and professional background and 

connect it to my original thoughts around a research focus. Many times in my career I 

wondered, "What makes the difference in teachers?" That thought motivated me to 

initiate a thesis journey into "What is the concept of teacher?" As I gained a clearer 

understanding of the research process, I realized I had to narrow my focus to gain 

meaning about the teacher I have become. My intent was to identify "What is it in my life 

experiences as a child, student, parent, and teacher that contributed to making me the 

teacher I am, with the skills that I have?" This chapter also includes an explanation of the 

purpose, justification, assumptions, and boundaries for my inquiry as well as an overview 

of the data collection methods. Finally, I provide a brief synopsis of key concepts that 

dominated my practice as a teacher. Throughout this thesis, as an author and a researcher, 

I share stories about the multiple layers of memories that have shaped my understanding 

of who I have become as a teacher. 

My Background — The Material to Build My Bridge 

With my many teaching assignments in both special education and general 

education, as well as responsibilities as a mentor to support teachers using technology 

and best practices of instruction, I agreed with Intrator and Scribner's statement (2003), 

"Teaching is so public, so out in the open, there is little opportunity to hide" (p. 69). I 

experienced a variety of teacher attitudes and instructional approaches over my time as a 

teacher. My curiosity about what makes the difference in teachers sparked my interest in 

the research process. 
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As my research evolved I came to realize my focus had to be more specific—a 

part of my learning about research. I narrowed my inquiry to make meaning about who I 

have become as a teacher. McCombs and Miller (2007) state, "most of us teach the way 

we were taught, ... most of us do what we observed our teachers doing" (p. 105). The 

thought of examining my life was intriguing but also meant taking a risk to reveal who I 

perceived myself to be and which experiences contributed to my teacher identity. 

Reflecting on my past, I felt confident memories about a variety of events would 

serve as sources of meaning about my identity. I attended a one-room elementary school, 

a traditional one grade per classroom middle year and high school, and two different 

universities. As a special educator, I taught in three different congregated classrooms for 

students with severe, moderate and mild cognitive disabilities. In general education, I 

taught in elementary and middle years classrooms. In a leadership role, I led workshops 

in the school division I worked for, presented at provincial conferences, and finally, I 

accepted a position as a consultant for special education. In graduate studies, my goal was 

to research and write a thesis that I found meaningful and interesting. 

Purpose 

We are wise to believe it is difficult to change, ... but we need not believe it is 
impossible to change....We create ourselves. The sequence is suffering, insight, 
will, action, change. (Wheelis, 1973, pp. 101-102) 

I would go amiss if I did not declare a major purpose of this thesis was a 

commitment to achieve a personal goal. Initially, I struggled with whether to follow a 

thesis route or a course-only route in my graduate program. Many people hinted I could 

finish much sooner if I went the course route but I chose to enhance my learning through 

undertaking a research process and pursuing a learning opportunity that I saw as 
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important for my own professional development. 

The specific purpose of my inquiry was to understand who I have become as a 

teacher by examining and analyzing my personal experiences and to identify the 

contributing themes or patterns implicit in my current identity as a teacher. Change in my 

career was a common and welcomed constant. With each new teaching assignment, I 

perceived my enthusiasm for change was different from the attitude of many of my 

colleagues. Therefore, this research became a process of focusing on what events led to 

that perceived difference. 

I also wanted to make sense of a comment made to me about my practice. In one 

of my last teaching assignments, as part of a university research project, I mentored an 

intern with the intention of giving insight into my use of differentiated instruction and 

integration of technology. One of the project leaders, Dr. D. Friesen (personal 

communication, November, 2004) observed in my classroom and, in discussion with my 

intern, referred to my practice as one of the most sophisticated constructivist classrooms 

she would experience. His statement prompted me to reflect on how I came to practice 

with such a philosophical approach. What did it mean to be a constructivist teacher? 

What contributing factors led me to this level of so called "sophistication?" This 

comment influenced my decision to engage in a research process to gain a better 

understanding of who I have become as a teacher. 

Another purpose of this study was to understand my personal values and interests 

about individual student learning. I questioned comments made by my special education 

colleagues, in particular comments which seemed to reflect their beliefs that students 

with cognitive disabilities should not be taught in the same ways as other students in the 
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mainstream. My belief was all students had their own learning needs and styles regardless 

of the educational stream in which they were placed. My special education background 

strengthened my belief in the necessity for purposeful planning to identify each and every 

child's unique learning needs. I wondered how I came to my beliefs and what events in 

my life may have influenced my awareness that philosophical perspectives on learning 

were embedded in teacher practice and in curriculum. 

Justification 

To make sense of my teaching practice, I chose to base my study within a 

narrative research paradigm. According to Clandinin and Connelly (1995), narrative 

research unravels teacher knowledge and the "body of convictions and meanings, 

conscious or unconscious that have arisen from experience (intimate, social, and 

traditional) and are expressed in a person's practices" (p. 7). My life experiences 

provided the data to reveal who I have become as a teacher. 

I also believed the topic of my research could hold relevance for others. My 

interests and practices coincided with trends that Saskatchewan Learning (2000) 

identified in the Special Education Review Report (e.g. technology innovation and 

research around "brain research, resource-based learning, cognitive strategies, and peer-

mediated learning" (p.46)). Because I valued and applied those same approaches in my 

practice, I trusted my experiences would offer applicable data. 

My pedagogy aligned with the Ministry of Education expectations that teachers 

shape curriculum by applying the adaptive dimension in supporting students. This 

provincial initiative refers to "making adjustments in approved educational programs to 

accommodate diversity in student learning needs. It includes those practices the teacher 
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undertakes to make curriculum, instruction, and the learning environment meaningful and 

appropriate for each student" (Saskatchewan Education, 1992, Foundations of the 

Document Section, ¶ 1). The Adaptive Dimension: In Core Curriculum (Saskatchewan 

Education, 1992), a foundation document, mirrors my passion and belief as stated below: 

The shift from a traditional paradigm to an evolving paradigm in education has 
major implications for teachers ... In this new paradigm there is a shift in 
emphasis from the teacher to the learner. The role of the teacher in the classroom 
changes from that of the central figure who directs all learning to that of supporter 
and facilitator of student learning. The role of the student changes from that of 
passive receptor of knowledge to active participant in the learning process. In 
other words, there is a shift from a teacher-centred classroom to a student-centred 
classroom in which students take responsibility for their learning and develop a 
feeling of ownership for their learning and ideas. (¶ 1) 

Actualizing the adaptive dimension as described in the above passage has been central in 

my work as a special and general educator. 

Research Design 

In reflecting on my life experiences, qualitative research seemed to best suit my 

research focus. Creswell (2003) indicates, "the qualitative researcher systematically 

reflects on who he or she is in the inquiry and is sensitive to his or her personal biography 

and how it shapes the study. ... The personal-self becomes inseparable from the 

researcher-self' (p.182). Influenced by the work of Clandinin and Connelley (1995, 1996, 

2000), and Conle (2000a, 2000b), I selected narrative inquiry, a form of qualitative 

research, to find meaning in my teaching and learning and to grow both personally and 

professionally. I also chose memory-work as the method to find meaning about the 

teacher I have become. Crawford, Kippax, Onyx, Gault, and Benton (1992), Mitchell & 

Weber (1999), and O'Reilly-Scanlon (2002) describe this method as a tool for self- 

reflection and examination of teacher identity. 
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Assumptions 

I hoped I would develop professionally through the research process and meet 

personal and professional goals to continue supporting both teachers and students with 

special needs in either mainstream or special programs. My assumption was that 

individual ethos drives a teacher's practice, including an understanding of how student 

learning might guide that practice. I hoped to gain some meaning of my philosophical 

view of approaches of learning as a student, a parent, a special educator, and a general 

educator. I also assumed that the knowledge I gained would assist me in my role as 

consultant. 

Influenced by various approaches to learning, metacognition, relationship 

building and emotional engagement in learning, I assumed that gaining more knowledge 

about approaches to learning would help me understand how and why I supported 

students the way I did. I also assumed that my teacher identity was shaped by my 

experiences as a parent of a child with medical and special needs, in particular my choice 

to become an accredited special educator, and that this reality has added depth to my 

understanding of instructional practice. 

Boundaries of the Study 

For the purpose of this study, data was collected through personal narratives and 

generated by memory work. I structured the collection of data by recording my memories 

on an electronic timeline. Details about a particular incident that existed in the past could 

easily be connected on the timeline to an experience in the present and to other events on 

this timeline. I discovered this approach was consistent with Conle's (2000b) description 

of narrative inquiry. She writes, 
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I played the notion of "echo" when I thought about the stories ... describing how 
one story was an echoing response to a previous story; or certain parts in a story 
reflected, or echoed parts of an earlier story ... I began to see the relationship 
among my own experiential stories as resonance. (p. 202) 

When analyzing my data I was conscious of two concepts I valued. First, learner-

centred approaches which recognize "heredity, temperament, experiential history, beliefs, 

values, and perspectives, talents, interests, capacities and needs" (McCombs and Miller, 

2007, p. 15) and focus on the "best available knowledge about learning and how it occurs 

and about teaching practices that are most effective in promoting the highest levels of 

motivation and achievement" (McCombs and Whisler, 1997, p. 9). Second, according to 

Tomlinson (2001), "in a differentiated classroom, the teacher proactively plans and 

carries out varied approaches to content, process, and product in anticipation and 

response to student difference readiness interest, and learning needs" (p. 9). 

Key Concepts Guide My Practice 

I anchored my research in beliefs that I perceived drove my practice. My goal in 

reviewing the literature was to gain more knowledge about approaches to learning as it 

applied to and was reflected in my experiences. As eventful memories surfaced, I 

returned to research to gain an understanding about those experiences as they related to 

my philosophy of teaching and learning. I sought meaning about my experiences by re-

reading about approaches to learning including constructivism, behaviourism, humanism 

and other educational approaches to achieve a fuller understanding of my experiences as 

a student and a teacher and to determine how such meaning contributed to my teacher 

identity. 

To better understand guiding principles applied early in my career, I explored 
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Flavell's (1979) concept of metacognition and the way he directed teachers to encourage 

students to monitor their own cognitive processes. This concept influenced my beliefs 

about elements which contribute to successful learning. As a result, I emphasized 

students taking ownership of their learning and applying self-regulation strategies. 

Another aspect I considered important in my career was the influence of emotions 

on learning. I examined Glasser (1988, 1998), Maslow (cited in Pearson and Podeschi, 

1999), Nodding's work (1984) around teachers acknowledging student needs and 

teachers strengthening learning opportunities by managing environments in a respectful 

manner. Literature about relationships and their influence on student learning further 

expanded my understanding. 

Finally, I read about two instructional models that described my classroom 

practice— differentiated and learner-centred instruction. Prior to beginning my research, 

my choice of professional development focused on differentiated instruction and then its 

implementation. My inquiry revealed student-centred principles were embedded in my 

practice. 

Summary 

In this chapter, I discussed my career background, connecting it to my research 

focus. I elaborated on the purpose, justification, and assumptions for my research and my 

research design. I identified narrative inquiry as my methodology. Research boundaries 

and key concepts were described. I looked to research to support the construction of 

meaning for my research. The next chapter provides some information about logical and 

useful educational approaches that have contributed to my formation as a teacher. 
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CHAPTER TWO: A LITERATURE REVIEW CREATES A FOUNDATION 

Introduction 

"A teacher affects eternity. He can never tell where his influence stops." 
Henry Adams (National Education Association, Quotes about Teaching, ¶ 1) 

In this chapter, I discuss how certain approaches to learning helped me understand 

who I have become as a teacher. I focused my research on (a) narrative inquiry, (b) my 

beliefs about how students construct meaning, and (c) my role in guiding students in 

constructing that meaning. As a result of approaching my research in this way, first, I 

gained a better understanding of my chosen research methodology, narrative inquiry. I 

also gained an understanding of my pedagogy, including intentional instructional choices 

made to meet the learning needs of individual students. This understanding also gave me 

insight into possible reasons behind my practice being described as a "sophisticated 

constructivist classroom." 

I have gained further insight into approaches to learning and better comprehend 

how students go about constructing meaning. Researching literature was a form of 

professional development relevant and meaningful to more fully understanding my 

teaching experiences. I explored various theoretical perspectives on learning including 

(1) constructivism, (2) behaviourism, (3) humanism, and (4) some work of individuals 

who developed learning approaches that I valued. These perspectives helped me interpret 

and explain connections between events in my life and my pedagogy. 

In the final part of my literature review I concentrated on clarifying the role of a 

teacher in guiding students in constructing their own meaning. To accomplish this task, 

the following three areas were explored: (1) teaching metacognitive strategies in 
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academic, social and emotional settings, (2) building relationships with students and, (3) 

embracing differentiated and student-centred instruction. 

Research Methodology - Narrative Inquiry 

In my efforts to understand the development of my personal-professional life and 

the construction of my identity, I chose narrative inquiry as my research methodology. 

Many disciplines, such as anthropology, psychology, psychotherapy and organizational 

research, make use of narrative inquiry. Clandinin & Connelly (2000) advise educators to 

"not only [be] concerned with life as it is experienced in the here and now but also with 

life as it is experienced on a continuum—people's lives, institutional lives, lives of 

things" (p.19). As a result of reviewing work of some of the narrative researchers, 

including that of Clandinin and Connelly (1995, 1996, 2000), Conle (2000a, 2000b), 

Conle, Li, and Tan (2002), and Connelly and Clandinin (1990), I came to value narrative 

inquiry as an approach to understand the tacit knowledge that lay within my experiences. 

Within his wide range of psychological work, Bruner (1988) has made statements 

about his valuing storytelling and autobiography, "not [as] a record of what happened ... 

but rather as a continuing interpretation and reinterpretation of our experience" (p.575). 

He describes the process as follows: 

The ways of telling and the ways of conceptualizing that go with them become so 
habitual that they finally become recipes for structuring experience itself, for 
laying down routes into memory, not only guiding the life narrative up to the 
present but directing it into the future. [He argues] that a life as led is inseparable 
from a life as told - or more bluntly, a life is not 'how it was' but how it is 
interpreted and reinterpreted, told and retold. (p. 582). 

Connelly and Clandinin (1990) claim "the use of narrative in educational research is that 

humans are storytelli-g organisms, who, individually and socially, lead storied lives, The 
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study of narrative, therefore, is the study of the ways humans experience the world" (p. 

2). Clandinin and Connelly (2000) state "it is collaboration between researcher and 

participants, over time, in a place or series of places, and in social interaction with 

milieus .... Narrative inquiry is stories lived and told" (p. 22). 

Conle (2000b) claims narrativization offered her resolution in her thesis inquiry. 

She describes phases of her narrative—motivation and data generation, tensions with 

history and tacit telos or purpose, interest coming from tension and desire and, last, an 

open-ended quest — and describes her writing as "moving me toward a greater sense of 

harmony, because through it I came to accept my past at the same time as I understood 

and began to enact an alternative to a life lived under the constraints of that past" (p. 

199). Conle's (2000b) interpretation of the characteristics of narrative inquiry leads her to 

the notion of resonance and the role that metaphor plays in the process of understanding. 

She describes resonance as a "major structuring principle in narrative research" (p. 205). 

Resonance is the process that carries the inquiry along, generating more and more stories 

through metaphorical connections rather than logical ones. Stories must remain open-

ended and available for re-telling. Conle (2000a) cautions the reader about "pitfalls" 

(p.52) existing in this inquiry process, particularly that the principle of cause and effect 

can be misleading. No single cause or predictable effect exists given that the inquiry is 

open-ended. Connelly and Clandinin (1990) state, "the narrative insights of today are the 

chronological events of tomorrow" (p. 9). 

Conle, Xin, and Tan's study (2002) explores the relation between experiences and 

practical knowledge. They describe the process of "resonance" as a change in practical 

knowledge or a kind of learning that "surfaces." Resonance is described as two different 
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clusters of narrative details relating to one another or "that ... the connection is a 

metaphorical seeing of one cluster in terms of the other" (p. 436). Parts of stories are 

connected to parts of other stories and, as an outcome of the narrative inquiry are making 

meaning of experience. An automatic story to story connection and cluster of images in 

one story connect to the cluster of images in another. Reflective discrimination, therefore, 

becomes part of the task that leads to understanding. In my research, I connected 

educational and psychological approaches of learning with my own experiences and as a 

result made meaning about the teacher I have become. 

Kraus (2006) also reflects that identity development "becomes a story without 

closure, constantly open to change. It is no longer a matter of constructing and realizing 

one's own personal project. Instead, it implies the continual rearranging and reframing of 

one's selves, testing and negotiating their interconnection" (p. 104). Clandinin and Huber 

(2002) refer to identity as, "a storied life composition, a story to live by. Stories to live by 

are shaped in places and lived in places. They live in actions, in relationships with others, 

in language, including silences, and in vacancies, in continuities and discontinuities" (p. 

161-162). 

Making sense of my stories was important in making meaning about who I have 

become as a teacher. Gardner (1997) points outs that "leaders achieve their effectiveness 

chiefly through the stories they relate" (p. 9). Mattingly (1991) also indicates when a 

professional reflects on stories and then analyzes them, narrative inquiry can be 

considered a learning tool. There is value in stories told and in telling stories. 

Contrasting views of narrative inquiry exist. Bochner (2001) challenges critics 

such as Atkinson (1997) and Atkinson and Silverman (1997) who want to discredit 
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"personal, autobiographical, and illness narratives" (p. 133) as methodology. According 

to Atkinson and Delamont (2006), depending on who narrates a story, different 

interpretations unfold. As an example of their argument, they reference that when 

analyzing a divorce talk show, "women and men can construct quite different realities of 

their relationship through contrasting narrative accounts" (p. 167). Bochner (2001) 

defends the reform of social science practices and states: 

the narrative turn moves away from a singular, monolithic conception of social 
science toward a pluralism that promotes multiple forms of representation and 
research: away from facts and toward meanings; away from master narratives and 
toward local stories; away from idolizing categorical thought and abstracted 
research and toward embracing the values of irony, emotionality, and activism; 
away from assuming the stance of the disinterested spectator and toward 
assuming the posture of a feeling, embodied, and vulnerable observer; away from 
writing essays and toward telling stories. .... Knowledge doesn't pertain only to 
the academy but to all realms of our lived existence; and knowledge isn't 
something that's tested only against the standards of scientific inquiry. Each of us 
judges our lived experiences against the ethical, emotional, practical, and fateful 
demands of life as we come to understand them. (p. 134-135) 

Bochner (2001) also refers to narrative inquiry as a "project of self-understanding ... 

[and] not so much academic as they are existential, reflecting our desire to grasp or size 

the possibilities of meaning, which is what gives life its imaginative and poetic qualities" 

(p. 154). 

Conle (2000b) claims descriptions of narrative inquiry as therapeutic "fuels the 

doubts of critics of narrative work. They dismiss it as therapy which lacks the rigour 

expected in research" (p. 190). She maintains that in teacher education, narrative inquiry 

is "an artistic endeavour as well as an intellectual inquiry ... [relying] on Dewey's belief 

that both science and art have aesthetic elements ... and that each are also ways of 

thinking" (p. 191). Conle, Li, and Tan (2002) contend stories are in construction. As time 
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goes on, stories told today may be told differently in a month or in a year. The outcome 

of the telling will likely affect practice. 

In my study, I likened my writing to a tale of connected stories including a variety 

of circumstances that ranged from self-reflection to action planning. The past gave me 

insight into the present and paved the way to make meaning of experiences. With the 

multiple layers of connected events in my life, my awareness of resonance became a 

mechanism in making meaning of my experiences. I immersed myself in memory-work, 

which I describe in more detail in Chapter Three, as the method I used to gather my 

stories. I wrote about my experiences as I was in the present, yet those same experiences 

existed in the past and also influenced subsequent decisions. What was clear in my mind 

required detailed explanation, enabling the reader to follow the time line of my 

experiences. 

To construct meaning about events in my life, I chose memory-work. O'Reilly-

Scanlon (2002) describes memory-work as a tool to socially construct self through 

reflection. She states, 

... the kinds of things that we remember, and ways in which we subsequently 
reconstruct those memories, are central to our construction of self. Hence what we 
remember and how we remember the events in our lives forms the basis of whom 
and what we are today. (p. 74) 

I came to realize that the core of my pedagogy evolved out of numerous experiences in 

which I attempted to make sense of or advocated for ways to meet individual student 

learning needs. I then turned to approaches of learning to understand my actions. I was 

conscious that my teaching was referred to by certain professionals as a constructivist 

approach. I reflected on experiences, in particular, selecting instructional approaches or 

resources based on my interpretation of how student learning outcomes would be 
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affected. In my graduate classes, I had gained awareness of how approaches to learning 

were embedded in instructional approaches. Consequently, I needed to make sense of my 

identity by examining approaches of learning and some of their pedagogical tools that I 

have come to value. I touched the surface of these approaches as they resonated with 

experiences within my career as a teacher. 

My Experiences Resonate with Approaches to Learning 

This part of the literature review focuses on approaches to learning and 

instructional practices that resonate with my own intuitions and experiential knowledge. I 

sought an explanation of why I made certain instructional choices in my practice. By 

reading about approaches to learning I gained clarity about events in my life as a student 

and a professional. Darling-Hammond's (1993) view of teaching and learning articulates 

what I believe: 

Effective teaching techniques will vary for students with different learning styles, 
with differently developed intelligences, or at different stages of cognitive and 
psychological development; for different subject areas; and for different 
instructional goals. Far from following standardized instructional packages, 
teachers must base their judgments on knowledge of learning ... and pedagogy, of 
child development and cognition, and of current curriculum and assessment. They 
must then connect this knowledge to the understandings, dispositions, and 
conceptions that individual students bring with them to the classroom. (p. 758) 

Constructivism - The Whole Child Guides My Practice 

I was introduced to constructivism by an educational technology consultant who 

taught educators how to use technology as a tool to enhance student learning. Intrigued 

by the connection between learning and technology, and with an already inquisitive 

mindset about research shaping my classroom practice, I registered in graduate studies 

with the anticipation of "building my capacity" as a teacher and of gaining a deeper 
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understanding of research. Part of my intent in returning to university was to make sense 

of learning in order to enhance opportunities for student achievement. 

During the same time period, I belonged to a professional learning community 

that focused on the application of best practices of instructional strategies and techniques 

to enhance student learning. We identified the foundation of our teaching as 

constructivism. This philosophy described my commitment to supporting individual 

student learning and spoke to my awareness that each individual, including myself, learns 

differently. I became aware that as my pedagogy evolved so did my choices of more 

purposeful assessment. Furthermore, my instructional strategies became more 

sophisticated in guiding students to construct their own meaning. 

According to Marshall (1998), constructivism views knowledge as being unique 

to an individual and not a duplication of something that already exists. Learners interpret 

and reconstruct information on their own terms. Marlowe & Page (2005) add, "learning 

means constructing, creating, inventing, and developing our own knowledge. Others can 

give us information ...and it is extremely important but ... receiving it, getting it, and 

hearing it does not necessarily equal learning" (p. 7). Henson (2003) describes 

constructivism as 

a learner-centered education ...that contends that to learn anything each learner 
must construct his or her own understanding by tying new information to prior 
experiences. Constructivism has two sub-groups, one which focuses on the 
interaction among students, the other focusing on each student's perception. (p. 
13) 

Ismat (1998) elaborates on a constructivist setting as follows: 

Learning activities ... characterized by active engagement, inquiry, problem 
solving, and collaboration with others. Rather than a dispenser of knowledge, the 
teacher is a guide, facilitator, and co-explorer who encourages learners to 
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question, challenge, and formulate their own ideas, opinions, and conclusions. 
Correct answers and single interpretations are de-emphasized. (p.1) 

These comments helped put into perspective my own research. Initially, I thought I was 

looking for the correct answer about the concept of a teacher. As I gained understandings, 

I realized searching for answers did not guide my research, but rather asking questions 

about my identity as a teacher did. 

As my research progressed, I revisited the approaches of learning I had come to 

value from previous graduate class work. For example, Dewey (1934) views children as 

active participants using curriculum content. Their natural interests and curiosities 

motivate them to be actively engaged in their own learning. In my practice, I built choice 

into assignments and units of study to honour students' intelligences and integrated web-

based activities to address student interest. 

At one point in my career, a colleague openly criticized a cooperative learning 

strategy I used to teach a unit in Social Studies. I challenged the individual to lead the 

class and then make judgement. The individual agreed that a deeper level of learning took 

place than he had anticipated. My confidence in how instructional practice affected 

student learning resulted in my colleague reflecting about his own perception of 

instruction. Work by Strommen and Lincoln (1992) describes the benefits and gains 

when children work together: 

When children collaborate, they share the process of constructing their ideas 
instead of simply labouring individually. The advantages of this collective effort 
are that children are able to reflect on and elaborate not just their own ideas, but 
those of their peers as well. Mutual tutoring, a sense of shared progress and shared 
goals, and a feeling of teamwork are the natural outcomes of cooperative 
problem-solving, and these processes have been shown to produce substantial 
advances in learning. (p. 468) 
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Sprague and Dede (1999) report teachers ask themselves if they are doing their 

job appropriately when they use a constructivist approach. As teachers, 

we are taught to believe that learning takes place in a quiet and orderly setting. 
Activities in which students are taking an active role and sharing information With 
each other make for a noisy classroom. To the outsider, the classroom may appear 
to be in chaos. (p. 8) 

My practice was not without frustrations and to make additional sense of my 

instructional choices, I expanded my literature review to examine another approach to 

learning that resonated with my aggravation when I was a student and a teacher. 

Behaviouristic Approaches Cause Agitation 

`Rewards and punishments are the lowest form of education.' Lao-Tzu, a sixth century 
Chinese. (Pritchard, 2005, p. 20) 

Along with my own negative memories, came feelings of agitation about 

behaviourist perspectives as I observed them being incorporated into instructional 

practices and teaching materials. As a first year university student, I connected memories 

about my spelling deficits with behaviouristic approaches to instruction. I recalled being 

a child completing eight years of spelling exercises where such repetition did not affect 

my achievement. In contrast, later in my career, I discovered behaviouristic practices that 

had a positive impact in certain circumstances. These contrasting views caused enough 

frustration that I needed to look more closely at behaviourism to understand why I did not 

value this approach in meeting the needs of disadvantaged learners. In Chapter Five, I 

narrate a key event that solidified my perspectives around this instructional approach. 

Reading about behaviourism helped me to further understand some of my on-going 

instructional choices. 

Dricscoll (2000), Mayer (1998) and Pritchard (2005) refer to Watson (1878-
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1958), Skinner (1904-1990), and Pavlov (1849-1936) among others, as contributors to 

behaviourism. The key characteristic of behaviourism is the contention that changes in 

behaviour can be measured through observation. In this approach, behaviour is affected 

by reward or punishment with little regard for mental process or understanding. The 

learner, a passive participant, responds to a stimulus and as a result, a change in 

behaviour is observed. 

The implication for teaching from a behaviourist perspective is a teacher-centred 

classroom (Pritchard, 2005), which is contrary to my commitment to being student-

centred. What I came to realize about my practice, however, is that I selectively chose to 

incorporate mastery foci such as repetition, sequencing and reinforcement and positive 

reinforcement when guiding student learning about appropriate student behaviours. 

Based on several frustrating but enlightening personal and career experiences that 

I describe in Chapter Four, I concur with Driscoll (2000) who raises the criticism that 

reinforcements interfere with intrinsic motivation. In my practice, my goal was to teach 

students to take ownership of their actions rather than focus on rewards. 

According to Driscoll (2000), rote learning, another behaviouristic approach, has 

been described as a helpful way of working with students, but in using this approach 

generalizing and transferring to new situations may not occur. Within this context, I 

recalled debating with teachers about the strategy of memorizing mathematical facts. At 

the time, I questioned the value of the strategy, but upon reflecting, I came to understand 

that my thinking ignored individual student learning. The importance I placed on 

applying the "Adaptive Dimension" (Saskatchewan Education, 1992) for all students 

became clearer. Rote learning provided success for some students. For others, my job was 
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to go beyond rote learning. I taught strategies using memory hooks or patterns to support 

learning facts. As more memories of my practice surfaced, a pattern was evident. I 

became aware of my preference to match students with instructional approaches that 

would better support their learning. I made a connection to a negative experience with 

spelling in my own schooling where no adaptations or variety of strategies existed. I saw 

my teaching focus as reflective and responsive. I worked to develop an instructional 

practice that recognized the need to scaffold student learning. 

Witzel and Mercer (2003) claim limitations exist in the use of reward systems for 

classroom discipline because "not all reinforcement requires tangible rewards: thus they 

are easily overused ... and rewards are ineffective at solving maladaptive social actions" 

(p. 89-90). Remembering back to early in my career, I recalled observed behaviours not 

being transferred. One teacher rewarded students with candies and other extrinsic 

motivators in her efforts to change student behaviour. The students were quiet and 

controlled. The second teacher spent months changing the focus from candies to an 

intrinsic motivation or desire to learn. In contrast, the classroom was busy and full of 

chatter. Observing these two teachers, I believed that for students to be actively engaged 

in classroom activities, the joy of learning needed to be experienced. Students needed to 

take ownership of their learning. These experiences affected my thoughts about how 

learning occurs and consequently helped me gain an awareness of the influence of 

instructional strategies on student learning. 

Again, memories from early in my career as a special educator confirmed my 

perspective that guided my choice of resources for students with cognitive disabilities in 

learning how to read and do mathematics. I believed specialized trade materials ignored 
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individual student strengths. I felt frustrated as I observed students either repeat errors or 

have no challenge when engaged in activities in workbooks with a behaviourist 

orientation. Tasks appeared to equal busy work as opposed to learning. My perception 

was that my students wasted valuable learning time using resources based on such skills. 

Experiences where I as a teacher was expected to use such materials affected my 

developing career and challenged me to be responsive to the needs of individual students. 

As a result I took action reflectively by setting goals and implementing different 

opportunities for students to learn specific objectives instead of following a workbook 

based on repetition. Though this decision resulted in extra preparation of materials and 

the need to locate additional resources, I felt satisfied with the positive outcomes for my 

students and for myself. I saw my students as having increased motivation and 

achievement as measured by meeting learning objectives. As well there was further 

development within my own reflective practice. The time I spent creating my own 

materials was gratifying. Building scaffolds to assist student learning helped to eliminate 

my frustrations in not meeting student needs and resulted in a more sophisticated 

approach to program delivery. 

Drawing on behaviourism, I agreed that principles such as positive reinforcement 

support the creation of a manageable environment and enhancement of learning 

opportunities. I recognized a pattern in my teaching was to go beyond that understanding 

by analyzing students' reading entry levels or background knowledge and then matching 

resources accordingly. Reinforcement was limited to one small part of instruction. 

Researching behaviouristic instructional practices assisted me in constructing a 

bridge between my own previous experiences and my identity in making meaning of the 
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teacher I have become. To uncover additional meaning within my instructional choices, I 

continued researching more literature on learning; this time around my focus was 

humanism and identifying of its supporting individual learning. 

Humanism Brings a Sense of Satisfaction 

Through my memory-work, many examples emerged about valuing and making 

emotional connections with students, partly because of my personality but also because I 

sensed individual's emotional needs had an effect on student learning. These values 

evolved with experience. At the beginning of my career, I wanted students to like me. 

The focus was on me and meeting my personal needs. As my experiences grew, 

developing relationships and understanding personal circumstances became a priority and 

created a safer place which resulted in better opportunities for student engagement in 

learning. A change in my practice was to focus on students and their needs. Learning 

more about humanism helped to clarify my values and attitudes around the importance 

and value in building relationships with students. 

The work of Maslow (1908-1970) helped explain part of my beliefs and actions. 

His identified hierarchy of needs—physiological, safety and security, love and belonging, 

esteem, and the need to actualize the self. Pearson and Podeschi (1999) state the 

underlying premise of humanism implicit in Maslow's work is "the idea of a self, capable 

of growth, responsible for what one becomes, and capable of influencing social progress" 

(p. 44). 

In my experience, a safe and welcoming environment increased opportunities for 

learning. I recognized a responsibility to support a child's inner self, to teach skills of 

awareness and management of self. As my career developed, taking time to listen to 
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students and offering positive affirmations became a guiding principle in my instructional 

practice. Acknowledging and respecting their emotional space (e.g., when students shut 

down or refused to work) drew students back into learning. Recognizing individual 

needs, feeding hungry students, giving individuals sleep breaks, or encouraging students 

with Attention Deficit-Hyperactive Disorder (ADHD) to take systematically planned 

movement breaks added opportunities for learning. Being responsive to student needs 

required me to professionally change my practice based on individual needs. As a result, 

my practice improved. I came to value humanism and saw it embedded both in my 

perspectives and pedagogy. 

Further Thoughts on Learning and My Instructional Practice 

My instructional choices were clarified further by reading some of Bruner's (as 

cited in Driscoll, 2000) work that recognized the ability to think as the most important 

outcome of cognitive development and as being the aim of education. He believed 

student development and instruction should work together. Instruction can facilitate and 

accelerate cognitive development. Authentic learning, according to Bruner (in Pritchard, 

2005) is a result of "children working with new ideas in a familiar context ... [and] are 

far more likely to engage with ideas than if the same ideas are presented in an alien 

context" ( p. 33). Through my practice and my choice of instructional strategies, I 

provided opportunities for students to learn in environments outside the classroom. For 

example, by bringing together my urban classroom of students from a southern 

community for an afternoon of activities with a classroom of students on a reserve in a 

northern community, the opportunity to integrate Aboriginal Education came to life. An 

elder greeted and engaged with the students, she spoke with pride about the school and 
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community as she explained her role. Teaching research skills to middle years students 

began with a field trip to an art gallery, a visit to a community library to find books about 

an artist, and culminated with a clay project to recreate an artist's work. My goal was to 

spark interest and internalize a value in researching as opposed to producing a product. 

As a result, students displayed enthusiasm for learning and actively participated. 

My choice to teach students "how to" skills (e.g., copying notes, memorizing, 

displaying appropriate social skills) acknowledged my perception that some students 

need to be taught tasks and behaviours that were not part of curriculum expectations. I 

saw my actions as offering students tools to survive in an educational setting where the 

emphasis was on teacher-centred practices such as copying notes and memorizing to 

retrieve information when tested. My actions in teaching such "how to skills" served as a 

scaffold to learning. The instructional implication was to focus on individual students and 

explore relevant, meaningful and real life problems. I valued and sought opportunities for 

student learning that focused on developing cognitive capacities through three modes—

enactive (hands on activities), iconic (such as watching a movie), and symbolic (engaging 

with text and discussion). Bruner (as cited in Pritchard, 2005) also claimed the ability to 

reflect on a task and to recognize contrast as important in making choices and decisions 

and therefore relevant and critical in any learning. Greenberg (2000) identifies 

frustrations in meeting students' hidden learning needs—thinking for themselves, 

believing in their ability to learn, and finding meaning in what they learn. She described a 

framework for attending to hidden needs. 

Feuerstein's mediated learning experiences (Feuerstein, Klein, & Tannenbaum, 
1990), and this research emphasises the importance of interactions between 
children and parents, and teachers and more knowledgeable peers who help them 
find meaning in learning experiences based upon cultural understanding, and to 
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facilitate insight beyond the immediate context. According to Feuerstein, when a 
child participates in appropriate amount of high quality mediated learning 
experiences in a social setting, the child develops flexibility for thinking and 
becomes an effective, independent learner. (p58) 

This idea resonated with one of my learning experiences. I was trained in 

Feuersteins's program (Towery, Falconer , Reid, and Mulcahy, 1988) called Instrumental 

Enrichment, Level I. It emphasizes "learning to learn" rather than "thinking skills." I was 

fascinated by Feuerstein's work with Jewish children who were victims of World War II 

and displayed cognitive deficits. As a result of his work with these children, he claimed 

intelligence was not fixed. Upon reflection, my teaching and my instructional practice 

was guided by my belief that directing students to take ownership of learning and to 

apply "how to learn" strategies would result in gaining better skills to be independent. I 

attributed part of this belief to my experience of parenting our child with a cognitive 

disability and my belief that all children can learn. I perceived my approach of talking 

directly to students about "how-to-learn" differently than the majority of my colleagues. 

I was satisfied that my focus on how students felt about learning was also a 

concern for other researchers. For example, Greenberg (2000) made reference to 

cognitive psychology and studies about hidden needs of learners. She stated: 

first, learners need three kinds of knowledge in a learning experience...Cognitive 
(knowledge about the content), metacognitive (knowledge about how to explore, 
plan, and express what they are learning regarding the content knowledge), and 
metastrategic (knowledge about how to plan, revise, and use personal learning 
strategies). Second, affect and motivation work with cognitive processing in a 
systemic manner. Third, development occurs through a sociocultural process with 
specific roles for the facilitator of learning experiences. (p.61) 

I agreed wholeheartedly and believed I gained additional insight to explain why I made 

instructional choices as I did in my practice. While I was engaged in memory work, the 

above quotation resonated with my teaching career as a beginning special educator and 
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my choice to incorporate metacognitive strategies in teaching reading. Even though 

learners with a mild cognitive disability diagnosis displayed deficits in executive 

functioning skills, when they were taught to predict and monitor, for example, significant 

reading gains were made. They displayed a sense of being satisfied as they applied 

strategies specific to their own learning. I believed my instructional choices in guiding 

students assisted them in their efforts to construct meaning. 

I gained further understanding about my commitment to implement instructional 

strategies based on the individual needs of students and bring life to the expectations of 

the Ministry of Education's, The Adaptive Dimension (1992). Vygotsky (1978) stated, 

"developmental processes do not coincide with learning processes. Rather, the 

developmental process lags behind the learning process; this sequence then results in 

zones of proximal development" (p. 90). The difference between what the child can learn 

independently and what he or she can learn with the help of another individual can be 

narrowed if a child is given appropriate support. Vygotsky believed children can perform 

and achieve success with more difficult problems when guided and supported by another 

competent individual, usually an adult. The implications for the classroom were and are 

enormous. The concept of scaffolding—the "process of giving support to learners at the 

appropriate time and at the appropriate level of sophistication to meet the needs of an 

individual" (Pritchard, 2005, p. 31) — created hope for many students that I supported in 

both general education and special education classrooms. Students working together had 

the opportunity to solve problems they could not solve independently. Knowledge about 

the zone of proximal development explained why I valued and incorporated flexible 

groups in my classrooms. Vygotsky (1996) stated, 
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with assistance, every child can do more than he can by himself—though only 
within the limits set by the state of his development. .... In the child's 
development ... imitation and instruction play a major role. They bring out the 
specifically human qualities of the mind and lead the child to new developmental 
levels. ... It remains necessary to determine the lowest threshold at which 
instruction, in say, arithmetic may begin .... We must consider the upper 
threshold as well; instruction must be oriented toward the future, not the past. (p. 
187-189) 

The next section in the chapter outlines connections between the way I taught, what I 

believed and insights from literature. 

Further Research into My Practice 

In this section, I explore some perspectives that correspond to my beliefs as a 

teacher and encompass three areas of instruction that I value—metacognition, 

relationships, and differentiated and student centred instruction. 

Metacognition — Teaching Students Ownership of Learning 

In reflecting on my capacity to teach, I saw gaps in my own learning. I returned to 

university for additional course work in reading instruction. The end result was an insight 

into teaching students "how to" think and that allowed me to gain a deeper understanding 

of how students learn. 

My interest in the underpinnings of reading instruction surfaced when examining 

memories of Dr. S. Blenkinsop's university classes (1990). As a result of this class, I 

became committed to teach process strategies as a guiding principle in my practice. I 

believed at the time that my interest in learning served several purposes. First, Dr. 

Blenkinsop's introduction to metacognition provided a partial explanation of my hidden 

quest to understand my own learning deficits, particularly in spelling (as shared in the 
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section on behaviourism). Second, the focus on approaches of learning expanded my 

understanding of how to support individual learners. 

In her class, I learned to incorporate direct instruction of specific process 

strategies into reading lessons. The Diagnostic Reading Program (1993) influenced my 

initial work in reading. I observed growth in individual students regardless of their 

varying abilities. My memory-work revealed similar application of teaching how-to-learn 

strategies in a variety of contexts including mathematics, studying information, daily 

problem solving, listening, and ultimately teaching self-regulation. I internalized the 

importance of an instructional model drawing on metacognitive processes. As my 

practice evolved, I incorporated direct instruction of metacognitive processes throughout 

my teaching of the curriculum. I valued and observed metacognition as processes that 

assisted students to construct meaning. 

Pritchard (2005) recognized Flavell for developing metacognition and defines it 

as the "idea of an individual ... being aware of and understanding their mental (cognitive) 

processes and ways of learning" (p.33). Flavell's (1979) work investigated children's 

ability to monitor their own awareness and understanding of their mental (cognitive) 

processes and ways of learning. He wrote 

metacognition plays an important role in oral communication of information, 
oral persuasion, oral comprehension, reading comprehension, writing, language 
acquisition, attention, memory, problem solving, social cognition, and various 
types of self-control and self-instruction. (p. 906) 

A study by Veenman, Kok, and Blote (2005) concluded that educators should 

provide students with metacognitive cues to initiate thought processes. Joseph (2006) 

recommended teachers help adolescents develop metacognitive awareness by 

encouraging self-reflective learning by 
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...reviewing instructional strategies and goals, focusing on what students should 
learn and how the learning should take place. ... teachers should recognize that 
learning must go beyond memorization and move into the higher cognitive realms 
of analyzing and applying concepts. (p. 38) 

By applying metacognitive skills, students gain powers to control their learning. The 

research of Williams, Blythe, White, Li, Gardner, and Sternberg (2002) suggested that 

instruction in metacognitive awareness helped students understand their role as a learner 

and resulted in improved classroom performance. Lifford, Eckblad, Byron, & Ziemian 

(2000) described readers who apply metacognitive awareness as better able to access 

prior knowledge, monitor their comprehension, correct misunderstandings when reading, 

determine main points, synthesize information, draw inferences, and ask questions. 

My initial introduction to metacognitive processes was to support reading 

development. Based on standardized and informal assessments and other follow-up 

evaluations, students in both special education and general education made remarkable 

gains in reading comprehension. I attributed those gains to teaching metacognitive how-

to read strategies. Several years into my career, I made the assumption that metacognitive 

strategies could also be applied when teaching in any subject area or teaching students 

about managing social situations. For example, positive outcomes resulted from using 

role play and rehearsing before, during and after strategies to control anger, to manage 

confrontations with peers, or to respond appropriately in stressful situations. 

In my own practice, teaching students to monitor their own thinking and 

behaviour was an example of an instructional approach to help a child to think through a 

task with a degree of self awareness. In English Language Arts and in other content areas, 

I taught students to think about comprehending the text. For example, regardless of the 

wade level in which I taught, each student had a monitoring book to record what they did 
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not understand, whether it was a word, sentence or paragraph. This list became my guide 

for vocabulary and comprehension lessons. I taught students how to select books at their 

instructional reading level. Burke (2000) agreed that engaging students in an on-going 

discussion about thinking and learning as well as providing opportunities for guided 

practice was essential for cognitive growth. 

Marzano (1998) wrote about teachers assessing metacognitve systems and 

referred to the guidelines for learner-centered principles. He recommended teachers apply 

approaches where self-assessment is part of the routine of the classroom. He gave 

examples such as journal writing, role playing, or creating rubrics. 

Abbott and Ryan (2000) challenged educators to seek reforms for teaching and 

learning. They reminded teachers that Dewey calls on educators to achieve a balance 

between content (basic skills) and process (personal exploration). 

This balance is now central to the work done on metacognition by cognitive 
scientists. Cognitive scientists argued in the 1990's that the development of basic 
skills and higher order skills are not contradictory, but actually developed in 
concert. This balancing act between content and process, Dewey admitted, 
required excellent teachers to facilitate the learning needs of students. (p. 31) 

My perception was that students were better equipped to learn when I taught them 

metacognitive processes (e.g. predicting, monitoring, associating and evaluating). 

Relationships Affect Students ' Basic Needs and Learning 

According to Abbott and Ryan (2000) "the key point ... is that learning is driven 

as much, if not more, by emotions as it is by intellect" (p.127). Relationships with my 

students or with my colleagues were always a priority in my career. I believed learning 

opportunities were enhanced in an atmosphere that celebrated laughter and/or tears 

(depending on the classroom stories shared). For me, having confidence in a relationship 
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whether it involved a student, parent, or colleague, depended on developing trust. As I 

analyzed my research data, stories of my students disclosing the harsh realities of their 

world made me feel helpless. I only wished I had had more training to adequately meet 

the emotional needs of these students. After hearing many painful stories, communicating 

hope and creating calmness often became a priority over academic expectations. I 

searched the literature to find research that might explain why I valued creating positive 

affective connections with people. 

The work of Noddings (1984) emphasized that a teacher's relationship with a 

learner formed the foundation for successful pedagogical activity. Caring for people was 

to be considered essential for a teacher and involved a continuous reflective process. 

McCombs' (2000) described a school environment providing support and meeting the 

diverse needs of individual students where caring was part of an effective learning 

culture. She referred to research findings where caring was a factor that differentiated a 

successful from an unsuccessful program. Caring worked because it addressed "basic 

psychological needs for independence and connection, belonging and membership, safety 

and support, and individual and social competency" (p.33). 

Raider-Roth (2005) maintained, "Fundamental relationships of school shape the 

ways that students learn to see themselves as effective participants in the learning 

process" (p. 21-22). Hargreave's (2000) study indicated that teaching was an emotional 

practice. When interacting with children or adults, classroom standards can be raised or 

lowered depending on whether emotions were helpful or harmful. He commented, 

one of the key criteria for being able to use one's emotions well in ways that 
improve performance among groups of people, is the existence of emotional 
understanding. In teaching, this is central to high standards, good colleagueship 
and strong partnerships. (p. 824) 
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According to Witmer (2005), classroom relationships affect student achievement 

"because the brain does not automatically or perceptually separate cognition from 

emotions ...[and] therefore developing and fostering teacher-student relationships should 

be considered an integral part of daily lesson planning" (p.224). Rogers and Renard (as 

cited in Witmer, 2005) communicated principles of relationship-driven teaching. 

We need to understand other people before we can expect them to understand us. 
This principle alone stresses the importance of educational psychology in teacher 
preparation programs. Preservice teachers must be keenly aware of the 
developmental stages and needs of their students in order to more fully understand 
them. ... relationship-driven teaching involves managing the learning context, not 
the learners (Rogers and Renard 1999). When we create learning situations that 
foster intrinsic motivation rather than seek to dominate or control students, 
students are more likely to want to learn. (p. 225) 

According to Rogers and Renard (as cited in Witmer, 2005) relationship-driven teaching 

included the following standards: "safe, valuable, successful, involving, caring, and 

enabling" (p. 225). 

Nelson (2002) interviewed Glasser who speaks of seven deadly habits: criticizing, 

blaming, complaining, nagging, threatening, punishing, and bribing or punishing by 

rewards. "These habits destroy relationships. Students who do not feel connected and 

competent will not succeed in school. The seven deadly habits result in resistance which 

results in disconnection" (p. 98). Glasser continued "friendship between teacher and 

student is basic to solving our educational problems" (p. 152). In reflecting on my own 

practice, I was aware positive relationships with students and colleagues were a priority 

in establishing an effective learning environment. 

My students came from a wide range of socio-economic backgrounds and unique 

circumstances that affected their learning. I believed I had a responsibility to understand 
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their behaviour, honour their state of mind when they entered the classroom and then 

support their needs and ability to learn. I read Glasser (1988, 1998) and Maslow (cited in 

Pearson and Podeshi, 1999) to see if my empathy and response to children reflected the 

belief in behaviour as an attempt to satisfy a built-in genetic structure of basic needs—

survival, love and belonging, power, freedom and fun. If students function in a need-

satisfying environment, the choice to learn becomes more feasible. I agreed with 

eliminating external controls (rewards and punishment) because they were not a long 

term motivator for anyone. Glasser (1988) challenged teachers to think about students 

having a sense of belonging and realizing there is power in knowledge, having the 

opportunity to make choices, and last, having opportunities for laughter. 

Witmer (2005) believed relationships were the building blocks of effective 

teaching and student success. A critical component for success was a team of parents, 

students, school educators and administrators working collaboratively. She reported, "if 

educators are focused on making learning meaningful and fostering student achievement, 

strong relationships among all the stakeholders in education are imperative" (p. 227). 

Hollingsworth, Dybdahl, and Minarik (1993) added, "intuitive modes are characterized 

by four major features: involvement of the senses, commitment and receptivity, a quest 

for understanding or empathy and a productive tension between subjective certainty and 

objective uncertainty" (p. 10). 

The Practice of Differentiated and Student-Centred Instruction 

My last two years of teaching included professional development that focused on 

building capacity to deliver instructional strategies reflective of student needs. I set goals 

to follow differentiated instructional approaches and valued leaders in the field who used 
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research to explain improvement in student learning. Tomlinson (2003) contributed to an 

understanding of meeting student needs through her description of a responsive teaching 

approach. She suggested two key components existed: first, a multiple of proactive, 

assessment-based approaches to content, process and product, and second, a student 

centred blend of flexible group and whole class instruction. 

Tomlinson (2001) also referred to differentiated instruction as "more reminiscent 

of the one-room-schoolhouse" (p. 2) and as responsive instruction that recognized 

students' varying background knowledge, readiness, interest, and learning profiles. This 

instructional approach was a process where all students with differing abilities were 

taught in the same classroom. A classroom was structured around the needs of the student 

with the teacher responding to those needs, and curriculum and instruction became the 

vehicles that engage, scaffold, focus, and make demands. I made a connection between 

this approach and my first five years of elementary schooling spent in a one-room school. 

Having reflected on that experience, I now understood my comfort level in teaching small 

flexible groups versus a "one-size-fits-all" classroom. 

Effective differentiation in reading required ongoing assessment to determine 

ongoing group placement within a regular classroom setting. My memory-work revealed 

my instruction was based on monitoring student progress even before I knew the term 

"differentiation." Differentiation in other content areas also has groups that were flexible, 

based on teacher assignment or on certain expectations such as student choice to work 

independently, to work in pairs, or work in larger groups of students. By adjusting 

student workload from quantitative expectations to qualitative expectations, a student 

who had mastered a concept could stop practicing and instead be challenged based on 
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their assessed achievement. Adjustments to curriculum were based on what students 

learned, how they learned it, and how they demonstrated what they learned. 

Differentiated classrooms were and are based on engaging, relevant, and 

interesting learning experiences and helping students to take increasing responsibility for 

their own learning and growth. Teachers and students are learners together. Teachers 

monitor the match between learner and learning, make adjustments and are aware that 

each day can expose another way to make the classroom a better fit for the learner. 

Differentiation is not a strategy or a recipe that one follows but rather a combination of 

"professional instincts and knowledge base to do whatever it takes to reach out to each 

learner" (Tomlinson, 2001, p. 7). 

Through my research I came to see how my practice developed in sophistication 

because I applied differentiated instruction to meet the specific and diverse needs of each 

of my students. Many of my memories focused on experiences where I created learning 

opportunities for active student participation. McCombs' work (2007) about learner-

centered classroom practices and psychological principles (see Appendix A for Learner-

Centered Principles) resonated with my own pedagogy. Considered a "living document," 

these principles have been revised as more knowledge is gained about learning, 

motivation, development, and individual differences. 

Meece (2003) pointed to the importance of learning-centred principles in middle 

school education. For example, rather than focusing instruction on rote memorization, a 

teacher should recognize students for trying hard, and accept mistakes as part of the 

learning process instead of focusing on performance goals that stress competition and 

ability comparisons. Meese (2003) referred to McComb's and Whisler's (1997) work as 
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providing evidence that students benefited from an environment that employed strategies 

reflecting a learner-centred classroom and a school that put emphasis on 

a movement toward a constructivist and authentic approach to teaching: a focus 
on conceptual understanding, problem solving, and reasoning; an emphasis on 
student improvement and learning for its own sake; a collaborative learning and 
decision making process, and a classroom environment that honours and respects 
students' voices. (p.114) (See Appendix B for Key Characteristics of a Learner-
Centered Classroom.) 

I gravitated to recommendations by instructional leaders such as Jensen (1998) 

and Bender (2003a), and strategically created a classroom environment designed to 

activate student participation socially and academically with brain-compatible tactics (see 

Appendix C for Brain Compatible Tactics for Differentiating in the Classroom). Bender 

(2003a), Lazear (2000), and Marzano, Pickering, and Pollock (2001) describe research-

based strategies aimed at increasing student achievement. Approaches such as brain-

compatible instruction, scaffolded instruction and metacognition, differentiated 

instruction, and tutoring in inclusive classrooms all address diverse student needs. 

Multiple pathways of learning based on the work of Gardner (1983, 1997) including 

kinaesthetic, verbal, logical mathematical, naturalist, visual, intrapersonal, rhythmic, and 

interpersonal approaches offered each student opportunities to learn. 

Tomlinson (2003) attributed the need for differentiation to the increase in the 

number of English as a Second Language students and special education students in 

inclusion settings, the achievement gap for minority learners—particularly African 

American, Native American, and Hispanic students, and advanced learners losing 

motivation and academic ground. She states, 

these factors only extend the challenge that has always existed for teachers—
being many things to many different young learners. The one-size-fits-all teacher 
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may very well discover that the "size" of instruction he or she has selected fits 
almost no one. (p.2) 

Summary 

This chapter discussed the literature I read to build background knowledge 

beginning with the narrative inquiry process. Work by Clandinin & Connlley (1995, 

1996, 2000) and Conle (2000a, 2000b) influenced my choice of methodology. As well, 

the chapter highlighted perspectives that contributed to explaining a) my commitment to 

delivering instruction using a constructivist approach, b) my frustrations with using a 

behaviouristic approach; c) my values reflecting a humanistic approach in understanding 

my practice; and d) thoughts on learning and my instructional practice. 

The last part of the chapter focused on three areas of my practices that guide 

students to construct meaning. Insights into pedagogical implications included first, an 

examination of the work of Flavell (1979) on self-regulatory behaviour and aspects of 

metacognition. Second, the effect of relationships and emotions, student centered 

principles according to McCombs and Miller (2007) and third, differentiated instruction 

as defined by Tomlinson (2001) added to my understanding of factors affecting my 

practice and my focus on student learning. 

Building bridges to understand the teacher I have become required exploration of 

some of the literature on approaches to learning and instruction. My quest to understand 

how individuals construct their own meaning and how as a teacher I could influence 

learning opportunities was critical to my research. I gained an understanding about my 

interest in learning about learning and the connections to my life experiences. 

The next chapter describes the methods I used to gather and analyze the data from 

my life experiences and explore what it means to be the teacher I have become. 
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Chapter Three — The Method 

Introduction 

In this chapter, I start by recalling some earlier experiences about the importance 

of research in my life. I then define the research methods I chose to guide my study. In 

my endeavours to investigate my identity as a teacher, I felt satisfied selecting narrative 

inquiry as the methodological framework and specifically memory-work as the method 

for unravelling layers of my experiences as a child, student, parent and teacher to make 

sense of what it meant to be the teacher I have become. 

Some Previous Research Experiences 

As an undergraduate university student my exposure to research began with 

reading studies to write papers. In the early seventies, I remembered quantitative research 

reports based on statistical information. In the late eighties when I returned to university 

to complete my degree, I became aware that qualitative methodologies existed. Twelve 

years later, in my graduate studies program, I gained an awareness of a wide variety of 

research methodologies. 

As a parent of a child with a rare syndrome, in the late nineties I was contacted by 

a geneticist from a university in the United States to participate in a research study about 

our son's diagnosis. Information was collected through a survey. Through this 

experience, I gained an awareness of research being a way to offer knowledge and 

support to future parents and teachers. Knowledge about the characteristics of my son's 

syndrome could influence changes in educational practice, such as interventions to 

support early childhood development and instructional strategies in schools. 
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During my teaching career, I participated in several university research studies. 

First, as a graduate student, I was part of a study examining teachers mentoring interns. 

Second, as a colleague, I was one of three individuals interviewed for a research project 

to complete a thesis. Last, I listened to tales about a friend's journey to complete a thesis. 

Each experience was valuable and sparked my interest in pursuing my own research to 

complete my Master's program. As a result, I could bring life to a personal challenge and 

goal of enhancing my own learning. 

As a teacher, between 2000 and 2004, I read many articles and books about 

instructional practices that were research-based. My favourite authors, Marzano, 

Pickering and Pollack (2001), Tomlinson (2003), and Wormeli (2001), all made reference 

to research. In 2003, at a five-day conference on differentiated instruction, each presenter 

provided bibliographic information of research to support their work. My awareness that 

research was linked to instructional approaches was a important shift for me. The 

majority of workshops or trainings that I had attended before did not emphasize practice 

being linked to research. Following this, graduate classes on curriculum theories added to 

my awareness that research supported recommended instructional strategies. 

Because of these experiences and with my belief that research was valuable in 

creating opportunities for positive change in a variety of contexts, I decided to follow the 

thesis route. I believed the experience would offer a unique and new professional 

development opportunity. With good intentions and limited research skills, I planned a 

project that fit a prescribed format. I submitted a proposal and asked for feedback. I had 

the good fortune to have an intuitive professor, Dr. Elizabeth Cooper, who politely but 

bluntly questioned the lack of voice or heart in my work. I dug deeper to understand the 
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research process and refocused so my topic truly was meaningful to me and I could be 

passionate about a personal interest. Selecting my research topic became easier after I 

gave myself permission to explore my own interests. Dewey (1934) writes that interest is 

"an unconscious but organic bias toward certain aspects and values of the complex and 

variegated universe in which we live" (p. 95). My challenge in embarking on the thesis 

route was to believe in my ability to research a topic I had bantered around with 

colleagues for years. I did not see myself as a researcher and questioned how I, as a 

teacher, could find answers to something about which I wondered. After exploring 

narrative inquiry, I felt more confident that I could make meaning studying a topic I was 

passionate about. 

Bochner (2000) comments, "no single, unchallenged paradigm has been 

established for deciding what does and does not comprise valid, useful, and significant 

knowledge" (p. 268). He (2001) adds validity exists in narrative research. He describes 

"the truths" or authenticity of personal narrative research: 

It is not the "facts" themselves that one tries to redeem through narrative tellings. 
Rather, it is an articulation of the significance and, meaning of one's experiences. 
It is within the frame of a story that facts gain their importance. .... Stories that 
address the meanings of a life always seek a way of extending them[selves] into 
the future. (p. 154-155) 

I decided narrative inquiry could guide me to better understand my life experiences. 

Ethical Considerations 

Before the data collection process began, application was made to The University 

of Regina Ethics Board for approval and later a letter requesting approval from the 

School Division that I worked for. Approval was granted (see Appendix D for Ethics 

Approval and Appendix E for Board of Education Approval). In addition I took a 

thoughtful approach to which stories to include and which to omit. 
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Method 

Understanding who I have become as teacher required uncovering many layers of 

experiences. To determine my personal knowledge, I began writing about my experiences 

in an autobiographical format organizing memories to gain meaning. My awareness of 

the ways in which memories connected throughout my life helped me identify knowledge 

of my teaching practice. When I began writing, I wondered what events in my life may 

have contributed to my evolving pedagogy and values. My passion was to understand 

how student learning drove my instructional practice. Identifying my knowledge about 

my personal teaching practice informed my understanding of my teacher identity. Even 

though I entered into my research motivated by wondering why there are differences 

among teachers, I recognized my inquiry had to be specific in focusing on memories 

about my own practice and understanding who I have become as a teacher. 

Data Collection 

Autobiography — "A Snapshot of My Life" 

In making sense of my experiences, I needed assurance that using memory work 

as one form of self-study would be productive. Bullough and Pinnegar (2001) and Sloan 

(2006) concur that self-authoring is appealing when there is a "relationship to and bearing 

on the context and ethos of a time. ... It is the balance between the way in which private 

experience can provide insight and solution for public issue" (Bullough and Pinnegar, 

2001, p. 16). Satisfied that this approach to research might reveal meaning about my 

experiences, I proceeded to record my memories. 

Mitchell and Weber (1999) suggest that an autobiography follow a linear 

framework—beginning, middle, and end. 1 planned to write stones from my early 
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childhood and school years, followed by parenting and teaching. Gathering these 

memories was the first step in my research. Within a short period of time, however, I 

realized my memories did not follow the expectations of a linear structure. Rather, I 

remembered one event that was connected to other events throughout a life time. 

Recording memories was an organizational challenge for me. I returned to the literature 

and found these same authors point out how we remember is just as important as what we 

remember and that "autobiography and memory work are not quite the same thing ..." (p. 

220). I searched further. Haug et al. (as cited in Onyx & Small, 2001) also avoided an 

autobiographical method. As a result, the design of my study was modified and as I 

gained more clarity about memory work, I felt I was able to improve that design. 

Memory-Work - Framework for Building Bridges 

Memory work was developed by Haug et al. (1992) (as cited in O'Reilly-Scanlon, 

2002). German sociologists and scholars working in a collective and had beginnings in a 

feminist context. Haug et al. (as cited in Onyx and Small, 2001) state, "everything 

remembered constitutes a relevant trace—precisely because it is remembered for the 

formation of identity" (p. 774). Onyx and Small (2001) add that "self is socially 

constructed through reflection" (p. 774). Crawford, Kippax, Onyx, Gault and Benton's 

work (as cited in Onyx and Small, 2001) refers to this act of reflection as "one's self 

engaging with one's memories, having a conversation with them and responding to them" 

(p. 774). Crawford et al. (as cited in Onyx and Small, 2001) also claim "the underlying 

research is that subjectively significant events, events which are remembered, and the 

way they are subsequently constructed, play an important part in the construction of self' 

(p.774). Onyx and Small (2001) add "the construction of self at any moment plays an 
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important part in how the event is constructed (p. 774). The argument for the feminist 

social constructionist method of memory is that everyday experience is knowledge and as 

a result the individual being researched becomes the researcher. 

O'Reilly-Scanlon (2002) describes memory work as 

a tool for self-reflection that may be carried out individually and/or collectively, 
involves both the collection and analyzing of memories, and requires its 
participants to "work backwards into the present and future". ... [and] one of the 
major goals of memory-work is to uncover the ways in which individuals build 
their identities. (p. 74) 

She explains that this process includes collecting written memories according to 

particular conditions, evaluating and then eventually making connections with the 

theories of the discipline such as education, feminism, history, etc. She refers to Haug et 

al.'s belief as follows: 

self is socially constructed through reflection; one of the major goals of memory 
work is to uncover the ways in which individuals build their own identities...The 
theoretical underpinnings of memory work are based on Haug's belief that the 
kinds of things that we remember, and ways in which we subsequently reconstruct 
those memories, are central to our construction of self. Hence what we remember 
and how we remember the events in our lives forms the basis of whom and what 
we are today. (p. 75) 

Experience is considered a resource and should be acknowledged as a basis for research 

generation and self-study research. 

O'Reilly-Scanlon (2002) also describes memories as symbolic relationships that 

are remembered for a reason. How we remember and re-construct our pasts provide clues 

"as to the formation of our identities... illustrates how influential and powerful our own 

words and actions as teachers and teacher educators may be, and provide us with 

possibilities for self-growth, greater understanding and transformation" (p. 75). Bochner 

(2000) describes memory work as "structurally complex narratives, stories told in a 
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temporal framework that rotates between past and present reflecting the nonlinear process 

of memory work—the curve of time" (p. 270). Mitchell and Weber (1999) contend that 

"remembering is a way of examining teacher identity as integral to professional 

development" (p. 218). 

According to Onyx and Small (2001), positivist researchers point out "a major 

methodological flaw" (p.780) is the dependence on memories, and that memories can be 

unreliable. Crawford et al. (as cited in Onyx and Small, 2001) are less concerned about 

this and state, 

the memories are true memories, that is, they are memories and not inventions or 
fantasies. Whether the memories accurately represent past events or not, however, 
is irrelevant; the process of construction of the meanings of those events is the 
focus on memory-work. (p. 781) 

Kuhn (1995) also acknowledges that analyzing data can have challenges. He states 

memory work "has a great deal in common with forms of inquiry which — like detective 

work and archaeology, say — involve working backwards — searching for clues, 

deciphering signs and traces, making deductions, patching together reconstructions out of 

fragments of evidence" (p. 4). 

For me, the challenge of memory work was deciding where to begin and thinking 

through which memories seemed to have affected my identity. I turned to the literature to 

find direction on generating memories. In the next section, I describe the techniques I 

implemented to address the perceived challenges. 

Tools to Generate Memories 

Jalongo, Isenberg, and Gerbracht (1995) state, "personal narratives help teachers 

to unlock beliefs, perceptions, and experiences" (p. 77). They developed a list of 
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strategies to produce stories. I used these strategies as a springboard to give me a 

direction in recalling childhood and student memories. (See Appendix F for Strategies to 

Generate Narratives). 

To gain additional insight into my experiences as a parent, I revisited letters from 

doctors, speech and language pathologists, and parents whose children had the same rare 

syndrome as our son. I sifted through artefacts, journals and early intervention program 

materials I used with our son. 

When my memory work focused on my teaching experiences, I pulled out old 

journals, student letters, email to colleagues, photographs of teaching experiences, and a 

teacher portfolio of noteworthy events in my career. The memories that emerged were 

interconnected with many events throughout my life and proved to be difficult to separate 

in a linear fashion. The exercise had me revisit challenging memories and I likened the 

emotional experience to riding a roller coaster, but at the same time being amused. 

A Tool to Record Data - Timeline Creator 

As I began recording memories, I encountered frustration in organizing my 

written work and predicted chaos when the time came to sort memories for the purpose of 

analysis. Repeatedly, one memory would trigger another memory from a different time in 

my life. My dilemma became one of how to record information systematically. 

Consequently, finding a tool to assist with identifying patterns in my development as a 

teacher became a research priority. With a comfort level using technology and a belief it 

could support my research, I drew from my teaching experience, the idea of using 

timeline software. This type of computer program would provide a big picture of my life 

experiences and eliminate writing memories in a notebook or using post-it labels or 
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coloured paper to organize thoughts. Locating timeline software that also sorted 

memories into categories or patterns was preferred. By searching the internet, I 

discovered a free multimedia program called The Timeline Creator developed by The 

Center for Educational Resources at Johns Hopkins University (2004). Designed to 

personalize information (e.g., title, beginning and end date of memory, and overlays as 

filters for assigned categories), the software served my needs. The Timeline Creator 

became an organizational tool allowing sorting of information with the click of button 

(e.g. date, category, etc.). Using this software allowed viewing experiences in a linear 

manner but allowed the flexibility of recording memories that were recalled like threads 

woven throughout my life. Another feature of the software gave options to sort events 

into five categories. When the data was displayed through an internet browser an 

animated function moved a cursor along a timeline to a specific year and event. An icon 

representing a specific memory was present above the year it took place. By clicking on 

that icon, a text box opened with a description of a specific memory connected to that 

date. As well as a visual icon correlating with a specific date, the ease of seeing 

frequencies of icons or memories in a window of time, offered additional information for 

analysis. For example, a high number of memories from my middle year days reflected 

an insightful time in my life. The majority of my memories were connected to an 

awareness that individuals learned differently and were accepted differently. 

Although the free multimedia software had positive features, for me, the 

limitation of creating no more than five categories caused frustrations. When entering 

memory work, I tended to sort data into categories and wanted to sort my experiences 

into more categories than the program allowed. 
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I chose The Timeline Creator because the technology visually represented "big 

ideas," supported my whole to part thinking, and created a mechanism to easily see 

similarities and differences among my experiences. As a visual learner the software 

supported my learning preference. The Timeline Creator software allowed me to record 

connected memories throughout my life time in an organized fashion and then view those 

memories sequentially. An outcome of this was quicker and simpler steps to sort data into 

categories and chronological order and export the information into a spreadsheet program 

with additional data gather from transcribed interview scripts. 

Interpretive-Analytic Considerations 

Shields (2005) refers to Clandinin and Connelly's (1995) description of storying 

as "a process of moving simultaneously in four directions: inward (inside self), outward 

(toward community), backward (in time), and forward (also in time)" (p. 180). Shields 

(2005) believes reflective storying can result in an interpretation of present circumstances 

in our lives. With collected artefacts, personal journals, and documented stories in the 

timeline, I entered the next phase of my research—reflecting, interpreting and analyzing. 

To make sense of pages and pages of text from the timeline tool, my challenge 

was to gain and then apply skills to code the recorded information. My goal was to find 

patterns, narrative threads, tensions, and/or themes. I returned to search the literature to 

find a method for coding and sorting data. I adopted a method La Pelle (2004) describes 

as a basic word processing program using tables. I imported the cumulative data from 

both the timeline and the interview transcripts and then coded each statement, and sorted 

the data by year or by code. Next, I recorded the number of entries in each identified 

category. Using a spreadsheet program, I selected bar graphs to visually represent the 
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data. Column A represented the theme and Column B represented the number of sorted 

entries from the table of data (See Figure 1 for Cumulative Results from Spreadsheet). 

The data management capabilities of the program suited my specific learning style. 
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Figure 1 - Cumulative Results from Spreadsheet 

Summary 

In this chapter, I described previous experiences with research and the design of 

my study. I explained my research plan as it focused on memory work as a method to 

generate data for my study and a multimedia timeline as a tool to collect and organize 

that data. Analyzing the data included a method of coding using a word processor and 

spreadsheet to sort fields. 

In the next chapter, I will narrate key events that gave meaning to the teacher I 

have become. Each section will reflect a time period of my life—childhood, parenthood 

and teacher. 
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CHAPTER FOUR — BUILDING THE IDENTITY BRIDGE 

IIILIOUUL,L1011 

This chapter is a collection of events from three phases of my life. I debated on 

how to report my memory-work. I recalled events both sequentially but also as Conle 

(2000a) describes, I reacted to experiences through 'resonance.' For example, a story in 

one time period would remind me of another from a different phase of my life. As a 

researcher, my challenge was, as Conle (2000b) indicates, to gain "a process of 

understanding" (p. 202). 

The gains can be characterized as hinging on the roles that the past and the future 
play in narrative inquiry: The past that pushed for "lived answers," and the future 
beckoned, implicitly offering those lived resolutions. The resulting process 
constituted a dynamic that was created by the narrative activity itself and 
continued to propel the inquiry. (p. 193) 

For organizational reasons, I chose to first report my memories in an autobiographic 

format and then communicate the experiences that stood out as key to my understanding 

of the teacher I have become. Many of the events in my life were connected and I likened 

them to the cables of a suspension bridge. My challenge as a researcher was to use the 

cables to construct a bridge of understanding about my practice and to make meaning 

about the teacher I have become. As an author, my challenge was to communicate how 

the bridge was constructed to the reader of this thesis. 

Background: Experiences Impact My Identity 

German was my first language. I grew up in a small rural Saskatchewan 

community and lived on a farm until I was eighteen years of age. I walked to a nearby 

one room school for grade one to grade five. From grade six to grade twelve, I rode a 

school bus to a more traditional school setting with one grade per classroom in a larger 
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town nine miles away from my home. My experience in these types of schools gave me 

data to gain insight into two different education delivery models. Beyond my academic 

world, an influential time period in my life occurred when I graduated with forty other 

students from high school eager to conquer "The Age of Aquarius" in the early seventies. 

During this era, the "hippie generation" advocated for equality and human rights. I 

perceived a connection between this era and the development of my values. 

After high school, an inner voice guided me beyond my parents' vision of post 

secondary education as that of a six week clerical course. I share this because my parents' 

view of working women was influenced by existing regulations. For example, in a bank 

women had no choice but to give up their job when they were pregnant. Females did not 

typically work outside the farm. Instead of opting for a clerical course, however, I 

uprooted my life of doing farm chores to settle in a city as a university student in an 

education program. Two years later I earned a Standard A teaching certificate, married a 

computer analyst, and moved to a different city. Although trained in education, I started a 

career in a male dominated workplace that manufactured windows and doors. I gained 

unique and valuable skills from a variety of roles (clerical, purchasing, balancing 

inventory, and expediting orders). When I trained males in identical positions, I dealt 

with frustration because these same individuals automatically were deemed to earn a 

higher salary than I did. As a result, the most important challenge that I faced was to be 

assertive in advocating when and where inequities existed. I was pleased that I was 

promoted to decision making positions such as purchasing agent. 

Within a few years, my passion for the education field returned and I held a short-

lived teaching assignment but resigned to become a full time parent. My husband and I 
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parented two children—one who eventually became a grade twelve graduate with two 

university degrees and the other who grew to graduate with an alternative grade twelve 

diploma granted to students with a mild cognitive disability. As adults, both children are 

successful in employment. 

As a new parent, I realized how unprepared I was to raise children. I made it a 

priority to read parenting books and attend workshops. One in particular that I recalled 

was given by Barbara Coloroso in the mid eighties. At the time, I purchased her 

audiotape called Discipline: Your Kids are Worth It (n.d). And then an unexpected and 

life-altering event happened. Our second child was diagnosed with a rare syndrome, so 

rare that only thirteen children in the world had the same unnamed genetic disorder. His 

medical diagnosis was equally traumatic. He was given six months to live. Open heart 

surgery was a possibility if and when he became strong enough to manage the procedure. 

When his heart was larger than his left lung and the rib cage had visibly grown larger 

than the opposite side, surgery was scheduled. At that point in my life, I would describe 

parenting as overwhelming. Each new developmental stage created yet another learning 

curve for which I was not prepared. Yet, the demands of parenting a child who had 

special needs and facing changes I had not anticipated in life, lead to personal growth for 

both myself and our son. From the time the genetic counselor gave us the prognosis, I 

immediately embraced the challenge of meeting our son's needs. I sought information 

about child development that would guide intentional planning to reach developmental 

milestones. My passion to understand our son's unique syndrome and his genetic, 

medical, and severe communication diagnosis prompted me to change my career goals. 

Our son became my student and I learned to respond to his needs. I contacted a variety of 
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agencies supporting parents of cognitively challenged children. I found myself at the 

mercy of a medically-modelled world. Each week much of my time was dedicated ♦o our 

son's appointments with a variety of doctors, physiotherapists, and speech and language 

pathologists. As well, a home therapist visited our home to follow up on developmental 

milestones and goal setting. Life held a busyness that affected our family. 

While in what I called a whirlwind, I tried to understand my emotional world. 

Life was a muddle of feelings I did not fully understand. Through journaling, I came to 

terms with my challenging emotions. I was in a state of grief. I grieved for the child I 

thought would be born, but loved the child to whom I gave birth. This learning about 

emotions was an important acknowledgement and gave me a sense of peace. In my later 

years as an educator, that knowledge created opportunities to collaborate with parents in a 

counselling and teaching role. My parenting experiences with a child with a disability 

prepared me for my particular future in the education field. 

When our son's life threatening challenges were in the past, my aspirations 

turned to re-establishing a career and seeking professional development. In a six-week 

program for women re-entering the work force I spent time examining who I was and 

what I wanted from future employment. This self-reflective process led me through 

personality assessments, employment aptitudes and preference tests, and to interviewing 

people in existing careers. As a result, I returned to teaching and university to finish the 

last two years of my education degree. As a student and later in my career as a teacher, I 

felt empowered when applying the learned skills of self reflection. 

After graduating from university as a mature student, I began substitute teaching 

and in the following year was given a teaching contract. I taught in three different low 
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enrolment resource classrooms that served the needs of children with severe, moderate 

and mild cooitive disabilities. I then moved into general education and taught 

elementary grades (two, three, and four), and when I transferred to middle years (grade 

six and seven) I found my niche. I welcomed and thrived on change and in most cases, 

requested assignment changes to achieve personal goals such as implementing 

instructional approaches in new settings. Every new grade level brought exciting 

challenges. My teaching practice was student-centred. Working in collaboration with 

staff members who shared common interests resulted in, I felt then and now, a productive 

learning environment and an improved practice. 

In the midst of these changes in my teaching assignments, I applied to a Master's 

program at the University of Regina to further my professional development. At the same 

time I was involved in a research project designed to determine the effect of mentoring an 

intern to integrate technology and differentiated instruction into the curriculum into her 

practice. I was intrigued by the research process and decided to challenge myself by 

registering in graduate studies and by following a thesis route. Around the same time, I 

applied for and was appointed to a position as a special education consultant. 

This section concludes a brief view of key formative experiences. The next 

section focuses on memories from three different phases of my life. 

Initial Identity: The Memories of a Child and Student 

Racism Awareness 

Growing up in rural Saskatchewan offered many learning experiences. For 

example, speaking German as my first language influenced who I have become. I 

developed pride in a lived culture, but at the same time learned shame because of 
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circumstances. Students teased me about mixing German in with English. I heard 

frightening stories around people in my community being sent to work camps in Alberta 

during World War II because "someone" thought they were connected to the Nazis. By 

the time I was in high school, I had learned about the details of the war, and internalized a 

fear of revealing my ancestry. I had memories of my dad cautioning me to tell people I 

was Canadian and not German. At a young age, an awareness that cultures can face 

ridicule contributed to my understanding of racism and bullying. Events in my life such 

as racism did resonate later. The stage was set for me to respond to my students in the 

future by being culturally sensitive and proactive around student bullying. I believed this 

to be an example of the resonance that Conle (2000b) indicates leads to a 'process of 

understanding' of experiences in a narrative inquiry. 

Relationships and Emotional Development 

In the first decade of my life, I learned life long values from influential adults. 

Relationships affected my emotional development. My first memories of relationships 

were powerful but bittersweet. I remembered the kindness of my grandfather and the 

gruffness of a grandmother who I found out years later was suffering from Alzheimer 

disease. These contrasting experiences as a young child led me to reflect about how to 

treat others. As a child, I understood a caring and nurturing relationship but also 

experienced the fear of my grandmother's actions that were connected to an illness. I 

wanted my children and students to feel the kindness experienced by my grandfather's 

actions. 

As a child, I also faced mixed messages and frustrations around having one parent 

who abused alcohol and the other who was a religious fundamentalist. Neighbouring 
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children and adults from the church made derogatory comments about my dad going to 

the local "beer parlour." Although these experiences were painful and embarrassing to 

me as a child, as an adult, feelings of pride surfaced when my dad addressed his 

difficulties and even blamed himself for our son's disability. I learned from this 

experience that no matter what the circumstance, I had the power, like my father, to 

change and become a more productive human being. 

Respecting and Learning from Role Models 

Regardless of the frustrations I experienced with my parents, they also taught me 

certain values. Literacy was important. My mom read to me as a young child. Local 

newspapers and a variety of magazines were available in our home. My dad joked a lot 

and I learned that laughing was important. My parents modeled a positive relationship 

with on-going communication that I believe influenced me to be a reflective thinker. 

Indirectly, my dad taught me the value of taking ownership of my life and applying a 

process I later came to understand as metacognition in the context of problem solving. 

One event in particular stood out from my memories. An evening visit with my cousins 

turned into a lecture from my parent and centred on my feelings of fear over volunteering 

for a game. 

In a very firm voice, he [Dad] spoke words that would impact my life forever. 
Don't be afraid to try something. Don't wait too long or someone will take your 
chance so enjoy the moment. Be brave. There's nothing wrong with making a 
mistake. (R. Stephan, Journal, 1981) 

In the community where I lived and during an era where stereotypical views of 

women in the workforce prevented them from pursuing a profession, I questioned the 

difference between those views and my aunt's choice in life. Both she and my uncle were 
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teachers with university degrees—one with a doctorate and the other with a masters, both 

in education. At a young age, my perception was that a post-secondary education offered 

a life I would prefer over living on a farm. 

My uncle taught me how to play chess. He was an awesome teacher. I remember 
being so proud because I won a game. I was intrigued that my cousin had been to 
Europe before he was ten. (R. Stephan, Timeline Entry #86, 2006) 

As an elementary student, three teachers influenced my views of education. The 

first one, with less than six months of teacher training, had an intuitive skill that allowed 

her to manage five grades in the same room. She taught me three consecutive grades—

two, three and four. Her approach held many of the ingredients of today's differentiated 

classroom as described by Tomlinson (2003). I learned to understand place value with the 

assistance of mathematic manipulatives (e.g. home made cardboard strips and a wooden 

box labelled with l's, 10's and 100's). Unconsciously, I internalized that scaffolding 

strategies enhance learning. This same teacher made me aware of visualizing. "What do 

you see?" she would ask when I was reading. Her kind words and actions contributed to 

making me feeling confident. She gave me a book that said I was the best speller! I 

believed my peers and I were all smart people based on her comments. I felt motivated to 

learn. My thought was that this teacher masterfully created a positive learning 

environment. 

The second teacher who affected my view of instructional practice was a grade 

six teacher. In her class, project-based learning and working in cooperative groups raised 

my enthusiasm for school. The third, a seventh grade teacher influenced my perspectives 

on gender roles. His warm gentle spirit and nurturing presence challenged my thinking. 

The excitement of whipping wax to build a candle was equally as enlightening as seeing 
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equality in a male wearing an apron and running a mix-master--not what I experienced 

growing up on the farm. Though this experience was a simple one, it translated into an 

awareness of stereotyping about gender. 

Learning Environment in a Multi-grade Classroom 

As a student I experienced a variety of classroom settings. These different 

learning environments influenced my later choice to create a non-traditional classroom. 

My experience in a one-room classroom was memorable because of several interesting 

experiences—learning to square dance, participating in a spelling bee with grade one to 

five students, and feeling excitement when the monthly collection of books was delivered 

by the school division truck. Novelty, relevance, meaning and emotion guided my 

learning in a multi-graded one-room classroom. 

When I began my own practice, I transferred what I learned as a child and created 

an environment for my students based on my positive experiences of being a student in a 

small group and enjoying instructional practices in a multi-grade classroom. My 

preference and comfort zone was to teach small flexible groups. I expected students to 

have independent working habits with self-regulating behaviours and I believed these 

were the ingredients contributing to a positive learning environment. The works of 

Tomlinson (2003), Bender (2003a, 2003b), Sousa (2001), and Wormeli (2001) describe 

how to be "sophisticated" in the delivery of instructional strategies. According to these 

authors, responsive teaching practices include provision for respectful tasks, flexible 

groupings, ongoing assessment, accommodations for content, process, and product, and 

instructional strategies based on readiness, interest and student learning preferences. 

Through my research, I perceived my elementary schooling as having influenced my 
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present teaching. My practice shared the characteristics of responsive teaching described 

by the above authors. 

Middle Year and High School Experience-Hidden Meaning 

My research uncovered many critical events from my middle and high school 

years. I believed these experiences had a significant affect on my identity. As stated 

earlier, the challenge in writing this chapter was isolating events. I found it particularly 

difficult in this section of the chapter because my experiences in middle years had a quite 

an effect on my future. 

Bullying in the Past and Present 

My instructional and relational choices were and are linked to my values about 

striving for a fair and just world. What I discovered through my narrative inquiry was that 

my childhood experiences of being a victim of bullying were connected to my 

instructional choices as a teacher. One incident in particular when I was in grade seven 

affected my confidence. My classmates watched as I was engaged in a game of hangman 

with my two friends. I was cheered on by classmates when I selected a correct letter. Just 

as the recess bell rang, I completed the phrase—get lost. The laughter I heard was 

devastating. Though the humiliation I experienced was painful, it later helped me to be 

sensitive to the emotions of students and to be proactive as a teacher by developing units 

of study about the roles of the bully, by-stander, and victim. A range of activities in these 

units included grade two and three students publishing webpage postcards with positive 

affirmations (e.g. "You are a caring and kind person") to grade six and seven students 

presenting information about a bully free school in other classrooms. These instructional 
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approaches were powerful because students were able to reflect on their role in bullying 

and gave them the power to change their response regardless of being the bully, by-

stander or victim. Each time I taught a bullying unit, I made more sense of my own 

middle year bullying experience. As I shared my stories with the students, I believed their 

attention translated into building trust. Students shared their stories. "I was a bully. I 

didn't realize I was one." or "I didn't want to tell because I thought I would be tattling." 

The outcome of my lessons on bullying shaped a community of learners viewing their 

world differently as well as self-reflecting and taking control of their emotional world. 

Awareness of Assessment Supporting and Affecting Learning 

During my grade seven year, a standardized spelling test was administered to the 

class. The grade equivalent scores were reported to each of us. A gamut of emotions 

surfaced as I faced a graded score that was below what I had expected. I doubted my 

overall ability because of one score. I was confused. In grade two, I had earned a prize for 

being a "great speller." The prize was a book in my box of treasures that I have since 

used to spark memories about my childhood. My teacher's written message in the book 

was about how I was smart. I assumed all students were smart. Now, for the first time, a 

standardized spelling test created a perception that I was a different learner than my 

peers. In reflecting on my experiences, my efforts to memorize weekly word lists or 

complete weekly spelling lessons did not develop my spelling ability. Through my 

memory work this critical experience resonated with my teacher world of instructing 

students how to spell. I came to understand that as a teacher I responded to my past by 

developing my instructional knowledge about strategies to develop spelling sense. I also 

learned a repertoire of strategies beginning with the developmental levels of spelling, the 
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writing process and finally in a collaborative venture with a skilled colleague developed a 

spelling program integrating strategies. I felt confident I addressed the diversity in the 

classroom and improved my own spelling ability. 

This experience with a grade equivalent score in spelling helped me internalize 

negative thoughts about standardized testing. Memories from my first year in university 

revealed my passion in a debate about labelling that comes with psychological 

assessment. I clearly did not support a medical model that focuses on numerical 

information but rather preferred a combination of analytical information and anecdotal 

observations. My perspectives about assessment were initiated early in my life. 

From these experiences, I gleaned the importance of assessment being an integral 

part of instructional planning to guide and support student needs. As my career evolved I 

would enter assessment data onto a spreadsheet and graph students' ability levels to use 

the information to determine flexible student groupings. 

Controlling Who I Am: Metacognition, Ownership and Respect 

Many of my values were in place by the time I was a student in middle years. I 

believed my parents expectation to work alongside them on the farm taught me about 

teamwork and gave me a sense of being valued as a contributing member. Perhaps I 

equated working long hours with my parents as a measure of personal gratification. 

Positive comments from my parents about the help I gave affected my life-long choices 

to take ownership of work and to apply self-control. 

Contrasting and negative memories added to my frustration with behaviourist 

approaches I believed were embedded and accepted in the education system at the time. 

First, with my family background and learned values, I believed students should take 
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ownership of their actions and display self-control. Second, with the respect I had for a 

teacher I admired, the memory from third wade caused me to question an accepted 

educational practice at its worst. This teacher dealt with inappropriate behaviour by lining 

up the grade five boys in front of the class and strapping their hands. My perception, at 

the time, was that the boys should have used self-control in the first place and not taunted 

the teacher as they did. I also believed there had to be a better way to teach students 

appropriate behaviour. Today, I understand the confusion I felt. My evolving teacher 

identity was being shaped. The event brought to my attention my belief that teaching 

should empower students through instruction about self-control. I realize this event 

influenced my choices to take ownership of my behaviour and later in my teaching career 

to respond in my practice by teaching students how to apply metacognitive skills. 

My ability to display ownership and respect was recognized by teachers and I was 

given leadership roles. For example, in grade eight, my job was to leave class to answer 

the phone—no secretaries in those days! In high school, I was asked to be the year book 

editor, and finally, in grade twelve I was chosen to be the valedictorian. I believed 

teachers and my peers could count on my self-regulation, ownership and being 

responsible. I also gained confidence for what lay ahead in my future as a leader, as a 

parent and as a teacher. 

Awareness of Diversity 

The memory of the standardized spelling test in grade seven brought to my 

attention that diversity exists in the classroom. In my eighth grade, I was saddened by my 

teacher's negative response to gaps in a student's learning. This teacher told my friend 

she was lazy and should make more of an effort in her mathematics. This experience—
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the teacher's harsh approach and the change in my friend—later affected how I interacted 

with students. Regardless of ability all students should be honoured for who they are and 

treated in a respectful manner. My frustration with behaviouristic approaches to teaching 

resurfaced. The mathematics textbook intended to equate embedded repetition with 

learning, but my friend's achievement suffered and the verbal punishment communicated 

that her learning needs were not valued. My memory-work fast forwarded me to my own 

practice. I remembered implementing mathematical instructional strategies such as 

modelling, peer tutoring, and using mathematic manipulatives to scaffold student 

learning. Individual students were challenged based on their assessed ability. I was 

grateful for professional development around learning contracts. I spoke openly with 

students about accepting and celebrating their achievement regardless of their ability. 

Returning to my past, memories of positive high school experiences encouraged 

me because the diversity that existed in several of my grade eleven and twelve classes 

was supported. Learning was fun in small, flexible groupings. For example, the home 

economic teacher floated between one sewing and three cooking groups. In one group, I 

was paired with someone who had sewing experience, and in the other I was the expert in 

the cooking group. I felt valued in her classroom regardless of my ability. 

Negative memories from high school tended to reflect my dislike for the "one-

size-fits-all" scenario. For me, copying notes from the board was a waste of my learning 

time. The memory of one or two of my peers engaged in a discussion with my teacher 

while the rest of the class sat quietly listening or even daydreaming was frustrating. In my 

case, I lacked background knowledge and therefore did not feel equipped to participate. 

As a teacher, I remembered that emotion and was determined to respond when I observed 
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students not being engaged. I valued professional development opportunities and sought 

instructional strategies to improve my skills. I applied strategies such as wait time, 

questioning, and exit cards that gave students ownership to participate comfortably. My 

goal was to ensure all students had a sense of worth by communicating that I expected all 

to be engaged. 

Another positive high school experience involved a teacher who acknowledged 

my strengths in mathematics and encouraged me to work independently in algebra and 

geo-trigonometry. I generally would work ahead in the textbook and asked for help only 

when I did not understand a concept. Many times during class time I worked as a peer-

tutor. Then came the day the teacher was out of the room and the principal walked in and 

directed belittling comments at me for being out of my desk. I later went to his office and 

stood my ground and explained I was four or five lessons ahead of everyone else and was 

helping a student while the teacher was out of the room. The principal's positive response 

gave me encouragement that my voice was valued. In my perception, this experience 

prepared me for future opportunities to stand up for the rights of individuals with a 

marginalized voice. I believed the connections I made between my past and present 

teaching reflected Conle's (2000a) thoughts that "when a story is encountered 

experientially, one reacts to it through 'resonance' (Conle,1996) ... [it] is the process that 

carries the inquiry along, producing more and more stories" (p. 53). 

Social Contexts and Socioeconomic Awareness 

By the time I was in high school, I had become aware of socioeconomic 

differences and noticed that students treated each other differently based on that status. 

When I attended a one-room school, students interacted as one big happy family. I 
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noticed things changed when the same students took the school bus to attend the central 

high school in another town. Perhaps it can be explained as a stage of development, the 

era of middle years, or the makings of a bully story. For example, one family was poor 

and dressed simply. The siblings had to tolerate derogatory comments about their 

clothing and doing chores before they came to school. I had similar responsibilities but 

did not tell anyone for fear of being teased. My memories took me to a time when my 

family visited with that family. They were kind, caring and full of fun. I felt the injustice 

that these students experienced because of their economic situation. During my high 

school years, I befriended many fellow students from all socio-economic groups. I 

believed the relationships I built, in part, explained why I was voted as the valedictorian 

in my graduating year. 

Values Put into Action: University and Not Prepared 

My memories from my first two years in university are rather hazy but I did pull 

together some relevant thoughts about my learning style. I was not prepared for, nor did I 

like attending class in a lecture theatre with a hundred or more people. I did not know 

how to take notes or for that matter how to actively listen. A different and positive 

memory that I appreciated was the ability to choose classes based on my interest in 

mathematics. I loved calculus and was thrilled with the education mathematics 

laboratory. It was like being "a kid" in a candy shop. I have come to believe my brain 

responded to the novelty of the activities and the control of what I chose to learn. The 

hands-on-approach in a laboratory made for a satisfying and enjoyable experience. 

From two professors, I learned valuable life lessons for my teaching career. One 

did not pay attention or take the time to acknowledge that I rescued what could have been 
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a disaster on opening night in a drama production. One of the actors did not show up on 

stage. I adlibbed and the play continued. Even though the main actor thanked me for the 

quick move, some how it was more important that the comment came from the professor. 

In my practice I recognized students would need positive affirmations as I did. I prepared 

them for the times when I would miss opportunities to praise them by explaining the 

action was not intentional. Part of their role should be to praise their actions. 

A second professor in the early seventies taught "outside the box." He did not 

lecture but rather created opportunities for all students to participate including strategies 

such as role playing or variations of cooperative learning. I saw his ability to build 

relationships as a key component in his teaching style and consequently the atmosphere 

was conducive to all student interaction. I felt valued as a student in that class. That very 

statement tells a tale and brings meaning to my identity as teacher. Even as a university 

student, my comfort zone as a learner was to work in a small group. 

My Evolving Identity: Memories of a Parent 

Volunteering and Education 

As a parent of school-aged children, I immersed myself in volunteering in their 

extra curricular activities. I gave of my time but also benefited from ongoing 

opportunities to attend training sessions. One such session was about organizing program 

delivery for the Girl Guides. I enjoyed the challenge to be creative and focus on creating 

fun activities that would appeal to the girls' interests and learning. I gained skills in 

working collaboratively with other adults to ensure fun and motivating opportunities 

existed. These experiences gave me outdoor education training and the challenge to lead 

a team of adults as well as children. In my teacher world, I used these skills in creating 
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opportunities for experiential learning. Not a year went by that I did not take students on 

overnight outdoor education trips. 

At one of the Guide training sessions, the topics of stereotyping and exploitation 

of women in the media had an influential effect on my parenting and teaching. That 

particular training gave me tools to assess and then articulate the injustices I saw not only 

with stereotyping of men and women but also with name calling such as "gay" or 

"retarded." This training affected how I listened to conversations and later in my teaching 

career how I taught students about the values of respect for each other through a school 

division initiative about anti-racism and cross-cultural training called ACT 2000. 

Managing the Unknown: Parent Development and Education 

Listening and Responding 

When our first-born came home with stories of being hurt by friends and not 

wanting to go to school, I remembered my own agony from middle years bullying. I had 

no tools to empower my child. I felt helpless. All I knew was to listen and build a trusting 

relationship. Years later as a teacher, resources were available about bullying. I could 

teach students awareness and strategies. When parents called about difficulties their 

children were having, I was pleased to share appropriate information. 

Giving birth to a child with a rare syndrome was a humbling experience and 

represented a "learning curve" I had not anticipated. Because our son, according to a 

genetic counselor, was the thirteenth known case in the world, only limited information 

existed. If our son had been born ten years earlier, he would have been institutionalized. 

A physical therapist said there was a good chance he would never walk. A speech and 

language pathologist believed communication was at risk. A heart specialist was 
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concerned that he would not live past six months. The information was overwhelming. I 

turned to journaling. This valuable tool helped me understand myself and later as a 

teacher found the strategy instrumental to my becoming a more reflective practitioner. 

Early Childhood Awareness and Education 

In the first two years of our son's life, the question of his survival was a daily 

reality I had not anticipated. Hope came with the support of an early intervention home 

program. I learned as much as possible about child development to stimulate his growth. 

Margaret [home therapist] left me with the next milestone to achieve. How will I 
ever teach Danny to drink from a straw! The things I took for granted with [our 
first born]! The list of things to teach makes my head spin. [Two days later] I tried 
to break the "drinking from a straw thing" down into as many little steps as 
possible. And then I had this brain wave! I put juice and a straw into a plastic bag, 
tied it up as tight as possible. I put the straw in his mouth and squeezed. It 
worked! He must have tasted the juice and started sucking! (R. Stephan, Journal, 
1981) 

Weekly goals were based on developmental milestones identified in Furuno's (1994-

2004) Hawaii Early Learning Program referred to as HELP. Not long after being in the 

program, our son was discharged to make room for children with higher needs—a switch 

from the original prognosis! I believed "hope" existed because of education. I now realize 

the goals to stimulate and to improve our son's development were an example of 

scaffolding and Vygotsky's (1978) "zone of proximal development" in action. 

Team Work: Assistive Technology and the Health System 

A severe communication disorder was part of our son's syndrome. I learned his 

unintelligible language by recording every utterance that I believed was attached to 

meaning. By age four our son's speech and language pathologist was not very optimistic 
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about his ability to learn language. I searched for additional support. Armed with 

information—Berkeley University had created a computer program to assist language 

development—our family travelled to California to explore the possibility of acquiring 

software that could support our son's language development. With my husband's skills in 

technology and my determination to assist our child's development, we purchased the 

necessary hardware to run the software. Whether it was the effect of the software or our 

persistence in modeling language, we believed our son's receptive language continued to 

improve, and celebrated each of his accomplishments. This experience sparked my 

interest in technology and later in my career as a teacher spiralled into integrating 

technology into the curriculum and eventually, when I became a consultant, becoming a 

contributing member of my school division's assistive technology team. These life long 

connections demonstrate how through memory-work my life experiences built my bridge 

to understanding my identity. 

Parents Valued Members of a Team 

Our son's significant health concerns challenged me as a parent to gain skills to 

manage what I sometimes considered an impossible task. At six weeks of age, he was 

hospitalized with heart failure. I spent every minute in the children's unit of a hospital in 

a different city. The nurses were kind enough to find a place for me to sleep close by our 

son in a room filled with hospital furniture. One night a flurry of doctors came in and out 

of our son's room. The paediatric cardiologist told me nothing more could be done to 

help our son and he was too weak for surgery. He asked my opinion about his condition 

because I knew him better than anyone. I felt valued by the doctor because he 

acknowledged my worth as a parent. From this story I learned a life long lesson and I 
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applied the findings to my practice as a teacher. I learned as educators, listening to and 

validating what parents have to offer affirms the worth of a team approach for decision-

making. In my present world as a consultant, this memory resonated with successful 

problem-solving with parents when a child's learning is in jeopardy. 

Reflecting: Making a Career Choice 

Parenting and volunteering for my children's extra curricular and school activities 

was a conscious and satisfying decision. My identity as a mom existed in a world 

dedicated to stimulating the growth and development of my children. I came to a 

crossroad in my life where I desired an identity beyond being a parent. I made a choice to 

find out who I was and what I wanted in the way of a career. 

In 1986, I enrolled in a six week course called Bridging for Women. The syllabus 

was structured to create a workable and manageable timeline to acquire future 

employment skills. During that time, I internalized a far more valuable belief than just 

selecting a career. I learned that being proactive in my life meant being reflective, making 

concrete plans for my future, and then following through on those plans. This approach 

gave me a sense of control in my life. 

Taking Control and Acting on Values: Mature Student at University 

Being a mature student, a parent, and earning a degree from two universities made 

my post-secondary experience different from most of the students with whom I 

graduated. My degree included a triple major— language arts, mathematics and special 

education and accreditation to teach special education. Even with this triple major, I did 

not feel adequately prepared to meet the challenges in the classroom. My major concern 
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Taking Control and Acting on Values: Mature Student at University 
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education and accreditation to teach special education. Even with this triple major, I did 

not feel adequately prepared to meet the challenges in the classroom. My major concern 
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was my ability to teach reading. I enrolled in additional university classes to gain those 

skills. 

As Clandinin and Connelly (2000) note, memories can be difficult to separate into 

isolated events. Memory-work around teaching reading took me back into my past and 

then connected to other memories years later in my career. For example, a home therapist 

in an early intervention program once asked me the question, "What is one dream for 

your son?" I replied, "I want him to read." As a child, I valued reading at an early age and 

was convinced school success was tied to that skill. Years later, when I returned to 

university, I sought additional training in reading. In the process, I was introduced to 

metacognitive strategies. I believe that knowledge sparked my interest in theoretical 

perspectives of metacognition and my desire to share my findings with colleagues. I will 

share additional memories about teaching reading in more detail later in this chapter. My 

memory-work revealed reading as a recurring theme in my memories. 

Developing Pedagogy: Role Models at University 

My reading professor, Dr. S. Blenkinsop, taught a class that influenced my 

choices about instructional practice in the years to come. From her, I learned the value 

not only of teaching reading skills but of teaching students the reading process and the 

connection to various approaches to learning. The syllabus included putting into practice 

with one student responsive teaching strategies including assessment of individual 

student ability and then matching appropriate instruction or resources to that ability. The 

class had a choice of projects. I chose to analyze trade books. I found myself gravitating 

to the research embedded in the reading series that I investigated. I valued what I was 

learning and my awareness of various approaches to learning changed how I worked in 
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the classroom. I realized my preference for teaching strategies superseded the scope and 

sequence of skill development. I made it a priority to teach metacognitive strategies to 

students both in special education and mainstream classrooms. With time, I not only 

applied metacognitive strategies to reading but also to content subjects and social skill 

development. My teaching preferences focused on equipping students with tools to 

enhance their ability to learn. I came to realize that my pedagogy reflected my desire to 

understand and use various approaches to learning. I considered it part of my teacher 

toolbox to guide student growth. My perception was if I understood more about how 

students learn, I would be a better teacher. Creating opportunities for student self 

discovery became a key component of my practice. I attributed my valuing research and 

metacognition as a key influence in my career. I gave credit to Dr. S Blenkinsop and the 

course syllabus she taught for instilling an added dimension to my understanding of 

instruction. I valued and attempted in many contexts to teach thinking about thinking 

strategies. 

An adaptive physical education professor in my undergraduate degree program 

made a profound statement about the art of being a teacher. My memory is of this 

professor taking me aside and telling me that I earned a higher mark than the others in a 

group project. According to her, the difference was my ability to respond to a student's 

need by demonstrating an expectation. The value of the story is that over the years of her 

professorship, she witnessed time and time again that some students were intuitive about 

teaching regardless of how many classes they completed. Her assumption was that some 

individuals are natural teachers. I believed I had an intuitive sense about teaching. 
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My Professional Identity: The Memories of a Teacher 

Classroom Experience and an Evolving Practice 

My comfort level in teaching grew out of my experiences as a student in two 

unique school environments, as a parent with a child with intellectual and health needs, 

and as a participant in various volunteer organizations. I believed in teaching students in 

flexible groups where planning and assessing the configuration of groups was an essential 

component for my practice and for the successful learning of my students. With 

strategically planned motivational hooks and critical observations, I set goals for learning 

that would engage all students. Influential to my practice was ongoing professional 

development and collaboration with experienced teachers. 

In special education, my preference was to teach students without a teaching 

assistant unless a behaviour or health problem existed. I believed in empowering students 

by teaching independence and self-regulating behaviours. I encouraged students to 

support their peers while I worked with a separate group. I believed early in my career a 

social constructivist approach was embedded in my practice. 

Discussion with colleagues about special education students and their learning 

needs being different from the mainstream population created frustration for me. My 

pedagogy was built on the foundation that all students learn within what Vgotsky (1978, 

1996) called the "zone of proximal development." My point was that all students, 

regardless of ability, should have their needs determined by the uniqueness of their ability 

to learn regardless of intelligent quotients. Memories like this one lead me to believe my 

perspectives continued to develop within a constructivist framework. 
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I set goals to determine if instructional strategies that I used in special education 

would affect student achievement when I transferred to teach elementary or middle year 

grade levels. With my assumption that school success was tied to reading, I sought 

professional development opportunities offered by my School Division. One of the most 

beneficial opportunities to understand how to teach reading was working with a 

recognized and knowledgeable learning assistance teacher. We spent endless hours in 

discussions about teaching processes and skills, what metacognition meant and how to 

create and use a library of resources to match students' abilities with their instructional 

reading levels. Our concern was similar to what Greenberg (2000) refers to as students' 

hidden learning needs. We immersed ourselves in literature about guided reading and 

then created a delivery model suited for our school. The outcome of this relationship was 

like a chapter in a text book on collaboration, co-teaching, resource-based learning, 

reflective practice, and leading change. The success of our school-based reading program 

depended on a collaborative team including a teacher-librarian and like-minded 

classroom teachers. The literacy plan included a home program and offering workshops 

for parents. The administration contributed by supporting timetabling and budgets to 

purchase resources. A collaborative team approach was used to enhance reading growth 

of all students. 

Regardless of the age or ability level of students, themes were incorporated into 

my practice. Social studies or science units generally guided my choices. The longer I 

taught the more sophisticated the units became. Planning included collaborating with the 

teacher-librarian, structuring activities based on Gardner's (1997) multiple intelligences, 

and cubing strategies using Bloom's taxonomy as outlined in Bender (2003a). 
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In each teaching assignment, I organized one-to-three-day overnight, outdoor 

schools. Students gained information through a different modality than the traditional text 

book and the most difficult behavioural students displayed positive attitudes to learning. 

Memories of teaching students outside the classroom brought gratifying feelings to my 

teaching experience. In the beginning of my career, a field trip was a culminating activity 

for a unit but as I became more sophisticated in my instructional practice, field trips 

initiated a unit of study to provide opportunities to build background knowledge to 

support learning. I came to value these trips as opportunities to build scaffolds for certain 

types of learners. I came to see my practice reflecting the premise that a social 

constructivist approach existed and my students had opportunities to build individual 

knowledge through multiple pathways. 

Teaching self-regulating behaviours and metacognitive strategies was a priority in 

my instructional practice. As my experiences increased and my understanding broadened, 

I realized that these skills supported the development of social skills and problem solving. 

One example of such direct instruction is as follows: 

One of the parents of my student reminded me over and over that her child had 
given up doing school work until he ended up in my room. This young person 
entered into the [special education] program for mild cognitive students. As I 
worked with the student there never was a doubt in my mind that he had given up 
trying to learn anything. As my assessment through observations continued, his 
defeated attitude broke my heart. Socially the student blended with the 
mainstream students. Those were his friends. My job was to lead him out of the 
trap of failure that he was in. Thank goodness my training in reading focused on 
metacognition strategies ... and problem solving. .... By a simple life lesson to 
monitor, predict, and confirm; this student gave up and displayed learned 
helplessness. What saddens me is that the label attached to this student could have 
closed doors for him. ... Years after this student graduated, in my classroom 
doorway stood this young man. ... To my grade seven class came the advice, 
"Believe in yourself! Mrs. Stephan taught me it's OK to make a mistake just admit 
it and then ask for help!" The class laughed. That phrase is the first thing I taught 
them to write in their journal. (R. Stephan, Time Line Entry #89, 2006) 
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The best part of this story was that the label of mild cognitive disability was removed. He 

became a high school graduate playing for a major league baseball team in the United 

States. Teaching students to be proud was an important piece of my teacher identity. 

Humour in the classroom and staff room brought sanity to the toughest of 

situations. Keeping perspective was a skill that I had to practice. Working with 

colleagues or students in a relaxed manner changed many a frustrating day. With this 

type of environment, students appeared to be happier and more cooperative. 

Five years was the longest time I had ever taught in one teaching assignment. As I 

gained experience in one educational setting, I became curious about the effect of my 

instructional practices in a different setting. To meet this professional goal, I needed the 

support of my administrator advocating for me to change teaching assignments. I also 

noted that attitudes of students and staff were affected positively when an administrator 

worked in a collaborative manner. I came to appreciate an administrator's leadership and 

teamwork. 

Improving my skills as a listener and adapting to the needs of the classroom 

became a career goal. Student diversity required being reflective and creative. Working 

with adults, including parents and colleagues, needed similar skills. Relationships grew 

when I devoted time to listening to individual stories. 

I chose to work many extra hours after school. I was a new teacher with a family 

that was grown up so I had additional time to devote to developing a career. With lots of 

curiosity about approaches and resources to assist student learning, I accepted the fact 

that it took extra time to find, learn about and apply these to my practice. There was 
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personal satisfaction in what I accomplished and it was also evident to some of my 

colleagues: "You must have had a family that valued hard work. ... We all have different 

personalities. You just love learning. I think your love of learning—and love of children 

makes you the kind of teacher you are". (Journal, December, 2006) 

As I gained expertise I came to the point where I felt confident to share what I 

knew about instructional practices. I also looked for change in my career and applied to 

be a teacher-librarian so I could work with other teachers and build collaborative teams. 

At the same time, I applied to be a special education consultant to collaborate at a 

different level. I was fortunate to have a choice of positions. I chose to work outside of 

the classroom as a consultant. My first year was an incredible learning curve riddled with 

questions about why I had left a safe and rewarding environment of a classroom. 

Clinging to my goal of being an advocate for students and supporting teachers dealing 

with diversity in the classroom, I accepted my career change as living out my identity as 

a teacher in a different capacity. 

Love of Learning: Professional Development 

Professional development revitalized my practice. The school division that I 

worked in had teachers and other professionals volunteering time to give workshops 

about successful instructional strategies. I valued the opportunity to learn from their 

expertise and attended as many after school in-service sessions as possible. I loved 

learning and hearing what was working in other teachers' classrooms. In most cases the 

instructional strategies supported my goal to teach diverse learners. 

Whenever I found a lull in my career, professional development energized me. An 

important opportunity came about after being enrolled in the South Saskatchewan 
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Writing Project taught by S. Falconer Pace. I was intrigued by the connections between 

learning theorists and writing. I expressed interest in learning more about Feuerstein's 

(1980) Instrumental Enrichment program (as cited in Towery Woolsey, Falconer Pace, 

Reid, and Mulcahy, 1988). S. Falconer Pace, a qualified trainer, offered Level I 

instruction in a subsequent in-service. I gained awareness about mediated learning and an 

understanding of cognitive deficiencies in relationship to my learning. My cognitive 

deficiencies at the input level lie in what was called "blurred and sweeping" perceptions. 

As an educator, I depended on professional development to help me facilitate 

student learning whether I was teaching in a classroom or working as a consultant. One of 

my alarming memories was a comment made by a presenter at a workshop. Perhaps a 

perception, but none the less, the comment, "You're here because you have to be." was 

made when I introduced myself as a consultant. The opposite was true. Regardless of the 

position I held, I was driven by a desire to learn as opposed to taking training because it 

was part of my role. 

I valued being part of a professional learning community. Individuals in my group 

shared knowledge from graduate classes. I valued their knowledge and wanted to learn 

about the work of Bruner and Dewey. It was at that point that I made the decision to 

return to university. My choice to follow the thesis route was driven by an inner voice, an 

inner challenge. I was not looking for advancement in my career but rather for gaining a 

depth of understanding through a different and new experience. 

Exploring Options to Enhance Learning: Technology 

My interest in technology began as a parent using assistive technology to enhance 

our son's communication. As a teacher, I believed there was value in integrating 
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technology into the curriculum to enhance student learning. As a special educator, I 

bought used computers for my classroom as a resource to build reading, mathematics and 

typing skills. While I worked with a small group of students, another group worked on 

the computer. Students were motivated to do drill and practice in game format on the 

computer but lacked enthusiasm to do the same paper and pencil tasks as seatwork. I 

watched students help each other when they were on the computers. When doing 

seatwork they displayed off task behaviours. I was satisfied with the contributions that 

technology brought to the classroom. As a general educator, I observed how students who 

were weak in one area could be experts using technology and help other students. 

Before I became skilled in integrating technology into the curriculum, I focused 

on gaining technical knowledge. Many years ago, I was the first teacher in a group of 

technology mentors to figure out how to send an email over a wireless network. Besides 

being a self-taught learner, I gained skills by working with a collaborative partner with 

similar interests. We spent hours after work setting up computer rooms and, years later, 

moving the computers back to the classroom to build mini-labs. I became interested in 

developing webpages as another way for students to display their knowledge. Again I 

devoted a lot of time developing that skill. I saw the use of computers as offering students 

a variety of opportunities to take in and share information. Students were intrigued by 

text-to-voice and multi-media software. Students also enjoyed activities such as 

webquests and on-line writing projects. During an overnight outdoor school, I 

incorporated a digital microscope into a science lesson to find life in pond water. 

Students created digital movies and webpages to replace paper and pencil reports. 

Together, students and I learned about searching the internet and how to use a variety of 
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programs. I believed integrating technology into the curriculum supported student 

learning. I also taught internet safety to students and offered workshops to parents about 

the same topic. 

I worked in a school division that used an Apple platform. My personal 

preference was a Windows platform. Being resistant was only detrimental to my 

professional growth so I challenged myself to gain expertise about the unknown platform 

and as a result, I recognized similarities. Ultimately, I saw a computer as a dashboard of a 

car. As the driver, my job was to find the instrumentation regardless of the platform. 

To create a learning environment using technology I had to be a learner alongside 

my students. I was intrigued by the on-going need to keep up to date with the changing 

technology world. My students displayed enthusiasm for activities involving integrating 

technology into the curriculum. 

Professional Learning Community-The CyberMentor Group 

I brought my interest and past experience with technology to my teaching 

practice, aware that keeping up with the changes in a technological world meant on-going 

learning. At school I sought to expand my knowledge base about technology and its 

integration into the curriculum. At the time, the school division where I taught offered 

training through an initiative funded by the federal government called "Grass Roots." 

After a three year commitment to the project, I was selected to act in a mentoring role to 

support teachers in elementary and high school settings around the integration of 

technology into the curriculum. I was fortunate to be mentored by Dr. J. Szostak, the 

technology consultant at the time who also led our group, called CyberMentors. 

As a group of mentor teachers we met regularly and shared experiences, and 
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reflected, and collaborated around the outcome of various circumstances. A professional 

learning community evolved. Not only did we share our= personal stories around 

integration of technology but we also spoke about the variety of instructional practices 

that we found successful. I was intrigued with the different ideas that teachers shared and 

often put into practice adapted versions of strategies discussed at our meetings. One of 

the most rewarding learning experiences involved a week long learning contract. First, I 

prepared the students by implementing a learning contract for all students in only one 

subject—mathematics. My purpose was to create a level of comfort for the students to 

make choices within the contract obligations and to monitor their own progress by asking 

for help and recording what they achieved. Next, I introduced a week-long contract that 

involved all subjects. I was amazed at the difference between direct instruction and using 

a learning contract. I spent much more time teaching all students individually because 

they requested help relevant to their learning. I spent much more time teaching the 

advanced students. Students had some degree of choice and control of their learning and 

worked in groups or independently. The order in which students completed the contract 

varied. For example, some chose to tackle the guitar lessons first; others went to the 

computer to gather information and others were so programmed to be successful that they 

were overwhelmed and did not know where to start. Those same students communicated 

their anxiety and wanted to complete the contract for homework for fear they would not 

finish. The students who generally tended to be unfocused were on task. What a 

wonderful week for my students and myself. 

As well, other colleagues in the professional learning group shared instructional 

strategies that I incorporated into my practice. One example was a themed project 
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including a trip to a local art gallery and public library. Another strategy was using a jig 

saw structure to prepare students for a trip to Ag,ribition. I felt motivated by the success 

of these strategies and wanted more training to support student learning. 

I worked collaboratively with another teacher to prepare students to learn about 

the history of Louis Riel. Students were grouped according to five instructional levelled-

reading novels about the North West Rebellion. They attended a long standing play in the 

city and interacted with a mix of technology activities from multi-media information and 

learned some Cree words from an internet site included in a webquest I wrote. The unit 

culminated with an overnight trip to Batoche including a half day of scheduled activities 

with students at Beardy's Reserve. 

Under Dr. J. Szostak's leadership, the mentor group became part of a provincial 

initiative to publish webpages (Regina Public Schools and Saskatchewan Learning, 2003) 

about instructional practices. We wrote about successful strategies that enhanced student 

learning. The group either learned about a new strategy and implemented it or shared a 

strategy that was part of our practice. 

The mentoring experience expanded and a differentiated learning consultant at 

that time, J. Machnaik and two university faculty, Dr. V. Maiers and Dr. D. Friesen, 

requested that members of the mentor group participate in a research project. First, the 

group attended a five-day conference about brain-based learning, instructional practices 

with differentiated approaches, a focus on multiple intelligences, and technology in the 

curriculum. Second, in the fall, we were partnered with an intern to share our integration 

of technology into the curriculum and differentiated instructional practices. Last, in the 

spring of that year, the mentor group led a system-wide institute for both elementary and 

including a trip to a local art gallery and public library. Another strategy was using a jig 

saw structure to prepare students for a trip to Agribition. I felt motivated by the success 

of these strategies and wanted more training to support student learning. 

I worked collaboratively with another teacher to prepare students to learn about 

the history of Louis Riel. Students were grouped according to five instructional levelled-

reading novels about the North West Rebellion. They attended a long standing play in the 

city and interacted with a mix of technology activities from multi-media information and 

learned some Cree words from an internet site included in a webquest I wrote. The unit 

culminated with an overnight trip to Batoche including a half day of scheduled activities 

with students at Beardy's Reserve. 

Under Dr. J. Szostak's leadership, the mentor group became part of a provincial 

initiative to publish webpages (Regina Public Schools and Saskatchewan Learning, 2003) 

about instructional practices. We wrote about successful strategies that enhanced student 

learning. The group either learned about a new strategy and implemented it or shared a 

strategy that was part of our practice. 

The mentoring experience expanded and a differentiated learning consultant at 

that time, J. Machnaik and two university faculty, Dr. V. Maiers and Dr. D. Friesen, 

requested that members of the mentor group participate in a research project. First, the 

group attended a five-day conference about brain-based learning, instructional practices 

with differentiated approaches, a focus on multiple intelligences, and technology in the 

curriculum. Second, in the fall, we were partnered with an intern to share our integration 

of technology into the curriculum and differentiated instructional practices. Last, in the 

spring of that year, the mentor group led a system-wide institute for both elementary and 



82 

high school teachers. 

Reflecting, the outcome of the professional learning group called Cyberivientors 

was a community of learners that served as a support network to improve student 

learning. As individuals, we acknowledged the challenges of working with a diverse 

population of students and how technology and best practices enhanced those students' 

learning environment. The group became a safe place to ask for help with technology 

problems but also a place to problem solve about other challenges in the classroom. 

Exchanging ideas about successful instructional strategies turned into a professional 

learning community that we used to improved our practice. 

Awareness of Mental Health Issues and Valuing a Team Approach 

Being respectful of a child's emotional state was an integral part of planning for a 

safe classroom setting. The only regrets I have about my professional development were 

a lack of training in counselling. Upon reflecting, I wondered if negative elementary 

school experiences such as humiliation of students could be avoided if teacher training 

included a focus on student empathy or sensitivity training. 

At one in-service I learned that student behaviour can communicate an attempt at 

the time to satisfy basic needs. I recalled a student's learning was impaired because of a 

psychiatric disorder. To support this child a group of professionals including a 

psychiatrist, psychologist, speech and language pathologist, and educational consultant 

met with parents to brainstorm about how to help this youth. From that experience, I 

learned students with mental health issues require unique planning for learning outcomes 

beyond what I could offer as a teacher. Different mindsets with many lenses were needed 

to implement successful instruction to address the roadblocks affecting this child's ability 
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to learn. I spent hours researching on the internet to understand the student's diagnosis 

and then spent hours adjusting my practice and collaborating with colleagues who also 

taught this student. Much of my planning was based on reflection and being alert to any 

clues that the child gave in order to make learning possible. In reflecting, I was thankful 

for this valuable experience. I learned first hand the power of a team approach. Invisible 

disorders in children were complex and collaborating with a team was invaluable. 

Love of Middle Years Minds 

Reflecting and Goal Setting Equals Student Achievement 

I asked to transfer to a middle years classroom to implement and evaluate a 

guided reading approach and integrate technology. In a grade six and later in a grade 

seven setting, I created my own version of guided reading based on levelled reading 

material to match students' instructional reading levels and incorporated lessons about 

metacognitive strategies. This instructional approach was combined with a literature 

circle and a self-evaluation system. The ultimate goal was to motivate students to take 

ownership of their learning. 

I quickly identified with other middle year colleagues who spoke about the 

diversity in their classrooms. I added several other scaffolding strategies to assist 

struggling readers. For example, I purchased taped novels and even recorded novels for a 

student to read along independently. I was told by a learning assistance teacher that one 

particular student's reading growth had plateaued and it was unlikely his reading 

achievement would improve. By the end of that school year, student evaluation indicated 

some had gained two full grades in comprehension including the above student. The 

adapted instructional practice was successful. 
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Assessment was a key factor in implementing any strategy in any subject area. In 

my university program, I was fortunate to have taken special education assessment 

classes and reading classes that helped shape my pedagogy and supported my belief that 

instruction should be driven by assessed learning needs of individual students. A 

colleague many years later commented, 

I had never seen a teacher actually sit down and do a reading assessment on an 
individual basis and ... score them — so you knew — where are they — no teacher in 
the middle years was doing that, they're starting to now — thank goodness, it's 
slow, slow, but we are starting. (Interview #1, 2006, p. 5) 

Several colleagues referred to my practice as that of a risk-taker. When I 

transferred to a new school, a collaborative partner informed me that the group of middle 

years students had a reputation for not staying on task and using literature circles would 

not work. I believed any student, given the appropriate adaptations, could handle the 

expectations of that instructional strategy. With several months of training on how to 

manage and take ownership of their behaviour, the students were put to the test! They 

proved two things. They could stay on task and they could produce exemplary work. 

Working with their peers in a small group was an important consideration. I combined 

several instructional methods for successful learning. Initially, I relied on behaviouristic 

approaches to teach the students how to manage their conduct, and then gradually I 

turned ownership over to them when they demonstrated appropriate use of metacogitive 

strategies and self control. In my perception, the instructional choices that I made 

followed a social constructivist approach. Being a risk-taker reflected, in my opinion, my 

confidence that my students were able to learn because appropriate scaffolding practices 

supported achievement. 
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Building Relationship: Emotional Understanding in Practice 

To my teaching practice, I brought experiences of emotional struggles related to 

alcoholism in the family, bullying in middle years, and parenting a child with special 

needs. I felt sure my ability to empathize with the challenges students faced would help 

me to build connections with students. I believed learning would not happen unless these 

relationships were in place. 

Reading about humanism and Maslow's hierarchy of needs (cited in Pearson and 

Podeschi, 1999) resonated with some of the choices I made to motivate students. I 

believed the trusting relationships I developed with my students were an important part of 

being a teacher. Even today, former students and parents call or send letters reflecting, in 

my opinion, a need for someone to listen. I heard tales about the death of parents, siblings 

being in hospital or in jail and young people struggling with their sexual orientation. 

Helping students feel empowered to meet the challenges of the day was and is rewarding. 

I hoped students felt valued and gained confidence in themselves. I agreed with Glasser's 

thoughts that caring relationships between teacher and student would help solve 

education problems. He also refers to seven caring habits: supporting, encouraging, 

listening, accepting, trusting, respecting, negotiating differences. (William Glasser 

Institute, 2008) 

Sometimes, building relationships seemed impossible with several students. No 

matter what or how I tried to connect with some students, things just did not work. I 

recalled one student in particular. Some days, it took every ounce of my energy and 

courage to work with this child. Even my humour seemed to fade. The individual's 

behaviour taught me first hand how anger and lack of trust interferes with building a 
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relationship. A lot of self talk helped me survive that particular school year. Many times 

suspending the student was an option, but I reminded myself of the horrendous and 

unsafe home life that the student had to endure. The student was involved with the justice 

system. I kept telling myself this student needed a role model and a teacher willing to 

build a relationship regardless of her behaviour. It was a long year with little hope of a 

relationship developing. I dealt with feelings of failure and tried to show as much 

patience and tolerance as I could. A year went by. When I was least expecting it, that 

same student came to see me with a gift and a touching letter. An unspoken trust did exist 

but was never communicated. What a lesson! Never give up on a child. 

Without a doubt dealing with difficult and inappropriate behaviour was 

challenging. I did not feel prepared to deal with such circumstances. As a teacher, I 

lacked training in behaviour management and counselling. I relied on intuition, patience 

and perseverance to weather the storm. I learned with experience that many angry 

children are trying to survive the wrath of years and years of abuse. I only wished I had 

more training to support the emotional needs of children. 

I recalled comments made by my students sparking memories from my past. As a 

result of my experiences, I believed I was more empathic towards my students. For 

example, some of my Aboriginal students displayed a lack of pride in their culture or 

knowledge of Treaty heritage. I remembered my feelings of pride in being German 

speaking and then the fear to disclose my ancestry because of not understanding history. I 

included direct instruction about feeling proud of one's heritage. 

Special Education students told me they were embarrassed to be in a resource 

room. As a parent of a child educated in a similar resource room, I understood the 

86 

relationship. A lot of self talk helped me survive that particular school year. Many times 

suspending the student was an option, but I reminded myself of the horrendous and 

unsafe home life that the student had to endure. The student was involved with the justice 

system. I kept telling myself this student needed a role model and a teacher willing to 

build a relationship regardless of her behaviour. It was a long year with little hope of a 

relationship developing. I dealt with feelings of failure and tried to show as much 

patience and tolerance as I could. A year went by. When I was least expecting it, that 

same student came to see me with a gift and a touching letter. An unspoken trust did exist 

but was never communicated. What a lesson! Never give up on a child. 

Without a doubt dealing with difficult and inappropriate behaviour was 

challenging. I did not feel prepared to deal with such circumstances. As a teacher, I 

lacked training in behaviour management and counselling. I relied on intuition, patience 

and perseverance to weather the storm. I learned with experience that many angry 

children are trying to survive the wrath of years and years of abuse. I only wished I had 

more training to support the emotional needs of children. 

I recalled comments made by my students sparking memories from my past. As a 

result of my experiences, I believed I was more empathic towards my students. For 

example, some of my Aboriginal students displayed a lack of pride in their culture or 

knowledge of Treaty heritage. I remembered my feelings of pride in being German 

speaking and then the fear to disclose my ancestry because of not understanding history. I 

included direct instruction about feeling proud of one's heritage. 

Special Education students told me they were embarrassed to be in a resource 

room. As a parent of a child educated in a similar resource room, I understood the 



87 

sadness even though I was proud of our child's accomplishments. I found however, that 

once relationships were established, students were open to sharing feelings and ready to 

build self worth. For example when students shared they were embarrassed to come to 

the special education resources room, I was able to communicate that our class was like 

wearing glasses to help the students learn reading and mathematical skills. I guided 

discussions to celebrate accomplishments. Behaviours such as helplessness were often 

one of the first things I recognized when a new student was placed in a special education 

class. With work, students eventually gained confidence, motivation, and a desire to 

learn. Teaching pride was both a personal goal and a learning objective for the program. I 

felt better equipped as a teacher because of my connections to my past memories. 

To bring awareness about stereotyping, discrimination, and racism to all staff and 

students in my school, I accepted responsibility to organize a group of students to lead a 

campaign about building a community where everyone felt they belonged. That group of 

students and I joined many other schools at a three day training to gain the leadership 

skills in promoting the initiative. 

Authors such as Jensen (1998) report both enrichment and stress change the 

structure of brain cells. Greenough (as cited in Jensen, 1998) conducted a study for over 

20 years and says, "two things are particularly important in growing a better brain. ... 

First the learning is challenging .... Often novelty will do it, but it must be challenging. 

Second, there must be some way to learn from the experience through interactive 

feedback" (p. 32). Jensen (1998) adds, "excess stress and threat in the school 

environment may be the single greatest contributor to impaired academic learning" 
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(p.53). This literature resonated with my empathy for students living in stressful 

environments. Many of my students faced personal challenges. 

Recess is over but three of the students carry on with a dispute. I knew it was 
useless to have them focus on the lesson so I settled the rest of group and then 
took the three out in the hallway to try and bring some resolve to the fight. I began 
my "shpeal" with being respectful of each other's feelings. We don't have to add 
to each other's pain. One story after the other poured out. The first student talked 
about not wanting to take medication prescribed by a psychiatrist and being afraid 
their parent wouldn't let them live at home. The second student piped up and 
reported that the mom and dad were in a hitting match and the mom had to go to 
the hospital. The third takes a deep breath and shouts, "You don't know what pain 
is. You don't have a parent that you can only visit when someone else supervises 
you because .... (R. Stephan, Journal, July 2003) 

I believed creating a safe and caring environment was critical for learning to take place. 

My students' stories motivated me to understand the effect that a child's personal life has 

on learning and how I could adapt my classroom to support these hurting students. I read 

more about brain-based learning to gain an understanding of how to create a classroom 

better equipped to enhance learning. I made changes to incorporate ideas Bender (2003a) 

describes as a brain compatible classroom (See Appendix C for Brain Compatible Tactics 

for Differentiating in the Classroom). 

I was thankful for what I had learned from the memory of my friend's devastating 

humiliation when a teacher belittled her for not knowing how to do mathematics. It 

taught me how fragile learners are when they do not perform at the expected level. One 

of my commitments was to convey to students that it is okay to ask for help and to talk to 

a neighbour to find out how to do a task. I told students that the answer was not as 

important as understanding how to arrive at an answer. I told middle years students it was 

okay to look at the answer key at the back of a mathematics book. It was another strategy 

to help them learn how to do a question. I was amazed at the mix of responses! One of 
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my students considered it cheating. Others were afraid to make a mistake and displayed 

reluctance to try, while others were defeated and would not try or even ask for help. I told 

the students that their behaviours such as "fight" and "flight" were strategies to protect 

themselves from doing work they did not know how to do and that was okay. 

Conversations like this slowly changed the climate of the classroom. Recognizing the 

emotional turmoil of students was critical to creating effective learning environments. 

Building relationships with adults was important to me as well. Working as a 

special educator, I often felt ill-prepared to deal with the challenges associated with the 

collaborative role I was expected to take on when working with mainstream teachers. I 

listened over and over to teachers' frustrations about added responsibilities around 

integrating students from the resource room. Several made up excuses to exclude some 

students, including a lack of appropriate resources and insufficient physical space in their 

classrooms. Building a relationship with one particular teacher was difficult when special 

education and visible minority students were intentionally excluded from activities in that 

classroom. I believed confronting the individual about making such negative choices for 

their students was important. From that experience, I learned that relationships with 

teachers were equally as important as those with students. 

Awareness about "How to Learn" and Celebrating Strengths 

Throughout my career my hope was to find strategies that would motivate 

students to participate in learning. In the mid nineties an intern from another province 

shared her plans for a Language Arts unit. Students began by assessing their learning 

styles (kinaesthetic, auditory and visual) and then they selected projects to match the 

learning styles. What I observed was an increase in motivation and engagement in 
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activity. Years later, work by Gardner (1983, 1997) was discussed in the literature on 

instructional practices. To further my understanding about multiple intelligences, I 

registered in an on-line course from the Association for Supervision and Curriculum 

Development. I felt satisfied that my practice had embedded principles reflected in a 

repertoire of strategies resembling multiple intelligences. At that time, the missing piece 

in my practice was giving ownership to students to understand their strengths in multiple 

intelligences. Years later, at a conference on differentiated instruction, I made 

connections to the gap in my understanding. Presenters at several sessions shared 

instructional strategies inspired by Gardner's research on multiple intelligences. One tool, 

a student questionnaire, revealed multiple intelligences or 'how you are smart' profiles. 

Results were plotted on a bar graph giving students a visual representation to celebrate 

who they were and how they preferred to learn at that particular time. When I 

implemented this tool in my class, I could guide students to accept their uniqueness in a 

positive way. One student told me he always thought he was dumb because he was a poor 

reader but now realized he was smart in other ways. 

The questionnaire was valuable because that particular year my class had many 

needs. The classroom profile included 28 students—one with a mild cognitive disability, 

three in the borderline range, three attending a half time classroom for students with 

learning disabilities, four with diagnosed learning disabilities, one gifted, two with mental 

health issues, one—a student with English as a Second Language, and seven who were 

receiving learning assistance support, two of whom had severe attention difficulties. My 

intuition was to spark interest in learning first and find a balance in supporting needs and 

focus on strengths. By drawing attention to "how to learn" and adding an understanding 
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of multiple intelligences through choice of activities and assignments, student enthusiasm 

to participate changed. Students were excited and motivated to work and complete tasks. 

Students that one would never expect asked to continue working instead of going outside 

for recess—not a common occurrence in middle years students. As a class we talked 

about different preferences to study—those who liked to study alone (intrapersonal 

intelligence) while others needed to talk to a buddy (interpersonal intelligence). 

Classroom discussions instilled respect for each others' intelligences. 

To further develop students' awareness of their strengths; I demonstrated the 

difference between reading out loud and reading silently to assist with comprehension or 

memory recall to give students control over their ability to work within the expectations 

of language-focused schooling. If students identified a weakness in mathematics or 

language, I taught them first to accept who they were, rather than be defeated. They had 

unique strengths. I shared a metaphor. If a person can not see, they put on glasses. If a 

person can not hear, they use a hearing aid and, if one's brain can not make sense of 

words or number symbols, a student can obtain help by asking teachers, classmates, or 

other adults. Glasses only work by making the choice to wear them. I saw my practice 

evolve and be more sophisticated in talking aloud with students about developing 

awareness of hidden strengths that could assist their learning. 

Empowering students to be aware of their strengths was an ongoing challenge in 

my teaching practice. For example, one lad refused to engage in writing activities. 

Together, we made a plan to use his identified strengths to begin an assignment. He 

referred to the questionnaire about "how he was smart" and indicated his strength was 

spatial intelligence and drawing appealed to him. He shared ideas by drawing and then 
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gave additional information with writing. A year later this reluctant student constructed 

and mailed a letter explaining why he should be mayor for the day. As a result of that 

writing, the city selected this student as a recipient of their initiative to promote literacy 

with youth. The student's teacher gave me a copy of the letter. One of the paragraphs 

said, "I'm writing this because Mrs. Stephan said I could be anything I wanted to be!" 

The power of positive affirmations and giving students tools to celebrate their strengths 

changed the manner in which a student was engaged in an activity. 

Another story about awareness involved students independently applying self-

regulating and metacognitive strategies. Our classroom motto became "When you're in 

the room, be in the room!" One student said "I don't get what you mean" and then one 

day, I saw him smile and he blurted out "I'm in the room!" In reflecting on my teaching 

career, I followed a philosophy of student control and believed the outcome was a 

positive learning environment. Taking ownership was a celebration. 

As I focused more of my time on teaching my students to be aware of their 

strengths, I, too, as a professional, became conscious of my own areas of strengths. I 

understood more about myself and felt some resolve to why I was different than many of 

my colleagues. They sat at their desks and students worked quietly. On the other hand, I 

wandered from student to student or group to group and my students were talking. 

Initially, I wondered what I was doing wrong, but I recognized that my teaching 

preference was to move and work with individuals or groups of students was my strength. 

It brought me job satisfaction. 

As well as empowering students and myself to celebrate personal strengths, I 

shared with parents that each student learns differently and that should be a celebration. 
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One parent of a student with an Attention Deficit-Hyperactive Disorder (ADHD) 

diagnosis cried at an interview when I described a plan to support the student's need to 

move. The goal was for the child to take ownership when he had difficulties attending by 

walking in a predetermined route outside the classroom. The parent shared that in another 

province her child was suspended because of his hyperactivity. I believed my role was to 

recognize student strengths and then make adaptations and build scaffolds to ensure the 

students developed awareness of their ability to self regulate in learning. 

Sharing Experiences and Knowledge With Other Professionals 

In the beginning of my career as a special educator, I worked in isolation but 

sought out like minded staff members with whom to work. I recognized a need for an 

opportunity to work in a collaborative team approach. I turned to the school's teacher-

librarian and learned about resource-based learning. The result was a relationship based 

on sharing knowledge, gaining skills, and developing a friendship. 

Next, I sought and found a colleague with a similar passion for teaching reading. 

Our partnership grew and we presented our reading success at professional development 

days. As my teaching of reading developed, I presented at my school division's 

elementary and high school institutes, and later to teachers in other school divisions. My 

dream and ambition to share what I valued motivated me to work with adults. Teaching 

students was easy. Presenting to peers was more challenging. I learned that I was a risk-

taker in comparison to many teachers. I responded to the diversity in my classrooms by 

trying different and non-traditional instructional strategies. Implementing strategies such 

as literature circles or levelled reading with themes was not easy to sell to teachers. 

Comments like, "my students could not handle the expectations of a literature circle" or 
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"I don't have the time to read all those novels" made me realize I was different than 

many other teachers. 

With my interest in technology also came opportunities to present at provincial 

conferences, school division workshops, and at the school where I taught. Together with 

a teacher-librarian, we presented at a provincial library conference about the collaborative 

process and the use of multiple intelligences in planning a unit. I felt confident to share 

information with others. 

The majority of discussions that I had with resistant colleagues were about the 

integration of technology into the curriculum or about teaching reading using four to five 

different novels matched to student's different reading levels. Implementing Bender's 

(2003a) ten compatible tactics for differentiating in a middle years classroom (See 

Appendix C for Brain Compatible Tactics for Differentiating in the Classroom), caused 

the most discussion with my colleagues. Promoting that students chew gum to assist 

concentration and attention, or having water bottles and fruits and vegetables in the 

classroom to give the brain nourishment created even more discussion in the staffroom. I 

appreciated a good debate and was pleased to share research about brain-based 

compatible classrooms (Bender, 2003a). Teachers were more accepting when I 

exchanged desks for tables. Suggesting students bring pillows to sit on during class time 

was often met with a silent response. Because I was one of only a few teachers using the 

above strategies and because I had perspectives different from the majority of my 

colleagues, I was fortunate to be able to depend on the CyberMentor professional 

learning community and other collaborators for support. 
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Conclusion: Memories Build the Bridge to My Identity 

This chapter revealed part of a complex story composed of three phases of my 

life. First, I gave an overview in an autobiographic format and then highlighted key 

memories that resonated with the teacher I have become. Multiple layers of memories 

were connected and through memory work I attempted to make meaning of my 

experiences. I concluded this chapter with a reflection. Understanding a lifetime of 

critical events through memory work revealed more than I had anticipated about who I 

have become as a teacher. My memories acknowledged a never ending search for tools to 

enhance my learning and my students' learning. In the next chapter I share the results of 

analyzing the data I collected. 
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CHAPTER FIVE — THE BRIDGE TO THE TEACHER I HAVE BECOME 

Introduction 

In this chapter, I report findings of my inquiry into the teacher I have become and 

themes that emerged from my memory work. I also discuss the value I came to place on 

the research process itself. This chapter summarizes how narrative inquiry provided me 

with an opportunity to construct bridges to understanding my life experiences. 

Major Themes — The Teacher I Have Become 

My data analysis revealed five themes underlying who I have become as a teacher 

including 1) experiential knowledge 2) responsive qualities 3) values 4) reflective 

practice and 5) leadership. The metaphorical bridge I built in Chapter Four from my 

memories represents a pedagogical identity that continues to evolve. Who I am as a 

teacher today has the potential to be different even as I conclude the writing of this 

document. However, one thing I predict will not change is the value I place on pursuing 

personal learning and on enhancing the learning of my students. 

Theme One: Experiential Knowledge 

Gaining Understanding from Life Experiences 

My memory-work revealed a number of key experiences in my life. With many 

experiences to draw from, I gained an understanding of and sensitivity to the needs of 

frustrated parents, students and colleagues. I could easily recognize emotions, 

communicate and problem solve in a variety of situations. With each experience I gained 

confidence and felt better equipped to be an effective teacher. The core of my learning 

gave me power to be a proactive practitioner. Jensen (1998) claims meaning is made 
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from emotion, context and patterns and relevance. For me, his assertation resonates with 

many of my key experiences. As a result of connecting experiences, I came to understand 

and appreciate my focus to understand the uniqueness of individual learning and then to 

deliver curriculum by adapting and scaffolding to meet the learning needs. With each 

new teaching experience I gained and applied knowledge in my instructional practice to 

meet the needs of students, to appreciate individual teacher capacity to support student 

learning, and to become part of a team in different school cultures. Experiential 

knowledge helped me to view teaching as a hopeful practice. 

Variety of Teaching Assignments Builds Understanding 

Over the course of my teaching career, I learned that I needed a wide repertoire of 

skills to support student diversity. I gained a deeper understanding that personal learning 

and reflection must be on-going and an integral part of building my capacity as a teacher. 

Changing teaching assignments and moving to different schools resulted in professional 

challenges and development. Each change required new skills and resulted in improving 

my practice. As a special educator, I focused on developing an understanding about the 

implications of teaching metacognitive strategies and teaching reading and writing. In 

primary grades, I concentrated on collaboration and teamwork. In middle year 

classrooms, I gave attention to, and gained energy from, building relationships with 

students, integrating technology into the curriculum, and applying best instructional 

practices. My level of skill development and intentional choices around instructional 

practices spoke to my commitment to understand and follow constructivist pedagogy 

(See Appendix G for Characteristics of Constructivist Pedagogy). 

97 

from emotion, context and patterns and relevance. For me, his assertation resonates with 

many of my key experiences. As a result of connecting experiences, I came to understand 

and appreciate my focus to understand the uniqueness of individual learning and then to 

deliver curriculum by adapting and scaffolding to meet the learning needs. With each 

new teaching experience I gained and applied knowledge in my instructional practice to 

meet the needs of students, to appreciate individual teacher capacity to support student 

learning, and to become part of a team in different school cultures. Experiential 

knowledge helped me to view teaching as a hopeful practice. 

Variety of Teaching Assignments Builds Understanding 

Over the course of my teaching career, I learned that I needed a wide repertoire of 

skills to support student diversity. I gained a deeper understanding that personal learning 

and reflection must be on-going and an integral part of building my capacity as a teacher. 

Changing teaching assignments and moving to different schools resulted in professional 

challenges and development. Each change required new skills and resulted in improving 

my practice. As a special educator, I focused on developing an understanding about the 

implications of teaching metacognitive strategies and teaching reading and writing. In 

primary grades, I concentrated on collaboration and teamwork. In middle year 

classrooms, I gave attention to, and gained energy from, building relationships with 

students, integrating technology into the curriculum, and applying best instructional 

practices. My level of skill development and intentional choices around instructional 

practices spoke to my commitment to understand and follow constructivist pedagogy 

(See Appendix G for Characteristics of Constructivist Pedagogy). 



98 

Understanding and Welcoming Change 

Growing up in a culturally diverse community, experiencing unique and 

contrasting classroom environments, and becoming an adult during an era concerned with 

social reform contributed to my views about education and to my pedagogy. Creating 

non-traditional classroom environments, accepting and valuing change, and advocating 

for equitable opportunities were choices I made in my practice. 

During my teaching career, I challenged myself by seeking opportunities to 

implement instructional practices to improve student abilities in reading, writing and 

technology at different grade levels. My choices were motivated by a curiosity to see the 

outcome of student learning by implementing a specific strategy. For example, my 

request to transfer from a grade two classroom to a grade six classroom was driven by a 

desire to implement a guided reading approach and evaluate its effect. Even though I 

valued literature circles (Daniels, 2002) as an instructional strategy, I believed student 

success depended on making adaptations to this strategy. Making changes to instructional 

strategies reflected my student-centred principles and commitment to differentiated 

instruction. I assessed instructional reading levels and provided matching levelled 

resources to enhance the opportunity for reading growth. My goal in this situation was to 

determine appropriate adaptations to meet the learning needs of students. 

Confidence in my teaching skills grew and an ongoing desire to learn to be a 

better educator continued. Experience and reflective practice gave me knowledge to adapt 

in different school cultures. Understanding my goals to improve my practice revealed that 

I recognized responding to student needs as a priority. My intentional choices around 
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professional development and the implementation of best practices (Regina Public 

Schools and Saskatchewan Learning, 2003) occurred on an on-going basis. 

As I attempted to build teaching skills, I faced challenges connected with 

transferring to a new grade or to a new school leaving behind the support of a team I 

valued. Working in isolation was often frustrating and finding collaborative relationships 

required that I reach out to people and take a risk to share my perspectives. A teacher-

librarian was the first person I approached in a school. As well as being a team member, 

she also supported resource-based learning that I came to value. An outcome of our 

teamwork was the creation and co-teaching of units of study and a developing friendship. 

When I moved to different schools, I sometimes faced criticism from other 

teachers similar to what Sprague and Dede (1999) describe about teachers who take a 

constructivist approach. Initially, I was anxious about colleagues' negative thoughts 

about my practice, but became convinced by the reaction and achievement of my students 

that my practice offered opportunities for students to be successful. I welcomed the 

chance to share or debate the value of constructivist instructional strategies in my 

practice. 

Experiences I gained through career changes gave me a greater awareness of the 

many differences in teacher capacity, interest, and commitment to try new strategies. I 

gained an appreciation of my different strengths and unique abilities. This self-knowledge 

about my ability might serve as a reference point to support the work of other teachers 

who want to implement with fidelity their own student-centred practice. 
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Theme Two: Responsive Roles 

After working in the business world and being a stay-at-home mother, a six-week 

career development course confirmed that my initial decision to be a teacher was a good 

fit. Through this formalized process of reflecting and then choosing to re-enter the 

education field, I also predicted—correctly, as it turned out—rewarding job satisfaction. 

My research data revealed several personal characteristics contributing to my 

identity as a teacher. My ability to identify and support student diversity including 

cognitive, medical, and emotional needs of students and then to respond by incorporating 

resource-based learning were identified as strong characteristics. Other traits included 

being reflective, having a love of learning and being achievement-driven. These traits 

were manifest in my on-going desire for self-improvement. I taught my students that 

mistakes were opportunities for learning and I lived by that advice. I considered myself a 

learner alongside students. Perhaps this confidence allowed me to try new and different 

approaches. I had a strong sense of responsibility for student safety and a passion to 

involve students in outdoor school. Other characteristics included perseverance and 

patience, as well as humour. My response in most situations was to create fun and 

motivating activities and build a foundation for solid relationships with students and 

peers. A strong sense of responsibility to contribute to society and make it a better place 

to live foreshadowed many educational decisions. 

Risk Taking and Advocacy 

Through different times in my life, subliminal messages to advocate for those 

without a voice spurred me on to seek ways to make the world a better place. Idealistic, 

perhaps, but I was moved by a desire to make a difference in the world. 
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One experience, that I can only share now, demonstrates my response to a deeply 

engrained value to strive for a just world for those who can not advocate for themselves 

and also speaks to my willingness to take risks, then and now. My story begins with my 

response to an unacceptable instructional approach. After working with a nonverbal 

student for several months, the child spoke to me. He disclosed an abusive practice. I 

reported to the principal that a particular abusive behaviouristic teaching practice was 

actively practiced on one student and this was something I could not condone. After 

telling the administrator, my only request was that every special educator and teaching 

assistant in the system that I worked for would be informed that this negative 

management strategy was not acceptable practice. I later sat at that information meeting 

and believed I had made a difference in the lives of fragile children. 

Memory work helped me to understand how the above story of my response was 

connected to my discontent with behaviourist strategies throughout my career. I gained 

closure to my agitation about behaviourism because my research of the literature gave me 

clarity about the essence of that learning approach. I learned behaviourism can guide and 

lead students to success when it is executed with honour and respect for student needs 

with positive rewards. My analysis also revealed my response to student needs reflected a 

choice for professional development that built dignity for marginalized voices as opposed 

to using a strategy involving punishment. My perspective was to give ownership to 

students and empower them rather than control them. 

I wanted to strive for a world with "equity." I made choices to learn what I 

believed would enable students to better survive in a world that demanded literacy and 

technology skills. My goal was to create an educational setting that mirrored a 
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constructivist philosophy and metacognitive psychological and pedagogical approaches 

that included a focus on differentiated instruction. My professional identity was driven by 

advocating for those with no voice. To guide my actions, role models affected the choices 

I made for my students to be successful. 

Theme Three: Values 

Understanding and Seeking Learning 

From my research data my desire to gain knowledge and to understand how 

students learn has emerged as a central value. Experiences from my childhood 

contributed to my awareness that education can change life in a positive way. 

Challenging events in my life became easier to deal with because I viewed them as 

learning opportunities. The old cliché "the more I learned the more I realized how much I 

didn't know!" affected many of my decisions around professional development. I 

credited my knowledge base evolving through a triple major—Language Arts, 

Mathematics and Special Education. Learning about and understanding how learning 

takes place have been valuable to me. 

I have found a crucial understanding about my evolving identity in an on-going 

desire to learn how to become a better teacher. Being a reflective practitioner empowered 

me to redefine the teacher I have become. Each phase of my life has contributed either to 

awareness or to an opportunity for realizing my potential as an educator and a learner. As 

a child my dad instilled in me the value that "I can do whatever I want, if I put my mind 

to it." For me, this belief has translated into becoming a life-long learner. As a parent, my 

son's disability steered me to learn about child development as a means to create a better 

opportunity to reach his potential. As a teacher, my students' unique learning needs have 
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guided my choices for professional development about specific instructional skills. My 

values have guided purposeful and intentional life-long learning choices. 

When planning units of study, for example, I read the provincial curriculum 

guides and followed the foundational objectives and, on occasion, selected or adapted the 

suggested activities. Many times I passed over the suggestions because an internal voice 

questioned whether or not the students would gain expected outcomes. During my 

graduate studies, I learned how various approaches to learning were embedded in 

curriculum and instruction. I returned to the curriculum guides to read what I had 

previously neglected. Understanding the introduction, aim and goals, philosophy, and 

principles allowed me to gain a deeper understanding of how I should teach. All of these 

experiences have revealed an evolving identity seeking understanding about research and 

practice that could be referred to as "sophisticated constructivism" (see Appendix G for 

Characteristics of Constructivist Pedagogy). 

Other critical events have affected the teacher I have become. An important part 

of my identity evolved because I recognized early in my life I learned differently than the 

rest of my middle years peers. This awareness manifested throughout my career as an 

underlying desire to support individuals. My inquiry uncovered a belief that a positive 

element of "hope" exists for learning with appropriate instructional approaches and 

materials selected and designed to meet assessed needs. I value learning because I see it 

as a means to an end. McCombs and Miller (2007) state, 

the best teachers throughout human history have understood the value of learning. 
They have also understood that people differ in how they learn, what they learn, 
and what motivates them to learn. These teachers have also know that the most 
effective way to teach is to focus on individual learners—their needs, interest, and 
particular talents or learning capacities. (p. ix-x) 
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Role Models 

Throughout my life, I respected and then sought what I perceived made 

individuals worthy. My mother taught me the love of reading. A grandparent taught me 

the importance of kind and caring relationships. An aunt and uncle demonstrated the 

benefits of having an education. A teacher shared her love of teaching reading and 

collaborated to develop a reading approach based on individual need. A teacher-librarian 

modeled the importance of resource-based learning and demonstrated many technical 

skills to support the integration of technology into the curriculum. A university professor 

sparked my interest in metacognitive processes. A technology consultant made me aware 

of the importance of knowing the approaches to learning embedded in instructional 

approaches. I valued what each of these individuals taught me and throughout the various 

stages of my life, I took steps to either incorporate or attain similar skills. 

Relationships 

Building relationships with students and parents was energizing. Listening and 

respecting were essential and rewarding. I believed the ability to connect with students 

affected their learning outcomes. Building relationships with colleagues was important. 

What I came to understand was relationships also affected the bigger picture of a school 

culture. My belief in building student relationships sometimes challenged school cultural 

practices. 

The school culture followed a traditional method of dealing with homework-stay 
after school. Behaviour was dealt with in a punitive fashion—kids wrote lines. 
Did I agree with any of this? No, but I wasn't assertive enough to stand up for 
what I believed either. I slipped into the "tried-and-true" make the kids write lines 
and hated every minute of it. I saw and heard the frustration in the kids' voice and 
body language. So, I called the class together one day and shared my feelings. 
(Cautiously because 1 didn't want to be critical of other teachers) I wanted them to 
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be part of the problem solving process. They agreed to stay after school and ask 
for help when homework wasn't completed. That also meant they had to 
acknowledge when they didn't understand what the expectation was. Soon, my 
room was filled with kids after school. The atmosphere changed to building 
relationships and that turned into kids putting in an effort that each one should be 
proud of. It would be 5:00 and parents were coming to the school to find their 
kids. They were shocked that the kids weren't in trouble. Creating that safe 
environment meant the kids took ownership during the day. Classroom 
management wasn't needed. The kids managed themselves. Those students turned 
into such a responsible group. I am so thankful for that experience. I had to learn 
to set up boundaries as well. Kids that sought attention would monopolize the kids 
that were learning to take ownership for their work. I felt like the odd duck in the 
school. I was telling kids to go home! That mental picture makes me smile. There 
was nothing more rewarding than building relationships. (R. Stephan, Timeline 
entry, p. 46) 

Relationships with parents were also important. I came to believe that 

personalizing parents' judgmental or critical comments interfered with meeting student 

needs. It took strength and energy to look beyond the occasional unrealistic demands of a 

parent who, for example, may have been dealing with denial or hurt when their children 

did not measure up to grade level expectations. The ability to communicate successfully 

came from the care and kindness I learned from my grandfather and parents and the 

compassion I gained as a parent of a child with a disability. Parent relationships grew as 

illustrated in the following experience: 

A student was very busy going to dance recitals. School work wasn't getting 
completed. Homework became very low to non existent on the priority list. I 
warned the student that her work would influence her report card mark. She didn't 
take heed and I battled whether to call the parent. I chose not to. I wanted the 
student to learn the consequence of ownership. At the parent-teacher interview, 
parents challenged me and asked why the low marks. I explained. Then I was 
blamed. Why didn't I call them? I reminded them that this was not a life 
threatening issue but rather a life long learning opportunity. I believed the "A" 
student needed to take ownership and learn by this consequence. Once the parents 
recognized that the teaching was aimed to improve their child's development, I 
had complete support. I realized that the whole child was what was important and 
not the content of the curriculum. By giving the child a choice she also had to live 
with those choices. (R. Stephan, Timeline entry, p.48) 
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Difficult meetings with parents opened doors to positive relationships that ultimately led 

to a team approach in supporting students. Witmer (2005) says working as a team with 

parents serves as building blocks for effective teaching and student success. I invited 

parents as partners in many of my experience-based practices. 

Relationships with colleagues offered rewarding opportunities for professional 

development and long term friendships. Professional learning communities grew as a 

result, and outcomes such as a reading program were created and implemented 

collaboratively among several staff members. Laughter, both in the classroom and in the 

staff room, made the most difficult situations tolerable. 

Along with relationships came confrontation. Healthy debates resulted in 

reflective practice and change. Drawing on Hargreaves (2000) statement, "emotional 

understanding occurs instantaneously ... as people reach down into their past emotional 

experiences and 'read' the emotional responses of those around them" (p.815), I 

recognized my experiential knowledge helped me in challenging situations to advocate 

for the marginalized voice. This skill often brought harmony to relationships where 

confrontation had previously existed. 

Collaboration and Teamwork 

Throughout my teaching career, collaborating and working in teams resulted in 

better support. As a young mother I learned from our son's paediatric cardiologist that 

each member of a team is important, including the parent. That lived experience was a 

key lesson in my development as a teacher. Regardless of who the stakeholders may be, 

inviting participation creates a sense of trust and worth. I put this lesson to practice in 

many situations with parents, resource room teachers, colleagues with a similar 
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understanding of reading instruction, teacher-librarians, teachers in a professional 

learning community, and administrators who support the emotional and behavioural 

needs of students. Within each experience, the teams were driven by similar goals—

building student success whether it was academic or emotional. As a member of a team, 

knowledge was shared and we each grew as professionals and gained friendships. 

Theme Four: Reflective Practice 

I have seen myself develop into a reflective practitioner and a life long learner. I 

have used the term "reflective" in the context of exploring and being curious about an 

experience and then taking action. My desire to support and enhance student learning 

resulted in implementing new approaches and strategies based on student need. Student 

learning guided my reflective practice. 

Though some colleagues have referred to my teaching as displaying expertise, I 

felt uncomfortable accepting that idea because I was always seeking better ways to 

support students. If anything, my expertise was in being a reflective practitioner and then 

taking action to improve my skills as a teacher. 

Individual Student Needs and Professional Development 

I became the teacher I am because I believed student needs determined 

intentional instructional practices. As a parent, when a home therapist confronted me 

about what dream I had for our son, I said, "I just want him to be able to read." I share 

this quote again because, before I started teaching I made the assumption reading was 

critical for academic success. I generalized that all students deserved the best instruction 

to acquire the joy of reading. That internalized belief turned into a personal goal to seek 
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expertise in teaching reading. Experience with our child's communication disorder turned 

into learning about technology to support his development and in later years sparked a 

desire to gain knowledge about integrating technology into the curriculum to enhance 

student learning. 

Through memory-work, I have come to appreciate how my experience has shaped 

my reflective practice. Promoting bully-free classrooms and system initiatives about 

cross-cultural and anti-racism training resulted because of personal middle years hurts. 

My course work towards special education certification was connected to understanding 

our son's disability. Because I reflectively choose my goals to gain an education to 

improve my situations, I also sought professional development later in my career to 

improve my teaching practice. As I gained knowledge about best practices of 

differentiated instruction, the intentional choices that I made corresponded with 

Richardson's (2003) description of a constructivist pedagogy (See Appendix G for 

Characteristics of Constructivist Pedagogy). 

I viewed myself as a self taught learner. As a teacher, I reflected on individual 

needs and applied best practices of instruction. I learned collaboratively from and with 

colleagues who had similar interests. I joined a professional learning community focusing 

on best practices of instructional strategies and in addition I gained knowledge through 

direct instruction at workshops or more formal trainings (e.g. National Conference on 

Differentiated Instruction: "Theory Into Practice"). 

One outcome of professional development was creating a non-traditional 

classroom which, in part, spoke to my own comfort having been taught in small groups 

during my early years in a one-room school. With choices in professional development 
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opportunities and with risk-taking to implement strategies and change the classroom 

environment also existed learning to depend on parents, staff members and administration 

as part of a team to support these changes. Students were responsive and learning 

experiences were enhanced. 

Another outcome of professional development that I had not anticipated was that 

applying differentiated instructional practices based on the work of Bender (2003a, 

2003b), Marzano (1998), Tomlinson (2001, 2003) and Wormeli (2001) supported 

building positive relationships with students. Rather than being the expert, students saw 

me as a facilitator in their learning. My role included motivating and meeting their 

emotional needs. Students enjoyed units with choice of activities based on Gardner's 

multiple intelligences (1997) or when experienced-based learning took them on 

community field trips. As a result of these practices, diversity was a celebration. Students 

took ownership of behaviour, academic expectations, and learning in a differentiated 

classroom as described by Tomlinson (2003). She states, 

differentiated instruction is responsive instruction. It occurs as teachers become 
increasingly proficient in understanding their students as individuals, increasingly 
comfortable with the meaning and structure of the disciplines they teach, and 
increasingly expert at teaching flexibly in order to match instruction to student 
need with the goal of maximizing the potential of each learner in a given area. 
(p. 2-3) 

Training around Feuerstein's mediated learning supported my belief that 

individuals learn differently and their cognitive deficiencies can be changed. For 

example, teaching students with severe cognitive disabilities focused on sensory 

stimulation. With my training, I gained a deeper understanding of students' many needs 

and my need to be aware and respond appropriately. 
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Learner-Centred Principles Identified as a Research Outcome 

In sifting through memories of my practice, it became evident that my teaching 

beliefs followed learner-centred principles described by McCombs and Miller (2007). 

These principles were embedded in my reading instruction and explained what I hoped 

for all students—successful achievement. I embraced teaching cognitive and 

metacognitive strategies in not only reading, but also in social skill development. I valued 

diversity and sought differentiated instructional strategies to support individual ability 

levels and different learning styles. Providing students with motivating activities was an 

essential part of planning units. I believed these principles evolved in practice because of 

experiential knowledge, professional development opportunities, as well as my intuition. 

Theme Five: Leadership 

When I examined my experiences, I was able to identity my participation in 

leadership roles throughout my life. As a student I was selected to act in roles such as the 

yearbook editor, camp leader and valedictorian. As a parent, I led groups of Girl Guides 

and took responsibility to take many children and youth to outdoor camps. I organized 

and coordinated the meals for over two hundred youth on band trips for up to twenty-six 

days. As a teacher, my leadership qualities could be described by my enthusiasm and 

excitement to share information. Most times my leadership was exhibited by volunteering 

for committee work, contributing to conversations in the staff room and in professional 

learning communities. As well, leadership extended to more formal presentations at staff 

meetings, system workshops, and provincial conferences. Leading also included guiding 

students to understand racism, stereotyping and bullying. 
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The opportunity to participate in my school division's mentoring initiative 

promoting best practices of instruction and integration of technology into the curriculum 

gave me experience in supporting teachers in both elementary and high school. The 

outcome for me personally was gaining confidence to lead and strive for change through 

working with adults. Not only did I learn new skills but I was also able to share 

knowledge with teachers who were open and with those who were reluctant. I learned 

about balancing my enthusiasm with listening, respecting boundaries, and accepting that 

mistakes are made. In reflecting about the mentoring opportunity, I identified my 

preference was to lead by building relationships first and then working with a 

colleague(s) to create change. Drawing on Goleman (2000), my leadership style could be 

considered as affiliative—the leader creates harmony and builds emotional bonds. 

("People come first") and democratic—the leader mobilizes people toward a vision 

("What do you think?"). 

Identifying leadership as a theme in my practice was tied to a premise that it was a 

mechanism to make change. Fullan (2001) refers to leadership as follows: 

Learning in the setting where you work, or learning in context, is the learning 
with the greatest payoff because it is more specific (customized to the situation) 
and because it is social (involves the group). Learning in context is developing 
leadership and improving the organization as you go. Such learning changes the 
individual and the context simultaneously. (p. 126) 

I believed I contributed to change in the schools where I taught (e. g. collaborated to 

create an elementary reading program, supported technology as a tool to integrate into the 

curriculum, created a school wide awareness of bullying, and encouraged a staff to 

implement a system writing resource.) 

The next section in this chapter elaborates on my interpretation of teacher. 
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Theme Six: My Concept of a Teacher 

The findings from my research would suggest that the teacher I have become had 

roots in experiences where an ability to reflect on circumstances resulted in change of 

self. Personal philosophy and pedagogical values were built on a foundation of being a 

life-long learner. Past experiences served as a benchmark to build capacity in establishing 

relationships with parents, students, and staff, cultivating collaborative teams that led 

change, and creating opportunities for student growth around academic as well as 

personal and social development. These opportunities were led by on-going desire and 

participation in professional development. 

Extending my understanding of the teacher I have become, the concept of the 

teacher I believe in can be defined as being unique to each individual and not static. My 

understanding evolved through flexibility and personal choice, through developing skills 

and reflecting on philosophical and pedagogical beliefs. Meeting the needs of a unique 

and changing population of learners motivates teachers to seek and gain knowledge about 

instructional strategies that complement and respect the approaches to learning embedded 

in curriculum. The teacher I believe in embraces change and adapts to emerging social 

and technical worlds. A teacher is a learner alongside his or her students and places 

emphasis on learner-centred principles as described by McCombs and Miller (2007) and 

differentiated learning as defined by Tomlinson (2003). 

The Research Process 

Further Questions for Personal Growth 

From this study, I have come to understand my professional identity as evolving 

as my goals are set to respond to student needs. Listed below are thoughts about further 
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studies: 

• According to teachers in middle years classrooms and their administrators, what is 

required to meet the diversity in their classrooms? 

• How does a school system build teacher capacity to understand, embrace, and 

actualize the Adaptive Dimension (1992) for all students? The Ministry of Education 

documents clearly indicate a need to fulfil the requirements as described below. 

Critical to appropriate application of the Adaptive Dimension is the understanding 
that foundational objectives are not modified. Rather, the curriculum, instructional 
approaches, and the learning environment are adjusted so that students with 
varying strengths and needs can achieve prestated curriculum objectives. ... 
evaluation practices within the context of the Adaptive Dimension may need to be 
adjusted ... in a manner that does not compromise the integrity of the formally 
stated curriculum objectives. When adjustments are made to curriculum, 
instruction, evaluation, or learning environment that alter the foundational 
objectives, then adaptation has occurred beyond the realm of the Adaptive 
Dimension and into the area of modified or alternative programming. 
(Saskatchewan Education, 1992) 

• How would the perspectives of a student, teacher, administrator and parent 

compare if each where asked how instruction should be delivered with fidelity? 

Value of the Research Process 

I sat down to write an ending to this thesis and I realized there is no end. The 

formal writing was complete but the insight I gained about the narrative research process, 

as Bochner (2000) states, is a "mode of being" (p.271). I have learned I can make 

meaning about my experiences. Even though I considered my work as a small addition to 

the research world, the professional development I gained was valuable to me. For this 

reason, I have chosen to discuss the process I experienced. 

The thesis route in my graduate studies allowed me to reflect on and put into 

practice what I learned in the compulsory curriculum and research classes. My first class 
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on curriculum and research sparked an interest about research and theorists affecting 

education. My class on research and instruction allowed me to be reflective about my 

delivery of differentiated instruction. Marzano, Pickering and Pollock (2001) state, 

"instructional strategies are tools only" (p. 8). I recognized the importance of matching 

these tools with a child's ability to learn. As I talked amongst my colleagues, I discovered 

my interests were unique. I believed research was what made the practical "stuff' work, 

while many of my colleagues openly admitted that in their opinion research was a waste 

of time. I believed I was a reflective educator because of my interest in research. 

Through my inquiry I attempted understand the professional and instructional 

choices I made. My accreditation in special education influenced my values and how I 

taught. By exploring ideas from an introductory level of approaches of learning, I gained 

meaning about my perspectives on learning and how that knowledge affected my 

practice. 

My memory-work confirmed my pedagogy was student-centred. Part of my 

inquiry included contacting authors such as McCombs (2000) and Bender (2003) through 

email to pose questions about their work. My literature review also confirmed that my 

pedagogy aligned with a constructivist approach. Gaining an understanding of 

approaches of learning as embedded in my practice as either a frustration or a satisfier 

gave me a lens to appreciate the many teachers' perspectives that I now support in my 

work as a consultant. 

My research data was riddled with "I learned ..." and reflection pieces. As 

Clandinin and Huber (2002) state, "narrative understandings of knowledge and context 

are linked to identity" (p. 162). Through the research process I gained an appreciation of 
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how my curiosity about learning became important to me. I gained an understanding of 

the teacher I have become. I made connections to the effect key life experiences had on 

my subsequent decisions as an educator. I came to value narrative inquiry and memory-

work specifically as a valuable learning tool. 

The final piece of my inquiry, writing this document, reflected all my graduate 

course work in one place. I came to better understand the purpose of all the classes and 

how important they were for me in completing this study. There is no doubt, for me, 

completing this process went beyond taking classes. What I learned was practical in the 

sense that I extended my thinking skills. By giving myself permission I used my voice to 

explain how my data was connected to research. My thought processes improved as did 

my writing—personal and professional growth I had not anticipated. The essence of the 

process was me constructing meaning, communicating that knowledge in writing and 

having the ability to defend that knowledge. 

Upon reflection, the research was not without challenges. The most difficult part 

of this thesis work was getting started. I "bumbled around" trying to start a project that fit 

a research method instead of starting with a passion to guide the selection of a research 

methodology. Bochner (2000) describes my error as the "recipe" thesis. As a result, a lot 

of extra work made me more knowledgeable as a graduate student and as a researcher. I 

learned from this experience. Choosing a topic that I was passionate about made the 

process worthwhile. Another challenge in completing this thesis was dealing with 

personal circumstances while juggling a demanding role as a consultant. Time seemed to 

be my enemy. The biggest challenge was effectively selecting and communicating critical 

experiences in a narrative about my personal life. An inner voice would ask, "Have I told 
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the reader enough of the story? How much do I have to write when so much is stored in 

my memory? Will the reader have ail the information that I intend to communicate?" My 

committee would ask questions about things I had not written in the thesis yet I had in my 

head. Writing was like a debate about how much and what to write. 

I revisited the purpose of this research and I take some satisfaction in having 

made some meaning from my experiences. When I started this process I did not realize 

what valuable personal awareness and professional development I would gain. I thought I 

was looking for an answer about the concept of being teacher, but instead I gained insight 

and meaning about my identity as a teacher, what I valued, and the teacher and person "1" 

have become. 

Conclusion 

My research was motivated by a long standing question, "What makes a 

difference in teachers?" My response to this question evolved into a graduate research 

project focusing specifically on the question "What is my concept of a teacher?" In the 

spirit of learning about research, I recognized I had to narrow my focus to examine who I 

have become as a teacher. I framed my research around the following question, "What is 

it in my life experiences that made me the teacher that I am with the skills that I have?" 

Through narrative inquiry, and specifically, memory-work, I examined the different 

phases of my life including being a daughter, student, parent, and teacher. 

Reliving and sorting through a lifetime of events presented organizational 

challenges. Making sense of isolated experiences did not necessarily help me make 

meaning of who I have become as I teacher. However, when I viewed my memory-work 

as threads of memories interwoven throughout my life, I gained an understanding about 
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my identity. I now believe that narrative inquiry offered more than a just research method 

but also provided me with a valuable professional development opportunity. Abbot and 

Ryan's (2000) description of learning corresponds with my research experience, 

"learning is a dynamic process of constructing meaning through pattern formulation" (p. 

261). 

I came to realize my pedagogical beliefs and identity were guided by a desire to 

improve both my learning and, the learning of my students. For me, my learning was a 

product of experience, practice, reflection, professional development and last, searching 

to understand how learning takes place. Throughout each phase of my life, a strong desire 

to be more knowledgeable guided many of my choices. 

Through my memory work I gained an understanding that each time period of my 

life was like gathering material for a new section of the bridge I was constructing to 

understand my identity. All these aspects of my life contributed to the teacher I have 

become. The narrative research process offered me the opportunity to examine my own 

concept of "teacher." 

What was evident in my research was that I had a need to understand approaches 

of learning to be a more informed and a more constructivist educator. Narrative inquiry 

brought meaning to whom I have become as a teacher and, based on the findings of my 

research experiences, reflecting and professional development will continue to shape my 

practice in the years ahead. This research project confirmed that a key factor in guiding 

my future work will include a learning lens on research to improve education, whether 

contributed by others or even my own research for example, based through the Dr. 

117 

my identity. I now believe that narrative inquiry offered more than a just research method 

but also provided me with a valuable professional development opportunity. Abbot and 

Ryan's (2000) description of learning corresponds with my research experience, 

"learning is a dynamic process of constructing meaning through pattern formulation" (p. 

261). 

I came to realize my pedagogical beliefs and identity were guided by a desire to 

improve both my learning and, the learning of my students. For me, my learning was a 

product of experience, practice, reflection, professional development and last, searching 

to understand how learning takes place. Throughout each phase of my life, a strong desire 

to be more knowledgeable guided many of my choices. 

Through my memory work I gained an understanding that each time period of my 

life was like gathering material for a new section of the bridge I was constructing to 

understand my identity. All these aspects of my life contributed to the teacher I have 

become. The narrative research process offered me the opportunity to examine my own 

concept of "teacher." 

What was evident in my research was that I had a need to understand approaches 

of learning to be a more informed and a more constructivist educator. Narrative inquiry 

brought meaning to whom I have become as a teacher and, based on the findings of my 

research experiences, reflecting and professional development will continue to shape my 

practice in the years ahead. This research project confirmed that a key factor in guiding 

my future work will include a learning lens on research to improve education, whether 

contributed by others or even my own research for example, based through the Dr. 



118 

Stirling McDowell Foundation for Research into Teaching. My professional identity will 

continue to evolve. Learning is a privilege. 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A - Learner-Centered Principles (LCPs) 

McCombs and Miller (2007) refer "to the Learner-Centered Psychological Principles 

(LCPs) as the four domains or factors that affect learners and learning. These domains 

refer to major areas of human functioning that are holistically involved in the process of 

learning—for all learners" (p 46): 

Domain 

Cognitive and Metacognitive Factors 

Motivational and Affective Factors 

Developmental and Social Factors 

Individual Differences Factors 

Associated Learner-Centered Principles 
(LCPs) 

1. Nature of the learning process 
2. Goals of the learning process 
3. Construction of knowledge 
4. Strategic thinking 
5. Thinking about thinking 
6. Context of learning 

7. Motivational and emotional influences on 
learning 

8. Intrinsic motivation to learn 
9. Effects of motivation on effort 

10. Developmental influences on learning 
11. Social influences on learning 

12. Individual differences in learning 
13. Learning and diversity 
14. Standards and assessment 
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Appendix B - Key Characteristics of a Learner-Centered Classroom 

McCombs and Whistler (as cited in Meece, 2003) indicate key characteristics of learner-

centered classrooms as follows: 

In learner-centered classrooms, the teacher 
• Organizes learning activities around themes that are meaningful to students. 
• Provides complex and challenging learning activities that promote conceptual 

and analytic thinking. 
• Helps students develop and refine their understanding through critical and 

higher order thinking skills. 
• Provides opportunities for students to collaborate with peers of different ages, 

cultures, and abilities, and includes peer teaching as part of instruction. 
• Uses a variety of instructional strategies and methods to match student needs. 
• Includes learning activities that are personally and culturally relevant to the 

students. 
• Encourages shared decision making and student autonomy, and gives students 

increasing responsibility for their learning. 
• Listens to and respects students' points of view. 
• Monitors student progress continually and provides feedback on individual 

growth and progress. 
• Uses standardized and alternative forms of assessment, and allows 

competencies and achievement of educational standards to be demonstrated in 
a variety of ways. 

• Uses heterogeneous grouping practices that promote cooperation, shared 
responsibility, and a sense of belonging. (p. 114) 
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Appendix C - Brain Compatible Tactics for Differentiating in the Classroom 

Note. From "Differentiated Instruction for Special Needs Students (K-12)", National 
Conference on Differentiated Instruction: "Theory Into Practice" (Grades K-12), p. 19-
64 by W. Bender, 2003, W. Peterborough, N.H.: Staff Development for Educators. 
Copyright 2003 by W. Bender. Reprinted with permission. 

At the National Conference on Differentiated Instruction "Research into Practice" (Grade 
K-12) (2003) in Cleveland, Ohio, William Bender presented information at several 
sessions. In each session about differentiation in the classroom, he referred to the 
following tactics: 

1. A safe, comfortable environment. Research learning has demonstrated that the brain 
serves as a filter on several levels. First, the brain selectively focuses on sounds, 
sights, and other stimuli that threaten our safety, often to the exclusion of other 
stimuli. A second priority is information resulting in emotional responses, and only s 
a last priority does the brain process information for new learning tasks. 

2. Comfortable furniture. As a part of structuring a comfortable learning environment, 
many teachers bring "house furniture" into the classroom, by setting up readings 
areas with a sofa, and perhaps several comfortable chairs. Lamps are also used in 
brain in brain compatible classrooms for more "home-like" lighting. A moment's 
reflection on the hardness of the wooden desks in most of our nation's classrooms. In 
which students must sit for up to 5 hours each day makes this a critical concern for 
many teachers. How would any adult like to sit in those wooden desks for 5 to 6 
hours each for an entire year? 

3. Water and fruits. Research has shown that the brain requires certain fuels (oxygen, 
glucose, and water), to be performing at peak efficiency. Up to 1/4 of the blood 
pumped in our bodies with each heartbeat is headed for the brain and central nervous 
system, and fluids are critical for even blood flow. Further water is essential for the 
movement of neuron signals through the brain (Sousa, 2001, p.723). Finally, we now 
know that fruits are an excellent source of glucose for the brain, and research has 
shown that eating a moderate amount of fruit can boost performance and accuracy of 
word memory. Thus, in brain compatible classrooms, individual water bottles, are 
usually present on the desks for students to take a sip whenever they need too (i.e. 
water is not a once an hour privilege in the brain compatible class), and many 
teachers offer light fruits as snacks. 

4. Frequent Student Responses. Students will learn much more when work output is 
regularly expected from them. Students must be required to do assignments, either in 
the form of class work or homework on material that is presented. The frequency of 
work expected from the students will be a major determinant of much information 
students retain. Also the required work output doesn't have to be an entire page of 
problems-more frequent output of only a few problems each time will be much more 
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useful in the learning process for students with learning disabilities. More frequent 
and shorter assignments also gives the teacher additional opportunities to check the 
students' understand of the concepts covered. 

5. Learning with Bodily Movements. Have you ever wondered why motor skills such 
as swimming or riding a bike are usually remembered forever, whereas the skills 
involved in speaking a foreign language are quickly forgotten if not constantly 
practiced? The emerging research on the human brain has addressed this question 
concerning motor learning vs. higher order cognitive learning, and two findings have 
emerged. First learning of motor skills takes place in a different area within the brain 
— a more fundamental level-than learning of languages. Second, the brain considers 
motor skills more essential to survival. This suggests that whenever possible, teacher 
should pair factual memory tasks with physical movements. For example various 
spelling words may be taught by moving the arms and legs to the shape of the letters 
in the word (you may recall the recent popular music example of this in the 
"YMCA!"). Most memory tasks can, in some fashion be represented by physical 
movement and this will greatly enhance retention for students with learning 
disabilities, as well as most other students, even in the upper grades and secondary 
school. 

6. Learning with Visual Stimuli. Teachers should use color enhancements, size, and 
shape enhancements in development of work sheets or material posted in the 
classroom, because the human brain and central nervous system are specifically 
attuned to seek our novelty and differences in stimuli. Thus, highlighting the topic 
sentence of the paragraph in a different color for students with learning disabilities 
can be of benefit for them in describing the topic of the paragraph. However, on order 
to make this an effective learning tool, the teacher and the student (or the class), 
should specifically discuss why certain aspects of the material are coloured 
differently, and the importance of those coloured items. 

7. Using, chanting, rhymes, and music. Because music and rhymes are processed in a 
different area of the brain from language, pairing facts to be learned to a musical 
melody, or a rhythmic chant can enhance learning. Most adults, upon reflection, can 
remember the song that we used to memorize the ABC's-the tune to Twinkle, Twinkle 
Little Star—and many of us used that same song for other memory tasks—the 
periodic table, or mathfacts. 

8. Wait time. Students have learned that teachers will often call on the first one or two 
students who raise their hand after the teacher has asked a question in class. Thus all 
students with learning disabilities have to do is remain "invisible" for a few seconds 
(i.e. not raise their hands, and not look towards the teacher), 1 or 2 seconds before 
calling on someone for an answer, and this period of time between the question and 
when an answer is called for is defined as "wait time." However, student process 
information at different rates, and the brain research has demonstrated the importance 
of waiting for a few seconds (perhaps 7 to 10 seconds) after asking a question, prior 
to calling on someone for the answer. This increased wait time gives students who 
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process information more slowly and deliberately, a period for time to consider the 
answer. 

9. Student Choice. Robert Sylvester, a leader in brain based instruction, emphasized the 
use of choices for students. In short, if we want our students to make reasonable and 
informed choices when they are not in the context of the school, we must offer 
choices, and coach students in options for demonstrating competence or 
understanding of a set of facts, or other choices among assignments on a particular 
topic. 

M. Using students to teach others. Teachers should get in the habit of presenting some 
information (the brain research suggests presenting new information at the beginning 
of the period for between 10 and 20 minutes, and frequently pausing during that 
presentation and have students reflect on the new information together. You should 
present information for 2 or 3 minutes, get to a stopping point and then say something 
like: 

"Turn to your learning buddy beside you, and take turns explaining the 4 
points that I just made. Let me know if you uncover any disagreements in 
what each of you learned." 

The teacher should then move around the room for one to two minutes, listening 
to the discussion between the students, and checking that the students do have a 
correct understanding of the information just presented. This instructional 
procedure will result in much higher retention than merely presenting new 
information for 10 to 20 minutes. 

The four keys to learning: novelty, need (relevance), sense (meaning) and 
emotion. 
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Appendix D - Ethics Approval 
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TO: Renee Stephan 
30 Balgonie Bay 
Regina, Sk S4R 7K3 

FROM: K. Arbuthnott 
Chair, Research Ethics Board 

OFFICE OF RESEARCH SERVICES 

MEMORANDUM 

Re: Bridging the Gap: FrorrELived Experiences of a Child, Parent and Teacher to Special Education 
Consultant, A Narrative Research to Unravel the Layers (06S0607) 

Please be advised that the University of Regina Research Ethics Board has reviewed your proposal 
and found it to be: 

APPROVED AS SUBMITTED. Only applicants with this designation have ethical approval to 
proceed with their research as described in their applications. For research lasting more than 
one year (Section 1F). ETHICAL APPROVAL MUST BE RENEWED BY SUBMITTING A 
BRIEF STATUS REPORT EVERY TWELVE MONTHS. Approval will be revoked unless a 
satisfactory status report is received. Any substantive changes in methodology or 
instrumentation must also be approved prior to their implemenation. 

2. ACCEPTABLE SUBJECT TO MINOR CHANGES AND PRECAUTIONS (SEE ATTACHED). 
Changes must be submitted to the REB and approved prior to beginning research. Please 
submit a supplementary memo addressing the concerns to the Chair of the REB.** Do not 
submit a new application. Once changes are deemed acceptable, ethical approval will be 
granted. 

3. ACCEPTABLE SUBJECT TO MAJOR CHANGES AND PRECAUTIONS (SEE ATTACHED). 
Changes must be submitted to the REB and approved prior to beginning research. Please 
submit a supplementary memo addressing the concerns to the Chair of the REB.** Do not 
submit a new"application. Once changes are deemed acceptable, ethical approval will be 
granted. 

4. UNACCEPTABLE AS SUBMITTED. The proposal requires substantial additions or redesign. 
Please contact the Chair of the REB for advice on how the project proposal might be revised. 

Dd. Katherine Arbuthnott 

c. Dr. J. McNinch, supervisor (Education) 

**supplementary memo should be forwarded to the Chair of the Research Ethics Board at the Office 
of Research Services (AH 505) or by email to research.ethics@uregina.ca 
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Appendix F - Strategies to Generate Narratives 

Jalongo, Isenberg, and Gerbracht (1995) created strategies to "encourage teachers to 

chronicle." 

• I learned, I wonder, I wish, I need 

• Story elements — setting, beginning, reaction, attempt, outcome, and ending 

• Reflections of an episode of teaching improvement 

• Personal letter to a person from your professional life 

• A metaphor the symbolizes you as a teacher 

• At least- making the best of a bad situation 

• Joyful moments in your professional life 

• Colleague appreciation 

• Critical incident that caused you to see yourself in a different relationship with 

your professional world 

• Unrevealed kindness — where you went above and beyond the call of duty to help 

a child in distress 

• Mentors — write about a role model who had a positive influence on your 

decision to become a teacher 

• Childhood incident that enabled you to develop greater empathy for children you 

now teach. 

• Abandoning teaching — an incident that nearly caused you to abandon teaching 

• Learning experiences 

• Teacher profile — the best and/or worst teacher you ever had 

• Suitcase — you're invited to teach overseas. With limited resources awaiting you 

what would you pack in the suitcase. 

• The child who still haunts me 

• 100 things you'll never learn in a college course 

• Horror story 

• Teaching fantasy/teaching reality 

• Professional discussion (p. 176) 
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Appendix G - Characteristics of Constructivist Pedagogy 

Richardson (2003) describes five characteristics of constructivist pedagogy: 

1. attention to the individual and respect for students' background and 

developing understandings of and beliefs about elements of the domain (this 

could also be described as student-centered); 

2. facilitation of group dialogue that explores an element of the domain with the 

purpose of leading to the creation and shared understanding of a topic; 

3. planned and often unplanned introduction of normal domain knowledge into 

the conversation through direct instruction reference to text, exploration of a 

Web site, or some other means; 

4. provision of opportunities for students to determine, challenge, change or add 

to existing beliefs and understandings through engagement in tasks, that are 

structured for this purpose; and 

5. development of students' metawareness of their own understandings and 

learning processes. (p. 1626) 
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