FOREWORD


I think it’s most helpful to the reader if the author gives some background about the writer and the written piece before plunging into the text. As you will see as you read through this thesis, I live in Alaska. My husband, Ken, and I moved here from Ohio twenty-six years ago and fell in love with Fairbanks. We built our house ourselves, raised two sons, and learned to enjoy the winter cold as well as the endless summer days. 


I’ve not always been an educator. Before my life as a teacher, I had my own dressmaking business where I designed and made wedding gowns. I loved being a fairy godmother to all the brides, but after a number of years I realized I was not meant to be a business person. Next I went to technical school and trained to be a medical secretary. It was in this profession that I came to understand I needed to do something more creative with my life, so when my sons were nine and eleven years old, I returned to college to obtain my degree in education. I graduated from the University of Alaska Fairbanks with a bachelor’s in education degree.


I’m currently a practicing teacher for kindergarten through eight grade in a public charter school in Fairbanks, Alaska. As a cofounder of Chinook Charter School, the first charter school in Alaska, I helped to write the charter, develop the school’s curriculum, and create the state’s process for charter approval. My duties at Chinook include teaching all subject areas, being politically active with issues concerning the school, mentoring preservice teachers, and sharing all the administrative duties with my fellow teachers. My Chinook colleagues and I also facilitate a very active and supportive parent community.


Before my involvement with Chinook, I taught for fifteen years in the Fairbanks North Star Borough School District. I’ve worked with students ranging from nine to thirteen years old in five different schools. Along with being a classroom teacher, I’ve also been a grade level team leader, advisor to student councils, chair of various committees, superintendent advisory board representative, and a principal designee in the principal’s absence. 


I also teach preservice teachers in the evenings at the University of Alaska Fairbanks. Twice a week for the past ten years, I’ve worked with education students in the area of literacy. I have the joy of seeing my university students teach all over the state of Alaska, and now many of them are in a position to mentor new preservice teachers.


As an active teacher researcher in the Alaska Teacher Research Network (ATRN), I’ve had the privilege of sharing such topics as facilitating community, creating portfolios for student self-assessment, and developing teacher research groups at local, state, national, and international conferences. Some of my international presentations include the S-Step Castle Conferences in East Sussex, England; the World Congress 3 for Action Research in Bath, England; the International Symposium for Action Research in Washington, the International Reading Association World Congress in Hawaii; and the Canadian Council of Teachers of English in Montreal, Quebec.


On the national level, some of my sharing opportunities have included the American Education Research Association conferences in various locations; the Whole Language Umbrella Conference in Washington, DC; the International Reading Association in various locations; the Living the Question Institute in Maine; the Ethnography Forum at the University of Pennsylvania; and the Hawaiian Writing Project in Hawaii.


Alaska is a small state in terms of population but large in terms of providing additional learning opportunities for teachers. I’ve had the privilege of traveling to many school districts throughout the state to share topics such as developing community within the classroom, process reading and writing, and teacher research. I’ve also shared these topics at the Bilingual Multicultural Education Equity Conferences, the State Reading Conferences, and many local professional development days.


I’ve had the opportunity to publish my work in a variety of places. My account of ATRN’s development is shared in John Loughran’s (1999) Researching Teaching. The journal The Far Vision, The Close Look is produced and edited by ATRN, and each of the four volumes contains an account of my research. My book, Changing the View (Austin, 1994), was a result of my teacher research on student assessment. I’ve also had articles that focus on the aspects of conducting teacher research in Teacher Research: The Journal of Classroom Inquiry. 


In addition, I’ve been involved in many other aspects of the educational profession. As part of my master’s degree, I co-created a statewide whole language institute. This continued for three years after the initial development year. I also helped introduce the whole language process to each school in my district. As co-coordinator for ATRN, I helped to create the first state conference for teacher researchers. I’ve served on the governing body for the State Writing Consortium and traveled around the state working with teachers and the writing process. At the school board’s request, I served on public hearings concerning a controversial literacy issue. I have also been on curriculum revision committees, piloted new texts, and mentored numerous preservice teachers.


 Outside of my regular teaching responsibilities at Chinook and the University of Alaska, I’m currently a charter school consultant for the Northwest Regional Educational Laboratory where I helped to design and teach a program for helping educators create charter schools. I’m also serving as chair for the Self Study of Teacher Education Practices, a special-interest group in the American Education Research Association. 


Being a continual learner is important to me. I couldn’t be involved in all the aspects of education that I am if I didn’t continue to grow in my understanding of teaching. So after completing my master’s degree with a focus on language and literacy in 1989, and being fully immersed in teacher research, I decided to continue my learning by working on my doctoral degree in education. I thoroughly examined several graduate programs and applied to the University of Bath, England, for several reasons.


First, I didn’t want to stop working with my students. They are my collaborators in research, and the classroom is my laboratory. (Also, I couldn’t afford to stop working!) The Bath program would allow me to register as a part-time graduate student and correspond by fax and e-mail. Second, as a teacher researcher, I wanted a program that would support me in the continuation of my qualitative, self-reflective style of research. Third, since I strongly believe that teachers create valuable knowledge and should share it with the educational community, I needed a program that honors and respects teachers. And finally, I wanted to work with a person whom I could admire professionally and personally. The program at Bath University was exactly what I wanted. Jack Whitehead, my advisor, has supported and guided my efforts during the entire process.


Being a full-time teacher and a part-time student on an international scale has been exciting, stressful, and mind broadening. The research shared in this thesis was done with eleven through thirteen-year-olds in a traditional public school located on a military base here in Fairbanks. All my work recorded in this account has been done while teaching a full day. I read and write in snatches—before school, during silent reading and writing in the classroom, in the evenings (except on Fridays when I fall asleep on the couch), and on Saturdays and Sundays. I’ve had the privilege of learning from friends throughout the world: my students and my research colleagues from my support group in Alaska; through the wonders of e-mail, Jack, Moira Laidlaw, Pat D’Arcy, Ben Cunningham, and others in the “lands beyond” offered advice and direction; and, thanks to my husband, Ken, I’ve had the wonderful privilege of spending the summers in Bath to engage in face-to-face conversations with my British support group.


As you read this account, you’ll notice there are three different styles of print. The reason for this is explained later, but you need to know now that my narrative is written in standard type, my internal thoughts are in italics, and my discoveries (the ideas that suddenly occur to me as I write) are in bold letters. 

The idea for this dissertation began through discussions Jack and I were having about the issues of community in my classroom, my teacher research network in Alaska, and the parents of my students. I remember sitting in Jack’s office chatting about some of my concerns; he was at his desk and I was in the chair underneath the overloaded bookshelves. I think it might be safer if I sit over by Moira’s computer next time I come. I’m not so sure about these bookshelves. Jack interrupted my thoughts about personal safety when he said, “Terri, I would like to suggest . . . here’s what you might want to do. Give an account of how you create community with your classroom. Make the details so clear that the reader can live it with you. Oh, and be as creative as you wish.” I politely nodded, but my eyes glazed over. Jack, do you know what that means! It would be like walking back to Alaska and describing every twist and turn of the road, every sign, every house along the way. And on top of that, be creative! 

That’s where I began. I don’t remember walking home from Jack’s office. I do remember not sleeping much that night. My mind wouldn’t stop wrestling with possible ideas. How can I identify and explain clearly (and clearly is the ultimate task) that “something” that is so much a part of what I do during my teaching day that it’s hard to separate out from everything else? How can I begin and what will make sense to the reader? I tossed away my first three writing attempts and walked endlessly in the park. By now I had not only trained my feet to follow a regular walking pattern so I could think, but I walked there so often the ducks and squirrels waved as I passed by. Somehow I could always create wonderful beginnings while walking, but they didn’t look quite as wonderful on my computer screen. I sent my husband on numerous trips so I could have the apartment to myself. I ate my way through a pound of grapes, one large package of shortbread cookies, and three bananas before I finally found a solution.


I begin by sharing with you three stories I’ve often told when I talk about critical events in my teaching career. To invite you into my thinking process, I share my inner thoughts by typing them in italics. As I finished the first story, I realized there was a third “voice”. I was seeing new ideas and new connections as I wrote. It seemed logical to put these thoughts in bold print. This was the turning point. Once I saw the possibilities of my three voices, thoughts and ideas jumped from my head to the screen. It somehow all fit together, as if the ideas were just waiting to be dusted off and tried on.


So, as I share my work with you, I believe I add to the “scholarly space” (Fenstermacher, 1997, p. xiii) and present two distinctive and original contributions to educational knowledge:


The first is the creation of my own knowledge through the mixing and blending of practice, personal creativity, intuition, and theoretical frameworks. It’s based on what what Jack Whitehead (1993) refers to as “living educational theory” (p. 68). I show how my living theory develops through critical examination. This thesis is a visual account of how I not only apply knowledge, but generate new understandings through the examination of my actions, my in-process thinking, and my reflections. I believe my work, as presented here, is an example of the new scholarship, as suggested by Schon (1995), by demonstrating the combining of theoretic understandings with my “generation of actionable knowledge” (p. 34).


The second original contribution concerns criticism. I offer an alternative form of criticism based and represented by my values that I use as my living standatds of practice and judgement. This thesis models the fundamental concepts of community illustrated in my research. By combining the basic elements of community with my values, I present an alternative to the type of criticism usually found in academic work.


Also through intentional construction of this text, I make my thinking visible to enable you, the reader, to join me in my considerations of the moment. By recording my visible thinking and the accounts of my research concerning community, I make my work available for reflection and discussion by my colleagues. Through this teacher-research study, I demonstrate what is possible for other teacher researchers, and finally, I gain new self understandings through the process of writing this thesis.


So I invite you to join me as I share my stories, my thoughts, and my discoveries.
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