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UNRAVELLING LIKE SOME OLD SWEATER

This has always been a private metaphor--a simile in my family for the way that things just happen, and the way that we seem to grow apart and come back together constantly. There are times when it feels very much like we are unravelling--frayed at the edges, our lives only held together by the flimsiest of yarn, yarn which is all too quickly falling apart...
Judy

Coming from the city, Lennoxville feels almost surreal in its serenity. The early air is warm, moist and hushed. Amethyst-edged mist hangs in the golden space between the trees as the car rolls down Belvedere Road toward the river. The spire on the chapel rises through the gold and beckons. Come. Learn. It is a glorious, silent July morning, in a delightful setting. In the afternoon, in contrast, Jack’s classroom in the Nicoll’s building is a hard, untidy, hot/cold place. A persistent brass band practices and practices, and savage electrical storms and eighteen wheelers lurch and screech outside. We brought warmth, light and softness, and laid them down in that classroom. 

Kathy

I arrived at Nicholls at 10:00 the first morning of my action research class with Jack Whitehead, but stayed in my car numbed by inertia or fear--or a combination of both. Oh, I wanted to open the door, but something inside prevented me. It prevented me from moving for over two hours. Two hours. I was afraid--horribly afraid, but of—WHAT?!  Now, even in retrospect, I don’t think that I could put a rational explanation on it or even give it a name, but it was a very strong presence, weighing me down as I slowly climbed the four sets of stairs up to the classroom--stopping off on every floor to find a bathroom, my usually charming way of dealing with stress besetting me.

Nancy

It was early evening. Tropical heat wrapped the town in a breathless humidity. I sat at my computer struggling with the homework from the first session of the Action Research course.  In the final hour of the session, Jack had requested that we write our values and find evidence of how we lived up to them in our practice.  Because I was a newcomer to Action Research, Jack had suggested that I create a portfolio of my thirty-four years of teaching. 


Critical incidents from my practice would be the outline from which I could write and I would view these changes through the lens of my moral values. This had seemed straight forward enough. I would simply list values from my moral base - integrity, honesty, justice, love, intellectual curiosity, and freedom. These values would lead to stories from my childhood, how they were developed, and played out in the context of my career. My documents could support my claims. Or so I thought. I would present documents, stories and photographs in a colourful scrapbook. The idea of a scrapbook is rather old-fashioned. The idea would symbolise the passage of time.


I often tried to reknit the kids’ sweaters for them, but each time reknitting the sweaters got harder--the yarn was older, the colours a bit faded, and the size got bigger, but I still managed to weave it all in together, adding bits of other, newer yarn in to compensate and accommodate... and the sweaters usually fit, for a time at least...Finally, though, it got next to impossible to reknit them. ...And now I feel as if I were unravelling...just like an old sweater.
Nancy’s story: My Quest

It was 1 a.m. on that hot July evening and a new journey had begun. Silver mirages from my past materialised, shimmered brilliantly, but when I reached to capture their truth, they dissolved into tendrils of contradiction. Anger, unresolved conflicts, hurts, resentments, unfulfilled ambitions surfaced into my psyche. I howled inwardly, tears streaming from the rage I felt as I faced the truth. I tried to hide, to run from my cowardice, and self-centredness. But I dug deeper. I wrote and wrote and wrote. The project, so linear and tidy in my mind, had become messy and disjointed.  What was the truth? I was considered to be one of the best teachers at my school, but as I considered my values, I could only see an excellent technician, promoting the paternalistic system which I found so suffocating and menacing. The examination of values in my practice became a spiritual journey to clarity and vision. To tell my story, I did as the anthropologist Geertz did. I ‘contrasted the before and after to describe what life was like, what it has become’. 


I grew up in a small university town in southeastern Quebec during the 1940's. Lennoxville was a tightly knit neighbourhood community, nurturing, loving and sheltering children from all walks of life. Joy, hope and love, grief and sorrow moved within the town's society, touching our hearts and teaching us the ‘right actions’: integrity, honesty, intellectual curiosity, achievement and caring which would pull us into adulthood.


Happy phantoms bubbled merrily to the surface of my memory. Biking with my friends to Scout Rock to eat a picnic lunch. Flying down Wilson Street on a wooden bobsled with twelve others, frosty air stinging our faces and the wind leaving us breathless. Skating on the outdoor rink behind the curling club, forming a line, skating faster, faster, faster, until someone fell and we tumbled down on top of each other laughing and shrieking. Skating was particularly fun for the girls who could hold the hand of their favourite boy. For many of us, we kissed for the first time under the January moon, to the tune of the Skater's Waltz, with streaming noses and cracked lips. But oh, it was so romantic. Hay rides, sleigh rides. Organising and directing Church pageant for the ‘little kids’. Weekends at Farnham's cottage on Lake Massawippi. Neighbourhood corn roasts, barbecues. Homemade strawberry ice cream for my July 1st birthday made from freshly picked berries and fresh cream. Decorating our bikes for parades. And last but not least, swimming in the icy cold waters of Lake Massawippi in May gave us sweet freedom! What shining innocence! What enchantment!


My family circle - I was born into a family of storytellers and myth makers. Family traditions and values were woven into the fabric of the souls of my brothers and me. My mother and father told us wild and funny stories as we thumbed through the family photograph album. These myths and stories helped nurture our identities and sense of belonging. Dad's stories were full of humour, irony, and paradox and often contained warnings. My mother's stories were quieter, gentler, and sadder. Often they spoke of sacrifice, service, duty, love and loss.


3 a.m. and shadows now tinge my happy childhood memories. One story I remembered occurred when I was a year and a half. My father, our neighbour, Fred Turner and I were on the front lawn of our home. Dad and Fred were quietly exchanging news of the war, of rationing, of trying to build homes with shortages of materials. I had just picked a bouquet of clover flowers for Dad and Mr.Turner and had become engaged in picking up my shadow. Fred spotted me and lifted me high into the air. I screamed and struggled. Fred hugged me more tightly, trying to calm me down but I hit him with little clenched fists, the clover flowers tumbling away. Quickly I was set down. I returned to my shadow.  Wilful. Hateful. Frightened. Alone. 


Fred was deeply embarrassed and tried to explain to my father. “Lois, my daughter, is scrawny while Nancy is dimpled, cuddly, and huggable. I didn’t mean to frighten her. I just wanted to give her a hug.” Dad thought for a minute and then replied; “Nancy is independent and very busy. She doesn’t like to be interrupted. She only lets certain people hold her, and only when she wants to be held. She’s wary and keeps her distance.” I have continued to be wary, shy and reserved. Undemonstrative. Dad allowed me to be. To become. He thought it unnecessary that I be disturbed in my explorations and daydreams to deal with adults. He allowed me to grow into my own person. But Dad should have hugged me more. He should have helped me against the bullies.


Dad brought me up to be equal to my brothers. I mowed lawns, shovelled fertiliser onto the garden, took off double windows. I had the same allowance and chance for an education that my brothers had. However, I often protested that David and Ronnie were not asked to help with the cooking, housework or gardening. The boys ran the rototiller; Mum and Nancy weeded on our hands and knees. Despite my protests, there was silence. To some extent there was a double standard in our house, the contradiction I challenged so often, as it was completely unjust. Dave and Ronnie smirked.  


At 4 a.m. my darkest story surfaced. I was seven. I had been studying music for a year. My music teacher lived on the next street. On my way to my lesson, if I took the short route, I would pass the houses of the Masefields, the Wigets and the Hammers. Each family had three bully boys. I was taunted and called names as I passed their houses. I walked by, head held high. However, when I turned seven, my adored Uncle Doug gave me a handsome tan leather briefcase to carry my music books in. The next day, I walked proudly to my music lesson only to be teased unmercifully. The Wigets grabbed the briefcase and kicked it around. They pushed me down as I reached for the case, and hit me as well. The driver of a passing car frightened the boys off and rescued me. I arrived at my lesson frightened, bloodied and scraped. The second time this happened my music teacher phoned my parents and suggested that someone walk with me to my lesson. Ronnie was elected, but he only took me once. At home he taught me how to use my fists and told me I shouldn’t be a baby. This was usually Ronnie’s advice. I walked the other, longer, route to my lessons until the bullies lost interest.


Shortly thereafter, Mister Tupper, a friend of the family, brought me to the door filthy, bloodied and crying. He told Dad that he had a valiant daughter. He had been driving up Wilson Street and there I was in the middle of the street, beating up a Masefield boy. The younger Masefield was on my back trying to help his brother. My brother, David, the cause of the fight, had walked away into the house. I was fighting the brothers because they had thrown a rock at Dave, my shy, little, bespectacled brother. He thought it was stupid that I bothered. My mother was appalled and I was punished - strapped for fighting. Investigating the shadows revealed that I have always fought like a tiger for others, but not myself. 

Kathy’s story: Free Falling

Quite frankly, I was surprised by my reaction: I had thought I was looking forward to this class--I had been told that it was a smallish class, but I took that as more of a blessing than anything else because that meant more time to “pick Jack’s brain”. I had been looking forward to seeing Jack again as well as starting another spiral of the action research I had started last September. I was on a high with my successful action research project--I had not only presented at three different conferences, but had proven my points sufficiently for others to believe me when I said that this might be a way of tackling the problem. I knew, however, that I needed to finish up the final article for my instructor--which meant that I was going to have to address the issue of validation. There! I said it, had thought it: the idea of having to justify myself and my claims was scary beyond belief, and for no good reason that I could think of. This  fear seems to have come out of nowhere and is now controlling not only my professional life, but has even seeped into my personal life. I am rapidly losing confidence. And it shows...
...I look around from where I am and it seems as if there’s nowhere to go except down--into an abyss of such extreme confusion and turbulence that I wonder if I couldn’t just stay here. Of course, I could go up, but no one I know has been there before--certainly not me. Besides, I can’t even see my own hand through the fog... And it occurs to me that this must be what free falling is like--a conscious letting go, knowing that you’ll be adrift (and falling fast), stretched out in a clear sky beset by unknown obstacles. Yes, you have a parachute, but you need to trust that you can pull that cord after a certain amount of time because that is the reason that you stepped out of the plane to begin with. You have done this before, I tell myself, in a number of different and smaller ways: you have a good project that you believe in, and that others do, too. It is solid and you have collected data that will substantiate what you need to claim. All it requires is one little step and a letting go. But my courage fails me...again...

“ACADEMIA SCARES ME”


All my life, I’ve stayed away from the “hard” courses, the ones that expected you to use logic and reason to prove your point. The idea of “scientific” proof not only bores me, but frightens me, too.  Because of this, I’ve always stayed on my nice, safe side of the fence...on the side of expressing my feelings. Any of the work that I’ve done well has had a strong vein of feeling, of  the “affective” heavily embodied in it, and has had the result of labelling me as an innovative and original thinker. But I know differently. I alone know that that logical side of my brain is not well-developed and that I’m scared of discovering that maybe I can’t think in a logical, step-by-step manner--or at least enough to be able to convince others that my research is clear and on solid ground. I know that this is why I am so stymied about writing this article... I mean, I know that what I have learned is good enough for me and that what I have done is able to stand up to scrutiny by others, but I also know that I need to be able to eventually put it on paper and expose it to the light of day, professionally...and I’m worried that some day I may have to do just that, but I don’t think I can. Free-falling, after all, is easy: all it requires is one step and a letting go...I look around from where I am and it seems as if there’s nowhere to go except down--into an abyss of such extreme confusion and turbulence that I wonder if I couldn’t just stay here.  All I want is to be left alone, safe, untouched, secure...


SUDdenLY


Suddenly, the truth is out--and nothing


is the same. You are


the last surprise, I am


a moose come too far south,


puzzled by speeding cars and villages.


Too late, too late, I try to run


through snowy fields


on melting legs

...Quite frankly, I really DON’T WANT TO FACE ANY OF THIS. The word “never” resounds in my ear. I have always thought that I could never, ever turn a piece of good, creative work into something that made (factual) sense. It has always seemed to be against my better nature to do so--even though I have quietly envied those who could so succinctly turn something factual into a tersely beautiful account--but no, never for me. Sometimes, though, we don’t have all the time we think we have to make our peace with ourselves and our world. “Never” can last a long, long time, deep in our hearts, perhaps much longer than we had ever imagined or intended when

we first invoked its terrible endless power.


I am reminded constantly of that every time I think of my son, Jamie, a, beautiful man with the soul of a poet and a truly buoyant spirit--a recovering heroin addict who died of a drug overdose at the all-too-young age of twenty. And I am so glad that for once I hadn’t said or even thought “never”, that I was
able to go beyond my own fears and unhappiness and deal with him and his disease in a spirit of unconditional love and tenderness and caring. And it seems to me that this is the kind of courage I will need to face my fear of going public, of having to put my life and my values on the line...on paper, this time. I wonder whether I’ll be able to do it, to pull myself back from this terrible nightmare I’m going through and “just do it” Ah—but, free-falling is so, so easy…just that little step, just that trusting…


...I look around from where I am and it seems as if there’s nowhere to go except down--into an abyss of such extreme confusion and turbulence that I wonder if I couldn’t just stay here. Maybe if I ignore it, it’ll go away...


I have always been able to put up a Good Front. In fact, you might say that I have spent the majority of my life trying to maintain that good front: I wear dresses because that way you don’t have to worry about matching accessories, I wear boots with my long skirts in winter to hide the fact that I probably am wearing long johns or that I don’t have a single matching pair of socks--although let me assure you that the socks that I DO have are lovely examples of their kind. Although some may have learned to put up a Good Front, I come from a long line--a tradition, if you will--of people who made an art of Putting and even Keeping Up a Good Front, so my Good Front might be best described as hereditary or congenital, inherited beyond a doubt...although I very much doubt that it appears on the family coat of arms. And I firmly believe that there are many of us out there, because Putting Up a Good Front is a way of life. Certainly, throughout my short career at various universities, most people have seen and dealt with my Good Front. Worse than that--many people have even BELIEVED this Good Front. 


Most people don’t want to see or know--much less come into contact with the extreme grief and terror that I have lately been trying to hide--the absolute personal nightmare that constitutes dealing with the addiction and recent death of one’s own child and the utter terror of facing one’s own professional and academic fears. It is, perhaps, best to ignore it, hide it away--to move as quickly as one can from the edge of the abyss that seems to be looming closer and closer...And I am so afraid of taking any step that would move me closer, so afraid of having to really acknowledge all that pain!...I look around from where I am and it seems as if there’s nowhere to go except down--into an abyss of such extreme confusion and turbulence that I wonder if I couldn’t just stay here. I wonder when all this will end. When--oh when will I accept peace--and not simply a truce?...

“ALL LEARNING SEEMED TO BE EMOTIONALLY CHARGED IN JACK’S CLASS”


We were a classroom of weepers. At a moment’s notice, one or more of us would feel our eyes filling, and we would begin to blink. We wept easily and without shame. We wept for a number of reasons. Many times, I suspect, it was out of companionship. During those two intensive weeks of being in each other’s pockets, we bonded in many ways... comforting each other without question. During this time I, personally, kicked off my shoes, let down my hair, bared my soul, took apart my psyche, cleaned the pieces and started to put them back together in new, improved condition. If I didn’t know better, I would say that I was describing a car with a new tune-up. But the funny thing is that I know so much better--only the members of this class could have acted as the mechanics on my battered ego. 


Together, we have recreated our own personal universes. We have talked--perhaps not in a linear way, but as though we were digging for buried treasure...conversations that probed almost for probing’s sake, for the sheer joy of sharing and telling and listening to each other’s stories. As each one of us narrated over those two weeks, we all knew that these were just the bare bones of our stories...and that we might well need more time to spend filling in the blanks, excavating the cellars, examining the treasures in the attics. 


It has been this loving and gentle family reaction and respect for what I had been going through that has sustained me ever since, that has allowed me not only to free-fall down into that abyss, but to climb out of it, relatively unscathed. Without a doubt, these stories that you have heard are living proof that I have regained a portion of my voice and my self-respect, and that I am beginning to heal. By quietly acknowledging my nightmare and taking on a portion of it for themselves, my friends gave me a most valuable gift. I only hope that I can express just how thankful I am for it.

Judy’s story: Working on the Underbelly of the Underdog

At summer school I wrote: this is where I do my work. Outside, CCHS is unassuming; low, red brick, bad windows, big trees, occasional graffiti, space and air. Inside this hard, chestnut shell the heart beats and breaks, this is where I do my work. It is here I have, over the past seventeen years, worked hard to become the teacher I long to be. For most of those years I taught in Room Two, a tiny, teeming space I left ten days ago to begin a year of concentrated study. During my time there as a special ed. teacher, I have slowly become aware that all in our system is not equal. My kids are treated differently, not always fairly, and the injustices are not always open to view. 


Along the way I adopted Lewis Caroll’s Mock Turtle as our mascot, my metaphor for my kids. “I only took the regular course,” said the Mock Turtle. “What was that?” inquired Alice. “Reeling and writhing, of course, to begin with,” the Mock Turtle replied; “and the different branches of Arithmetic - Ambition, Distraction, Uglification and Derision”. In order to deal with the inequities I perceive, the reeling and writhing, I continually search for knowledge; better knowledge, the right knowledge. Critical, liberating knowledge. To that end, I have spiralled in and out of the academic world taking courses, earning diplomas, certificates, degrees. In my constant and ongoing search for knowledge, teaching and learning have become inseparable for me. There is an enduring tension in my practice, a reminder from my kids. You are not there yet, there is more learning to do, you have not yet become the teacher you hope to become. 


When I left Room Two, I took years of boxed memories home with me and a certainty that I was a good teacher; hardworking, practised, sound, accountable. My success has been celebrated. I have been thanked. I have been asked to speak to others. I received an award - deemed deserving by my peers. A good teacher indeed.  So, how is it that on the second day of this course I found myself in tears, on my knees? 


I say I am accountable to my students for it is the student that I value above all. I can be happy with the job I have done if my student is comfortable, safe, and senses I love and value each and every one. My colleague Annette understands my work as being to protect and nurture my special education fledglings who have become trapped within an indifferent, if not occasionally hostile system. I nurture and I surrender them to indifference and hostility when they leave. Perhaps I have been caught up in the metaphors; baby birds, mock turtles, sad dogs, and I have lost sight of the real. Or perhaps, I have never known the real. Now, with more energy and to greater depth, I must think about my value claims, think about my role and my practice. I have said it is my values which drive our learning, that of my students, my own and our shared learning as well. I am questioning this now. 


My students were discouraged when they came into the special class, they were despondent, unruly and at risk of dropping out after our first year together. I seethed with resentment at a clear lack of interest and support on the part of my colleagues and the administration. I had no sense of myself as a teacher. I spent a summer brooding, rewinding, reviewing the events of the year. I heard the students’ voices for perhaps the first time. They said You are not there yet, there is more learning to do, you have not yet become the teacher you hope to become. 



By fall I understood a few things. I knew if those students were to go to grade nine after one more year, I did not have time to do more remediation. I knew I had to look forward to see what would be expected, instead of looking back to see what had been missed. When I looked for their strengths, I saw kids on the brink of disintegration. When I looked at my strengths, I realised I could take charge if I opted to. Finally, I saw possibilities in basing my teaching on content and ideas the kids really cared about. And so it began. The kids informed me, I responded to them. We negotiated. Something was working, but I knew neither what nor why. But by now I knew the drill. You are not there yet, there is more learning to do, you have not yet become the teacher you hope to become. 


I decided it was time, once again, to go back to university, where I began the work of understanding who I am as a teacher, developing my professional metaphor, learning of the value of a journal, of critical response to my ideas, and of conceptual knowledge made explicit through the study of theory and research. I undertook my first action research project and I began to get a sense of the power of such work. It was becoming clear to me that research is a way of thinking, a way of looking at the world, not something that once begun, I could decide to stop. 


I began to attend academic conferences. On the two occasions I heard Elliot Eisner speak, I felt engaged, encouraged, and enriched. On both occasions he spoke to me, a teacher,  with the heart and mind of an artist and a clear understanding of life in my school. He brought our disparate worlds together in the notion that there are many ways of seeing, and of representing what we see. My camera, watercolours, shoe boxes of photographs, sketches, miles of video tape, would such work count as legitimate research? Does that really matter? Have I not, perhaps, been more concerned with ‘creating a visual narrative’ so others can see what I see, what my Mock Turtles see? And is it possible I might use my ‘visual musings to enlarge our understanding’? And what about my own understanding? And, yes, how is it on the second day of this course I found myself in tears, on my knees? 


It is time to return to Room Two for another look, to look through my arrogance,  because as a teacher I am not there yet. I am looking for the Real and I am seeing Paul. In my work as a teacher I am accountable to him, for it is Paul I value above all. I can be happy with the job I have done if he is comfortable, safe, and senses I love and value him. 


I know most of my students feel safe in Room Two. They trust me with their flaws. When I say Try this, they do. Tentatively. Willingly. Eventually, automatically. Mostly. I see this trust as a measure of their sense of safety. This does not happen often. Generally, there is a tension that exists in our classroom, generated by the needs of the children and my inability to read them. The time and energy I need to negotiate with ten, fourteen, eighteen learning disabled kids is huge. Someone always gets less. My inability is a function of many things. I may be preoccupied with issues of curriculum or bureaucracy, or the politics of the school. Sometimes I just get tired. But because I value the children, and their childhoods, there is a pull that brings me back to them. This it seems to me is the process of accountability in my work. It is collaborative. It drives me, and it drives the real learning - theirs, mine, and ours - that takes place. 


But something is missing here. Have I done enough to justify my claim? There is a world outside our classroom door, indifferent, if not occasionally hostile, which I cannot ignore. I can see Paul as he hunkers his heavy frame over his work. He is relaxed, and yet the intensity of his attention obliterates all else in a classroom where distractions are many. Room Two is a busy place. It is noisy, cluttered and crowded. But Paul is connected to his story and nothing else concerns him at this moment. He is comfortable. He feels safe. 


He says My best experience I would say of all is Miss McBride’s class. One day she came up to me and she told me, like, how, how good I am, how, like, ah, your essays and stuff like, like, how I expressed the words in my essays and stuff, how I write and that. She says I use a very good vocabulary and stuff. I know his story will be thoughtful and interesting to read. The hesitation in his speech poses no problem to pen and paper. From the vantage point of my desk in the corner, I am able to read that in the softness of his bearing. There is a certain snugness to the circle created by the curve of his shoulders and arms as he envelops his creation. The features of his face reflect untroubled concentration. The fingers of his left hand, splay across the page, defenceless. 


Not everyone sees Paul as I do. Beyond our classroom his fingers are drawn into tightly clenched fists. He is tall, heavy and imposing as he saunters down the corridor, away from Room Two. He says One thing I would like to change about myself is my behaviour. His walk is slow, measured, threatening. He will not be caught smiling unless it is to laugh at another. Paul is a bully. He’s looking for his next victim. Last September Paul moved out of Room Two and into the mainstream. Not long after the start of the year there was trouble. He says My favourite song is When I go away. Paul was threatening a boy in seventh grade. This accelerated to violence. To terror. No one knew what to do about Paul. No one could understand why it was different in Room Two. He says My favourite movie is Bad Boys. No one has been able to stop him. No one can explain why he has been kicked out of class so often, why he has failed his courses, why he appears so unhappy. He says The worst mistake I ever made was going to school. 


So, how can I, his teacher, say I value, I love this student? Where can I see my values played out as he experiences our school? Only in Room Two? Perhaps, just perhaps, I did not hear him say he was not ready to leave. Perhaps he did not say it in the right words. Perhaps he did not say it. He knew I might not hear. Would not hear. My energy was focused on Room Two. The celebrations inside the door. And Paul is not alone out there. Many others have left Room Two.


I have not listened. I have not heard. So, that is how, on the second day of this course, I found myself in tears, on my knees. I know now I must spend more time outside Room Two. I must hear my students as they bring me reports of their struggles. Their apprehensions. Their catastrophes. Their failures. Their truths. Right now I am clinging shakily to the underbelly. In claiming educational values and examining the evidence, I have had to confront my false assumption that in all I have done as a teacher, my students are at the core of my concern. I have had to conclude I have indeed exposed them to risk. Saying this is not easy. 


Writing this story has not been easy either. I have entered and explored new realms and tried new things in this wonderland, in order to make better sense of my work with my Mock Turtles. I am feeling a tremendous sense of loss. Something I believed to be true, that I held my students in my heart, is gone. That myth supported me in my practice. It drove my purpose in going back to the university in September. I’m in a new place. I feel unsafe. I am experiencing first hand what my Mock Turtles do when they leave Room Two.

...and yet, there is always the possibility of the “new” sweater. That’s the

one that I fashioned for each one of my kids out of their favourite sweaters, the one I reknit furiously each time, knowing that it mattered, that it offered them a sense of security and a link with home...
Nancy : Teaching Year One

The snow has melted in the front yard and almost in the back. A sharp March wind enables fall's dead unraked leaves to teeter and topple drunkenly across brown grass. A soft purple mist clings to skeleton trees indicating the stirrings of new life. In the eternal cycle of the seasons, everything must change. Soon soft warm breezes will awaken the earth from its frozen trance. So too, have I moved from the stark emptiness of winter's bleakness to new heartbeats of truth and a mysterious new destiny? The dreams of my life's young mornings murmur enticingly to return to those fresh ideals of long ago. I have come full circle. During those oppressively tropical days of early July at the course, haunting memories, unfilled youthful dreams, and soulful whispers of ignored truths tumbled turbulently into my consciousness. The summer months silently slipped by unnoticed, as I uncovered secrets of my troubled psyche. Circles of new friends entered my world and gladdened my life with love and wisdom, remaining to support me. I wrote and wrote having never realized I had any talent. The soft circle encouraged my efforts to find the truth of my journey.


August 26th. School screeched to a start with symbols of labour negotiations crashing into the background buzz and hum of the new school year. The beat of "work to rule" provided the rhythm for this fall term. For awhile, I forgot its strident clang. I was taken aback by school's opening. "It was too soon," I cried inwardly. "I haven't reached any understanding of my past. I haven't found a comfort level with my findings." Jagged edges still severed my cherished memories of happy childhood communities of family, friends and neighbours. My identity was in tatters. Neither had I fully rested from the disturbing and often-brutal 1999 school year. Yet I began the year with renewed optimism but also with a sense of urgency I had never felt before. So much work had to be accomplished in one short year. I would retire at the end of this school year. Upon reflection, I realized that it was the guilt, anger and sense of worthlessness I had encountered in confronting my contradictions. All these years I had been serving a master I intellectually loathed--the paternalistic system; not fighting it as I had assumed for thirty-five years. My childhood's unresolved confusion about authority and bullying, misunderstandings about a girl child's place in the scheme of things, drove me to make up for a lifetime.


I believe that a teacher should level the playing field for all students in her care.  A classroom should be a fair and happy place for students to inquire, exchange ideas, and pursue their interests, which would guide them to become. Their contributions should be welcomed as instrumental in the daily workings of our world. My classroom could be a family community-circle like that, which had nourished into adulthood. I had failed more often than I had captured that shimmering silver dream.


The fall was a flurry of activity. I had decided to conduct an action research project in one history class. I ended up trying my ideas in all six classes. This was too much too soon for this perfectionist action researcher. MY RESEARCH QUESTION: Will democratising my classroom create student interest in history, and thus improve learning and their marks on the MEQ examination? I hoped to build a caring community of inquirers actively searching for their own truth. Would working together with me for evaluation give them the knowledge that there are many measurements of success?


On the first day of school as I awaited my first class - the class I had chosen arbitrarily to be the Action Research site - I wrote in my AR diary:


The first day seems surreal.  The day is uncomfortably hot and humid, each 

movement sticky with perspiration. The sun pours in the open window, eerily 

highlighting the back corner. Wasps fly into the classroom, circle it dangerously 

before buzzing out again to hover menacingly against the hot glass.  Bare walls 
and bulletin boards await the handmade offerings of this year's students.


The year also marks the beginning of the end of my teaching career of 35 years.  
Oddly, the enthusiasm and idealism with which I began teaching remains, albeit 
tempered in some wisdom. I have learned to listen to the intuition of my 


experience. My teaching career had begun in the blaze of the social and 


political unrest of the 1960's. It was a time of economic prosperity.  As others of 

my generation, I burned with a sense of purpose and hope.  As I look back, I 

realized we could help make a difference. Jobs were plentiful, job security was 

an accepted right. I believe, as I did 35 years ago, that each individual is 


responsible for helping and affecting changes for the disadvantaged and 

disenfranchised. This means my voice must be heard calmly and insistently. 

Overcoming shyness and a lifetime of giving in to the demands of the 


paternalistic system will be difficult. But, it is for those kids in my care.
My students arrive tanned, happy and healthy. Old acquaintances are sought out and found. Scrubbed, smiling faces look at me. It's time to begin. I put aside the lesson plan I have used for years. This year we write about our values and our stories. The students' ideas are poetic. They become my mandate for the year.  I write their words into a poem.


VALUES


I believe school should be a happy place


Where I can just be me, unique, healthy, beautiful;


or, I can discuss life with my friends.


I will find opportunities and choices in this


place or, find a helping hand, and caring people


who will help and comfort me.


School is a place where we learn to trust each


other, respect one another.


I can find out how the library, how computers


will be useful in my studies.


I will find out how to get somewhere in my life.


I want to work with my friends in groups so I


can exchange ideas, talk things out, make new


friends.


School will teach me how to keep an open mind and


a willing heart.


I will be free.


I will to learn to take care of things I value.


FEEL SAFE.

The fall brought its goodness and rewards. A local PIC grant was given to two of my colleagues and me to increase awareness of action research in three high schools of the board area. This was in keeping with the new reform. Close on its heels came the news that an elementary teacher-friend and I had been granted an MEQ grant to conduct research into the teaching of history. The newly formed action research group of the province - S.T.A.R. became another action research inquiry for me. By October, I was working
toward presenting a paper at ICTR with Kathy and Judy. In addition, I was taking a course for my Master's degree. I was very disappointed because I could not continue the study I had begun in the summer school course. Instead, I was reading research results on the teaching of history. I kept in touch with my newly found friends and soon we working on a self-study. Unfortunately, work to rule began to have a profound affect on my goals and usual teaching routine. Usual field trips had to abandoned. My successful economics entrepreneurial section became a sad dream. Planned work with colleagues remained untouched.


Scalding disappointment.
It began with a respiratory virus, which lasted for months. By November, I was under the care of my doctor and taking Paxil for anxiety and panic attacks. I still managed to finish the fall term remaining quite happy about my work and my classes. Christmas with my family was a frailly happy time.  I was so weary. Like Sylvia Plath, "I am terrified of this dark thing that sleeps in me." I was lonely in my crowded family. I felt unconnected, numb. I couldn't feel. I fear. What? I am sad.  I cry no tears. I'm not enough. Is this real? Is it raining in December?  Or, is it snowing? Cold. Icy coldness flowed in my veins. I can't get warm. Things come undone. I am wingless. I became lost between the homes of family members. I lost my way coming home. I slept for hours, finding release from responsibility, or was it just the nothingness? I did not resume work in January. There was no English-speaking psychologist who could help me. I was too weary to speak in French. I remained in close contact with my doctor.


My friends hugged me tightly as I fought to stay at the surface. Phone calls at night, rides to do errands with them. Phone calls during the day. Emails, sometimes three times a day. I was softly encouraged to write, but no blinks when I couldn't. Just there. Just there. Just there for me. Maybe I am worthwhile.


By the end of January I drove to Montreal to work with Judy and Kathy. I was touchy. I was hugged and forgiven. I took my papers and began to write. I  was given strength. I was given hope. What wonderful teachers they are! I returned home renewed. February 8th I told Dr. B that I was going back to work. Though he thought it too soon, he supported my decision. He wanted me to promise that I would only teach - nothing more. I couldn't. My history students needed me to guide them for the MEQ examinations. Labour negotiations had ended. I could start my projects. It's been a long journey back. My colleagues at school are supportive. I told my students what my illness was. It turned into a lesson. No repercussions from anyone, only continued support. How do I deal with the bullies? With love. Do I speak up? Yes. However, not always calmly. I am happy to be back. I am learning so much from listening to my students. We are negotiating and for the most part, we are learning together. I cherish my strength. I look into the smiling faces of my friends and foes, and I see God.  


You still have work to do.

Kathy: Standing Against the Wind

The Field


It is evening in late October.


I am walking in an open furrowed field,


the dry earth crumbling into my scuffed shoes.


A slight breeze stirs the stillness.


I look up...and I can see them--


the moon’s young, trying their wings.


I turn to go.


The winter wheat leans into it’s own darkness,


and I into mine.
...I have learned that agony--that is, grief--is simply not socially acceptable. It makes people very uncomfortable. One is not supposed to weep. Particularly, one is not supposed to weep when one is moderately presentable, intelligent, and in the prime of life, when one’s child has been dead several months and everyone else is done grieving. Ah well, they say, it’ll take time, but she’ll get over it. She’s a tough cookie. Time’s a great healer, they say. She’s got another child, a wonderful young woman to live for and to love. No doubt they’re right. But, oh dear God...the emptiness in the house. The devastating, weary, ultimate loneliness of it all. The silence where there used to be laughter, the cheery voice that answered my call, the teasing and the pranks, the inevitable rock music blaring throughout it all. 


Four months into unremitting ache, I wondered if it was worth it. Half of myself had gone; the joyful investment of twenty years’ loving...gone into darkness. What was left simply suffered--but looked normal. Habit kept me checking both ways when I crossed the street or changed lanes driving. Meanwhile, I tended to life and smiled and smiled and smiled at the people I met from day to day.


I have come to realize that all my life I have been one of the lucky ones--safe, sane, secure. Oh, there were problems, severe ones, painful ones...but none that couldn’t be remedied, FIXED somehow. As well as grief, I have had to come to terms with fear. And I now recognise, on a deeply personal level, that the greatest obstacle to conscious growth and learning of any kind is fear: the fear of failing, of losing something intrinsic that is ours. Fear saps our energy, numbs our brains, delays our reaction time, and paralyses us on so many levels until we become victims of our own inertia. 


For me, fear was a great abyss yawning widely, as I teetered dizzily on its brink. In that black hole were all the demons I needed to wrestle with, all those demons who had been stunting my growth for years through their seductive whisperings about safety, security, and status quo. Falling meant giving in, meant losing control. On the other hand, free-falling meant trusting in myself--as opposed to believing what others had taught me. I knew deep inside of me that what I needed to do was jump, to just summon up all of my courage and free-fall into that pit. I felt like a coward: I wanted to be left alone, free from decisions and responsibility--but the abyss pulled me, attracted me by the inherent dangers and potential excitement it held. I finally half-dove, half-fell--reluctantly, but definitively--into the abyss, supported by the kindness of friends and family, and the belief that I would not only be able to free-fall down into that abyss, but to finally climb out of it on my own. This presentation and my life AA--After the Abyss--is proof that I have emerged and survived. 


Nowadays, it is so easy to be buffeted by the forces of change. For me, however, the process of self-study into my own learning as well as into my own practice has helped me regain some sense of control over my own life and my own learning by helping me to discern some order and pattern within the chaos of life in general. This more gentle and comprehensive attitude, I believe, is helping me to become a better teacher because I have finally experienced at first hand the anxiety of risk-taking and the increasing joy and pride I then have in making my own learning decisions. I can now recognise that tension and resulting success in other fellow learners and can empathise with them on a wholly different level than before. Without a doubt, I am a better teacher now than I used to be because I can now recognise and respect courage and fear. I have discovered just how fragilely human I am, and have recognised that quality not only as a limitation but as a strength--just as I am learning to accept other people’s uniqueness, respect their courage, and empathise with their grief. This could not have happened before...at least not to the person I had been. I know now that there are no guarantees in life--that the winds of change can blow capriciously, wilfully--a tremendous force that can buffet us from here to there in a second. But I also know that life is so very, very short...and maybe I need to celebrate that.


The Jewel


There is this cave


in the space behind my body


that nobody now will be able to touch--


a cloister, a silence...


closing around a blossom of pain.


Now when I stand upright against the wind,


my bones turn to garnet.
Judy: Spiralling Back to School

A silver, sliver moon hangs in a faraway, blue-black sky at eight forty-five on an August evening. Giant, matronly willows are silhouetted against the mirror of lake and sky. Voices and shadows wander among them, and thick smells of rotting water life have begun to float up from the beach. The air of autumn is becoming evident. I am wearing a jacket, wishing I’d worn jeans. Goose bumps rise on my skin. August is not my favourite time. In this stretch of change, I force myself to look for signs of life, laughter, hope. My garden is full of jaundiced, gone-to seed perennials, school-bus yellow Galardia, sad Brown-eyed Susans. The lavender is finished, summer too, soon. School follows as surely as roadwork happens in summer and snowstorms in winter, and I experience the routine, instinctive dread of the impending harvest moon - so full of promise, so swiftly gone. 


At home, after my walk, I settle in to write for awhile,  warm in my little space. But I am unsure. Hesitant. Timid with my words. My feelings and fingers falter. It is late in the day. Late in the summer. Early in a new adventure. I don’t know whether I have nothing or everything to lose. I contemplate the leave-of-absence that I have been granted. What will we do without you? You’ll figure it out. Who will run the research group? Homework Club? Knowledge Fair? The Department? What about your Kids? You’ll survive quite nicely, you did the last time. I’ll be back. I have begun to work outside Room Two. I walked away, but I left a foot in the door. I am not there yet. There is more learning to do. 


At Nancy’s, we are moving forward, moving back, with a sharing of papers, chatter, laughter. I was eager to attend, to participate, to reconnect. I looked forward to the reunion, as once again I found myself on the road to Lennoxville, on still another golden day, twisting through flat blue-green barley fields, and around ancient hills. Nancy prepared treats, chilled wine and was ready to share her unfolding story with us. She arranged herself in the window seat, and the sun shone behind and through her as she read to us of her life. Her world. Her early experiences in childhood. The institution of her first, most profound teacher training. The telling of her story reveals some of her gifts. Her writing is soft and careful, powerful and evocative at the same time. 


I left my notebook open on the coffee table and through the afternoon messages were left for our teacher. Dear Jack...Thank you so much for opening the doors to us...We have entered a new dimension.  We have been willing to trust each other, to expose our inner selves. With each encounter we move beyond where we were before...irrevocably alive and happy and secure in the company of these women...We laughed and sang and shared and committed to meeting again. ‘Til then.


Loose again on an unfamiliar highway, I feel no trepidation as I drive out to Saint Jean. I enjoy the stirring of a bright late-August early morning. Tinsel shimmer has not yet begun to glide up off the road. Wispy mist hangs to the side in places. The traffic rolls, and the town swells out of corn and hay fields, abruptly, at a turn where the highway intersects the river. Happily, the school is easy to find, and as I loop into the parking lot, I think that it must have been built at about the same time as my school. It has the same low, indifferent, anonymous look to it. Better windows. No graffiti. Still no butterflies. Not a flutter. The director of schools offers to take my box of handouts. We smile. I am welcomed. Greetings and sticky name tags. The Director General is late, we are told. Lost. The start of my workshop will be delayed. 


I twist myself into a new place. I am making small talk with people I do not know. Never wanted to. Do not trust. But I’m taking it forward. Still I am not nervous. I think Where are the butterflies? Can it be that I have some authority? Maybe, the butterflies are out dancing in the cornfields. Looking for The Fireflies. Ghosts Of July. They won’t bother with me today. I’ll get through this without a catch in my voice, without the embarrassment of insecurity. Perhaps. 


And so I begin by saying I consider myself a teacher-researcher. Sixty-five administrators stare back at me. They don’t want a workshop. I will lose them if I lecture. I’ll simply tell my story. Put the overheads aside. Sit on the edge of the table. Look for their eyes. I began to research my practice the year after I was assigned to teach IPL. So far, so good. No one has left the room, no private conversations, no one is on a cel phone. Through doing action research  I came to sense that the teacher doing research can  try  to bridge that gap between what is understood by the research community and the day-to-day life in a classroom. They ask questions. Make comments. I sense that all is going well. They are listening. It’s in their eyes. I must mention the importance of administrative support. I hold my breath. Perhaps you might like to frame your own research question. It might be something like How might I best support teachers doing action research in My School? I breathe again. Questions. Encouragement. Flattery. 


My principal walks me out to my car, and the asphalt hurls heat skyward. I waver. Unsure. The butterflies hover, circle and depart, and I understand something. The teacher doing research works the river. I know this now. We touch both banks. We drift and roll and weave, and bring two shores together. Theory. Practice. Administrators and kids. Ideals. Reals. Surge and swell. It’s rough sometimes. Dark. Cold. Fierce. And lonely. But, sometimes that River sparkles and splashes. Exhilarated. Ebullient. Purposeful. There is the potential to drift. To run aground. To drown. But not today. A current of untested determination challenges the undertow. On the way home, I race before the wind. 


I have two weeks to get ready for the fall semester. And I think back to the challenge of Jack’s words at the end of Summer School. He wrote: your research could help reconstruct the field of educational psychology as a cognitive science, and I know now that I will not register for courses that do not serve my purpose. I write to my advisor. I am experiencing a shift in the focus of my studies and my teaching...I write to the chair of the department. I am writing to request modifications to the department’s programme requirements for Ph.D. candidates. At the university I write. I must begin this paper by establishing my perspective. I am a teacher first and last.


Since I have returned to the university classroom I have begun to explore myself and others as adult learners. I have acted on the encouragement of a professor and submitted some of my work for possible publication in scholarly journals. I am beginning inquiries into the use of image as data in research on teaching and learning, and into gender issues in adult learning settings. I have built a professional development model for introducing teachers in our province to action research, a project which will be funded by the government when it is implemented in September. I have accepted invitations to participate in the planning of an action research module for pre-service teachers, to conduct workshops on action research for various school boards, and to present at the annual learning disabilities conference. Asked by the ministry of education to develop an action research web site, I happily agreed. 


I tossed out my dissertation proposal and have refocussed my research on the teacher-as-learner and the power of self study, at the same time continuing to work with Kathy and Nancy to develop ways of understanding and explaining the learning that we are doing as we continue our individual work, and as we construct our interlacing narrative. Together we are exploring methods of analysis and interpretation in keeping with the dynamic, spiralling dance that we do as action researchers. The river has two banks after all. But it has not been easy. It has not been fun. The work on the river is exacting and exhausting and a toll is paid in terms of time, health and family life. 


The river in March is cold and foreboding. Thick slopes of ice vanish into swirling dormant galaxies. Microcosms suspended in hope await the warmth of spring. And it will come, that day when breathtaking cold gives way to the fragrance of the brackish brine. There is suspense, waiting for the first light on just the right day, when  warmth will bring the catalyst. The sun’s first faint tempting of a new morning will glance off the dark still water near the shore. The chrysalis will blister. The captive will emerge, skate tentatively, and in an instant determine a lifetime’s direction before flying away.  Some, on the other hand, emerge into the still chill air, wings cemented, fighting the seductive lure of the dark and the deep, not waiting for the sun, and not able to return to the world known before. These the river carries forward, and we struggle to fly.

...I just hate to think of all those years that I will have to mourn Jamie and miss him oh-so-terribly. It seems so unfair. I guess a mother’s love, like my reknit sweaters, can only be stretched so far, can only cover so much. It’s a pity--I still have so many different colours to use...
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Evidence of Learning in the Work of Teacher Researchers: 

After writing stories from the abyss


The purpose of this study is to explore, analyse, and share the significance of stories constructed at summer school (see opposite pages), and the consequences of our experiences as teacher-researchers journeying into dark personal and professional abysses. We are doing so in order to answer questions about our claims to knowledge within the perspective of a formal theoretical framework (Mezirow, 1991), as well as from our individual, personal living theoretical (Whitehead, 1993) perspectives, in order to further the notion of inquiring into teaching and learning from a variety of complementary points-of-view (Green & McClelland, 1999). In so doing, we have found evidence of our learning which we may use to establish the validity of our work. Our results reveal several things, including the depth and quality of our learning (Brookfield, 1990), which has become an implicit part of our individual and complementary practices. 


This paper represents one spiral of the research that we have undertaken together. In it we will discuss evidence of our learning found in interpretations of our narratives, and the knowledge we may now use to improve what we do as teachers working to establish democratic and humanistic classrooms and schools, the risk-taking experienced by teacher-learners, and the intensely emotional aspects of our learning. It will be seen that the benefits to the learners in our care are implicit in the changes to our practice. In terms of addressing the theory-to-practice gap, we discuss the knowledge we have brought into the academic community in the form of our living educational theories, and contributions to the conversation about the evaluation and epistemology of reflective practice (Schon, 1995). 

Our study describes the experience of three teacher-researchers who encountered themselves as ‘living contradictions’ (Whitehead, 1993) while exploring their values, and seeking and examining ways to improve teaching practices. We are classroom teachers with a combined total of more than ninety years of teaching experience with secondary regular and special needs students and adult learners at various levels. As well, we are graduate students studying in related areas; adult education, curriculum studies and educational psychology.  As teacher-researchers, we are attempting a number of things. We are confronting the theory-to-practice gap (Schon, 1995; Zeichner, 1995) by critically examining our personal and professional selves (Connelly & Clandinin, 1999; Gitlin, Bringhurst, Burns, Cooley, Myers, Price, Russell, & Tiess, 1992; Hamilton, 1998), and we are doing so in order to improve our practices and, consequently, the quality of our students’ learning. As well, we are informing the academic community with our experiences and stories (McEwan & Egan, 1995) of inquiry and practice, and our thoughts about questions of purpose, audience and rigour in teacher-research (Schon, 1995).

Mezirow’s Theory of Transformative Learning



In the process of becoming teacher-researchers, we have become adult learners (Basseches, 1984; Brookfield, 1990) in both formal and informal settings, experiencing first hand the epochal transformative (Mezirow, 1991) potential of such learning. The subject matter of this spiral of our study is the learning we began as teacher-researchers taking a summer school course. We have chosen to investigate this phenomenon within the framework of a transformative theory of learning. 


The mosaic of characteristics of learners and learning contexts has, to date, belied the framing of a single theory (Gredler, 1997). Nevertheless, contemporary psychological theories of learning have been grouped dichotomously according to paradigm, objectivist or interpretist. The latter represents a collective challenge to an objectivist perspective of learning and includes a “recognition of the importance of the structures of the mind that the individual brings to his or her encounters with the world” (Mezirow cited in Sutherland, 1998, p. 4), and learning becomes a matter of obtaining mutuality of meaning as knowledge is constructed. An interpretist paradigm characterises transformative theories of learning. There are resonances with the ideas and inquiries of many in the work of Jack Mezirow on the transformative nature of learning, including that of Perry, King and Kitchener (cited in Hofer and Pintrich, 1997), Basseches (1984), Labouvie-Vief, Broughton, Commons and Richards (cited in Mezirow, 1991). However, for our purpose in this spiral of our work together, aspects of Mezirow’s particular rendition may be the most appropriate. 


Hofer & Pintrich (1997) offer a template for the understanding of theories of epistemological beliefs to which we shall apply Mezirow’s (1991) theory of perspective transformation. Knowledge is described in terms of meaning perspectives and meaning schemes (Mezirow, 1991,1994, 1998). Meaning perspectives are framed by the individual’s predispositions, assumptions and expectations, while meaning schemes are constituted by concepts, beliefs, judgments and feelings. Knowing involves the active construction of meaning on the part of the learner as culture is experienced and, possibly, reflected upon (Mezirow, 1991,1994, 1998). Learning occurs as the individual constructs new knowledge as a result of interpretation of experience within the culture (Mezirow, 1991,1994, 1998), as products of problem-solving which proceeds through a series of phases; experiencing a “disorienting dilemma” (ibid, p. 224) which initiates a process of examination of assumptions, acknowledgement of disequilibrium, planning and enacting change, and adjusting to one’s new perspective. Learning resulting in altered meaning perspectives is defined as epochal ( Mezirow, 1991). Mezirow asserts that adults learn as they engage in discourse and will, ideally, “have accurate and complete information, (be) free from...self-deception, have the ability to weigh evidence and evaluate arguments,...be critically reflective, open to alternative perspectives...and will accept informed, objective, and rational consensus as a legitimate test of validity” (Mezirow, 1991, p. 199). The goal of teacher professional development becomes that of facilitating “communicative competence (by) cultivating the learner’s ability to negotiate meanings and purposes instead of passively accepting social realities as defined by others”  (Mezirow, 1994, p. 226). 

The Context of our Research


Last summer we joined a community of inquirers in a graduate level course in educational leadership, Initiating, Monitoring and Sustaining Classroom and School Improvement Through Action Research, where we engaged in a curriculum of self-study. Our individual research questions emerged through statements of our expectations for the course and our answers to the question “What do you care about in education?” (J. Whitehead, Personal communication, July 5, 1999). Data, in diverse forms (Eisner, 1997), including videotape, photographs, sketches, poetry, journals and letters were used as evidence to support or to topple our value claims. Analyses of these data were used in the construction of individual narrative portraits. The stories that unfolded were at the same time frightening and enlightening.  

Methodology

Specific questions addressed in this spiral of our study are 

· What are we learning from our experiences as teacher-researchers as we seek ways to improve the quality of our teaching and the learning of our students while examining our practices through our value claims?

· What evidence is there of our learning?

· How are we using our learning?


Our methods in setting out to answer our questions reflect the action research spiral. We were confronted with the problem of justifying our claims to new knowledge, to having learned from our summer school experience. We expected that public sharing of our stories might be one way. Separately, we presented our stories to various individuals or audiences applying the ‘ring of truth’ criteria (Eisner, 1991).  As well, we constructed an interwoven narrative consisting of the three stories begun at summer school and continued as we engaged in the work of taking our learning forward. Subsequently, we decided to engage in a more ‘academic’ enterprise in order to look for evidence from another, complementary perspective. We searched the adult learner literature for an appropriate framework and discovered much of interest. We developed a set of categorical codes which provided a lens through which we could each take a fresh look at the stories of the others. 

1. Dream (Levinson, 1978)

2. Identity (Levinson, 1978)

3. Values (Levinson, 1978; Mezirow, 1991; Whitehead, 1993)

4. Disorientation (Mezirow, 1991)


5. Negation of value (Mezirow, 1991; Whitehead, 1993)

6. Contradiction (Basseches, 1986; Whitehead, 1993)

7. Search for meaning and peace (Mezirow, 1991)

8. Work of the teacher/researcher (Whitehead, 1993)


9. Self-acceptance (Mezirow, 1991)

10. Integration (Mezirow, 1991)


11. Taking it  forward/using our learning (Mezirow, 1991; Whitehead, 1993)

12. Conscientization (Freire, 1995)

13. Living educational theory (Whitehead, 1993)

Adult Learning Categories for Coding Ordered as Experienced in Our Learning
In doing this, we concluded that Mezirow’s notion of epochal transformative learning suited the dark and profound nature of the learning done on our separate journeys. 

14. Problem solving activity

15. Disorienting dilemma

16. Examining assumptions

17. Acknowledging disequilibrium

18. Planning change

19. Enacting change

20. Adjusting to new perspective

Learning Phases (Mezirow, 1991) Categories for Coding Evidence of Our Learning

We decided to apply this framework to our search for evidence of our learning in this next spiral, again using categorical coding. Finally, we each interpreted our own stories incorporating the interpretations of the others, and discussed shared implications. 

Interpretations of our Learning


Kathy:
Investigating My Innards: Exorcising the Devils...


As an inveterate journal writer, I have always ‘written my way out’ of any situation I face. Writing - that is, expressing myself in words and metaphors - is for me the greatest way of unloading, of figuring out how I feel about things and how I will proceed. Going Public: Me and the Validation Process grew out of a desire to sort out the terrors that I faced as both a person and as a professional, to try to come to terms with it in writing, via the use of narrative. Using the narrative form gave me the chance to explore and explain my feelings - to myself as well as to others - and, as such, was a major part of the vital healing process for me. In essence, then, the stories that form the integral part of my paper are my personal nightmares, those horrible moments and feelings that I lived through over and over, transformed into words - as if by putting them on paper for others to see, to share, might exorcise them once and for all .

     Beginning with the first of my narratives, Free Falling, the fact that I was facing a disorienting dilemma (Mezirow, 1991) becomes obvious from the first paragraph on, when I state that I had 


stayed in my car numbed by inertia or fear - or a combination of both 

More than just experiencing a couple moments of panic, this fear completely overwhelmed and devastated me to the point of almost completely shutting down all avenues of escape, literally imprisoning me inside my car: 


Oh, I wanted to open the door, but something inside  prevented me. It prevented 
me for moving for two hours...

This  recognition of what was happening to me, of the fact that I was, indeed, aware that fear was making me unable to freely move,  is part and parcel of the series of phases the learner goes through as a product of problem solving that Mezirow refers to in his explanation of transformed meaning perspectives, and is called acknowledging disequilibrium (Mezirow, 1991). Quite frankly, it came as no surprise to me that Nancy and Judy, when coding my stories, should find more than ample evidence of this disorientation and my corresponding acknowledgement of this imbalance within my narratives - nor that it should occur most especially in Free Falling, because this narrative was the impetus for my entire ‘adventure’. In fact, although my unhappiness had begun much earlier, the abyss I found myself facing - the ‘big bang’ experience of the epochal transformation (Mezirow, 1991) which I experienced as a result of summer school 1999 - began with the precise moment in my car in when I discovered just how paralysing an unknown fear could be, and then consciously, painfully, made the decision to record and investigate this critical incident - after I had endured something which could have come right out of Kafka: a nightmarish, gruelling attempt to climb up those four sets of stairs to the classroom 

              stopping off on every floor to find a bathroom...
When I decided to honestly record the sensations I was going through, the image of the abyss and the feeling that I was having to face it constantly, reechoed through everything that I thought, said, and wrote - so much so that it became a refrain tying each of the narratives together. This refrain, then, became a continual reminder that, even though my moods and reflections might vary and change, the abyss - my complete and totally terrifying disorientation - still needed to be faced:


...I look around from where I am and it seems as if


there’s nowhere to go except down - into an abyss of


such extreme confusion and turbulence that I wonder


if I couldn’t just stay here...


Likewise, in these narratives I seem to be aware of the fact that, not only had I lost control of the situations I continually found myself in, but that my personal flaws and ‘inadequacies’ were being exposed for all to see. This ranges from 


I’m scared of discovering that maybe I can’t think in a logical, step-by-step 

manner 

to the baldly, blatant statement that 


I really DON’T WANT TO FACE ANY OF THIS.


As well as the abundance of disorientation and disequilibrium peppered throughout my narratives, both Nancy and Judy also found evidence of my examination of the assumptions I was operating under, another one of Mezirow’s phases. A closer look at these bit and pieces reveals that they are, for the most part, one-liners - single sentences that almost appear to be rhetorical, or at best self-deprecatory - intentional literary devices that probably helped me write the ‘tougher’ parts. And yet there is real emotion that emerges when I talk about how appearances aren’t what they seem - the fact that 


many people have even BELIEVED this Good Front

- and in the patent relief and pain I found in the way that I felt I had lived out my values with my son’s addiction, going 


beyond my own fears and unhappiness and deal with him  and his disease in a 

spirit of unconditional love and tenderness and caring.


When coding, Nancy and Judy didn’t seem to find much evidence of Mezirow’s phases of planning change and enacting change within my narratives that they could agree upon. Personally, I find this a bit puzzling, as I happen to feel that it is there - or is it that I had assumed  that it would be obvious to the reader that what I was doing was deliberately done in order to effect a change within myself?  


That is a question that I’m not sure I can answer at this point because it brings up so many other unanswerable questions. To be sure, summer school 1999 was a remarkable experience - alternately terrifying, exhilarating, and empowering. Would I do it again? COULD I do it again? Yes, and no. Was it important to who I was and to who I am now? Definitely!


Waves of summer school wash over me frequently, especially whenever I think about the metaphor I chose for my experience, that of the old sweater unravelling. Without a doubt, I watched myself unravel that summer and I would never, ever be the same. Yet, what I found amid the unravelled wool was the essence of who and what I am: whole beautiful strands of many varying colours, attached by different sizes and types of knots, knots of  unshakeable belief in the beauty, dignity and undying, eternal  nature of the human spirit. 


I can now bring that caring feeling into my classroom, humbled by a new respect for the tremendous risks we all take when we attempt new learning and a gentle need to acknowledge and share that when I recognise it in others - be they the people in my care, my friends, my family, or myself.


Knit one, purl one...


Judy:
When shall we three meet again, in thunder, lightening or in rain?



We have each looked at the others’ stories, and analysed them using aspects of Mezirow’s theory of transformative learning. Doing so has brought me to think, not just about our stories and our learning, but about our evolving relationships as well. We’re a little like Macbeth’s confidants, the weird sisters, I think. Ours is a covenant born in the abyss. It is sustained by common purpose - to move forward, to work through our values, to improve our practices individually and collectively, and to inform others. And there is a strong, sometimes strange element of spirituality to this relationship, as yet unexplained, that began when we met as strangers in Jack’s classroom. It continues to guide us somehow. We have needed each other. Our work has been hard to do, and we are all tired. I doubt very much that we could have accomplished what we have this year without the love and support that we have shared.


At summer school we met for the first time, where we were thrown together by a harsh disorienting (Mezirow, 1991) learning experience:


And, yes, how is it that on the second day of this course I found myself in tears, 

on my knees?

We were set the problem solving (Mezirow, 1991) task of determining whether or not we were working through, or in contradiction of, our values:


I began the work of understanding who I am as a teacher

Through the toil and trouble, we examined our assumptions (Mezirow, 1991):


How can I his teacher say that I love, that I value this student? Where can I see 

my values played out as he experiences our school? Only in Room Two? 

Perhaps, just   perhaps I did not hear him say he was not ready to leave. 


Perhaps he did not say it. He knew I might not hear. Would not hear. 

Our plans for change (Mezirow, 1991) began at summer school.


I must spend more time outside Room Two. I must hear my students as they 

bring me their reports of their struggles. Their apprehensions.Their 


catastrophes. Their failures. Their truths. 

And although their is no evidence of it in my story about working on the underbelly, Kathy and Nancy and I have continued to meet through the fall and winter, enacting the changes we had planned.  We continue to labour over the cauldron containing the knowledge born of last summer’s learning. It is knowledge which continues to grow, and to which we add our thoughts, ideas, guidance and love for each other as we do the work of taking it forward. Each of us adjusting to a new perspective (Mezirow, 1991) and informing others as we go. At the end off summer school I wrote


I’m in a new place. I feel unsafe. I am experiencing first hand what my Mock 

Turtles do when they leave Room Two. . . I’ll find in myself a renewed 


commitment to my work as a teacher. I take away hope that I might really come 

to live my values as claimed.

So, when shall we three meet again? As soon or as often as we need to, in order to continue to improve our practices, and to support each other in our determination to work through our values in doing good work. We are working with our students. We are working to establish democratic and humanistic classrooms and schools, and to bring knowledge of alternate ways of looking at teaching and learning to the world of school administration and policy maker, and to the university community where we are making contributions to the conversation about the evaluation and epistemology of reflective practice in terms of our living educational theories. 


Nancy:

All my life's a circle

Sunrise and sundown.

The moon rolls through the night time, ‘til daybreak rolls around.

All my life's a circle,

I can't tell you why

Seasons spinning round again

The years keep rolling by.

Harry Chapan's lyrics reflect the unquestioning humdrum existence I led before entering the Action Research class last July. Here I was challenged to describe the values with which I practised teaching. Here too, I found a special spiritual friendship with Judy and Kathy; one which reshaped my life and which continues. Questioning my values and my journey to seek answers to my questions powered me into confusion, guilt and despair. The Truth tossed a career of thirty-four years into ruins. Judy and Kathy became the clear golden light in this blackness. I could trust them with my deepest and darkest thoughts. Somehow, with their help, these slimy reptilian images began to glisten with silver beams and guide me to form wisdom from the hurt. We women could trust each other. My teacher treated me with respect and helped me understand my promise as a teacher. An academic, he treated me as an equal.


Jack Mezirow (1991) wrote of the "disorienting dilemma" as part of transformative learning. The intense reflection accompanying my quest for truth is also part of this process. I  had written that my 


values were almost like a Students' Bill of Rights. 

I had hoped that each student should grow in awareness of his or her strengths. Secondly, I hoped would feel accepted and valued in my classroom.  


Students should learn how  they differ from others and respect the differences in 
others.  Students should recognise their goodness and spirit. There are 


circumstances when it is necessary to stand apart from the crowd and such 

such a position should be respected. It is each person's responsibility to share 

his or her talents, and ideas.  We must laugh and learn to share our abundance 

and good humour in our lives. 


All my life I had respected the ideals of democratic freedom: individual expression, community of inquirers caring, arguing, negotiating, and reaching consensus.  Was it evidenced in my teaching? I had failed.  


So much of time was spent disciplining the students, keeping an orderly class 

and teaching the prescribed curriculum.  I was the model teacher and purveyor 

the paternalistic system which I so loathed. So often I had allowed the restless 

aggressiveness of the boys to hold my attention and let them sabotage my 

lessons. I  negated my own values in the classroom more often than not.  I was 

distressed...The girls need a mirror to see their uniqueness: their importance to 

the world order, their promise, the beauty of what a women can offer the world, 

their wonderful strength.  
Why do I often neglect the girls for the sake of the boys? Why? Carl Jung believed that human development was not complete at the beginning of adulthood as postulated by others. Instead, childhood, adolescence and early adulthood were periods for learning basic strategies and concepts for coping and adapting to life's experiences. He believed  each strategy was paired with an alternative strategy. For example, thinking and feeling were two modes for judging the realities of perception and making decisions. In development, each individual learns a preference for one of the two strategies, and to use the strategy effectively in life. Some prefer the thinking strategy which accesses the facts and their consistency of logic for information. Others access the value of perceptions and accept or reject information on the basis of whether the information is pleasing, displeasing, supporting or threatening. The unused strategy becomes part of the shadow. I was taught the former in childhood. I was taught to 


use my head; not my emotions. 

My mother taught me compassion, caring, and nurturing. As an individual moves into mid-life, the underdeveloped or un preferred strategy becomes more important and salient to mature behaviour. It is important that the individual integrate these behaviours, and over time develop the ability to use both strategies.


A powerful story from life occurred when I was beaten and bullied on my way to 

music class.  I was taught by my older brother to box in order to protect myself;  

a male reaction to the problem. When I did finally use my fists I was 


punished by my mother for unladylike behaviour. Part of my contradiction in 

practice had its origin in role and gender confusion that I had been taught 

growing up with brothers.


According to Jung, for a young woman, aspects of her feminine side are submerged into her shadow  and many of her behaviours defined as ‘masculine’ are submerged into the animus of her unconscious mind. At that point in my story, I lost the adventurous, courageous voice I had had as a seven-year old.


Since reaching mid-life, I have been timidly searching for the powerful child in me. That power is rooted in the animus. I run away, afraid of the teachings of childhood. To understand myself, my feelings have to be connected to my thoughts and my thoughts connected to my actions. To achieve a balance, there is a need to be both the I and she in the story of  my life. When I cannot be both, or repress one or the other, I lose the authenticity of my world. Confusion and anger result. The self can be held captive by memory. My story helped me to become. As I wrote this summer, I realized that theoretical thinking and adult knowledge dominate traditional thinking in education. Women have carried this traditional knowledge and thinking since the advent of patriarchy. The masculine side of my psyche is powerful, and I acknowledge it, and cherish it now. It had been a burden to me most of my life. I had learned not to be too competent, at least not more than the males around me. I retreated from my own own power. As Whitehead (1993) would say, I negated my values. I preferred to stay in the box to which I was assigned. Resulting from my rejection to integrate my feelings and behaviour, I worry, I have been quick to anger, and prone to anxiety.


As Judy said, ‘Become a Red Queen’. A queen is the feminine power. I am still trying, and as I try, I am finding my authentic voice. I am now ready to help the girls as well as the boys under my care.  


The girls need a mirror to be held up, so they can see their own uniqueness, 

their importance to the world order, their promise, the beauty of what women 

can off to society, and their Wonderful strength. Too often in the past my efforts 

have been sabotaged by the aggressive restlessness of the boys.  But no 

longer.  I wish the girls to understand what I have learned and what I am 


learning.
There is no better place than the history class to tell the story of girls and women. As Mezirow (1991) taught, my new knowledge has been reorganised into a personal model of reality.


In sea foam, in swirlings & imaginings


I am fish, tadpole, crocodile.


I am an urge, an idea, a portent of possible dreams.


I lie between heaven & earth, between goodness & evil,


Patience and explosion…


I have always been here, a child in the silence of things, ready to wake at any 

moment.


I am possibility.


...when we speak in love & live by love, truth in love will be our comfort.


Who you are is only limited by who you think you are..


There are words that exist in the mind of heaven, a bright


Knowing, a clear moment of being.


When you know it, you know yourself well enough.


You will not speak...


We will never reach the end of our own becoming,  the madness of creation , 

the joy of existence.
We are goddesses 


...now dancing in whirling darkness, spitting flames like stars at night.
(Adapted from Normandi Ellis, Book of the Dead: Story of Osiris).

Before Beginning the Next Spiral 


We are emerging from our experiences propelled by our ‘living educational theories’ (McNiff, 1993; Whitehead,1993; Lomax, Parker, & Evans 1997). Ours are becoming epistemologies of practice (Schon, 1987; Laidlaw & Whitehead, 1995; Kessels & Korthagen, 1996), as a result of experiences of epochal transformation in writing our self studies. We believe that there is much for teachers and researchers working from a variety of perspectives to learn from our stories and our study. And, so we share them with others as we undertake the work of ‘taking it forward’.


A major purpose in writing this paper has been to bring our thinking to the researcher who works in another arena. We have taken a formal, tested theory, and mapped our collective experience onto it. Our purpose has been to provide evidence of our learning within a respected framework, that of Mezirow’s theory of transformative learning. In working on this spiral of our study we have continued our learning. We have learned that in using formal theory as a lens through which to study learning, much of the story may be lost. The stories written in the abyss reflect vulnerability, emotion, the power of the entire experience that cannot be adequately represented or interpreted using a theory with the intention to generalise. The creative nature of the story written as self-study, and the power of the process of writing is lost. The poignancy is denied. However, we understand that one must not lose sight of the issue of validity. Many have written stories that do not constitute research. We believe that we can make claims to valid knowledge on the basis of evidence of our learning as realised in our stories and as recognised by others. Perhaps multiple perspectives instead of one or another will provide a comprehensive picture of the learning teachers do that  may be accessible to all in an inclusive community of inquirers. 
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