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Abstract 

Student teaching is a pivotal time period, as future teachers construct their new 
identities, trying to mesh their own ideals for who they want to be in the classroom with 
the ways schools and classrooms are run, and the ways in which teachers are constructed 
by others. Life experiences and embodied knowledges come into conflict with idealistic 
and program-based ideas of social justice (Britzman, 2003; Lortie, 1975). Even future 
teachers who are oriented toward change and social justice often end up embodying the 
very notions of teaching they had hoped to push against (Britzman, 2003; hooks, 1994) 

         Drawing on post-intentional phenomenology (Vagle, 2018) and narrative inquiry 
(Barone, 2007; Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Clandinin & Rosiek, 2007; Huber et al, 
2013), this study investigated a phenomenon I call felt impossibilities in becoming 
teachers who aspire to be antiracist, anti-oppressive, social justice-oriented educators. I 
define felt impossibilities as a crisis of identity or an identity paradox, in which teachers 
feel that they cannot enact the values they hold, for all of the reasons--institutional, 
structural, emotional, and embodied. 

 The dissertation is organized around stories of teaching: my own and one of my 
participants, both of us cis-gender, white, middle class women. I reread our stories 
through one another, as well as through Thandeka’s (1999) theory of white shame, 
Yoon’s (2012) theory of whiteness-at-work, and Mazzei’s (2011) theory of desiring 
silence to see what our feelings of impossibility produce and provoke. 

 I argue that we must attend to the silences--in teacher education, in our teacher 
actions, and in the stories we tell--to combat the harmful effects of white supremacy in 
our schools. Inspired by adrienne maree brown’s (2017) Emergent Strategy, I also 
suggest that rewriting our stories may help us flip the script, to see felt impossibilities as 
a way into productive change, rather than just a place of “stuckness.” 
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Prologue: Tuesdays 

My life is full of teachers—my closest friends in graduate school are former or 

current K-12 teachers, my partner teaches high school social studies, many of my 

Facebook friends are former colleagues from the large, urban district where I spent 

seventeen years as a classroom teacher. Once a month for the past 25 years, I have gotten 

together for dinner with my good friend with whom I student taught (she taught math, I 

taught Language Arts, for the same group of eighth graders at a community middle 

school in a rural town); she currently teaches math at a high school in the neighboring 

urban district. 

 My life is full of teachers, my days and nights full of teacher talk, and as I write 

this dissertation in the spring of 2020, they are all swimming in a phenomenon I call felt 

impossibilities—feeling the desire to be a social justice oriented, equity focused teacher, 

while simultaneously feeling like they cannot—because of structural, institutional 

constraints, because of the way society views teachers, because of the knowledge of what 

teaching should be that lives in their own bodies 

 One of my English education department colleagues began a collective journal 

with the spring’s English education teacher candidates, to give folks a space to process 

the many emotions of trying to student teach during a global pandemic, when we are not 

allowed to be in schools, to form in-person relationships and communities with our 

students. In one of my late April entries, I wrote: 

I’m doing the impossible today. I’m working, writing, dissertating. Thinking 

about kids and teachers in school, about what it’s like to be a student teacher, 
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about how to hold on to our social justice values under the most impossible of 

circumstances. So this time that we’re living in right now—maybe it feels 

impossible to be teachers, to navigate all the things. But also, I’m hoping that 

there are moments of possibility as well. Moments of connection with students, 

with other teachers, with writing. Moments of maybe. 

And the response from the teacher candidates was “Yes. This.” 

 New teachers, experienced teachers, teachers teaching teachers, so many of us are 

intensely feeling the impossibilities this spring. What does it mean to try to write a 

dissertation during this time, in the spring of 2020? When there is a global pandemic, a 

stay-at-home order, when schools are closed and Zoom is the word of the year? When we 

are living in the heart of an intense and public fight for racial justice, when our city is 

burning? When I sit writing in a beautiful suburban house, safe with my family, green 

yard and growing garden out my window? When even my privileged white kids with two 

teachers as parents, no worries about technology or access, struggle with distance 

learning? 

 adrienne maree brown (2017) writes, “The crisis is everywhere, massive massive 

massive” (p. 3), and it could not be more true in the spring of 2020: with a global 

pandemic, George Floyd’s murder, an administration that is working to strip our trans* 

friends and families of their rights to exist…the list goes on. The crisis is everywhere, 

and so are the impossibilities. Conversations about this phenomenon that I have been 

playing with over the past few years ripple and swirl within my life—the phenomenon 

seems to have taken on a life of its own, as teacher friends and graduate school friends 
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and professors and my partner talk to me about the ways felt impossibilities have 

emerged in their own teaching lives this spring. 

 These every day moments form a collection of Tuesdays—mini stories that 

intersperse my “official” work, that tell the tale of felt impossibilities in the day-to-day, 

presented without theory, without analysis, as a chance for the reader to take a breather 

from the “official,” to connect and say “oh, yes, that reminds me of the time when…,” to 

wonder, to ponder, to experience a bit of the daily felt impossibilities in the life of a 

teacher/mother/partner/scholar/teacher educator/researcher working on a Tuesday in the 

spring of 2020. 
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Tuesday, March 17, 2020: Dissertating During a Global Pandemic 

 I’m sitting on the couch, trying to write my dissertation. That’s a lie. I’m not even 

trying. My analysis chapter is due to my advisor next week. Three weeks ago, I had an 

analysis plan. My path felt clear. I wrote an outline. I excitedly shared my ideas with Eric, 

literally jumping up and down, high-fiving him with excitement in the dark as we walked 

the dog. 

 And then...the world stopped. The world was probably already on its way to 

stopping while I was jumping up and down on the dog walk, but in this US-centered 

context, many of us had not yet realized what was coming. 

 I’m writing while listening to the children yelling from the living room. They are 

supposed to be training the dog, but they are jumping on the trampoline, having crab 

battles on the floor, shouting new made-up rules for their games, laughing, fighting. Eric 

is sitting on the other couch, his busy semester having screeched to a halt. His school has 

a two week break to prepare for online learning, which means he spends his days playing 

computer games and reading Dungeons and Dragons books. The kids’ school officially 

begins e-learning next week. 

 And me? I am trying to write about felt impossibilities, about the struggles 

teachers face when they want to be social justice, antiracist educators, but feel like they 

cannot when they are actually in schools, in classrooms. 

 And maybe that is why I can’t write. Because right now, teachers aren’t in their 

classrooms. We have no idea if they will be back before the end of the year, but all signs 

say that they won’t. My current batch of teacher candidates were in their student teaching 
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classrooms for three days—three days instead of twelve weeks—when the University 

pulled them out, decided all courses would be online, even field placements. They will 

get their teaching licenses anyway because this isn’t their fault; we are already working 

on contingency plans. They are working with their cooperating teachers, scrambling to 

transform their lengthy thoughtful unit plans into equally thoughtful online units; their 

ability to do so, to build relationships and teach language arts in a digital form, will likely 

be in high demand next fall. But they will go into teaching without the classroom 

experience which feels like the heart of student teaching. My teaching friends, former 

teaching candidates, the participants from this study in their first year of full-time 

teaching, all are sitting in their living rooms or the corner of their bedrooms, trying to 

figure out a new version of education, how to make online learning meaningful for their 

students, how to make sure their students are safe and fed…from a social distance. 

 What does social justice mean today? Restaurants, bars, and gyms are closed 

down. People are losing their jobs; some are still being paid, but for how long? We are 

being told to keep our distance, but the grocery store workers are still there filling the 

shelves. The middle class suburban neighborhood into which my family moved last 

August is quiet, with cars in the driveway and lights on in the kitchens, even in the 

middle of a Tuesday. What does social justice education mean today? What does it mean 

when we’re trying to figure out meaningful online learning? When students are 

homeschooling their 8-year-old brothers, caring for their immunocompromised 

grandmothers? What am I even doing? 

 Felt impossibilities? This whole thing feels impossible in this world where no one 
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knows what to do, what is coming next, if school as we know it will exist in the fall, what 

education will even look like in the future. 
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Chapter One: Introduction 

 I begin at an end—not the end, for really, we are always in the middle; but the 

story of this dissertation begins with the ending of a teaching career. The process of 

writing this dissertation has opened up for me both my phenomenon, as well as the reason 

I came to graduate school in the first place—the reason I left my own classroom after 

seventeen years as a public school secondary English/language arts teacher. At the time I 

left, I did not understand my own reasons for needing to leave; I just knew that the 

situation at my school, in my district, had become untenable. I told people that I needed a 

break, needed something different, that it was a hard time to be a public school teacher, 

that my family needed more flexibility in my schedule. In the essays I wrote to apply to 

graduate school and in the first papers I wrote as a graduate student, I can see myself 

struggling to figure out why—why I gave up as a teacher, gave up on my life’s work, 

gave up on what I had known for twenty years to be my calling. To the amusement of my 

partner, friends, and family, when I went to graduate school, I became embarrassed by the 

question “What do you do?” I could not share my family’s pride that I was working 

toward my doctorate, because I knew, deep down, that what I had really done was give 

up. I knew that the teachers on the front lines, in K-12 schools and classrooms, were 

doing the real work, not playing in the privileged world of reading, writing, and thinking 

about education. “What do you do?” By giving up my go-to answer, “I am a teacher,” I 

felt like I gave up the most important part of my identity. So why did I do it? 
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Story #1: Not Enough 

 She drove down the familiar road, feeling the spring sun beat down through the 

car window, reliving the last period of her school day. 

  As she drove, she could hear Brandon1’s voice over and over, “My aunt is 

going to come here after school. She’ll fuck you up. She’ll show you, you ugly bitch.” 

She still felt as though she were trapped in the hallway, his short wiry body pushing 

against the classroom door as she tried to close it. She could feel the pressure of the 

other 28 bodies behind her, knowing they were listening to see how she would react, a 

few of them laughing, a few horrified. 

  She heard her own voice, repeating, “Okay, Brandon. You need to go to the 

office now. C’mon. I’m sorry, but you need to leave now. C’mon….” as she tried to 

usher him to the door, engaged in that delicate teacher balance of trying to use her body 

to shield the rest of the class, trying to use her body to guide him to the door, without 

ever crossing the line and touching him in any way that could later be thought of as 

aggressive. Trying to get his explosive body out of her classroom without saying or 

doing anything that would make the explosion worse. Feeling the unnatural calm take 

over, as some part of her recognized (as it always did) the importance of keeping her 

voice level and unemotional, focused on the need to GET HIM OUT. 

  Finally, the short burst of relief as his feet crossed the threshold into the 

hallway and she knew she was so close to being free from him, from the tumult he 

caused in her room. For today. And then the intellectual exercise as half of her brain 
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continued to speak calmly to Brandon, telling him he needed to leave, while the other 

half tried to problem-solve how she could get around his body to lock the door before 

she pulled it closed. She knew from previous encounters that if she didn’t find a way to 

lock it, he would just continue to pull the door open to shout obscenities into the room. 

  And then the threat came: “My aunt is going to come here after school. She’ll 

fuck you up. She’ll show you, you ugly bitch.” And part of her knew she had him; he’d 

crossed a line with that threat. She looked up and saw Lucia standing further down the 

hallway, a startled look on the friendly, open face of the young educational assistant. 

She’d heard. 

  Lucia walked down the hall, meeting Abby’s eyes, sympathy in the quick 

glance, even as she focused her attention on Brandon. “C’mon, Brandon. Let’s get you 

to the office.” And as he glanced toward Lucia, Abby was able to curve her body 

around, get the door locked and quickly pull it shut behind her. 

  The class was waiting to see how she’d react. She took a deep breath, filling her 

lungs with the power to move on: “Okay...that was exciting.” (She knew it was best not 

to let them jump into a discussion of recent events, but also knew that it never worked 

to pretend it didn’t happen.) “Now...where were we?” 

********* 

  In the car, she could still hear Brandon’s voice: “My aunt is going to come here 

after school....” And Abby thought, “Hm....I wonder if it would hurt. I’ve never gotten 

                                                

1 All names of people and places in the stories are pseudonyms, except my own and my 
partner’s (Eric). 
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punched before. I’d bet I could be in the hospital for a while. They couldn’t make me 

go back to work after that, could they?” She started thinking of the hospital...a quiet 

space, her own room, clean white walls, sun shining in the window, time to relax and to 

breathe…. Maybe if Brandon’s aunt didn’t show up, there could be a little accident….. 

  Startled by the train of her own thoughts, she focused back on the road. Oh, this 

wasn’t good. She didn’t know what had changed, but something had; she couldn’t do 

this anymore. She needed a way out. 

 

Introduction to the Phenomenon 

 I wrote the above story (“Not Enough”) in response to the first prompt my writing 

collective2 co-created: Write about a time that you felt like you were not enough. It was 

our first prompt, and this was the first memory that came to mind when I thought about 

feeling that I was not enough as a teacher. The story has popped up again and again in my 

                                                

2 Coming out of feminist epistemologies, collective memory work (Haug, 1999) is an 
“emancipating learning project” (p. 28) whose focus is to “gain insights into the ways of 
constructing” (p. 5) both ourselves and stories through language. Our memory writing 
collective was made up of four K-12 teachers turned doctoral students, and it had 
emerged from discussions the four of us had around our changing identities and our 
feelings of “not-enoughness” (Hughes, 2014) in the academy. 
 
Note on the language: In collective memory work, the memories are written in third 
person. According to Haug (1999): “It is best to have participants use third-person 
narration. This forces the participants to explain themselves as not self-evident and, 
therefore, unknown persons. It allows the women to describe themselves in detail and to 
account for themselves; whereas, oftentimes with first-person narration too much is taken 
for granted, left out, or considered unimportant and embarrassing. We might call this 
choice of third-person narration historicizing or distancing the narrator” (p. 3-4). 
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writing since entering graduate school, in collective writing, in individual papers, and in 

conference performances. 

 It is a story of the moment that catapulted me into my decision to leave the 

classroom, to enroll at the university, to pursue my doctoral studies. Unlike many of my 

colleagues who entered graduate school with goals of becoming a college professor or a 

university researcher, I was simply (or not-so-simply) looking for a way out. I had come 

home after the car ride in the story above, the one where I fantasized of being in a 

hospital room to avoid having to go back to my classroom, and told my partner that I 

could not live this professional life anymore. I needed to get out. My response to struggle 

has always been to search for solutions; I immediately sat down on the couch with my 

laptop and started looking for something else: a job supervising student teachers maybe? 

I would need a PhD. Okay, then, a PhD program. 

 My current position as a high school English teacher had become untenable. Not 

because I feared being punched by Brandon’s aunt; not because I was tired of being 

cursed at in seventh period English every day; not because I was bored teaching The 

Great Gatsby and Romeo and Juliet for (what felt like) the millionth time; not because I 

had started to dream about any and every excuse to miss a day of work. My position was 

untenable, I finally realized through engaging in the work of this study—investigating 

this phenomena, conducting interviews, rereading my own and my participants’ stories 

again and again, and writing this dissertation—because of a crisis of identity: it felt 

impossible to be who I wanted to be, who I needed to be, as a teacher. 

 I have named the phenomenon that moves through my work, my world, and this 
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dissertation felt impossibilities. When I drafted this study, I initially called my 

phenomenon “impossible decisions,” but it is deeper than the decisions we, as teachers, 

make. I tend to touch my upper chest when I talk about felt impossibilities, as though 

they reside somewhere near my heart, my voice, my deepest sense of me. 

 The purpose of this dissertation is to investigate how felt impossibilities take 

shape for those who are becoming social justice oriented teachers, who hope to teach in 

antiracist and antioppressive ways. My hope is that in illuminating the feelings of 

impossibility, rereading and rewriting our stories of impossibility, we can discover new 

ways of being and new ways of educating. 

The Research Problem 

“The teacher next door runs his classroom like a cop.” - Jessica 

 Schools are oppressive, harmful spaces for students, particularly students from 

marginalized and/or non-dominant groups (Darling-Hammond, 2010; Delpit, 2006; 

Kumashiro, 2002; Ladson-Billings, 2006; Nieto, 1996; Shalaby, 2017; Watkins, 2001). 

The inequalities are pervasive: districts in non-white and urban areas are significantly 

underfunded compared to their predominantly white counterparts (Ladson-Billings, 

2006); curricula ignores or pathologizes genderqueer and LGBTQ+ identities (Blackburn 

& Buckley, 2005); schools and districts view non-white communities from a deficit lens 

(Yosso, 2005); storytelling that uses a non-Western, non-linear structure is considered 

“wrong” (Michaels, 1981); students are tracked into educational and career paths from an 

early age (Oakes, 2008); Black children are funneled into the carceral system at alarming 

rates, criminalized for behaviors which are accepted or tolerated from white children 
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(Annamma, 2016). Even my own children, white, upper-middle class, well-resourced, 

privileged in so many ways, have found traditional schooling (Kliebard, 2004) to be 

oppressive to their neurodivergent selves. 

“This performance doesn’t feel like the teacher I want to be.” - Mandy 

 Many of the becoming teachers I have encountered in my four years in teacher 

education (although not all3), as well as most of the student teachers I had in my own 

classroom during my tenure as a middle and high school teacher, are committed to social 

justice4. They see injustice in the educational system, and hope to bring about change. 

This looks different depending on the beginning teacher and their understanding and 

definition of social justice – from folks who would like to increase representation in 

                                                

3 When I began my work in teacher education, I assumed that all becoming teachers I 
would work with would share my social justice values and my desire for large systemic 
change. I quickly learned that this was not the case: that there were people who wanted to 
become teachers who did not share my politically liberal views, who did not believe that 
institutional racism was the foundation upon which schools were built in this country, 
who were more committed to their strict religious beliefs than to the belief that their 
trans* students’ chosen names should be honored. I also learned that there were folks who 
did share some of my political leanings, but who became teachers because of their love of 
the “classics” and traditional models of learning, who did not support changing texts to 
reflect students’ lives or changing methods of instruction to support group work, inquiry 
learning, student choice. I have written and thought and read about what this means – to 
teach folks to be teachers who do not share my foundational beliefs about how current 
systems harm students and teachers, about how schooling needs to change or even the 
basic fact that it does need to change. But for my work here, in this dissertation, I am 
focusing on the majority of becoming teachers I have worked with, who name social 
justice as part of their rationale for becoming teachers, who recognize systemic 
oppressions and want to work against them, and who believe that education should be 
different to best support our students. 
 
4 I will take up the loaded and complex term “social justice” more completely in my next 
chapter. 
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literature to those who would like to see discipline policies change to those who want to 

tear the whole system down and start fresh. 

“I’m always thinking about who I’m required to be as a teacher.” – Rose 

 Yet when they get into the classroom, nearly all of the student teachers I have 

worked with struggle with enacting their social justice values. This, too, looks different 

depending on the student teachers, their cooperating teachers, their classrooms, schools, 

and communities. Many find themselves overwhelmed by the many complex and 

contradictory demands placed on classroom teachers (Ben-Peretz, 2001); some enter 

systems focused primarily on control of student bodies (Casey et al, 2013); some settle 

into patterns of teaching the way they had been taught themselves (Britzman, 2003), 

because it is what is most familiar. 

“This wasn’t what I thought education was supposed to be.” – Jessica 

 For teachers committed to social justice values and antioppressive pedagogies 

(Kumashiro, 2002)—both the new teachers from this study, as well as career teachers like 

my partner and myself—embodying the teacher we want to be can feel impossible. 

 “You feel yourself becoming the teacher you never wanted to become.” – Gene 

Purpose of the Study 

 Many of the becoming teachers with whom I work foreground social justice aims 

as central to their rationale for becoming a teacher. And many, when confronted with the 

realities of schools, classrooms, students, and teachers (whether that is through practicum 

experiences, formal student teaching, or their first teaching job) find themselves unable to 

live out the values they have held dear. Some express explicit frustration, some decide 
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they cannot be teachers after all if it means participating in the systems that exist, some 

sigh and do what they need to do, figuring they will tackle social justice aims once they 

are more settled into their schools and careers. Some, like me, quit after seventeen years. 

 Thus the purpose of this study is to more deeply investigate the phenomenon of 

felt impossibility – what the phenomenon produces and provokes within becoming 

teachers, and what we might learn and understand through the stories of teachers who 

find themselves “stuck” in these feelings. I do not seek to find answers, per se, but rather 

hope to raise new questions, make connections, and try to find a way through the 

“stuckness” which often accompanies these felt impossibilities. I also seek understanding 

of what possibilities might exist for embracing these feelings and then moving through 

and with them into action to disrupt the harmful white supremacist systems that exist in 

schools and classrooms. 

Research Question: An Evolution 

 My research questions have evolved as I have come to understand my 

phenomenon more deeply, as seen in Table 1 below. Tracing their progression provides a 

deeper insight into the phenomenon itself, as well as into my thought processes along the 

research and writing journey. 
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Table 1 

Evolution of The Research Question 

Initial Dissertation Proposal: February 18, 2019 

Research Question: How might 
impossible decisions take shape for pre-
service teachers and their teacher 
educators who self-identify as social 
justice-oriented, anti-racist educators 
when confronted with issues of battling 
systemic white supremacy? 

I liked the notion of “impossible,” in all of its 
messiness. I wrote a footnote which read “I 
recognize that impossible is a potentially 
problematic word in research; and yet, it 
feels right, and to be honest, I like the 
almost-naughtiness of using a word like 
‘impossible.’” In meeting with one of my 
committee members, Jehanne Beaton, and 
discussing the idea of “decisions” versus 
“dilemmas,” I realized that I was not really 
interested in either. Jehanne mentioned the 
idea of “identity paradoxes” and that 
grabbed me—I was curious about the 
moments, both little and big, where teachers 
or teacher candidates felt like they could not 
be who they wanted to be as a teacher. 

Preliminary Written Examination #1: March 25, 2019 

Research Question: How do moments 
of felt impossibilities take shape for 
preservice teachers at their student 
teaching sites? 

Moments of felt impossibility holds on to the 
idea of impossible, but in a way which feels 
more focused on identity because it is 
centered in moments where a teacher 
candidate feels that impossibility. I felt like 
“moments” might draw my participants 
toward telling stories, which might open up 
the phenomenon in interesting ways. I also 
thought this question captured some of the 
messiness that most interested me—the 
identity paradox where who a teacher wants 
to be comes into conflict with the teacher 
presence they actually enact in the 
classroom. 



17 

Preliminary Written Examination #2: May 30, 2019 

Research Question: How do student 
teacher identities take shape for teacher 
candidates who see themselves as social 
justice-oriented educators? 

In my second prelim exam, I toyed with the 
idea of moving to a broader phenomenon: 
student teacher identities, and seeing where 
that took me. While my phenomenon 
definitely sits within the world of (student) 
teacher identities, I felt like broadening it to 
this degree made me lose focus of the 
particular identity struggle I wanted to think 
through. 

Initial Post-Reflexion Statement, Redux: July 4, 2019 

Research Question: What are the 
factors/moments at play in which the 
social justice oriented student teacher 
feels that she cannot enact her social 
justice values? And what are the 
factors/moments in which the social 
justice oriented student teacher feels that 
she can enact her social justice values? 

This question leaves space for successes and 
triumphs, as well as moments of stuckness 
(although it still situates felt impossibilities 
as being, by definition, negative). 

 

 As I write my dissertation, I find myself settling into a simpler place, wondering: 

How do feelings of impossibility take shape for social justice oriented becoming 

teachers? What do felt impossibilities produce and provoke? How might educators resist 

or use these feelings to produce radical change? I appreciate that “becoming teachers” 

holds space for student teachers and first year teachers (important, as due to life, some of 

my interviews focused more on my participants’ first few months of teaching than their 

student teaching experiences), and also for me, my partner, my friends, who, although we 

have been teaching for a couple decades, are still becoming teachers. In addition, the 

openness of the search for productions and provocations leaves room for the ways in 
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which felt impossibilities lead to inaction and silence, as well as ways in which they can 

lead to something more. 

Introduction to Methodologies 

 This work is centered in post-intentional phenomenology (Vagle, 2018) and 

narrative inquiry (Barone, 2007; Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Clandinin & Rosiek, 2007; 

Huber et al, 2013). I see myself as a phenomenon hunter, chasing the phenomenon of felt 

impossibilities through stories told and experienced, through my writing of my own 

teaching stories, intertwined with theory. I define felt impossibilities as the feeling, deep 

and visceral, of being unable to enact the social justice-oriented teacher we want to be. 

Adding the post-structural to phenomenology allows me to follow my phenomenon 

wherever it takes me, gives me permission to use the pieces of methods and theories that 

bubble up, to sift through entanglements knowing I will likely end with more questions 

rather than answers. Post-intentional phenomenology allows me to sit in a space of 

exploration as I write this dissertation. 

 Storytelling and story-listening, rereading and reconsidering stories, are where my 

phenomenon opens up for me. When I explain the phenomenon to other educators—to 

my graduate student colleagues, my partner (a high school social studies teacher), my 

friends who are still in middle and high school classrooms, my teacher candidates, I see 

and hear an embodied reaction. Their faces change; they lean in toward me, nod, and say, 

“Oh yes, why just last week…..” They all have a story to tell. Thus narrative inquiry is 

integral to my method, both following felt impossibilities as they appear through story, 

and using stories to re-present that which I hear and understand. 
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 As I listen to my friends’, partner’s, and participants’ stories, my own stories of 

teaching bubble up, and I reread (Kumashiro, 2002) my past experiences in new ways: 

full of new questions, new understandings, and new connections. It is impossible to 

separate my stories of being a teacher from those of my participants; thus, they are 

interwoven in this dissertation, sometimes told without commentary, sometimes reread or 

re-written, as descriptions of the complexities in my own journey toward becoming5 an 

antiracist educator, illustrations of my phenomenon in action, and an entry into 

demonstrating pieces of my methodologies. 

Researcher Positionality 

 One of the qualities which draws me to post-intentional phenomenology (PIP) is 

the researcher’s centrality to the work; PIP acknowledges and honors that when 

participants and I interact, their stories and questions call to my own personal 

experiences, and vice versa6. A researcher’s trajectory likely emerges from their own 

                                                

5 I find myself in need of a reminder: we—as teachers and teacher educators, as parents 
and students and scholars who desire to be antiracist educators and allies—are always 
becoming. Antioppressive and antiracist education is not an endpoint, but a journey, 
something we must constantly strive toward (hooks, 2003; Kumashiro, 2009). 
 
6 In other versions of phenomenology, researchers are encouraged to bracket or bridle 
their own opinions and experiences in order to remain open to the phenomenon. 
According to Dahlberg et al (2008), researchers must purposefully put aside 
“expectations and assumptions so that the phenomenon and its meaning can show itself 
and, perhaps, surprise us” (p. 96), which may suggest that openness requires trying to 
ignore our own world and experiences. In addition, they warn that if we get too close to 
whatever we are studying, we “risk losing openness as well as objectivity” (p. 106). I 
appreciate that PIP does not ask us to put aside our lived experiences, as I am not 
convinced that we ever can—or that we should. My research does not strive for 
objectivity, as I am not convinced it is possible in educational research which deals with 
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lived experiences; thus when interviewing student teachers, when observing practicing 

teachers, how could my own experiences as a career teacher not inform what I hear?7 The 

researchers’ thoughts, opinions, experiences, questions, embodied reactions are all valued 

as data which can then be woven in and out of, and placed in dialogue with, theories and 

participants’ experiences8. 

 As in post-intentional phenomenology, the researcher is conspicuously present in 

narrative inquiry. Narrative inquirers are “not merely objective inquirers,” but “complicit 

in the world we study” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 61). As they listen to their 

participants tell stories and relive experiences, the researcher is simultaneously having 

their own experience; as the person receiving the story, they become part of its creation. 

As in the stories related at the beginning of this dissertation (as well as in the ones that 

follow), storytelling involves a stitching together, a re-creation of experiences “through 

memory relationships”; the stories are told from a “temporal and spatial and bodily 

distance,” past events told “from the now” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 59). Listeners 

                                                

the emotions and actions of real people. 
 
7 And yet I must walk this line delicately, working to let the phenomenon emerge and 
produce on its own, understanding that my own experiences will influence what I hear 
and remaining open to the unexpected. Anything I produce related to my observations is 
my own take and influenced by my own experiences. Goodson (1995) reminds us that 
“the storying genre is far from socially and politically neutral” (p. 94); it privileges some 
and silences others. As the researcher ultimately producing a text, I must continually and 
recursively examine the stories I hear, how I retell them, what is framing my thinking as I 
retell them, and what I might be missing. 
 
8 Always acknowledging that the texts I produce are my own interpretations and readings 
of the phenomenon; the researcher continually makes choices of what to include and how 
to include it, which affects the final production. 
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and readers of my stories, then, play a part in the construction, adding additional layers, 

and their own understanding rewrites the larger narrative in compelling ways. 

Autoethnography (Bochner & Ellis, 2016) is a branch of narrative inquiry in which the 

researcher’s self-work and personal stories are considered data in and of themselves, as 

they are in post-intentional phenomenology, and as they are in this dissertation. 

 I balked against writing an official “researcher positionality” statement; I do not 

want to name my identity markers once at the beginning of this dissertation and call it 

good. My whiteness, my femaleness, my financial security (and experiences of financial 

insecurity as a child), my able-bodiedness, my neurodivergence, my heterosexual 

marriage, my motherhood—these all contribute to how I tell stories, how I experience 

and present others’ stories, how I live in this world. My aim is to return to these factors, 

to interrogate them at times, throughout my dissertation. I also hope that you, my readers, 

take some moments to understand how your own lived identities and experiences play 

into how you read this dissertation, what you take from it and the questions you bring to 

it. In this way, we will create meaning and come into new understandings together. 

The Dissertation Itself 

On Form 

 In this dissertation, I attempt to invoke Patti Lather (2007) who works to “fold 

and layer concepts in ways that are multiple, simultaneous, and in flux rather than 

presenting them as linear and discrete” (p. 4). As someone with obsessive compulsive 

disorder, who has spent her life as a linear, logical, ordered thinker, it is a constant 

challenge for me to write in a nonlinear way. And yet it is important to me to break these 
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systems, both to “writ[e] against the authoritative voice of the kinds of knowledge we are 

used to” (Lather, 2007, p. 6), as well as to represent the messiness and partiality of real 

life, real education, and real people. My aim is for my stories and those of my 

participants to be stacked on top of and next to one another, to contradict each other and 

talk to each other.  

 As I wrote, I wanted to create a full text that held together, that narrated the 

phenomenon of felt impossibilities, without following the traditional structure of 

problem-data collection-analysis-solution. Could each piece be an oak tree? An oak tree 

connected rhizomatically to the other stories and theories and data underground, where 

only the branches, leaves, and roots that pop up from the ground are visible to the 

watcher, and where what we notice changes depending on where we are standing, what 

the season and the weather are, how quickly we are walking by. Reading the whole 

dissertation, seeing the whole system of trees, simultaneously clarifies and complexifies. 

That is my goal: for you to feel the impossibility…and in that feeling, maybe begin to see 

a new way through. 

 This text combines various forms, asking you, the reader, to make choices and to 

read in different ways. It is messy; there is a lot going on. 

 Tuesdays. Tuesdays appear between each chapter. As explained in the prologue, 

Tuesdays present felt impossibilities from the everyday life of a 

teacher/mother/partner/scholar/teacher educator/researcher trying to write a dissertation 

about education during the unusual, uncertain, and ever-changing times of a global 

pandemic. These are presented without analysis. 
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 Stories. This dissertation contains eleven officially-labeled stories. They appear in 

boxes, set apart from the rest of the text. Six of them are about Brandon, the ninth grade 

student introduced in the story “Not Enough,” and his complex and entangled 

relationship with his English teacher (me). Two are about my participant Mandy, and her 

experiences in the classroom. The other three are singletons: one from my first year 

teaching, one from my first class in graduate school, and one on a lesson I have taught 

throughout my career which provides an analogy for my analysis process. These stories 

are key to my analysis work, both in Chapters Four and Five, as well as throughout the 

dissertation. Because story is such an integral part of how I communicate with others, 

there are unlabeled tidbits of other experiences throughout the dissertation, used to make 

connections to my participants or to illustrate a particular concept or idea. 

 Footnotes. Footnotes are intentionally in the same font and size as the rest of the 

dissertation to indicate their significance. They are not extraneous or citational material, 

but integral to the text as a whole, adding additional layers to a complex whole. The 

footnotes primarily do three jobs: they provide additional context; they answer potential 

“but what about” questions that my readers may have; and they talk back to the main 

narrative. 

 As addressed in Chapter Three, writing is both process and product for me; it 

provides both a tool to analyze my data as well as the analysis itself. In addition, in post-

intentional phenomenology, writing changes and shapes the phenomenon even as it 

attempts to present the phenomenon in an understandable way to the reader. Similarly, 

story acts as data, analytical tool, and representation of learning. My intent is that by 



24 

straying from what is expected in a traditional dissertation, including creative writing, 

narratives, and other snippets, it “invites multiple entries and ways of reading” (Lather, 

2007, p. 35), and that these will further enrich and challenge your (and my own) 

understanding of the phenomenon. 

On Citations 

 The dissertation process, as with writing in general, has been a journey of ebb and 

flow, of stuckness and production. Frequently, there has been a catalyst to get me “un-

stuck”: an inspiring conversation with a mentor or professor, a seemingly little event in 

life that sparks a thought about my work, a book or article that feels like it comes along at 

just the right time. adrienne maree brown’s (2107) book Emergent Strategy was one such 

catalyst for me. As is mentioned on numerous occasions throughout these pages 

(especially in the Tuesday vignettes), I was challenged to write a dissertation about 

teachers and students in school during a time of global pandemic, stay-at-home orders, 

school encompassing online platforms and empty school buildings, and racist violence 

that seemed (to my white self) to be running even more rampant than usual. For months, I 

could not bring myself to read one of the numerous books on my “to be read” pile—

whether for fun or for education or for both. I purchased and opened Emergent Strategy 

out of a commitment to a study group I was in; I did not want to let my friends down. 

Once opened, I felt like the book spoke to my soul. It is one of the few academic texts 

that I have read which I felt like I could truly not put down. I nodded and “mm hm”ed, 

highlighted and underlined in many colors, throughout the text. And then I wrote. You 

will see brown’s words throughout the pages of this dissertation. 
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 Some of the concepts in Emergent Strategy evoke other concepts that drive post-

intentional phenomenology: the importance of bodily knowledge which calls to Merleau-

Ponty’s theories of embodiment (as cited in Ahmed, 2006); the focus on the 

“dependence” and “set of relationships” (p. 83, p. 96) between living things which calls 

to the foundational notion of intentionality in phenomenology; even how brown uses 

nature, which reminded me of Deleuze and Guattari’s (1987) description of rhizomatic 

relationships. It was important for me, while not neglecting the lineage of scholars who 

have gone before, to lean more heavily on brown’s work because of the inspiration she 

offered me as I was writing. It was also important to me to raise up her work, as well as 

the work of other folks from groups who are frequently absented from research and 

academia, because in these times of exceptional political unrest, our citational practices 

matter more than ever. Kumashiro (2002) reminds us that 

oppression is produced by discourse, and in particular, is produced when certain 

discourses (especially ways of thinking that privilege certain identities and 

marginalize others) are cited over and over. Such citational processes serve to 

reproduce these hierarchies and their harmful effects in society. (p. 50) 

As someone who represents many privileged positions in our society, noting especially 

my whiteness and my middle-classness, I am doing my best to listen to and follow 

scholars and leaders from groups who have been traditionally marginalized and whose 

philosophies have been co-opted by white authors. It is a small way to begin to reduce 

my white supremacist footprint. 
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On Language 

 Finally, a moment to consider the language of my text. When I began my doctoral 

journey, I was overcome by imposter syndrome. I had not been in graduate school in well 

over a decade, and had spent my career making complex language accessible to 

teenagers. One of my very first assignments at the university was a group project; when I 

read the portions of the paper written by my groupmates, I called my partner in tears: I 

could not understand any of it, I was clearly too stupid to be in graduate school, I should 

just pack up and go home. After four years, I have found my comfort in the academic 

world, able to navigate jargon-filled scholarly texts and extract helpful ideas. And yet, it 

is not who I truly am or how I communicate, and I am working to make peace with this; 

my goal is to write in a way that speaks to teachers and teacher educators, to my 

participants and my teaching friends. I am comforted in my decision by the words of Patti 

Lather (1991), who said, “Theory adequate to the task of changing the world must be 

open-ended, nondogmatic, speaking to and grounded in the circumstances of everyday 

life” (p. 55); if I hope to create positive social and educational change, I must speak to 

those I write about: teachers, future teachers, and teacher educators. 

Definitions of Key Terms 

 Language is not neutral; it constitutes identities, relationships, systems, and power 

(Bakhtin, 1979; Bakhtin, 1981; hooks, 1994; Richardson & St. Pierre, 2017). Our 

language choices carry echoes of other conversations and other texts, and the way the 

reader interacts with the written text carries its own additional set of relationships and 

meanings (Bakhtin, 1981). Thus I recognize both the importance and the difficulties in 
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settling on particular definitions of the terms below; these are understandings in process, 

and many of them will be addressed further elsewhere in this dissertation. 

 Becoming teacher. I settled on becoming teacher as my subject to indicate 

participants who are in the process of becoming a teacher. I like the openness of 

“becoming” because it holds space for both the folks who are literally in the process of 

becoming a teacher (in teacher preparation programs, student teaching, in their first years 

of teaching), as well as for those of us who have more experience, but are still actively 

seeking to become something new/better/different. 

 Student teacher. Student teachers are those who are engaged in the student 

teaching process; in our program, a twelve week intensive where they are in the 

secondary schools full-time, working with a cooperating teacher (a tenured English 

teacher), and simultaneously participating in an after school seminar in which they 

discuss the process of student teaching. 

 Teacher candidate. Teacher candidate is the term we use for teachers enrolled in 

our teacher licensure program, whether they are in coursework, practicum, or student 

teaching. 

 These terms: becoming teacher, student teacher, teacher candidate overlap in life 

and in my dissertation. 

 BIPOC. I was first introduced to the complexities of using the term “people of 

color” (POC) when I read Sandy Grande’s writing in 2017; I have since seen more and 

more discussions, especially in social media, about the possible damage the term “POC” 

can do by obscuring the experiences of Black women and Indigenous folks, especially. 
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Although I am sure I do not fully understand all of the nuances, I am choosing to use the 

term BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, people of color) instead of POC throughout this 

dissertation. 

 Social Justice. Social justice is “an ambiguous and ideologically loaded term 

fraught with potential for abuse” (Villegas, 2007, p. 370), and I will dive more deeply 

into its meaning in context of this dissertation in the next chapter. For now, I will attempt 

to illustrate it the way it shows up through the teacher candidates in our English 

education program: teacher candidates frequently express concern about equity; they ask 

how to best support their gender queer students; they work together to brainstorm a list of 

inclusive young adult texts with non-white, non-Christian, non-heterosexual protagonists 

to bring into class; they incorporate discussions of race, class, gender, and sexuality into 

their student teaching units. They are committed to doing work to change inequitable 

systems, especially as that inequity shows up in schools. 

 Felt Impossibilities. I was recently asked at a writing retreat, “Why do you need 

to write this work? Why is it important?” I immediately knew the answer. Whenever 

folks ask about my dissertation research and I explain the concept of felt impossibility, I 

get an immediate nod, a bodily reaction, a leaning in, a story. The concept resonates. All 

teachers in my life (and frankly, many non-educators as well) know the feeling of 

wanting to enact certain values, certain social justice-oriented, antiracist, antioppressive 

beliefs, and feeling that they cannot do it. They cannot be who they want to be, who they 

imagine themselves to be. This feeling lives in our bodies as well. It is not a sense, not a 

fleeting emotion. It is deep, visceral. 



29 

 What does it mean to feel the impossibility? This whole dissertation attempts to 

tackle that question, to story the phenomenon in such a way that you, my readers, can feel 

what it means. And it is also important to me to give you a bit of front-loading, to explain 

where I am at right now in my conceptions of the words feeling and impossibility 

(recognizing that, like so much understanding, knowledges shift and change the more we 

know and experience). 

 Feelings. I conceptualize feelings (as in felt impossibilities) as knowledge held 

within the body—when I describe it, I usually use my hand to pat my chest or circle near 

my belly. adrienne maree brown (2017) wrote, “I have learned that feeling matters, that 

feeling is an important and legitimate way of knowing” (p. 38), although it is not always 

a recognized and legitimated way of knowing in the academy. 

 In Sara Ahmed’s (2007) seminal text The Cultural Politics of Emotion, she 

explained how emotion is being “dependent on relations of power” (p. 4); emotions, she 

wrote, not only live in our bodies, but “shape the very surfaces” (p. 4) of those bodies. I 

love how Ahmed captures the embodied nature of emotion, how completely emotions are 

intertwined with who we are, where we are situated, how we move and interact in the 

world. She also addressed others’ definitions of emotion, as judgements or sensations. I 

could delve into a literature review of emotion itself, but I do not have the space here; 

what I know is that I read Ahmed’s explanations and they resonated. 

 Ahmed (2007) claimed that emotions are always in relation to something else, 

that they are “social and cultural practices” (p. 9). Our emotions determine how we 

respond to others and to objects around us, they “shape what bodies can do” (p. 4) – and I 
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see this in felt impossibilities. Emotions and feelings are not necessarily the same thing, 

and yet they are undeniably interrelated. Boler (1999) settled on an “inclusive” definition 

of emotions—that they are cognitive and physiological, “shaped by our beliefs and 

perceptions” (p. xix), and related to “moral evaluations and judgments” (p. xx). Feelings, 

on the other hand, are “often reserved to refer to the ‘sensational’ experience of an 

emotion” (p. xx). 

 In my understanding, feelings do live in the body, although they do not show up 

the same way for every person. The stories in this dissertation that express a feeling of 

impossibility also hold many emotions: frustration, shame, guilt, sadness, anger, 

disbelief, disillusionment. These emotions frequently manifest in a stuckness which takes 

up residence in our bodies, where we feel an impossibility, an inability to move forward 

or to be who we want to be. 

 When people share an experience or a space with others, they frequently talk 

about it “feeling” a particular way; upon further interrogation, however, others do not 

necessarily experience or perceive the same feeling (Ahmed, 2007). Thus, although it 

feels almost ridiculously obvious to say it, feelings are personal…and internal (and 

situated and contextualized and mercurial). This is partly why I realized as I was writing 

that I could not pretend to define or explain my participants’ feelings. All I could do is 

relate my own understanding of, perception of, experience of the experiences they were 

retelling. 

 Cheryl Matias (2016) notes the connection between the systemic and the personal 

in emotions: 
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Positing emotions as both innate and social leads us to ask, what are other social 

institutions that structure our emotions? If we have a society built around the 

supremacy of whiteness, patriarchy, capitalism, and heterosexism, then are these 

the very institutions that structure how our emotions are felt, expressed, and 

understood about racism, women, poverty, and same-sex love? (p. 5, emphasis in 

original) 

Thus it is especially important to interrogate our feelings and emotions, how they show 

up in our bodies, how they entangle with one another, and how they relate to the systems 

of power that surround us. 

 Impossibilities. At the beginning of my project, when I was still mulling over the 

idea of teachers and parents facing impossible decisions, I was warned against the term 

“impossible.” Researchers, I was told, might not like that term; it seems negative, it 

suggests there are no answers to be found. And yet the impossibility is clearly resonant, 

something many teachers experience, given the reaction I get when I explain my 

phenomenon to others. 

 Impossibility is not an unknown concept when it comes to education. Teaching, in 

fact, was listed by Sigmund Freud9 in 1937 as one of the three impossible professions, 

along with psychoanalysis and governance (Britzman, 2009). The impossible professions, 

according to Britzman (2009), are filled with “internal conflicts” (p. 127), just as we see 

                                                

9 Note that I am not making an argument for following the teachings of Freud in this 
dissertation, but just that the connection between education and impossibility has been 
around for a long time. 
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in the identity struggles that happen with felt impossibilities. Other scholars (Ben-Peretz, 

2001; Bibby, 2011; De Lissovoy, 2013) have taken up the connection between teaching 

and impossibility, highlighting how “what one is supposed to be doing as a teacher is 

vague, ambiguous, and fraught with uncertainties” (Ben-Peretz, 2001, p. 48). Teachers 

are faced each day with countless dilemmas (Lampert, 1985), decisions which must be 

attended to almost instantaneously and which feel like they may have no good answer. 

 Another way of looking at the idea of impossibilities is presented by adrienne 

maree brown (2017), who inspired me as I read that as a Western/US context, we are 

“socialized to work against respecting the emergent processes of the world and each 

other” (p. 47). She writes, “Perhaps the most egregious thing we are taught is that we 

should just be really good at what’s already possible, to leave the impossible alone” (p. 

49). There is a wealth of possibilities within the impossible: new ways of looking at the 

world, new unthought solutions to complex problems, new ways of being. I love the 

positivity brown brings to conversations around revolution; coming into my graduate 

program, I was ready to burn systems down. brown argues that we should not focus on 

“destroying the systems in place now,” but rather on “turning and evolving” because 

[m]atter doesn’t disappear, it transforms. Energy is the same way. The Earth is 

layer upon layer of all that has existed, remembered by the dirt. It is time to turn 

capitalism into a fossil, time to turn the soil, turn to the horizon together. (p. 49) 

 For myself and my work, I found myself settling into the notion of felt 

impossibilities. I appreciate that it does not suggest that the impossibilities are or that 

they exist; just that they are felt, by people. And that impossibilities, in and of themselves, 
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are not necessarily a bad thing, but might provide us with a different way forward. 

Dissertation Overview 

 This dissertation, which begins with a story from when I was a ninth grade 

English teacher, planned to work through the experiences of some of the teacher 

candidates with whom I worked in the spring of 2019; however, it does not only do what 

it planned10. Although it follows the traditional five-chapter dissertation, it is not a linear 

work, not an organized report, but recursive, folding back on itself through both the 

stories and analysis. I see this dissertation as an assemblage of my own teaching stories, 

experiences of my official participants, a smattering of every day moments from the lives 

of the teacher candidates with whom I worked as I wrote and the lives of my own family 

and friends, as well as literature from throughout my graduate studies and methods from 

my research. 

 In Chapter Two, I complete a partial literature review in order to frame my 

understandings of the concept of ((student) teacher) identity, beginning with identity writ 

large, and how it currently makes sense to me: as multiple, intersectional, socially-

situated, and continually renegotiated. From there, I move to teacher identity and then to 

student teacher identity. This section includes a story, which looks back to when I was 

hired for my first job, as a middle school teacher, and thinking through what it 

demonstrates about my own becoming teacher identity. From there, I move to a 

                                                

10 This move to anthropomorphize my dissertation is intentional; the work, the 
phenomenon, they begin to take on a life of their own, both separate from and inseparable 
from me. 



34 

consideration of how race plays out in teacher education and teacher identity studies. 

Finally, I look at the social-justice oriented teacher; here is where I dive into the literature 

surrounding the definition of “social justice,” which demonstrates the complex and 

contradictory understandings of the term. 

 In Chapter Three, I explain my methodology: the theoretical groundings of 

Western phenomenology, what it means to post- phenomenology, and the methodological 

process suggested, although not prescribed, for one following a post-intentional 

phenomenological path. I describe what drives me to narrative inquiry – how story is 

central to my phenomenological work – and the similarities and differences that weave 

between post-intentional phenomenology and narrative inquiry. I then explain my context 

for data collection, introduce my participants in the briefest of ways, and talk through my 

process for data collection. I spend quite a bit of time on my interview process, as the 

interviews proved central to my data, my conceptions of my research study, and my 

understanding of myself as a researcher. I share a three-column lesson from my teaching 

career to introduce the philosophy behind my data analysis, which relied primarily on 

reading my own and my participants’ stories through different theoretical lenses, as well 

as through each other. 

 Chapters Four and Five present my analysis, Chapter Four as a reading inward to 

analyze my own stories and Chapter Five as a reading outward to look at the stories of 

one of my participants, Mandy. In Chapter Four, I situate my rereadings in a concept from 

Emergent Strategy, writing about what is hardest to say, and then look at what is 

produced and provoked by felt impossibilities when viewed through the lens of 
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Thandeka’s (1999) white shame, Yoon’s (2012) whiteness-at-work, and Mazzei’s (2011) 

desiring silence. Chapter Five begins with a brief portrait of Mandy, and then presents a 

snippet of her teaching story through a fictionalized narrative, a portion of her interview 

transcript, and a selection from one of her writing assignments which she completed 

during her student teaching seminar. I look at Mandy’s stories through the same three 

lenses I used with my own stories: white shame, whiteness-at-work, and desiring silence. 

This chapter ends with a rereading of Mandy’s writing assignment sample in conversation 

with one of my own beginning teacher stories, which I share in Chapter Two. 

 Chapter Six provides a sort of conclusion, reviewing the study and considering 

the lessons learned: how the concept of felt impossibilities might inform our work as 

teachers and as teacher educators. Chapter Six is followed by a brief epilogue, in which I 

take a moment to consider what might happen if I not only reread my own teaching 

stories, but attempted to rewrite them. While the ending does not provide answers in a 

traditional sense, it attempts to offer some possibilities for moving through felt 

possibilities into concrete action of seeking justice and educational reform. 

 Between and woven through the chapters, I offer stories of my own experiences 

teaching high school, focused on the complex relationship I had with a student I call 

Brandon, the student featured in the story “Not Enough,” which begins this dissertation. 

In addition to stories of my secondary teaching career, I have also included a series of 

Tuesdays: moments that cropped up while I was writing this dissertation in the midst of a 

global pandemic, stay-at-home order, schooling from home (both my own children, as 

well as the graduate and undergraduate students with whom I worked at the university), 
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and watching the news of racist violence that targeted Black folks, and the civil 

unrest/protests/riots that erupted in the city around me. These Tuesdays are offered 

without analysis, as Lather (2007) inspired “inter-texts, which serve as ‘breathers’” (p. 

35) for the reader. They are moments to take a break from the more formal work of the 

dissertation, and consider felt impossibilities lived out in everyday life in 2020. 

 

  



37 

Tuesday, April 6, 2020: Seminar 

 It is time for student teaching seminar to begin. I have taught this course for each 

of my four years in graduate school, meeting with a group of current teacher candidates, 

working through their questions and challenges of student teaching; problem solving how 

to implement their values in a classroom that is not their own, in a school they do not 

know; celebrating their triumphs of reaching “that kid,” of teaching a successful lesson, 

of having a difficult conversation with their cooperating teacher which results in being 

able to try an exciting new idea in class. 

 I look down at my watch: it is 4:29; seminar begins at 4:30. Normally I would 

have been at the coffee shop for twenty minutes already, catching up with the early 

arrivals, answering questions about the job search, talking about the newest Marvel 

movie, hearing about a weekend trip away. Instead, I yell out a reminder to my own kids 

to bother their father if they have any questions for the next hour and a half, pull out a 

chair at the dining room table, sit down, and click “start meeting” on the zoom menu 

which pops up on my screen. 

 This is our new normal. I watch as the teacher candidates’ faces populate my 

screen: the awkward few seconds as the system warns you “— can’t hear you yet; audio 

is being connected.” The dog plops down at my feet under the table, Vi runs over to wave 

at the first candidates to arrive. Before COVID happened and the world stopped, I had 

met these candidates only twice, face to face, and had not yet developed authentic 

relationships with them. Time to talk about student teaching in the age of Zoom. 

 Talk about impossible. 
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Story #2: The PPC 

 I walk quickly down the wide hall toward the office, hoping I will have time 

to check my mail and go to the bathroom before the warning bell rings for first 

period. It feels like an obstacle course, as I move through the wide halls of the large 

city high school. The energy and loud chatter of the students distract from the 

disrepair of the building; we have been on a list of “to be renovated” schools for 

years. For the most part, the diverse student body clumps in groups of similar-looking 

students. I duck through a circle of giant white boys, baseball caps perched on their 

heads; wave to the circle of brightly pierced and tattooed kids, dressed in dark colors, 

representing several of the building’s races, who sit huddled around one girl with an 

open sketchbook; weave through a group of freshmen boys who move unpredictably, 

one playfully punching, another jumping up to retaliate. The School Resource Officer 

(SRO) stands along the side of the giant commons area, eyes scanning the crowd 

while he talks quietly with the physics teacher whose room is the only one that opens 

off the commons. His eyes seem to linger on the cluster of Black girls standing in 

front of him, talking in voices loud with excitement or anger11. Other teachers rush 

past me on their own errands, nodding hello. 

 I see Brian, one of our Assistant Principals, a white man in his early fifties, a 

tired smile frequently on his face. Brian and I have worked together a lot this year; for 

some reason, almost all of the students who have been challenging me in my two 

sections of ninth grade English have last names in the portion of the alphabet which is 
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Brian’s responsibility. 

 “Oh, Ms. Boehm-Turner, I was just coming to talk to you.” He is one of the 

few people who always calls me by my full last name, not “Abby” or “Ms. B-T.” 

 “Oh?” I wonder which student he wants to talk to me about. There are so 

many this year; I have needed to involve the administrators in the office more this 

year than in my five previous years at this school put together. 

 “It’s about Brandon.” 

 I sigh. He is definitely on my list of “frequent flyers” as the office likes to call 

them. He is one of the kids whose big personality impacts a whole room; it has been 

really nice to have had class without him for the past three days. I am not looking 

forward to having him back in class. I am not looking forward to meeting with his 

family about what happened. I am sure my shoulders sag just thinking about it. 

 “We were going to have a PPC for him.” 

                                                

11 School Resource Officers have recently become the center of a charged public debate 
in my city and across the country. While youth activists have been proclaiming the need 
to divest schools of police officers for some time (Huynh et al, 2020), it took the public 
murder of George Floyd and resulting civil unrest filled with violence sparked by police 
officers, for local and national school districts to take action. 
 
I wrote this story prior to these events, however. SROs and security guards in my public 
high school were known for disproportionately targeting BIPOC students, especially 
Black students. In fact, students in the antiracist leadership group I co-led routinely went 
on self-declared “fact finding expeditions” – for example, sending a Black boy followed 
by a white girl to the same hallway, and making note of the different reactions. Typically 
the Black boy was questioned forcefully about his hallway pass, threatened with a visit to 
the office, while the white girl was given a smile and a “have a good day”. Although it 
was years before talk of divesting from SROs, my students were infuriated by these 
patterns of response. Our school discipline data supported their anecdotal experiences 
that Black students were cited and punished disproportionately for “behavior infractions”. 
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 “Oh!” I am startled. PPC is the shorthand for the official meeting to discuss 

whether or not a student will be administratively transferred to another school or even 

expelled from the district. I have sat in on PPCs for weapons and cases of major 

assault; a student’s transgression has to be pretty severe to warrant a PPC. 

 “I called to let his aunt know.” 

 My stomach dropped; I did not really want to know what she said….what 

Brandon had told her about me, true or untrue. I did not want Brian to believe what 

she said and question me; I did not want Brian to assume she was lying and then have 

to feel guilty because I am positive that I have said some mean things over the year, 

that I have intentionally antagonized him when I should have de-escalated. 

 “Yeah, she was pretty upset with the school. The apple doesn’t fall far from 

the tree, right?” He gives a slight laugh. “She started yelling about how unfair this 

school has been, how we pick on him, how we’re racist, blah blah blah.” 

 Yeah. And yep. And also no. But still yes. 

 “Anyway, she said she’s pulling him and putting him into Mainstreet School. 

So...no PPC and we don’t need to worry about him anymore, huh?” 

I nod. “Yeah, that’s great,” I say in a weak voice. 

 “Well, you have a good day, Ms. Boehm-Turner,” Brian says, already turning 

away to encourage a group of students to get to class; the warning bell has just rung. 

 I sigh, relief coursing through my body, guilt heavy in my heart. I realize I 

will not have time to go to the bathroom before first period, and turn to wind through 

clusters of students, back to my classroom. 
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Chapter Two: A Partial Review of the Literature 

 Post-intentional phenomenology is grounded in post-structuralism, in asking 

questions that may not have been considered before12. Vagle (2018) reminds us that we 

run a risk in attempting an exhaustive literature review because it might “‘sediment’ 

(Buckley, 1992) the phenomenon in research language and compromise our openness to 

what we might learn from the inquiry” (p. 79). Instead he advocates for a partial review 

in order to “orient us to the phenomenon a bit” (p. 79) and gain some clarity about the 

topics under study. At the same time, feminist scholars such as a.m. brown (2017), 

Grande (2015), and Lather (2007) advocate for researchers taking the time and space to 

honor our lineage, the scholars who have gone before. a.m. brown also acknowledges the 

impossibility of this task because so much of our inspiration comes from people we meet, 

events we attend, texts we read from outside of the academy, life encounters and 

experiences. So many influences create the scholars we are at any one moment. 

 My research questions, at any of their various stages, consider what is provoked 

when teachers who are committed to social justice values find themselves in a space of 

feeling the impossible—the impossibility of enacting who and what they want to be as 

teachers, for all sorts of reasons. These questions and this phenomenon, then, land in the 

                                                

12 This is a charged statement: when researchers focus on diffractive analysis (Mazzei, 
2014) or a crystallization rather than triangulation of data (Richardson & St. Pierre, 
2017), we are truly seeking questions and connections that have not been considered 
before. And yet, the concept of looking at data in non-linear ways is not new; it is another 
symptom of colonization, in which Western science has taken methods, philosophies, 
concepts, and ideologies from non-Western, BIPOC, women scholars and presents them 
as something new (a.m. brown, 2017; Grande, 2015; Sandoval, 2000). 
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midst of teacher identity studies; and, as most of the teacher candidates I work with13, as 

well as most of the teachers I have worked with, are white, white teacher identity studies. 

In addition, as I consider teachers who self-identify as social justice oriented, I need to 

attend to that complicated, politicized, over-used term: What is social justice? In the 

partial literature review that follows, I attempt to ground my work in the fields of (white) 

(student) teacher identity studies, offer some discussion on the problematic term “social 

justice,” honor the scholars who have most inspired my work, while also recognizing that 

I cannot do justice to everything that has gone before. 

Conceptualizing the Becomingness of Student Teachers 

“I felt very ‘teacher’ this day because a student was seeking my help regarding an 

issue between herself and her table-mates.” – Mandy 

 In her phenomenological exploration of “the beginning teacher experience,” 

Sheila Stark (1991) suggested that we should reconceptualize teaching from teaching as 

doing to teaching as being. Teaching is not just imparting knowledge, Stark argued, and 

thus we have to consider the “being of human beings” (p. 294). Teaching and identity are 

thus entangled, with considerable research being done in the field of dispositions (Beaton 

et al, 2016; Schussler, 2006; Villegas, 2007), those “aspects of teaching that occur 

internally” (Schussler, 2006, p. 258). Likewise, in his Letters to Those Who Dare Teach 

(1998), Paulo Freire consistently links teaching to those characteristics which make us 

                                                

13 Matias and Zembylas (2014) share that “almost 90% of teachers and the teacher 
educators who train them in the United States are white females” (p. 320). 
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who we are, explaining that being loving, having courage, and having humility are all 

integral to the being-ness of teaching.  

 And yet, “there is no conclusion for an identity…that emerges in relation to its 

complicated past and uncertain future. Rather, there is a constant negotiation with the 

process of becoming” (Fitzpatrick, 2018, p. 43). I reject the notion of stability or an 

endpoint that might be suggested by the term “being;” instead, I embrace the connection 

between teaching and identity, and push it further to be seen as an act of becoming, an act 

that is always in process. 

 During student teaching, teacher candidates become immersed in the construction 

of their own teacher identity, where they “confront the multiple meanings, constraints, 

and possibilities” (Britzman, 2003, p. 25-26) therein. In this literature review, I 

investigate the concept of ((student) teacher) identity in context of my research questions: 

How do feelings of impossibility show up for social justice oriented becoming teachers? 

What do felt impossibilities produce and provoke? I begin with a brief and incomplete 

exploration of the concept of identity, sifting through the literature to arrive at my own 

tentative definition. I then dip into the literature around teacher identity before finally 

adding the additional layer of student teacher identity. Finally, I look at how these 

concepts help me build a conceptual framework for my research with becoming teachers. 

 Story is one of the main vehicles most of the teachers in my life (including 

myself) use to make sense of our profession, our practice, and ourselves. While many 

scholars have taken up the significance of stories within the lives of teachers (Beauchamp 

& Thomas, 2017; Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Olson & Craig, 2001), my claim is based 
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equally in my own empirical experience. Countless lunches in teachers’ lounges, nightly 

walks with my teacher partner, monthly dinners with teacher friends, seminar meetings 

with the teacher candidates in my group—all are filled with stories of lessons taken in 

unexpected ways, of students saying funny or frustrating things, of daily successes and 

challenges. Thus interspersed throughout the chapters of my dissertation are brief stories 

from my own teaching career, which I hope to use as an example of how these identity 

constructs might play out when placed alongside a story of a teacher in practice. 

 As is typical when I am working through a difficult concept, I asked my partner 

for his thoughts on identity during a nightly dog walk. “Who are you? What is your 

identity?” I asked. He thought for a few moments, and then told me about the true-Eric 

who he felt was at his core, with husband-Eric, dad-Eric, teacher-Eric, gamer-Eric as 

various selves whom he lived out each day. Startled by the radical difference from my 

own thoughts when I considered my own identity, I bombarded him with questions, “But 

that makes it sound like you don’t change throughout your life. And it suggests that dad-

Eric is just one static identity, when I know that who you are as a father is different in 

different moments. And is it ‘dad’ as seen through your own eyes, or through the kids’ 

eyes? Or through my eyes?” I asked him questions faster than he could answer them, and 

we easily filled the half hour of our walk with lively conversation. 

What is Identity? A Journey of “Yes, and…” 

 Before exploring the nuances of student teacher identity, I first need to address my 

own understanding of identity. It is a widely-used term in educational research, as well as 

in everyday conversations, and seems like it should be easy to define. Coming home from 
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the dog walk with Eric, I dove into the research, soon drowning in philosophical, 

psychological, and educational takes on what defines and determines a person’s identity; 

as I read, I played the game of “yes, and…,” each new scholar adding to or complicating 

my understandings. Instead of trying to capture all of my findings, I will discuss the 

literature related to the definition which currently feels most “home” to me: a person’s 

identity is multiple, intersectional, socially situated, and continually renegotiated. 

 I am drawn to post-intentional phenomenology—specifically its grounding in the 

posts—in a large part due to the epistemological commitment to the uncertainty, 

unknowability, and partiality of knowledge. It is likely no surprise, then, to know that my 

view of identity takes similar shape (or rather, lack of shape). In Shards of Glass (1993), 

Bronwyn Davies pushes back against the concept of identity in its entirety; she suggests 

that it is “a term we still need and use, but which needs deconstructing and moving 

beyond” (p. 8). Part of this deconstruction and reconstruction is pushing past the idea of 

identity as anything stable or fixed, and instead recognizing the entangled, contradictory, 

multiplicity of being and becoming. 

Identities are Multiple and Intersectional 

 Gloria Anzaldúa (1987) beautifully describes the face(s) she sees when she looks 

in the mirror: “Gloria, the everyday face; Prieta and Prietita, my childhood faces; Gaudi, 

the face my mothers and sisters and brothers know. And there in the black, obsidian 

mirror of the Nahaus is yet another face, a stranger’s face” (p. 66); she captures the 

multiplicity of the fact that who we are changes depending on who we are with and that 

others perceive us in different ways, while simultaneously honoring the importance of 
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group identities, in her case, her Mexican, Indigenous, Black, and woman identities14. 

 While I disagree with my partner’s overall idea of identity, even Eric’s description 

acknowledges the multiple, layeredness of self: he thinks of himself as core self, teacher, 

father, husband, gamer. As a white, cisgender, heterosexual, Western European-

ancestored, middle class man, he is habituated to not even recognize race, gender, 

sexuality, or class when thinking of what makes him who he is, and certainly not 

recognizing the impacts of his family’s colonial past or of white supremacy. Instead, he 

focuses most on his relational identities. And yet all of these— our relationships to others, 

our group memberships, our demographic labels, our histories and subjectivities—work 

together to make up the tangle of who we are; we are never a single identity. 

 Kevin Kumashiro (2001) explains the dangers of how positioning people by their 

belonging to a singular group (by race, by gender, etc.) normalizes certain identities, 

allowing them to be counted as “authentic” (p. 5), and therefore maintaining hegemonic 

systems. Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989) first named intersectionality, an identity paradigm 

which “remind[s] us that oppression cannot be reduced to one fundamental type, and that 

oppressions work together in producing injustice” (Hill Collins, 2000, p. 18). Vivian May 

(2015) continued the work of Crenshaw and Hill Collins, arguing that intersectionality is 

not simply a way to conceive of identity, but rather an epistemological and ontological 

                                                

14 bell hooks (1994) uses this concept of multiplicity as a writerly tool in Teaching to 
Transgress; she writes her “Paulo Freire” chapter as a “playful dialogue with myself, 
Gloria Watkins, talking with bell hooks, my writing voice” (p. 45). It is interesting to note 
her delineation between her self and her writerly voice, setting them up as two (sort of) 
distinct beings. 
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approach. Viewing the world through a single lens, she argues, perpetuates violence, has 

real material consequences, and obscures and erases “subjectivities, knowledges, bodies, 

cosmologies, memories, histories, or worldviews” (May, 2015, p. 200) that might offer 

more nuanced understandings. While centering one lens might allow for depth, the 

erasure of other perspectives reinforces and legitimizes ignorance for some in the service 

of the oppression of others. bell hooks (1994) offers a critique of the critique, explaining 

that eliminating the concept of naming singular group identities can be “very threatening 

to marginalized groups, for whom it has been an active gesture of political resistance to 

name one’s identity as part of a struggle to challenge domination” (p. 78). And so we 

must both honor the importance of individuals’ group affiliations and those connections 

to identity, and acknowledge the intersectionalities, multiplicities, and complexities in 

how people experience and live out those identities. 

 Of course identity is more complex than the markers of race, gender, sexuality, 

class, nation, even when viewed intersectionally; and more complex than our 

relationships to others (mother, daughter, teacher, friend). Identity is also a construction, 

both how we construct ourselves and how others construct us, a “complex mélange of 

influences and effects in which macro- and microsocial histories, contexts, and 

positionings combine with the uniqueness of any individual person to create a situated, 

ever-developing self that both guides—and results from—experience” (Olsen, 2011, p. 

259). Who we are shapes what we do, which in turn shapes who we are. Humans are 

agentic, strategically “making and remaking...selves, identities, activities, relationships, 

cultural tools and resources, and histories” (Moje & Lewis, 2006, p. 18) —continually 
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acting and acted upon. And all of these facets of us-ness are interrelated, interconnected, 

in flux, made and remade, and even contradictory. adrienne maree brown (2017) says she 

embodies “contradictory truths…I am multitudes” (p. 95). 

Identities are Socially Situated and Continually Renegotiated 

 Sociocultural theory posits that identities are socially situated, determined by our 

position in the activities we participate in and the figured worlds we are part of (Holland 

et al, 1998; Lave & Wenger, 1991). During our dog walk, Eric readily named himself 

within the gamer world, the teacher world—these activities that he participates in 

forming an integral part of his identity. A figured world is “a socially and culturally 

constructed realm of interpretation in which particular characters and actors are 

recognized, significance is assigned to certain acts, and particular outcomes are valued 

over others” (Holland et al, 1998, p. 52). People perform their identities in such a way so 

as to be perceived as legitimate members of various figured worlds; this lens can help us 

understand identities played out within sociohistorical/sociocultural contexts such as 

schools. (This discussion will be continued below, as I consider student teachers who 

exist and are occasionally caught between the figured worlds of student-in-school and 

teacher.) 

 Critical sociocultural theory recognizes that identity is a “fluid, socially and 

linguistically mediated construct,” while also acknowledging the importance that we act 

our identities within a “given set of social, economic, and historical relations” (Lewis, 

Enciso, & Moje, 2006, p. 4). It encourages us to look at how performances of social 

identities are mediated by broader political and historical structures and how they are 
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interconnected to power, privilege, and ideologies. Again, turning to Eric, we see how his 

privileged position shows up in his inattention to his raced and gendered self, conditioned 

to seeing his white male self as simply “normal.” In addition, group memberships shape 

our ways of “knowing, doing, or believing” (Moje & Luke, 2009, p. 419-420). Therefore, 

people’s identities are continually in flux, shifting as new knowledges are gained 

(Anzaldúa, 1987; Gee, 2014; Moje & Lewis, 2006) and as they move in and out of 

different social contexts. 

 In the next section, I use the definitional work above to begin an interpretation of 

the relationship and events between Brandon and myself; this is just a beginning. 

Additional stories and analysis will be shared throughout the rest of the dissertation, with 

the goal of both complicating and clarifying your understanding. 

Mapping Identities on Bodies 

 Identities are multiple and intersectional, and descriptions frequently begin with a 

list of identity markers: I am a white, cisgender, middle-aged, middle class woman, 

married to a man, parent to two children, teacher of secondary English, doctoral student, 

and graduate instructor. Rereading my own stories, written at various points through my 

graduate career, I notice the silence of these identity markers, especially the absence of 

race, especially in the stories in which I interact with Brandon. The moment with 

Brandon re-told in “Not Enough” propelled me into searching for a way out of teaching. I 

later realized that part of my crisis of identity was that I did not want to be another white 

woman teacher kicking another Black boy student out of class; and yet...I was. I thought 

of myself as a social justice-oriented educator, a core member of the equity team and 
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advisor to the building’s student antiracist leadership group. And yet, race goes unnamed 

and unacknowledged in my telling of the story. bell hooks (2003) writes that “In a culture 

of domination almost everyone engages in behaviors that contradict their beliefs and 

values” (p. 29); what a challenge to the idea of “Self” to act in a way that contradicts who 

you want to be. 

 In “now let us shift . . . the path of conocimiento . . . inner works, public acts” 

(2002), Gloria Anzaldúa describes the journey to conocimiento, or reflective 

consciousness; I found myself in the “despair, self-loathing, and hopelessness” (p. 545) 

that she describes as part of the process whenever I thought about or walked into my 

school building; I could not live with who I was—a teacher unable or unwilling to live 

out her social justice values in the context of her classroom. I wanted to see myself as a 

social justice activist teacher; this identity was in continual conflict with the traditional 

teacher I felt pressured to be: making sure my students were on time, not putting up with 

behavior deemed “disruptive” or “defiant” in my classroom, expecting them to dress and 

act according to the white middle class values of our school15. 

                                                

15 I have been asked more than once about the connection between enforcing these norms 
and social justice. Is it anti-social justice to expect students to obey a bell schedule? To 
expect them to remain quiet while others are speaking? To expect them to follow the 
directions of their teachers without argument? As with most such questions, my answer is 
complicated: yes…and no. The fact that our educational system is grounded on white, 
middle class values is problematic; many white students walk into schools and 
classrooms with the social and cultural knowledge necessary to succeed, while students 
with other social and cultural knowledge are viewed with a deficit mindset (Yosso, 2005). 
The schools I have taught at have been, in my view, focused on controlling student bodies 
(Casey et al, 2013), and this control focused unequally on Black and brown students, 
channeling them into the carceral system (Annamma, 2016). These ideals of promptness, 
preparedness, a very specific definition of respect, are viewed as “normal,” as the way 
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 Classrooms themselves contain “[h]istorical legacies of inequality, exclusion and 

education for social and economic reproduction (hegemony)” (Weems, 2010, p. 558); our 

school was built to exclude students like Brandon, a very small, fourteen-year-old Black 

boy, who lived in a tiny apartment with his aunt. Labeled before he entered our building, 

the middle school teachers had warned us that he was a troublemaker. A social 

personality meant he spent passing time visiting with his friends and was perpetually 

tardy to class; abundant physical energy made it challenging to sit quietly in a desk for 

hours of the day. Brandon told me frequently that he was not good at school, a message 

he had clearly received for years. He was viewed as someone to “get rid of.” In the story 

“The PPC” just before this chapter, the assistant principal even congratulated me on 

being part of the incident that removed Brandon from our “frequent flyer” list in the 

office. 

 Lisa Weems (2010) discusses how “identities are mapped onto particular bodies in 

particular contexts” (p. 560); in “Not Enough,” the white, middle class, “Republican 

Mother” (p. 560) is tasked with teaching her students civility, with keeping her classroom 

                                                

things have to be; but these values support a particular type of society, namely one 
grounded in capitalism and individual success. These values might support the way 
current society functions, but not the way a society has to function. What would our 
normalized school behaviors look like if we instead prioritized relationships and 
collectivity? Care and group problem solving? 
 
There are also those who argue that it is an act of social justice to teach BIPOC students 
the socially expected behaviors to succeed in our current system; that it is unfair not to do 
so. While I respect and understand this point of view, I believe this instruction must be 
nuanced in such a way that it does not convey the superiority of white middle class values 
and behaviors, and that it simultaneously works with students on methods of dismantling 
oppressive systems. 
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“under control” in order to maintain her legitimacy as a teacher. These ideologies of what 

a classroom should be are at odds with the loud, energetic, “troublemaker” student, a 

Black boy. The identities that were mapped onto our bodies, and lived in the policies and 

structures of our school, shaped Brandon’s and my relationships and interactions in 

profound ways, which will be expanded on in Chapter Four. 

Story #3: These Kids 

 It took all summer to get my first teaching job; I was hired the Friday before the 

teachers’ Opening Week meetings started. It was my first real job; I didn’t know what 

questions to ask. I didn’t know that I should ask about curriculum or department 

politics or if I’d get my own room. Excited for my new career, I was only temporarily 

disheartened when I learned that I would be sharing a closet as an office and would be 

teaching in seven different classrooms. Seven. Different. Classrooms. 

 There was no official curriculum for eighth grade English. I was told to go talk 

to Sylvia, the short, round English teacher who reminded me of my little Jewish New 

York grandmother16 and had been teaching in the school almost since its inception 25 

 

                                                

16 In my first semester at graduate school, we read an article called “Killing for inclusion: 
Racial violence and assimilation into the Whiteness gang” by Louis Woods (2015). As I 
read the article, I was filled with discomfort, faced with the reason for my own family’s 
racist comments which laced my happy childhood memories. In my response, I wrote 
“My grandmother and her two sisters were the first generation of my family born in 
America. Woods explains that ‘every generation of non-Anglo-Saxon Protestant 
immigrants has been made to endure discrimination, ranging from suspicion to ostracism’ 
(p. 113), and I had never considered how my family must have struggled to maintain their 
Jewish heritage while trying to learn to be American. ‘The detrimental consequence of 
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years before. She was the matriarch of the school, of the union, of the English 

department, and certainly of 8th grade English; she was also assigned as my official 

mentor. On the second day of workshop week, I went to ask her for advice. She opened 

filing cabinet drawers, handed me folders of transparencies and a beat up old text book. 

“Work your way through the book,” she told me, and then pointed toward a dusty shelf 

filled with beat up old novels. I could also pick one of them to teach, although she 

encouraged me to start with short stories while I was getting a feel for the job and the 

kids. Just follow the textbook? That was not what I believed literacy teaching to be 

about. I wanted relevant, interesting, new literature to inspire my students and help 

them learn to love reading. 

 Looking around her room with desks arranged in neat rows and her big wooden 

rocking chair placed squarely in the middle of the front of the classroom, I tentatively 

mentioned my plans for group work. I wanted to tell her about my belief in cooperative 

learning, which fulfilled many of my pedagogical goals, both social and academic; all 

of my education courses during my undergraduate study at Grinnell College had 

                                                

assimilation’ was to give up all your culture – your language, your traditions – in order to 
become white, but my Jewish family could not give up their religion. But the other entry 
into whiteness was the brutalization of African Americans, and that, they could do. I 
don’t know of anyone in my family who ever used physical violence against other people, 
but the verbal violence was a continuous presence in my childhood: I frequently heard the 
word ‘schvartze,’ which my mom explained was ‘just’ the Yiddish word for ‘black.’ Even 
as a small child, I could hear the contempt and distrust in the tone of voice, and I knew 
the word was bad, even if I didn’t quite understand why.” Thinking back to Sylvia, my 
official mentor and the leader of our English department, I hear the same tone of voice in 
her comments about “those kids,” and I wonder about her family’s own assimilation into 
the “Whiteness gang.” 
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focused on cooperative learning, on students building knowledge together. I wanted to 

tell her about the cooperative learning training games I had tried during student 

teaching, how successful they were, how successful I was. I became a teacher to 

prepare students for a changing world. I wanted them to work cooperatively, think 

critically, so that they could go out and change the world! 

 Her laugh, hearty and joyful, filled the classroom. “These kids? These kinds of 

kids can’t work in groups, Abby!” Shaking her head, she chuckled again and patted the 

worn navy cover of the Prentice Hall 8th grade Literature textbook. “Just teach the 

textbook, honey.” 

 Walking out of her room, I felt the pressure of her institutional wisdom on my 

shoulders. No classroom to set up, only a textbook to teach, no group work? This was 

not the picture of social justice teaching I had dreamed of in my classes at Grinnell. 

 But I was young, idealistic, and enthusiastic, and only temporarily let down. By 

the time I was rounding the corner to my closet office, my usual buoyancy was back. I 

knew these kids (who I had not yet met) could do group work. This is why I had 

become a teacher: to prove to these kids and everyone else that they could do anything. 

 When my parents asked me if I was sure I wanted to teach in the inner city, if 

maybe I shouldn’t look into the suburban district where I had attended to see if they 

had jobs open, I had responded, “Of course I’m sure! These kids need good teachers, 

too! These kids need the best teachers.” 
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The (Student) Teacher Identity 

 As with identity writ large, the teacher identity is in flux, constantly renegotiated, 

constructed intentionally and positioned by social and historical factors. And yet, the 

teacher’s identity is something else as well: a professional identity comprised of an 

“amalgam of personal agency or commitment on the one hand, and externally imposed, 

normative pressures on the other, all held in dynamic tension and changing over time” 

(Davey, 2013, p. 19). Davey goes on to list many of the various factors which go into this 

professional identity, including a teacher’s personal biography, their job history, the 

contexts in which they teach, their pedagogical beliefs, emotions, sense of self-worth, and 

on and on. What the literature seems to agree on is that a teacher’s identity is complex, 

and integrally intertwined with, perhaps inseparable from, their personal self (Beauchamp 

& Thomas, 2017; Britzman, 2003; K. Brown, 2017; Olsen, 2011). In my family, my mom 

works in a library, my brother works for an insurance company, my dad set type for 

journals, my stepmother edited a college publication, my mother-in-law worked in a quilt 

shop; but my partner and I are teachers. Whatever the teacher identity is, it is bigger than 

just a job or career choice. 

 Larger discourses and narratives that surround teaching influence how the 

individual teacher is constructed by others (students, families, administration, other 

teachers, the media), as well as how they construct their professional self. Teaching 

practices and relationships with other stakeholders also affect how teachers construct 

their own “teaching voices and identities” (Britzman, 2003, p. 1). Finally, a teacher’s 

identity cannot be separated from the cultural and social contexts in which the teaching 
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occurs; thus a teacher’s construction of their identity is “a political project as much as an 

ontological frame” (Olsen, 2011, p. 257). In the next section, I will discuss some of the 

complexities of the becoming teacher’s identity, including their journey between figured 

worlds and how race plays out in teacher education. 

The Becoming Teacher 

 Becoming a teacher is a time of significant identity construction and possible 

cognitive dissonance. Wolff-Michael Roth et al (2004) explain that in times of crisis or 

times when one moves from one social context or system to another, the sense one has of 

their “Self” can be “called into question” (p. 50). In teacher preparation programs, teacher 

candidates begin to make the significant shift from the figured world of student to that of 

teacher, and alongside that transition, must figure out who they want that teacher self to 

be. And this identity negotiation is in addition to/in conjunction with all of the content 

they must learn: theories and pedagogical ideas in their methods courses; how to take 

attendance, sign bathroom passes, get a classroom’s attention, write daily lesson plans, 

and check in homework during student teaching17. Although it might not seem obvious, 

these pieces play into the teacher’s identity as well, as a teacher figures out their ideas 

around late work, tardiness to class, noise levels, etc., many of which are tied into the 

philosophical beliefs underlying who and what they think a teacher should be18. Student 

                                                

17 None of which existed for my student teachers during COVID19 and stay at home 
orders…see: Tuesdays. 
 
18 One of my participants, for example, told me that he had started to figure out the “kind 
of teacher he wanted to be.” I was startled when I read his weekly reflection and found 
that it was all about a student who was taking a trip and needed to know what work she 
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teaching is additionally complicated because it happens in someone else’s classroom, one 

in which the ecology has already been established, and one with pre-existing routines, 

policies, and procedures. For the teacher candidate, constructing their teacher identity 

entails a complex navigation of their own beliefs about what and who a teacher should 

be; how they are constructed by their students, cooperating teacher, university supervisor, 

and society at large; and their embodied notions of what teaching is, gained from a 

lifetime of sitting in a classroom, observing teachers teach. These new professional selves 

are integrally tied to the personal; they are multiple and intersectional, socially 

constructed and continually renegotiated. 

Moving Between Worlds: The Student Becoming the Teacher 

 Learning to teach is an apprenticeship wherein the teaching candidates move from 

the figured world of student to that of teacher, while continuing to be occasionally 

positioned as student in their courses, by their university supervisors, and sometimes even 

by their cooperating teachers. Interestingly, even though they occupy both student and 

teacher simultaneously, it is not done as in Freire’s (1993) concept of “teacher-student 

and the students-teachers” (p. 83), where the “teacher is no longer merely the-one-who-

                                                

should make up ahead of time. He wrote: “For me, this was a moment where I was forced 
to define what kind of teacher I’m going to be. I know a lot of teachers who are very 
strict on due dates, who stand on due dates as a representation of students being 
responsible. But I don’t fall in that camp I don’t think. I find myself putting a lot of 
weight, especially in this situation, on a student who was incredibly good about 
communicating and advocating for herself prior to missing days of school. The fact that 
she came to me beforehand, asked for her work, and then was willing to work with me 
and also be flexible as I’m trying to figure things out says a lot about her as a student. 
That’s where I’m at with that situation, and honestly I feel pretty good about it.” (Adam, 
weekly reflection, May 12, 2019) 
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teaches, but one who is himself taught in dialogue with the students, who in turn while 

being taught also teach” (p. 80)19. Instead, the student teacher assumes the role of 

apprentice, learning from their cooperating teacher, being advised by their university 

supervisor, frequently being treated as a not-quite teacher by their own students. 

 A figured world is an “as-if’ world” where “identities are formed in the process of 

participating in activities” (Holland et al, 1998, p. 57) of that world. Within a figured 

world, there are particular discourses spoken, roles played out, and shared sets of norms 

and values. In the physical space of a college classroom for an English methods course, 

for example, multiple figured worlds exist simultaneously (as they always do), and the 

participants are frequently asked to inhabit multiple figured worlds simultaneously—

figured worlds which, significantly, are frequently viewed as opposites in the classroom 

binary: “student (and therefore not teacher)” (Davies, 1993, p. 18, emphasis added). Not 

only are student and teacher viewed as opposites in a binary, but they are opposites with 

very distinct power differentials; being asked to perform both puts the teacher candidates 

in a unique and complex position. 

 In their methods courses during the licensure program, teacher candidates are 

asked to participate in discussions as students (picking out quotes from the reading, 

writing responses, having small group conversations), while simultaneously asked to 

envision themselves applying the same pedagogical moves in their own classrooms, but 

                                                

19 What might student teaching become if we conceptualized it in this way? If the 
university supervisor, the cooperating teacher, and the teacher candidate were all student-
teacher and teacher-student, learning from and with one another, and from and with their 
students? How might we build such a model? 
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as the teacher rather than as the student. Throughout many of these discussions, their 

bodies hold their student identity—seated at tables, facing the instructor at the front of the 

room, laptops open, following instructions on a PowerPoint slide. And in the English 

methods courses which I know best, they are frequently asked to engage in activities 

typical of “formal school literacy” (Luttrell & Parker, 2001, p. 245) where students read a 

text, write about a text, discuss a text, use textual evidence. Interacting with a text in this 

way is one of the “many literacy events in life [that] are regular, repeated activities...part 

of the formal procedures and expectations of social institutions” (Barton & Hamilton, 

2000, p. 9) like schools. Sociocultural theory posits that literacy practices help people 

construct their identity; thus, in their methods courses, candidates are constructed as 

students in an English class. Teaching candidates have been students all of their lives: 

from elementary schools to secondary schools to undergraduate degrees to their initial 

licensure classes. They know these identities deeply; they embody these identities. 

 At the same time, the candidates are asked to theorize an identity they have not 

yet held: that of teacher. The candidates do have a familiarity with the role of teachers, 

but this often comes from a lifetime of observation rather than from practice: “The story 

of learning to teach begins actually much earlier than the time one first decides to become 

a teacher. The mass experience of public education has made teaching one of the most 

familiar professions in this culture” (Britzman, 2003, p. 3). In a similar way that they 

carry the identity of student in their bodies, they carry an idea of the identity of teacher, 

ideas that also live in their bodies. They have been observing teachers all their lives 

(Britzman, 2003; Lortie, 1975), watching movies of teachers who change the world, 
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sitting in front of multiple teachers for hours every day, every year. Thus despite what 

they may want teaching to be, despite the theories they may be learning in their methods 

classes, despite progressive practices they may observe at their student teaching sites, 

“they bring to teacher education their educational biography and some well-worn and 

commonsensical images of the teacher's work” (Britzman, 2003, p. 3). These 

commonsensical images of teachers may be: teachers stand up front, they create 

PowerPoint presentations to guide the class’ work, they ask questions, they call on 

students to answer questions, they expect answers, they know the right answers….They 

are in charge. 

 In our methods courses, we frequently ask candidates to think as teachers, to think 

about pedagogical moves they might use, how they might set up their own classroom, 

how they might respond to students. Using language, we instructors “position [them] by 

powerful discourses...pushed first into one subject position...and then into another” 

(Holland et al, 1998, p. 16). While physically situated in the world of students, with 

bodies positioned as such, they are asked to think with their teacher self, an identity 

which has not yet been constructed for many of them. 

 How does it further complicate teacher candidates’ construction of a new 

professional self when they are still being positioned as students themselves? Learning to 

be a full participant in a community of practice “is about learning how to be” (Paechter, 

2006, p. 17, emphasis added). Although we as teacher educators talk all the time about 

pedagogy and curriculum and theory, I am not sure we ever teach the candidates how to 

be teachers. They walk into their student teaching sites with both the student and idea-of-
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teacher identities living in their bodies. Many express how they do not feel that they are 

quite a “real” teacher in their cooperating teacher’s classroom—they still wait, like a 

student, to be told what to do, look up at their cooperating teacher for a nod when a 

student asks them to sign a bathroom pass. 

 Bronwyn Davies (1993) discusses the importance of making the “non-visible 

sufficiently visible that teachers can learn to see the details of their own practices in order 

to change them” (p. 40). It becomes important, then, to shine a light on the boundaries of 

the teacher/student roles so the teacher candidates can “begin to read and write their way 

out of the limiting subject positions currently available to them” (p. 40). Kevin 

Kumashiro (2002) cautions that “antioppressive education that aims to change students 

and society cannot do so without addressing the ways students and society resist change” 

(p. 62), so it’s necessary to examine why we stay in the models we stay in—not only 

shine light on these practices, but look at how we are socially, culturally, and historically 

constructed to maintain the binaries. 

 In the next section, I use the sociocultural and historical factors at work on the 

becoming teacher, which are explained above, to interpret my own story of being a new 

teacher. This is a partial interpretation, with more analysis to follow in Chapter Five. 

Young Abby: A Becoming Teacher  

 Tensions of the newly emerging teacher identity can be seen playing out in the 

story “These Kids.” Young Abby clearly feels the institutional, established pressures of 

who she is supposed to be as a teacher come into conflict with her personal belief system. 

She has come into her first teaching job with ideological beliefs: students should work 
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together in small groups to solve problems, they should read texts that are exciting and 

relevant. 

 Her first encounter with another English teacher – the person who is supposed to 

guide and mentor her, who has been teaching for decades, who reminds her of her own 

grandma – instead reinforces many of the traditional notions of what teaching should 

look like: students sit quietly in rows, the teacher’s presence is front and center, the 

teacher walks them through a fat textbook, answering the questions at the end of each 

short story. There are right answers for interpreting texts, the teacher knows these 

answers, and the students search for the answer the teacher is looking for. 

 We see Young Abby’s attempt to push back, to tentatively mention group work to 

Sylvia, and we see her buoyant spirit decide that “these kids” can do anything! What we 

do not see is Abby’s first year teaching: we do not see her teaching in seven different 

rooms, none of which are her own, all set up in traditional rows with the teacher at front. 

We do not see her caving to the edict to teach the textbook, not knowing how else she 

might access different materials, not knowing how far she will be allowed to push the 

boundaries of what is expected of her. 

 And even though Young Abby is officially a teacher, with her own classes and 

students (although not her own classroom!), she still in many ways embodies the role of 

student teacher. She is learning on the job, apprenticing to Sylvia, feeling the pressures of 

the “good student” who listens to the teacher, who follows Sylvia’s lead and creates that 

very traditional picture of what “teacher” looks like. She feels the impossibility intensely 

of trying to enact her goals of social justice education, of being the “best” teacher for 
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“these kids.” 

 I will return to the story of Young Abby and “These Kids” in Chapter Five, as I 

add on additional layers of analysis. 

Raced Identities in Teacher Education 

 The hegemony of whiteness demands that race be placed at the center of 

discussions and analysis of teacher education (K. Brown, 2017; Ladson-Billings, 1998; 

Lensmire & Snaza, 2010). Unsurprisingly, whiteness pervades both teacher education, as 

well as the literature on preservice teachers, with the majority of both focused on how to 

prepare a white female middle class English speaking teaching force to teach in diverse 

settings (K. Brown, 2017; Haddix, 2010). This whiteness work is both necessary for 

confronting and deconstructing white supremacist systems, and also potentially 

problematic as the voices and experiences of BIPOC teacher candidates continue to be 

neglected (K. Brown, 2017; Sleeter, 2016). 

 Jupp et al (2016) define white teacher identity studies as the area of education 

research that “seeks to prepare and conscientize a predominantly White preservice and 

professional teaching force for teaching and learning across cultural differences in public 

schools” (p. 1). The first-wave of white teacher identity studies took place in the 1990s 

and early 2000s, focusing on examining the colorblindness and refusal to acknowledge or 

examine race of many white teachers20. With second-wave white teacher identity studies, 

                                                

20 Interestingly, first-wave teacher identity studies were taking place when I was in 
teacher education myself (1994-1998) and during my first years of teaching English. I see 
myself reflected in this research, in the ignorance of and resistance to acknowledgement 
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scholars critically confront the complexities of whiteness and race, working to understand 

how oppression and white supremacy function within individuals, institutions, and 

systems, in complex, socially contextualized and historicized ways (Jupp & Lensmire, 

2016; Lensmire & Snaza, 2010; Leonardo, 2004; Mason, 2016). And beyond 

understanding, to challenge our own complicity in these systems. 

 In teacher education, this means helping future teachers become “ready and 

willing to ask difficult questions about how racism might be working in themselves and in 

the communities where they live and work” (Mason, 2016, p. 1045, emphasis added). 

The “in themselves” part is the tough work, as it requires teacher candidates (and all of 

us) to closely examine our racialized identities, as well as how racism and white 

supremacy live within, around, and through us. As teacher educators, this means 

                                                

of race and white privilege. I remember saying routinely that I “don’t see color; I just see 
people” and arguing that “we’re all the same on the inside.” These “claims of neutrality 
and color blindness mask white privilege and power” (Sleeter, 2016, p. 6), which is a 
realization I did not make until years and years later; I will address this a bit more in 
Chapter Five. 
 
a.m. brown (2017) writes about her mentor Grace Lee Boggs: “Grace taught me 
dialectical humanism—the cycle of collective transformation of beliefs that occurs as we 
gather new information and experiences, meaning that, over time, we can understand and 
hold a position we previously believed to be wrong” (p. 28); as I trace my understanding 
of race throughout the years: from a belief in colorblindness, to an understanding of 
whiteness as a race and ideology, to a commitment to searching out white privilege, to a 
recognition of living in a white supremacist society, and finally (or currently – hopefully 
this is not my final space) to a desire to move in antiracist ways as a co-conspirator: “Co-
conspiracy is about what we do in action, not just in language….It is about moving 
through guilt and shame and recognizing that we did not create none of this stuff. And so 
what we are taking responsibility for is the power that we hold to transform our 
conditions.” – Alicia Garza, co-founder of Black Lives Matter (Move to End Violence, 
2016) 
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recognizing that whiteness, too, is complex and multifaceted, that it does not function in a 

universal way within all white teacher candidates (Johnson Lachuk & Mosley, 2012; 

Lensmire & Snaza, 2010). 

 The initial licensure program in which I worked draws primarily white pre-service 

teachers, many of whom have stated a commitment to social justice work. On the first 

day of class in August, instructors typically ask the candidates in the room to talk about 

why they want to become teachers; it is not uncommon to hear ideas steeped in the 

language of white saviorism, wanting to “help” students in the “inner cities.” These 

tropes are prevalent in movies and stories within popular culture, where white teachers 

“liberate” their students of color “without realizing their own racial culpability in 

maintaining whiteness as (perhaps unwitting) subscribers to the white savior mentality” 

(Matias & Mackey, 2016, p. 35). 

 In order to challenge this white savior mentality, much of the curriculum in our 

program, like so many other teacher education programs, asks teacher candidates to 

examine and challenge their own prior experiences and preconceived ideas about 

teaching and learning; the instructors work to help white teacher candidates understand 

whiteness as a race and as an ideology which impacts both schools as systems and 

students as individuals. At the same time, BIPOC candidates in our program, as well as in 

other predominantly white teacher education programs, have expressed feelings of being 

pushed to the side or unheard (Sleeter, 2016). 

 Keffrelyn Brown (2017) recently conducted a literature review on preservice 

teachers of color; using a large variety and combination of search terms (preservice 
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teachers and teacher candidates; broad terms such as “of color,” as well as numerous 

specific racial/ethnic group labels), she found a consistency of BIPOC teachers being 

essentialized, marginalized, isolated, disconnected, and/or neglected in the “normalized, 

White culture” (p. 340) of teacher education. There has been a long history of serving 

“diversity” and “multicultural education” by targeting white students in teacher education 

programs (Asher, 2007); educational spaces have focused on “tolerance” and 

“acceptance” of differences, rather than actually working toward concrete, structural 

change (Kumashiro, 2002; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). In addition, attention and 

focus are typically targeted on the feelings of white teacher candidates when 

conversations around race are raised (Sleeter, 2016). Again, this highlights the 

complexity of our work: how can we, as teacher educators, engage in the work of 

examining how whiteness functions both in individual identities, as well as in white 

supremacist systems, without allowing white candidates and their emotional needs to 

continue to take center stage. 

The Social Justice-Oriented (Student) Teacher 

 Student teaching is a pivotal time period, as future teachers construct their new 

identities, trying to mesh their own ideals for who they want to be in the classroom with 

the ways schools and classrooms are run, and the ways in which teachers are constructed 

by others. Life experiences and embodied knowledges come into conflict with idealistic 

and program-based ideas of social justice. Even future teachers who are oriented toward 

change and social justice often end up “embodying the very traditions they hoped to 
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change” (Britzman, 2003, p. 20), getting trapped21 in a traditional teaching identity. An 

example of the cognitive dissonance faced by novice teachers is noted by Helen 

Featherstone (1993), who discusses how beginning teachers adjust to the task of 

“managing” a classroom; many novice teachers, she explains, become “more 

authoritarian, more conservative, and less child-centered” (p. 2) due to socialization from 

other teachers, as well as from the beginning teacher’s own ingrained beliefs; she writes, 

“the struggle to manage the behavior of young people is intimately bound up with the 

struggle to understand and change the self” (p. 2). Additionally, teacher education does 

not generally have “the pedagogies adequate to support White students transitioning out 

of naïveté and into productive conversations about race, racism, oppression, privilege, 

and Whiteness”22 (Seidl & Hancock, 2011, p. 692). At the same time, being immersed in 

programs and systems steeped in whiteness prevents BIPOC teacher candidates from 

being supported as they work to learn to teach in a way that is “relevant, critical, and 

humanizing while also socially and personally transformative” (K. Brown, 2017, p. 327). 

 Chubbuck and Zembylas (2008) acknowledge the complicated debate surrounding 

the term social justice, and settle on the definition that socially just teaching is a 

“teacher's effort to transform policies and enact pedagogies that improve the learning and 

life opportunities of typically underserved students (Cochran-Smith, 2004; Irvine, 2003; 

                                                

21 I note my value-laden choice of term here. 
 
22 It feels necessary to be explicit about my own complicity in that which I critique, as I 
am one of the teacher educators whose “very efforts to liberate perpetuate the relations of 
dominance” (Lather, 1991, p. 16). I have written of this dilemma frequently during my 
time in graduate school. 
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Ladson-Billings, 1994), while equipping and empowering them to work for a more 

socially just society themselves” (p. 274). They stress the significant connection between 

emotions and social justice work; it is not about having the “right” kind of emotions, they 

argue, but rather that we need to position emotions as “crucial to the struggle against 

injustice as social and political components of actions either to address injustice or to 

sustain the status quo” (p. 275). We cannot address social justice education without 

attending to the very real effect of emotions on teachers, especially new teachers. Matias 

(2016) points to the way “the innate sense of our emotionalities still lurks beneath our 

skins” (p. 6). In this way, our felt impossibilities, our inability to act in the face of explicit 

and implicit racism, is another sign of white supremacy and how it lives in our bodies. 

Thus social justice, emotions, and embodied knowledge are all integrally tied together. 

The intense connection between teacher and person in control of the classroom, at odds 

with many of the ideologies connected to social justice, is difficult to escape, as I wrote in 

my final paper for Critical Pedagogy: 

Even I, who consciously attempted to be revolutionary in my own classroom, 

succumbed to traditional student-teacher power dynamics. My classroom did 

become like a “mini-kingdom” (hooks, 1994, p. 17) where I had control: I decided 

what would be discussed, who could speak, what standards were assessed and in 

which way, and what work was “good enough.” I tried to reconceptualize my role 

by giving my students choice, talking honestly about relevant and controversial 

issues, giving my students freedom to push back against the curriculum….yet so 

frequently I found myself teaching “in a manner that would 
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reinforce...hierarchies” (hooks, 1994, p. 142). (Final paper, May 2, 2017) 

Despite their efforts to help candidates critically examine the structures surrounding 

teaching and learning, teacher educators frequently see the preservice teachers with 

whom they work return to public schools and “relearn from their experience that schools 

are places where students work through their basal readers and math texts and where 

teachers arrange the environment so that the journey is as pleasant, orderly, and 

predictable as possible” (Featherstone, 1993, p. 3-4).  

 Teaching candidates are often simultaneously encouraged to enact social justice in 

the classroom while feeling pulled to teach the way they were taught and thus maintain 

hierarchical structures. Because almost every person who plans to become a teacher has 

sat in classrooms for much of their life, and because so much of the way education has 

“always been done” is set up according to values, policies, pedagogies, and curriculum 

that reinforce white supremacy, the “commonsensical” ideas of teaching are frequently 

harmful to both students and teachers. We know teaching in our bodies (Beals et al, 2013; 

Freire, 1998); classrooms, everyday teaching, are so obvious to those of us who have 

gone through the school system that it makes the underlying structures and ideologies 

almost impossible to see (Davies, 1993) and thus almost impossible to disrupt. 

 bell hooks (1994) wrote that even the most committed social justice folks 

frequently find themselves complicit in the very systems they hope to tear down. In fact, 

this is one of the factors that drove me from my own classroom. Institutions, like 

individuals, fall into similar patterns. adrienne maree brown (2017) wrote, “We have 

lived through a good half century of individualistic linear organizing...which intends to 
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reform or revolutionize society, but falls back into modeling the oppressive tendencies 

against which we claim to be pushing” (p. 8). These patterns which push against the 

values of fighting for liberatory and antioppressive, social justice oriented education, are 

deeply engrained in individual bodies, as well as in systems and institutions. 

 In the education world, “social justice” is used ubiquitously. I seriously debated 

using the term “antiracist” or “antioppressive” for this project instead. And actually, since 

the George Floyd murder, the word antiracism is being used in many more contexts, with 

Kendi’s (2019) How to Be an Antiracist being near the top of the New York Times 

nonfiction bestseller list for months. But during the conversations that form the basis for 

this work, none of that had happened yet, and “social justice” was the term most widely 

used in my teacher education and public school circles. From conversations with my 

participants, it was clear that the term “social justice” called up both passion and 

contradictions, identifying everything from “teachers recognizing the humanity of their 

students” to teaching students to “question the power structures that be” to teaching 

“civic engagement” to “student-centeredness” to giving students the chance to “make 

their life be what they want it to be” (interviews). 

Conclusion 

 Teacher candidates’ identities are continually shifting as they move through their 

teacher education programs and into student teaching. As they come to know themselves 

as teachers, 

they wrestle with a variety of emotional and psychological—even existential—

questions: Who do I want to be as a teacher? What sort of authority will I be? 
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What kinds of relationships will I have with my students and colleagues? Because 

how teachers teach is in direct dialogue with who they are and where they teach, 

many beginning teachers find themselves simultaneously working on two 

projects: struggling to change who they are in the context of what they do. (Cook, 

2009, p. 275) 

 Earlier in this chapter, I discussed how teacher candidates perform or enact layers 

of identity, especially during student teaching; but layers suggest something almost static, 

in a particular order, one on top of another. Instead I am beginning to conceptualize 

student teacher identity as amorphous, like in Figure 1 below, with different pieces that 

are continually in motion. The student teacher’s identity is not central, as it appears in the 

figure, as though each of the other pieces plays an equal part with the identity as a core, 

stable thing in the middle. Instead, I conceptualize the student teacher’s identity as the 

movement of, and navigation between, all of these pieces. This identity is never stable or 

still, but continually shifting, as it will continue to shift throughout their teaching career. 

 As I thought through my dissertation research—exploring how becoming 

teachers’ teacher identities take shape and how felt impossibilities move through this 

identity development—this framework allowed me to see the many possible entry points 

for our conversations. I was especially curious about what happens in the thresholds 

(Mazzei & Jackson, 2012), at the places where these different commitments and pieces of 

identity brush up against one another, move past one another, or come into conflict. 

Going into my interviews, I wondered how the teacher candidates with whom I work 

might articulate their vision of their teacher selves and what stories might emerge when 
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Figure 1 

The Student Teacher’s Identity 

 

 

thinking about those teaching selves, just as I thought through what the stories about 

Brandon revealed (and concealed) about me as a teacher. The space opened up through 

shared stories allowed me to “look forward and backward, and inward and outward at the 

narrative threads of [our] lives and experiences” which in turn helped me better 

understand teacher candidates’ experiences and identities, as well as my own as a teacher 

educator “committed to social justice and critical race teaching” (Johnson Lachuk & 

Mosley, 2012, p. 312-313). 

 Teacher candidates, in their methods courses and during student teaching, as well 

as in their first years of teaching, need support as they move through the complexities and 

entanglements of figuring out who they are as teachers and who they want to be—all 

while acknowledging that this will shift, is shifting, and will continue to shift as they 
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move through the profession. 
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Tuesday, May 26, 2020: Australian Wildfires 

 There’s a funny video circulating right now. In it, a youngish blond white woman 

is sitting at a kitchen table, drinking her coffee in the morning. Suddenly, another version 

of her appears sitting across the table; we’re led to believe this future self has come to 

give her advice about how to prepare for the next couple of months of 2020. The original 

her talks about the Australian wildfires as being the defining moment of 2020; watching 

the video, I experienced the same shock as the future her: Oh yeah, I forgot about those. 

Remember how serious we thought those fires were? How concerned we were? The 

future woman laughs, knowing of course that we are now in the midst of a global 

pandemic where much of the world as we know it has come to a screeching halt around 

us: shopping mall parking lots sitting empty; grocery store clerks behind plexiglass, 

marked tape on the floor every six feet telling us where we can stand; school buildings 

and playgrounds have no students; every morning my kids begin their school day staring 

at the little faces in boxes via Zoom. 

 And now, I could go back and visit myself from two months ago. Remember 

when we thought the global pandemic was the biggest story of our lives? Well, now our 

city is burning; stores are looted, glass is broken. Police (as they always have) kill Black 

folks with impunity; the community grieves, walks down the middle of the streets, masks 

askew, chanting “No justice, no peace”….there is certainly no justice; and now, in our 

very own city, no peace. 

 George Floyd. Ahmaud Arbery. Breonna Taylor. Philando Castile. Alton Sterling. 

Sandra Bland. 
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Story #4: The Faculty Meeting 

 It’s time for a faculty meeting at a large urban high school; the library is 

stifling—there is no air conditioning, the windows don’t open, and it’s been in the 90s 

for days. The issue on the table: we need to look at data23. Before we begin, the 

animosity in the room is palpable; everyone knows what the data will show (it’s not 

the first time a principal has tried to have a discussion about this). It will show our 

enormous achievement gaps and our racially predictable and disproportionate 

discipline data. 

 The principal organizes table discussions, and the narrative from my table is 

as predictable as the data: it’s not our fault. It’s the lack of family involvement, the 

parents don’t care, they don’t come to conferences, the kids don’t have any 

motivation, the kids are lazy, we have to train them how to succeed in “normal” 

society. As a member of the equity team who has helped plan this meeting, I feel 

especially responsible for having my table look at the data, look inward, discuss with 

me what we can do better, what we can do to change things. 

 I am sitting with a gym teacher, the typing teacher, a math teacher, and a 

social studies teacher; we are all white women, and at 39, I am the youngest. My 

tablemates resist my attempts to direct the conversation to the data; they want to talk 

about the biggest issue in the building: tardiness. What should we do when kids are 

late to class? What about kids like Brandon (a Black ninth grade boy, labeled “low-

performing” and “at-risk” by the school), who are late every single day? Lunch 
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detentions aren’t working; Saturday school isn’t working. What would be a more 

effective consequence? 

 I tell them that I no longer believe in punishing students for tardiness. I have 

recently changed my philosophy when students arrive late. “No matter when they 

come in, I welcome them enthusiastically. Sometimes it’s hard to be cheerful because 

it is annoying when they’re late every day. But it has made such a big difference to 

the feeling in my room. I find that I don’t get as angry, and Brandon actually 

sometimes does work now instead of just messing around with his buddies.” 

 The typing teacher argues with me passionately, telling me that kids “like 

Brandon” need to learn how to behave in the “real world,” need to learn respect: 

“When these kids are attacked by the police, it’s their own fault for not listening. 

Brandon is going to get shot one day, and it’ll be our fault for not teaching him how 

to listen to authority.” The other teachers at the table nod their heads vigorously. 

  

                                                

23 Irene Yoon (2012) could have been discussing my former school when she wrote: “The 
equity team members and the principal chose to frame the study group as working on 
‘cultural competence’ rather than explicitly on ‘race’ or equity issues because they 
perceived that members of the staff had underlying negative or deficit-based beliefs about 
students and families that impacted their academic expectations for students, despite a 
general feeling of ‘caring’ for students and their families......generic notions of care can 
also bear the mark of whiteness by limiting ideas of what counts as caring and what it is 
not polite to speak about” (p. 597-598). 
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Chapter Three: Methodology 

“What IS Post-Intentional Phenomenology, anyway?!” 

 During my first year of undergraduate study at Grinnell College, I took an 

Introduction to Philosophy course and received the worst grade of my entire academic 

career; I have always been orderly and organized, predictable, praised for my logic, 

rationality, and sense24. According to Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari (1994), 

philosophy is “the art of forming, inventing, and fabricating concepts” (p. 2); three pages 

later, they wrote, “Philosophy is not a simple art of forming, inventing, and fabricating 

concepts, because concepts are not necessarily forms, discoveries or products. More 

rigorously, philosophy is the discipline that involves creating concepts” (p. 5). The 

seeming contradictions and complexities made me dizzy. 

 So it is more than a little strange to me (and to those who know me best) that the 

methodology toward which I feel the strongest pull is phenomenology—a methodology 

                                                

24 This praise came largely from my father, who brought me up to treasure my rationality 
and who complimented me for not being like most women, especially my mother: 
emotional, irrational, unreasonable. Elizabeth St. Pierre (2000) discusses the 
rational/irrational binary. Historically, women have been fixed in the “realm of the 
natural, the sensual, and the emotional, and conversely men in the realm of culture, 
thought, and reason” (p. 488). Women have been positioned as less than due to their 
irrationality; I was raised, too, to see rationality as superior to emotionality, and to see the 
two as mutually exclusive.  
 
St. Pierre critiques “liberal feminists” who want women to be seen as rational, rather than 
fighting against the binary altogether. She outlines the poststructural view of reason: that 
it has “never been objective or a foundation of true knowledge but has always been 
produced by passion and chance and accident within the realm of human activity” (p. 
488). 
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which is first and foremost grounded in philosophy; and not just phenomenology, but 

post-intentional phenomenology, which embraces post- notions of uncertainty, 

unknowability, partiality, and remaining constantly open to the unexpected. 

 In working to define the methodology, it is important to establish that 

“phenomenology is plural” (Vagle, 2018 p. xiv), as is post-intentional phenomenology 

(PIP). As conceptualized by Mark Vagle (2018), PIP is generative, expansive, 

intersectional, in flux; like the phenomena which it examines, the methodology itself 

continues to become as different scholars take it up in different ways. So as I walk 

through what PIP means to me, and how I plan to engage with it, know that this is one 

interpretation, and that my own understanding is continually evolving as I read, study, 

write, and think. 

 However, there are a few concepts which seem to hold steady. Firstly, 

phenomenology is both a theoretical understanding and a methodological process, as well 

as a “way of being, becoming, living, and moving through the world” (Vagle, 2018, p. 

xii). Secondly, in phenomenology, the phenomenon is the unit of analysis. Thus in my 

introductory story about my altercation with Brandon, rather than focusing on the person 

(Brandon, as I might in a case study; or myself as I would in autoethnography), or the 

culture of the classroom (as I would in an ethnography), or even the story as a unit (as I 

would in narrative inquiry), my focus is on the phenomenon under study and how that 

phenomenon takes shape in the story told. There are multiple phenomena at play in the 

opening story; in my case, I am interested in the phenomenon of the social justice-

oriented teacher’s identity paradox, or moments of felt impossibility, considering: How 
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might these paradoxes take shape for a teacher who self-identifies as a social justice 

oriented educator, who feels the impossibility of simultaneously living out that identity 

and functioning as a teacher within a white supremacist school system? What is provoked 

or produced in a moment like my initial story—where who I wanted to be as a teacher 

(antiracist, activist, fighting against white supremacist systems and the institutional 

racism which pervaded my school) came into conflict with what I felt I 

could/should/must do as a practicing teacher (get Brandon, a Black boy, out of my25, a 

white woman teacher’s, classroom). 

 And finally is the core concept of intentionality. Intentionality should not be 

mistaken for what one intends to do, but rather conceived as the meaningful relationships 

between humans and the world around us. Like phenomenology as a philosophical 

tradition, the concept of intentionality has morphed along the way, from Edmund 

Husserl’s focus on human consciousness and how it is always directed toward something 

else to Heidegger’s, a student of Husserl’s, signification of how one finds oneself in 

relation to the world, and beyond. And like so much of philosophy, phenomenology, and 

other research methodologies, this concept is not a discovery of Western scholars26; 

                                                

25 I am struck here by the use of the word “my” and yet I am not sure what other word to 
use. Teachers tend to speak of my room and my class and my kids; what meanings are 
produced with that word? It has the potential to build relationships: thinking about my 
kids in my room—I will fight policies that seem to be hurting them. But what about in a 
situation like this one, with Brandon? The my takes on a more sinister feel; how might the 
ecology of the classroom feel different with a change to our? 
 
26 In her description of biomimicry—“practices of mimicking the natural world”—a.m. 
brown (2017) calls it “an ancient practice, a recovery rather than a discovery” (p. 46, 
emphasis added). This spoke to me on a deep level, as it could apply to so many Western 
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adrienne maree brown (2017) calls toward a quote from Jasmine Wallace, a Tsalagi 

medicine woman: “All things are in relationship with each other” (p. 5). 

A Brief Tracing of Western Origins of Phenomenology 

 The above paragraphs reference mostly the becomingness of post-intentional 

phenomenology, a rereading of phenomenology as it was first conceptualized by a 

mathematician named Husserl. Husserl’s goal was to un-do the Cartesian mind-body split 

in order to create a new “philosophy of lived experience” which highlighted the 

connection between subject and object, recognizing humans as holistic beings whose 

consciousness was always conscious of something else (Freeman & Vagle, 2013, p. 729). 

Although credited with naming the philosophy, it should be recognized and noted that 

other cultures and scholars outside the Western tradition had long understood the 

connections between mind, body, and world, that this was no new “discovery”. 

Nevertheless, Husserl and his followers give current phenomenological researchers much 

of the language and the foundations of the methodology known as phenomenology, 

including an articulation of that central concept of intentionality. 

 Researchers who follow Husserl are typically known as descriptive 

phenomenologists, whose goal is to locate the essence of particular phenomena—to seek 

the knowledge of and understand what makes a thing or an idea itself. For Husserl and 

those who follow(ed) him, the researcher must bracket what she thinks she already knows 

about something, allowing herself to be open to what the phenomenon wants to show her. 

                                                

notions of research and philosophy! 
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Heidegger, a student of Husserl’s, moved from description to interpretation and from 

what it means to have knowledge of something to what it means to be in the world. 

Researchers who follow this line believe that humans are interpretive beings, and thus it 

is not enough to describe a phenomenon, but to interpret how the phenomenon is 

experienced by people in the world. Rather than searching for the essence of a 

phenomenon, interpretive phenomenologists look for themes which emerge when 

systematically studying lived experiences. 

Post-ing Phenomenology 

 When discussing post-qualitative research, Patti Lather and Elizabeth St. Pierre 

(2013) actually linked phenomenology with positivism, attributing to both an attachment 

to “representational and binary logics” (p. 630). In this critique, Lather and St. Pierre 

relied on descriptive and interpretive notions of phenomenology, and a desire to represent 

and define. Post-ing phenomenology pushes back against some notions which have been 

associated with the theory and method since Husserl. Vagle conceptualizes post-

intentional phenomenology (PIP) as a “putting together” of poststructural theories and 

phenomenology...just to see what happens (Vagle, 2018, p. 124). In fact, engaging with 

PIP seems to be an experiment in putting ideas, concepts, theories together to see what 

opens up, what tentatively manifests, and what new questions emerge. 

 Post-structural phenomenology moves from “stable, idealized essences that are 

immediately ‘present’ in time and space (Husserl) to unstable, contextualized, and 

historicized deconstructions (Derrida)” (Vagle, 2018, p. 124). Knowledges are plural and 

constantly shifting; they are affected by who is doing the knowing and in what context. 
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Thus phenomena have no “true essence,” as they always exist in the world, experienced 

by people, and are constantly changing. Rather than searching for essences or invariant 

structures or even themes, post-intentional phenomenologists look at what the 

phenomena produce and reproduce; they look at how meanings are constantly 

constructed, deconstructed27, and reconstructed. 

 Viewed with a poststructural lens, intentionality—how humans are connected 

with the world—in PIP focuses on the subject as “both constructed and 

constructing...both agent and acted upon” (Vagle, 2018, p. 130). Bodies are important, 

raced and gendered as they move through spaces, encountering other bodies in 

complicated contexts. When using PIP for educational research, we “enter the middle of 

deeply entangled contexts of educational moments, where our theorizings can be 

conceived as key spaces of production in which bodies (literally and figuratively) are 

consequentially marked, violated, disciplined and celebrated, honored, and nurtured” 

(Vagle, 2018, p. 129). We enter in the middle...because we are always in the middle; no 

matter the amount or “quality” of data we collect, it is always entangled. This recognition 

of entanglement and complexity is what calls me to post-intentional phenomenology. 

 Tied to the poststructuralist refusals of notions of neutrality and normalcy, PIP 

centers social change, knowing that complicating and disrupting knowledges are central 

                                                

27 I lean into what Patti Lather (2007) called “deconstructive rereading,” in which she 
performed “reflexive reading that questions the inclusions/exclusions, 
orderings/disorderings, and valuations/revaluations...as an effort to reframe the either/or 
logic that is typical” (p. 84), and attempt this deconstructing and reconstructing in 
Chapters Four and Five. 
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to this work. Elizabeth Ellsworth (1989) notes the “overwhelming evidence of the extent 

to which the myths of the ideal rational person and the ‘universality’ of propositions have 

been oppressive” (p. 304); part of creating large systemic change is disrupting those 

systemic structures of oppression which exist, in part by questioning our conceptions of 

normalcy and common sense28 (Kumashiro, 2002; Kumashiro, 2009). The explicit 

commitment to upsetting systems of oppression embedded in the methodology is another 

quality which draws me to PIP. 

Methodologically Speaking 

 By nature of its philosophy, post-intentional phenomenology does not have a 

lock-step procedure for research or data analysis. Instead, in Crafting Phenomenological 

Research (2018), Vagle offers us five components with which to conceptualize and 

organize our research: 

 Component #1: The Post-Intentional Phenomenon in Context(s). Context does 

not just matter in PIP; context is central. In fact, context is part of one of the suggested 

research question frames (“How does [the phenomenon] take shape for [the participants] 

in [the context]”). So the researcher begins by situating the research problem in its 

context: How do moments of felt impossibilities take shape for preservice teachers at 

their student teaching sites? Part of contextualizing the phenomenon is a brief review of 

the literature—not as an attempt to capture everything that has been studied, not to 

predict what will happen in your study, but to more completely situate the phenomenon. 

                                                

28 Questioning our preconceived notions and common sense ideas is critical to PIP (see 
Component #3 below). 
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 Component #2: Process for Gathering Phenomenological Material. Using the 

term “phenomenological material” instead of “data” separates what might “count” as data 

from more traditional qualitative social science research—interview transcripts, survey 

answers, field notes. St. Pierre and Jackson (2014) question why “some words count as 

data and others don’t” (p. 716), why Foucault’s words somehow warrant less attention 

than the words in an interview transcript. So phenomenological material might be a lot of 

things: interview transcripts and field notes, to be sure, but also theories in and of 

themselves, and the reflexions (and reflections) of the researcher herself. 

 Component #3: The Post-Reflexive Plan. Vagle (2018) encourages the 

researcher to go beyond reflecting on what we think, feel, and see as we encounter our 

phenomenon and work with our participants. Instead, he encourages us to be reflexive, 

following Patti Lather who asks us to consider why it might be that I am thinking, 

feeling, and seeing in this way. What frames my seeing? Vagle suggests that we go back 

to our reflections and theorize them, that we wonder about our wonderings. He gives us 

four strategies or things to look for or pay attention to in our post-reflexive notes (p. 154): 

1) moments of connection and disconnection; 2) assumptions of normality; 3) bottom 

lines; and 4) moments of shock. 

 Component #4: Explore the Post-Intentional Phenomenon. In Crafting (2018), 

Vagle suggests that researchers use whole-part-whole analysis with their 

phenomenological material. However, in recent discussions with him, he has moved 

away from that process, instead suggesting a new concept (see Figure 2). 
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Figure 2 

PIP Analysis Triangle 

 

 

As explained by Vagle (in class), the triangle is not designed to represent the concept of 

triangulation, but instead represents the fact that theories, the researcher (i.e., post-

reflexions/self-work), and the phenomenological material (i.e., the lived experiences of 

participants, stories told, the “data”) are always there, and each produces and shapes what 

becomes thinkable about the phenomenon. And so I might enter with my Brandon story 

above and read it through Thandeka’s (1999) theory of white shame; what is produced or 

provoked related to my phenomenon in this reading?29 Or I might enter with an excerpt 

from my post-reflexions, and read it against (not as in opposition, but alongside) an 

                                                

29 See Chapter Four, Rereading #1, for this analysis. 

THEORIZING

PHENOMENOLOGICAL	
MATERIAL POST-REFLEXIONS
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excerpt of an interview transcript from one of my participants. Recently, Vagle has 

suggested that we might even skip the components altogether and begin right from the 

triangle. 

 Component #5: Craft a Text that Engages the Productions and Provocations 

of the Post-Intentional Phenomenon in Context, Around a Social Issue. Finally, the 

researcher crafts a text to represent some of the uncovered provocations and productions 

of the phenomenon, always attentive to the knowledge that we enter in the middle and 

remain in the middle, that our “uncoverings” are potential readings that may expose other 

potentialities, that it is more likely that we will raise new questions than that we will 

“find” any answers. And that this text explicitly speaks to the ways in which it disrupts 

hegemonic and oppressive discourses, as it seeks to move us toward greater social 

change. This dissertation itself is my attempt at crafting such a text. 

Narrative Inquiry and the Centrality of Story 

 Narrative inquiry hinges on the belief that lives are lived as stories; that people’s 

identities are constructed both from our experiences themselves as well as the stories we 

tell of those experiences; and that stories are how we make sense of these experiences. 

The story that begins this chapter, “Faculty Meeting,” is a reconstruction of events as I 

remember them; as I construct events, I also render a picture of myself, carefully 

positioning myself as “other than” the three other white women in my discussion group. 

The story represents who I believe myself to be and/or who I want you, my reader, to 

understand me to be. The experiences, as I remember them, contributed to my perceived 

need to leave the classroom, to my felt impossibility that I could not be the teacher I 
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wanted to be in that space. Each time I share this story, I refine it, and it becomes more 

clearly representative of my phenomenon. In addition, the process of sharing both helps 

others understand my experiences, and helps me try to make sense of my experiences and 

how they influenced my decision to leave the classroom. D. Jean Clandinin and F. 

Michael Connelly (2000) define narrative inquiry as a method of study, a phenomenon 

under study, and “a form of living, a way of life” (p. 78). In its theory and method, it is a 

way of understanding and representing experience; and a way of thinking, which is 

centered in temporality, interaction, and situation. 

 Clandinin and Jerry Rosiek (2007) are explicit that narrative inquirers differ in 

their epistemological and ontological commitments. Narrative inquirers, broadly 

speaking, believe that our experience, and the stories we tell of that experience, are 

central to who and what we are; our stories make us, just as we make our stories. The 

narrative inquirers whose work I have spent the most time with (Clandinin & Connelly, 

2000) proceed from the ontological belief that experience, specifically Dewey’s notions 

of experience, a “changing stream that is characterized by continuous interaction of 

human thought with our personal, social, and material environment” (Clandinin & 

Rosiek, 2007, p. 39), is central to who and what we are. Experiences are both personal 

and social because we are always in relation to one another, and they are transactional: 

unable to be separated from the contexts in which they take place, the humans who live 

them, or the relations between those humans and contexts. From this belief set arises the 

notion that “our representations arise from experience and must return to that experience 

for their validation” (Clandinin & Rosiek, 2007, p. 39), and thus knowledge and 
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understanding are centered in story. 

 Clandinin and Connelly (2000) frame thinking narratively as being within a three-

dimensional narrative space which considers temporality (past, present, and future), 

interaction (personal and social), and situation (place and space). Researchers must attend 

to four directions (inward, outward, backward, and forward) in their analysis. When 

considering the narrative which opens this section, I am simultaneously occupying the 

space of the library of my former high school and the space of my quiet bedroom where I 

type several years later. My interactions in the scene were mediated by the feelings of 

being physically hot, crowded, and tired, and mentally nervous, overwhelmed, and 

determined, as well as the pre-existing relationships I had with my group members. 

Looking back, I feel both trapped by the system, and frustrated by the fear which 

prevented me from pushing harder. I notice that I ended the story with the other teachers 

nodding their heads, leaving the reader to wonder what I did next; the story might 

continue with me pressing the issue, pushing back against the internalized racism I heard 

in the narratives told about our students...or it might end with my failure to act, my 

silence and lowered gaze making me complicit in those systems30. 

 Laurel Richardson and Elizabeth St. Pierre (2017) situate writing as always 

“partial, local, and situational” (p. 822). I wrote these stories about Brandon two years 

after I left the classroom; they tell a piece of a larger story (my story, Brandon’s story, my 

former school’s story), mediated by my memory, my point of view, the time that has 

                                                

30 I rewrite the ending of this story in Chapter Four, adding what comes next. 



89 

passed, my desire for how I am perceived by the reader. There is no certainty that events 

played out as I related, but in relating them, I use storying to make sense of my 

experiences—both for myself and for presenting myself to others. Huber et al (2013) 

write, “Our very identities as human beings are inextricably linked to the stories we tell 

of ourselves, both to ourselves and with one another” (p. 214); collectivity and 

relationships are integral to the storying process. 

 Finally, while some narrative inquirers such as Polkinghorne (1995) see narrative 

inquiry as a way to “progress to a solution, clarification, or unraveling of an incomplete 

situation" (p. 7), others recognize that stories can serve as an entry into asking more 

questions, in particular questioning existing power structures. As “researcher-

storytellers,” we have the opportunity to use our stories “to raise significant questions 

about prevailing policy and practice that enrich an ongoing conversation” (Barone, 2007, 

p. 466) in an attempt to “make obvious the connections between political forces and 

individual lives” (p. 457). Like post-intentional phenomenology, narrative inquiry can be 

used to disrupt inequitable systems. 

Story #5: Research Methods 

The former 9th grade English teacher entered graduate school and sat in her research 

methods course each Thursday evening, disheartened as she read empirical study after 

empirical study where researchers wrote about the answers they found; she was 

frustrated. She weekly annoyed her tablemates by complaining, “They act like what 

they are saying is true; they are writing as though it is possible to discover or prove  

 



90 

truths in an educational setting.” Her tablemates rolled their eyes, telling her, “Abby, this is 

what research is.” Her thoughts consistently returned to her own classroom and to Brandon; 

she knew how complex these systems and situations were—that no matter what the numbers 

said, there were no easy answers. 

 

Putting Them Together: Narrating the Phenomenon 

 Read on its own, the opening story of this dissertation “Not Enough” illustrates a 

teacher’s breaking point—a teacher threatened and abused by her students, realizing that 

she can no longer healthily live her teacher life. The story might hint at some systemic 

issues: a lack of support from administration, an overabundance of violence in the school, 

an irrelevant mandated district curriculum. Like all stories, it is partial and it is positioned 

(socially, historically, culturally). The story leaves out the complexities of raced and 

gendered identities in schools—the fact that it was a stereotypical white woman teacher 

unable to make her classroom work for a Black boy. It leaves out the systems at play in 

the school: the discipline policies unfairly enforced on students of color; the white middle 

class cultural expectations which pervaded classroom spaces. And the characters and 

situations were so much more entangled than at first sight—that teacher was the one who 

defended the student at faculty meetings, who pushed back against policies written to 

target loud, tardy Black boys; and the boy was connected to the teacher, willing to write 

for her when she opened up possibilities for him, joking with her when he entered the 

classroom. Educational contexts are complex, and the research methodology that I bring 
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to them must embrace these complexities, knowing that no easy answers exist to solve for 

the inequities inherent in the system. It must be able to access the in-between spaces, the 

spaces along the margins where the stories brush up against one another and overlap. 

 In narrative inquiry, stories are the unit of analysis; in post-intentional 

phenomenology, it is the phenomenon. Both narrative inquiry and post-intentional 

phenomenology have been described (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Craig, 2011; Vagle, 

2018) as being as much a way of understanding the world, a way of living and being 

within the world, as they are research methodologies. Sharing in the epistemological 

belief of narrative inquirers that stories are how we make sense of the world, I see these 

two fields as integrally related. Prior to conducting interviews, I envisioned the teacher 

candidates with whom I work sharing their dilemmas and questions in story form. From 

my experiences teaching in the public schools, eating lunch in faculty lounges, being 

married to one teacher and friends with many, supervising future teachers in practicum 

and student teaching sites, I know that stories are how we—as teachers—frequently 

communicate. From a technical aspect, the teacher candidates were asked to complete 

weekly reflections in which they are asked to tell the story of a lesson and then reflect on 

that story—specifically the characters: who did the lesson serve, who was left out. In my 

experience interviewing, I have found that generic questions (“How does race play out in 

your classroom?”) lead to generic answers, whereas requests for stories (“Tell me a story 

of race playing out in your classroom.”) lead to the recounting of powerful and 

meaningful experiences. Thus I imagined my data coming to me in story form. This was 

both true to my experience, and not exactly true. Somehow I had failed to account for the 
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way conversation happens, for the push and pull, and thus very few stories came to me in 

a traditional beginning-middle-end form. I think of them more as snippets of stories – 

moments in time, told in conversation. 

 Story is how I, personally, communicate and where my phenomenon has most 

opens up for me. Thus, as you have seen already, I make sense of my phenomenon 

through the telling of story—narrating the experiences of my participants as well as my 

own. I use story to show my own partial and fleeting understandings and to illustrate my 

new burning questions, as well as the complexities and entanglements in it all. Like post-

intentional phenomenology, narrative inquiry “carries more of a sense of continual 

reformulation of an inquiry than it does a sense of problem definition and solution” 

(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 124). Both methodologies consider how we represent 

ourselves and our contexts; and post-intentional phenomenology encourages us to 

examine what frames that thinking. I interpret the Brandon stories differently depending 

on how I position myself—whether I am the exhausted, overwhelmed teacher-in-

classroom, whether I am the teacher educator working to help preservice teachers through 

difficult situations with students, whether I am the scholar/researcher desiring to study 

systems and enact social change. 

The Research Study 

Context for Data Collection 

 I worked in the secondary English education initial licensure program (ILP)31 at a 

                                                

31 The ILP is a cohort-based, post-baccalaureate program, where 18-25 teacher candidates 
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large research university in a busy urban center over the four years of my doctoral 

studies. During that time, I taught the literature methods course twice, taught the writing 

methods course once, and sat in on the teaching English and speech methods course for a 

semester. I supervised the practicum experience one year, and worked on multiple 

iterations of the way practicum was structured. And I supervised a group of teacher 

candidates during their student teaching placements every year. While I also occasionally 

taught an undergraduate literature course or an undergraduate urban education course, the 

majority of my graduate assistantships have been in the English education ILP. Thus my 

experiences of teaching, mentoring, observing, evaluating, and supervising future 

secondary English teachers have been integrally intertwined in my studies; frequently 

when reading an article or contemplating a topic for a course paper, the teaching 

candidates with whom I work would be in my thoughts—mulling over difficult questions 

they asked, scenarios they encountered in schools, or challenges they caused for me as an 

instructor. In addition, as I considered my move to graduate school, as I considered what 

positive impact I might have on the educational system writ large, even if I left my own 

classroom, working with future teachers32 was my primary motivation. 

                                                

spend fifteen months in intensive coursework, practicum experience, and 12 weeks of 
student teaching. The secondary English education ILP typically draws a mostly white 
group, with a handful who identify as Black, Indigenous, or people of color; some are 
right out of undergraduate, while a few are older and moving into teaching as a second 
career; they come from rural, urban, and suburban backgrounds, and a variety of 
socioeconomic classes; and they generally represent a broad range of gender and sexual 
identities. 
 
32 In fact, I found some version of this paragraph in at least five final course papers: “My 
hope was that, even though I left teaching with mixed feelings, "felt guilty as [an] 
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 I have frequently joked that I came into my research site by accident; while I 

knew I wanted to do my research with future English teachers in our ILP program, I had 

not quite decided on how, where, or when that would happen. In the spring of 2019, with 

my assistantship uncertain for the following academic year, I mentioned to a few people 

that I was considering using my current student teaching seminar as the site for my 

research. My colleagues (doctoral students who also worked with the ILP) were 

universally encouraging. As such, my research participants were also chosen somewhat 

by “accident”—they were the five teaching candidates who were assigned to be under my 

supervision during their student teaching placement. The assignment of teaching 

candidates and university supervisors was driven primarily by geography (being attentive 

to where supervisors lived, how far they were driving, how many candidates were at each 

site, etc.) and prior relationships with cooperating teachers. 

 Teaching Secondary English is the course associated with student teaching for the 

secondary English initial licensure program. The course includes a 12-week, full time, 

supervised student teaching practicum placement, as well as a 10 week long, once per 

week, seminar session, in which teacher candidates and their university supervisor 

discuss their student teaching experiences, as well as other issues related to teaching and 

getting a teaching job. This was my third year instructing a section of Teaching 

                                                

expatriate" (Dinkelman, Margolis, & Sikkenga, 2006, p. 119), in my new career I would 
work with teacher candidates and instead of only making school better for my 130 
students, I could make school better for each of my teacher candidate’s 130 students. And 
maybe these new teachers could figure out how to do what I had not been able to – 
rewrite the policies and curriculum of the system, like the ones I struggled against, in a 
way that was more equitable and better served all students.” 
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Secondary English and running a student teaching seminar. In my two previous sections, 

I had had ten teaching candidates in my group, and I was very excited at the possibilities 

for rich conversation with a smaller, more intimate, group of five. 

 While the candidates in my small group were chosen somewhat at random, I had 

been their university instructor earlier in the year for their literature methods course. I had 

met with them individually, read and dialogued with their writing, participated in their 

small group discussions; in addition, I had worked with them on the week-long units they 

wrote for their practicum course, and had observed them teaching those units at their 

practicum site. Thus I felt that I knew them fairly well, and knew from their writings that 

each of them (publicly, at least) aligned themselves within a social justice framework 

(however that might be individually defined). 

Study Participants 

 My study participants consisted of the five teacher candidates in my section of 

Teaching Secondary English, and myself. 

Mandy33 -- A young, cis, straight, white woman34 

Adam -- A twenty-something white man 

Gene -- A white man 

                                                

33 All names are pseudonyms; all names and descriptors except Adam’s were chosen by 
the participants. 
 
34 Demographic labels were provided by participants. I invited them to share “any 
demographic identifiers [they] felt comfortable providing” (Personal communication, 
October 20, 2019). 
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Jessica -- African-American [woman], first generation college graduate 

Rose -- White, woman, middle-class, 20-something 

And me -- A white, middle-aged woman, career teacher, mother to two school-aged 

children, married to a man (Eric, a public high school social studies teacher), living in the 

city, new(ish) graduate student. And their instructor, supervisor, confidante, advocate, 

evaluator, mentor35. 

 While some trusted mentors told me that it was not unethical to openly ask the 

teaching candidates in my group for their consent while I was supervising them, I felt 

uncomfortable with the request, and so I elected to keep their consent forms confidential 

until after the semester had concluded. The student teaching seminar is not a graded 

course, and I see my supervision role as primarily that of facilitator of group discussions 

and advocate for the teacher candidates; nevertheless, I am also the person who 

completes their formal evaluations of student teaching and thus determine whether or not 

they are recommended for licensure. I did ask for permission to audio record our seminar 

meetings, with the weekly reminder that if consent was not granted, I would not use the 

material, that the recorder could be turned off at any time, and that they could request, at 

any point in the process, to have me leave out any information that they shared. 

 While my seminar and participant group was small and might be seen as limiting 

in a different type of study, my research is not predicated on drawing sweeping 

conclusions or generalizations. Instead, my goal is to think deeply about how the 

                                                

35 ...constantly asking myself how I could possibly be all of those things at once. 
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phenomenon manifests in the world, what questions are raised when my participants’ 

stories are pushed through particular theories, how reading my participants’ stories in 

conversation with my own stories enriches or changes my understanding of how the 

phenomenon shows up in the world. 

Process for Collecting Phenomenological Materials & Materials Collected 

 In post-intentional phenomenology, data is referred to as phenomenological 

material; I found this slight change of wording to broaden my conceptions of what 

“counted” as data, pushing beyond the limitations typically seen in more positivistic 

research. Vagle (2018) calls for us to be “open and creative about the data [we] choose to 

gather” (p. 150). Thus while my research process included more traditional sources of 

data, such as interviews and participant writings, I drew equally on my own past course 

papers, free writing I had done as part of various writing groups, text conversations with 

my participants after my research was technically “over.” Felt impossibilities flow 

through our teacher selves and our teacher lives (especially in the strange times of 

COVID19), and I tried to remain open to all of the ways and places that it emerged. 

 In the next sections, I walk through my process for data collection and materials 

collected during what I call “pre-phase one,” which refers to materials from prior to the 

beginning of my study, “phase one,” which refers to materials from during the student 

teaching semester, and “phase two,” which refers to the time after student teaching had 

been completed. 

 Pre-phase one. With this eye toward openness and creativity, some of the 

materials that ended up being printed out and taped into my notebook were written prior 
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to my research officially beginning. Rereading these at different points of my study and 

through various lenses was helpful to trace how the phenomenon emerged/morphed for 

me throughout the process. These materials included: my initial post-reflexion statements 

(below); course papers describing challenges related to supervising student 

teaching/working with new teaching candidates/my own experiences in the classroom; 

notes in post-reflexion journal; interviews with my partner Eric about teaching, social 

justice, and conflicts of identity. 

 Initial Post-Reflexion Statements. In Crafting (2018), Vagle suggests writing an 

initial post-reflexion statement, in order to consider researcher positionality, “your role as 

a researcher, your assumptions, beliefs, and perspectives, and your background—

especially as all of these relate to the phenomenon” (p. 155). This both helps the 

researcher examine pre-held beliefs and assumptions and begin to think about what 

frames their seeing, as well as begin the habit of regular post-reflexing. 

 Initial Post-Reflexion Statement 

 I find myself embedded in this phenomenon, such that it almost feels too 

big and maybe too centered on myself. I have experiences facing impossible 

decisions as a teacher, a parent, a teacher educator. 

 I wanted to write about an impossible situation in which I dealt with a 

former teacher candidate who did not believe in social justice in the same way I 

do, who saw being transgender as a “fad” and refused to call one of her students 

by their name/pronoun. I wanted to bring that impossible work in—because, 

despite all of our work and forcing her to student teach a second time, she still 
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ended up getting her license; and the whole situation was filled with 

impossibilities. But I don’t think that situation really fits into my questions. 

 And I feel a little stuck, in terms of what my participants might say, 

because I want them to craft their own dilemmas as they encounter them in the 

schools, and I do not have any idea what those might be. So while I would like 

my study to be focused on preservice teachers, I find everything I am writing 

about in preparation to be about what I know intimately: being a teacher, being a 

parent, being a teacher educator. 

 My own experiences in the classroom frame my seeing in so many ways, 

as I remember impossible situations I have encountered. I want to write about 

Brandon, the Black boy who I (his white teacher) kicked out, who threatened me, 

because this situation eventually led to him being kicked out of school...and 

eventually led to me deciding to leave high school teaching. The situation was 

filled with so many impossibilities. 

 My emotions frame my seeing, as well as influencing my work with 

preservice teachers: my guilt at leaving the classroom; my frustrations with the 

system, administration, my fellow teachers; my frustration and guilt at not being 

able to find a way that “worked” so I could stay, so I could keep Brandon in class; 

my guilt and embarrassment at pulling our child out of the public schools; my 

feeling of “stuckness” in dealing with the teacher candidate who misgendered her 

student. 

 Underlying all of this work is a belief in public schools and a belief in 
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social justice/equity/antiracist education. I believe that most (if not all) of the 

teacher candidates come into the program wanting to improve the system, because 

I think they should feel that way. I have perceptions that the white teacher 

candidates do not fully understand their whiteness or whiteness as an ideology, 

and that they need me to help them get there. I have perceptions that the teacher 

candidates of color want to fight against white supremacy and institutional racism. 

I have underlying beliefs that all of the teacher candidates align themselves 

politically with me (at least for the most part). 

 I am shocked when this does not seem to be the case; when I encounter 

teacher candidates who believe in the current system, teacher candidates of color 

who express a disbelief in white privilege or white supremacy, teacher candidates 

who espouse conservative beliefs or a belief in the way traditional schools and 

classes are run. 

 I need to keep all of these perceptions and assumptions in mind when 

choosing participants, when interacting with participants, when listening to them 

discuss dilemmas, when reviewing phenomenological material. 

 As I came to a better understanding of my phenomenon, in the summer after I had 

completed the student teaching seminar which comprised my research site, but prior to 

beginning my interviews or analyzing data, I felt the need to rewrite my initial post-

reflexion statement. I started from scratch, with the questions Vagle (2018) lays out in 

Crafting. Some assumptions were the same (which shows how engrained they are in me) 

such as the belief that all educators should have a commitment to social justice; some 
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understandings had shifted, such as my conception of my phenomenon, moving from 

decisions teachers make to their very identities. 

 Initial Post-Reflexion Statement, Redux 

 My phenomenon has shifted yet again – decisions never felt quite right. It 

was a conversation with Jehanne that helped me see it more as a function of 

identity, although I’d known all along that I wasn’t that interested in researching 

dilemmas or decision-making, or really even teaching as the impossible 

profession. And so I am currently thinking of my phenomenon as this: the 

becomingness of student teachers’ teacher identities. Not everything that goes into 

the development of those identities, necessarily, but attempting to focus on those 

aspects which are connected to a student teacher’s social justice commitments. 

 Assumptions: I assume that the student teachers with whom I work are 

committed to social justice. I assume that their definitions of social justice might 

be vague and not exactly aligned to my own. I assume that I’ll do better to use 

words like “social justice” instead of anti-racist or anti-oppressive, even though 

that’s where my interest really lies. My bottom line: teaching is political; it is 

about social justice; it is about equity; it is about fixing society. That is why I 

became a teacher, and I seem to assume that all becoming-teachers share that 

view (even though I suspect that that isn’t always true, or is true to different 

degrees). My beliefs are definitely shaped by my own reasons for becoming a 

teacher—how many papers have I begun with “I became a teacher because I 

believed in social justice”? (ß side note: that would be super interesting to delve 
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into at some point) I am shocked when student teachers express a desire to “just 

focus on academics” or on literature, as though that can ever (or should ever) be 

separated from the political, from work toward justice. My own definition of 

social justice is amorphous, but it is about equity and improving society; it is 

about better treatment, less oppression, a commitment to dismantling white 

supremacy. What frames my seeing? My whiteness, to be sure. My place in a 

white supremacist society. My role as a stereotypical English teacher: white, cis, 

het, middle class, middle-aged woman, teaching and living in the middle of the 

US. And my 17 years in public school, urban classrooms, seeing what the system 

is doing to my students. And my own reasons for leaving the classroom, which the 

more I think about, the more I realize how connected it was to my own identity, 

my own feeling that I could not be who I wanted to be or needed to be in the 

classroom. So I’m left wondering: what are the factors/moments at play in which 

the social justice oriented student teacher feels that she cannot enact her social 

justice values? And (although this is a new realization/wondering): what are the 

factors/moments in which the social justice oriented student teacher feels that she 

CAN enact her social justice values? How can we inspire more of the latter 

moments and support student teachers who feel the former? Can we help more 

student teachers to not lose their hope and idealism, their view that education can 

help change things? 

 Phase one (Spring 2019). I held my consent meeting at our first seminar, asked 

the teacher candidates to fill out the consent forms, and then put them in a sealed 
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envelope which I kept in the program lead’s office. On the advice of my advisor, I asked 

the program lead to look at the forms to verify that I had at least one or two people who 

consented and thus could continue with my plans; she confirmed that this was true. 

 Due to my use of confidential consent forms, I collected and held participant data 

during student teaching, but did not create transcripts of conversations or meetings, or 

print excerpts of participant materials, until after final grades had been submitted and 

consent forms had been opened. 

 The teacher candidates completed the normal work expected of students enrolled 

in Teaching Secondary English: they wrote weekly lesson plans, wrote weekly lesson 

reflections, and responded to brief journal prompts at the beginning of each seminar 

meeting. The weekly one-page lesson reflections asked them to consider an English 

lesson they taught or observed and to consider: 1) How did it go? 2) What worked? For 

whom? Why? 3) What didn’t work? For whom? Why? Teacher candidates did not always 

stick to this format, sometimes reflecting on a particular incident with a student or 

conflict with their cooperating teacher, or thinking through how an assignment might be 

rewritten, or telling me about a lesson that felt like a big win. Whatever they wrote about, 

each week, I read and responded to the teacher candidates’ reflections. 

 As a researcher, I took a few additional steps which were not part of the normal 

instruction of the course, although again, I did not make transcripts of audio files until 

after grades were submitted and consent was received. These additional steps included 

audio recording seminar sessions on my password protected phone, and then uploading 

these audio files to my password protected google drive; creating field notes and post-
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reflexions after each seminar session; and occasionally creating voice memos as ideas 

struck me about my phenomenon on car rides home. 

 In addition, specific to my research study, after I read and responded to the 

candidates’ weekly reflections, I pulled passages that called to me into another 

document—either because I felt an embodied response, or I was uncomfortable and did 

not know how to respond, or I saw or felt my phenomenon moving through the words. 

While I expected that the seminar sessions would be the main focus for my dissertation 

research, in reality I felt that the candidates told more complete stories, were maybe more 

honest36, in their written reflections.  

 At seminar each week, I used the voice recorder on my phone to capture our 

discussions. At the beginning of every seminar meeting, I double-checked with the 

candidates that they consented to be recorded, and I reminded them that the recorder 

could be turned off at any time or they could ask me not to use any conversations or parts 

of conversations. None of those situations ever occurred. For the most part, our 

conversations in seminar were fluid, focusing on whatever rose up for candidates that 

particular week. Frequently they began with our opening writing prompts37, which I often 

created based off something that was mentioned in a writing prompt or previous week’s 

                                                

36 I note my use of the word “honest” here; it comes from information shared during 
personal interviews, in which a couple of candidates expressed that they did not feel they 
could fully express what they were thinking in seminar, given the composition of the 
seminar group and their peers listening in. 
 
37 See Appendix A. 
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seminar. Interestingly, on several occasions, I forgot to start my voice recorder and the 

candidates reminded me. It became a weekly joke that they were more concerned about 

my dissertation than I was38.  

 As I drove home, I frequently used the voice recorder to capture my initial 

thoughts about the seminar session, as it related to my dissertation, my phenomenon, or 

                                                

38 This is interesting to me on two levels: both my reaction and theirs. Did I really forget 
to turn on my recorder? My research was always in the back of my mind, if not my 
primary concern. But I also felt awkward about the situation, wanting my candidates to 
know that supporting them and doing my job were my first priorities, and research was 
far below. My phone was always on the table; a couple of times I legitimately got caught 
up in our conversation and I believe I really forgot. A few other times, I think it may have 
been performative or semi-conscious. 
 
Separate from my own feelings and reactions, though, were those of the teacher 
candidates. For the first few weeks, my post-reflexions in the car on the way home from 
seminar mused about my participants’ seeming buy-in to my research. Mandy and Jessica 
reminded me many weeks to turn on my recorder; on several occasions, Adam and Gene 
shared stories and followed up their story with “this might be good for your research!” 
Rose was quiet, almost never talking unless asked a question directly or if we were going 
around the circle in a sharing protocol; but she was the first one to respond to my request 
for an interview. 
 
I also later learned that at least a couple of my participants shared with candidates from 
other seminar groups that they “got to” be in my study. I was especially curious that they 
viewed being in my research group as a sort of privilege because we had a bit of a rocky 
start in their Literature Methods course, which I taught in the fall. One group of 
candidates received very poor feedback from me on a unit plan; while the unit was 
rewritten and grades improved, there was tension within the cohort from that moment on. 
Interestingly, Adam was in the original group which received the poor grade and Mandy 
was very good friends with another member; these interpersonal challenges actually 
made me a little apprehensive about doing my research with this group. 
 
And yet, they seemed so invested. Why? Was it due to their relationship with me? Was it 
because student teachers are so rarely asked to share their opinions, struggles, and 
stories? Was it because the phenomenon rang so true to them? A combination? I would be 
interested in following up with some or all of my participants about this question. 
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the research process in general. Multiple of these reflections discussed how charmed I 

was that the candidates seemed so invested in my project. 

 The night of or day after each seminar meeting, I used the notes I took during 

seminar/meetings to create detailed field notes; I experimented with different styles of 

field notes over the course of the ten weeks. In each, I attempted to capture both what 

happened from a descriptive standpoint, as well as what I was thinking and/or feeling 

during moments that felt significant in some way. Finally, after writing my field notes, I 

returned to them to more deeply delve into the “self-reflective commitments” (p. 134) as 

outlined in Vagle (2018): 1) moments of connection and disconnection; 2) “assumptions 

of normality”; 3) my “bottom lines” (beliefs and opinions that are central to me, that are 

impossible to leave behind); and 4) moments of shock. 

 After three seminars in the middle of the semester (Meetings 4, 5, and 6), I felt 

almost angry at my research. My voice memos and field notes complain that I did not 

want to think about my phenomenon or my dissertation; I just wanted to focus on the 

teacher candidates. In my post-reflexions after seminar 6, I wrote, “I like the seminar 

feel—the comfort of it. The research feels like it puts a…something over the comfort. 

Not a pall, not discomfort, but…a something39.” I wanted to be a mentor, not a 

                                                

39 My post-reflexion notes on top of these wonder about my desire for comfort; what 
frames my seeing here? What makes me assume that feeling comfortable – for both me 
and the teacher candidates – is the ideal? Scholars have taken up the notion of crisis in 
learning (Kumashiro, 2009), pedagogies of discomfort (Zembylas, 2015), learning from 
conflict (a.m. brown, 2017); struggle against our beliefs can lead to the most powerful 
new learning. 
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researcher. I did not want to have to think through everything on multiple levels, reliving 

conversations over and over from different vantage points. For those three weeks, I relied 

on my strong personal commitment to work completion to actually type up my notes; it 

was a struggle, and those notes are definitely shorter with a different tone than my other 

notes. Perhaps I was feeling the impossibility of being both researcher and mentor; it felt 

too challenging to support the teacher candidates in the way that felt most authentic while 

still keeping an eye or ear out for my phenomenon. 

 Phase two (Summer & Fall 2019). While seminar itself is not graded, I was still 

cognizant of the power differential in asking my own students to be my research 

participants; I was responsible for filling out their final Evaluation of Student Teaching, 

recommending them for a passing grade and licensure...or not. Therefore, I did not look 

at consent forms until after grades had been submitted, when I was delighted and a little 

surprised40 to learn that all five had consented to full participation. With only five 

                                                

40 Part of my surprise rested in the nature of worry that surrounds consent: Will I have 
enough participants to proceed with my study? But part was more personal in nature; I 
had had an incident with a small group of teacher candidates during one of the methods 
courses I had taught, who received a grade on an early draft of an assignment that they 
felt was unfair. It caused difficult feelings between some of the teacher candidates and 
myself, and to be honest, made me a little uneasy about completing my research with any 
candidates from this year. However, time passed and several candidates expressed regret 
for things they had said; in addition, as they became teachers of their own students, a 
couple indicated that being in “teacher shoes” changed their understanding of the initial 
incident. Student teaching seminar carries a different feeling than a regular methods class, 
without course assignments and traditional grades, and I believe that our group was able 
to establish a more positive community. 
 
I actually asked Mandy at the end of her interview why she thought everyone was eager 
to participate in my research project. (I had even heard of some candidates in other 
seminar groups who expressed a bit of jealousy that they were not part of it!) She 
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participants in my seminar, I elected to interview everyone41. 

 After student teaching grades had been submitted and I had opened my envelope 

of consent forms and knew I had permission to use everything I had collected, I sat down 

with my post-reflexive notebook and catalogued my phenomenological material. I was 

nervous about whether I had enough “stuff,” so it was exciting to see my notebook fill 

up: my own notes from each seminar, my post-reflexions and field notes from after each 

seminar, voice memos from the car rides home, excerpts from my participants’ weekly 

reflections, audio recordings from each seminar. My expectation from prior years’ 

seminars was that my phenomenon, felt impossibilities, would move in and through our 

conversations in seminar, and that these notes and transcripts would be the focus for my 

work. However, I ended up feeling more compelled by the material from my participants’ 

personal writing, as well as from the stories that came up during my interviews. 

 While my goal was to have in-depth, unstructured interviews which were 

“dialogic, open, and conversational” (Vagle, 2018, p. 86), each interview took a different 

shape. In the first, with Rose, I followed the protocol I had submitted to the IRB42. As 

                                                

explained that everyone wants to feel heard and cared about and valued. “Who doesn’t 
want to just talk about the things they care about, right?” Ahmed (2007) describes how 
our witnessing of others’ pain and emotion causes it to exist, gives it the status of an 
event, makes it a “something” in the world, outside of the body. Perhaps this is another 
factor in why the teacher candidates all consented to be in the study: that by someone 
listening to us, it makes our emotions, stories, and experiences feel more real. 
 
41 One candidate, Adam, did not return my texts or emails to schedule an interview. The 
other four met with me for official interviews, as well as follow up coffees, emails, and 
texts. 
 
42 See Appendix B for Interview Protocols. 
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described by Dahlberg et al (2008), I aimed for “goal-free listening,” to not pursue 

answers, to set aside my pre-conceived notions, to listen with my whole body (p. 99-101). 

I tried not to take notes, in order to be fully present with my interviewee. The interview 

did not feel good; it felt stilted, questions too formalized, answers too short. It lasted only 

25 or so minutes, and when he picked me up, I told Eric that I was discouraged and had 

gotten nothing helpful from it43. 

 My next interview was with Jessica; the beginning felt better—with a big hug and 

a long time spent catching up. I had re-written my protocol after one of our PIP Friday44 

sessions in which Mark had wondered aloud about having our participants theorize our 

phenomenon with us. I realized that, with Rose, I had been reluctant to name “social 

justice oriented educator,” while secretly wanting her to name it. I wanted to talk about 

what it meant to her, how it showed up in her student teaching experiences, but I did not 

want to ask questions that felt leading. 

                                                

 
43 Looking back, I think part of my reaction was based on being ill that morning; when I 
listened to, transcribed, and reread the interview, I was delighted by the conversation, 
hearing themes emerge, as well as a genuine camaraderie in the interview itself. 
 
44 Mark began holding PIP Fridays over the summer of 2019, as an opportunity for those 
of us who wanted to explore post-intentional phenomenology more deeply. Augustine 
(2014) discusses the often-overlooked benefits of conversations with scholars in the field, 
explaining how, for her, these small lectures or discussions “clarified and provoked 
thinking that reading on my own could not have accomplished” (p. 150). PIP Fridays 
frequently stretched my thinking in new ways, allowing me to talk through ideas with my 
colleagues who were also still wrestling with understanding. Mark is constantly pushing 
the boundaries of what PIP is and can do (and whether it even has an “is-ness”), and I felt 
privileged to be part of the development of new ways of thinking post-intentionally. 
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 Sitting in PIP Friday, this suddenly felt a little silly to me. My participants knew 

what my study was about; they had signed the consent, and more, had discussed my 

phenomenon outright throughout our seminar sessions. So why did I feel the need to 

cloak my questions? Before my meeting with Jessica, I rewrote my interview protocol45, 

adding questions that asked her to theorize with me: What did a social justice oriented 

educator look like to her? And what struggles did she encounter during student teaching 

which made this difficult for her? The interview felt better than my interview with Rose, 

but still not great. 

 Jessica was one of the few BIPOC teacher candidates in her cohort, and the only 

one in my group of participants. When asked how she would like to be identified, the first 

two traits she identifies are that she is African American and that she is a first-generation 

college student. Jessica had not had a good student teaching experience; she was split 

between two part-time teachers and thus expressed that she never felt that she had an 

actual mentor. She struggled with preexisting routines which she felt her cooperating 

teachers had created, in which they were content to let “problem” students sit in the back 

of the room without doing any work.  

 In addition, Jessica was unhappy with our program. She frequently complained 

that we focused too much on theory and did not actually prepare the teacher candidates to 

teach. Jessica expressed numerous times that she felt our program’s focus on group work 

and inquiry harmed students of color, specifically Black students, for whom she had 

                                                

45 See Appendix B, for interview protocols. 
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become a teacher. Jessica and I did not always agree on the benefits of group/inquiry 

work, on what style of education was in the best interests of traditionally marginalized 

students, or on the importance of theory in social justice oriented education. I felt my 

white liberalness profoundly in these conversations, as I took positions which are 

commonly held by white liberal privileged middle aged women like me46. 

 My third interview also took place after a PIP Friday session. I was again feeling 

in a negative headspace about my research, and I felt like I did not even want to do the 

interview. What did it matter? The focus of our PIP Friday session had been around 

mentoring, in preparation for a new book for which Mark had been asked to write a 

chapter. We talked through: What did it mean to mentor philosophically? Was mentorship 

a post-intentional phenomenon? If so, what did it produce and provoke? What had good 

mentorship looked, sounded, and felt like in our own experience? 

 It made me wonder about how I had been showing up to the interviews with my 

teacher candidates, and thinking about how our mentor/mentee relationship showed up. 

We social scientist researchers generally write in our IRB applications that participants 

should not and will not be harmed by the interview; in fact, they might grow from the 

                                                

46 This is something I am still wrestling with, and as I think forward to where my 
dissertation work might take me, my difference of opinion with Jessica is at the top of my 
list. Jessica’s beliefs in the importance of teaching Black students the “basic skills” they 
need to succeed in the current systems are backed by scholars like Lisa Delpit (2006). In 
addition, they are backed by her empirical knowledge, as she considers the schooling 
experiences of her friends, family, and most significantly, herself. My beliefs in the power 
of small group work (Blackburn & Buckley, 2005), inquiry education (Smith & Wilhelm, 
2006), questioning of what is taught (Ladson-Billings, 2008), use of critical fictions 
(hooks, 1991) are also backed by scholars, as well as my own experiences learning and 
teaching. I return to this struggle later in this chapter, as well as in Chapter Six. 
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process, learn something about themselves, feel good about participating. My interviews 

had not felt that way. They had not felt the way we talked about mentors and mentees 

interacting: being entwined in conversation, in a reciprocal relationship, figuring out 

things together. They were not centered around the mentee, even though I talked very 

little. Was there a way to let the participant drive the interview, let myself be in the 

process, stop trying to be something and someone that did not feel authentic to me? 

 Mark shared a personal experience which resonated with me: he talked about the 

power of listening, that good mentors followed the lead of their mentees. In addition to 

meeting for my interview, Gene had asked if we could spend some time talking about the 

upcoming school year; by this point, it was mid-August, and Gene had recently been 

hired at a middle school I used to work at, with a principal who used to be the science 

teacher on my eighth-grade teaching team. I knew the school district and English 

curriculum, most of the other English teachers in the department, as well as the learning 

management platform. I have frequently pushed the mentorship/coaching role of the 

university supervisor, down-playing my evaluative duties as much as possible, with my 

teacher candidates. When the relationship has continued beyond student teaching, it has 

always been with the lens of mentorship and advising. In this case, the mentorship role 

was heightened given my personal knowledge of the context Gene was moving into. 

 And so, walking into my interview with Gene, mentorship on my mind, my goal 

was to listen and let the conversation go where he led47. He was beginning his first 

                                                

47 Patti Lather (1991) wrote about dialogic interviews, but in a way that felt different than 
most other advice I had received and read, which called for open listening and deep 
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teaching job; that felt more important than my hazy research anyway. Once we hugged, 

ordered our drinks, and sat down at a table in the mostly-empty coffee shop, I asked if I 

could turn on my recorder, in case anything related to my project came up; that way I 

would not have to worry about an official transition into the interview portion of our 

coffee talk. He said, “Of course!” He immediately opened his notebook, and I opened 

mine; Gene and I both write to learn, something I had noticed throughout my time 

instructing, supervising, and meeting with him. I realized that despite advice I may have 

received, I feel much more present when I can write. 

 Gene told me about his interview for the job, and peppered me with logistical 

questions about the building and the school district: how did the grade book work, should 

he use a seating chart, when would he get his class rosters, who should he ask if he had a 

question about supplies or curriculum. Gene describes himself as philosophical, and 

embedded in his questions about how the school worked were insights into his teaching 

philosophy, the scholars he felt called to, what he wanted his classroom to look and feel 

like. 

 Nearly an hour after we had sat down, Gene asked about my research and his 

interview. I briefly reminded him what my research topic was, mentioning the challenges 

faced by the social justice-oriented student teacher, and left it at that. We continued to 

                                                

questioning from the interviewer, but not much personal sharing. She wrote about 
“Interviews conducted in an interactive, dialogic manner that requires self-disclosure on 
the part of the researcher” and that when the researcher was willing to give of themselves 
in this way, it encouraged “reciprocity” (p. 60). My interviews with Gene and Mandy felt 
more in line with this view of dialogic interviews. 
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talk; I asked follow up questions based on what he shared, but no pre-written questions 

from a protocol. We both sat with notebooks open, talking, laughing, asking and 

answering questions, and scrawling notes (see Figure 3 below). We each expressed “Ah 

ha!”s several times, sometimes from the same comment48, sometimes different. The 

interview felt wonderful. 

 Life happened. My family and I bought and moved to a new house, sold our old 

house, one kid was starting at a new school—middle school!, my partner started his own 

graduate school journey, I was starting a new semester of university teaching. Meanwhile 

life happened for my former teacher candidates, each beginning their own first teaching 

jobs. All this to say that Mandy’s interview did not happen until the end of October. 

Again, we began with a hug and catching up; again, I turned on the recorder at the 

beginning “just in case.” 

 Mandy had so much to share about life in her new classroom: about her students, 

the different classes she was teaching, her curriculum. As with the others, logistics were 

front and center, sharing about how she forgot to take attendance on the first day, what 

the school’s policy was for teachers standing in the hallway, the unexpressed but still 

                                                

48 One example was when Gene was explaining his understanding of being a social 
justice oriented educator. He talked about his focus on students’ humanity, and then said 
that “when you’re applying critical literacy, social justice is inevitable.” We both said 
“ooooh, that’s good,” and paused to write down the exact quote, before he continued in 
his explanation. When you’re questioning the powers that be, as you should be when 
using a critical literacy framework, you may naturally walk into social justice work with 
your students. He used an example of the final project from his student teaching unit, and 
the amazingly brilliant solutions his students had come up with to real life problems 
within institutions. 
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Figure 3 

Excerpt of Notes from Interview with Gene 

 

 

powerful expectation that teachers attend events outside of the school day. Her face 

brightened as she excitedly told me about the choir concert she had attended the previous 

night, how her students had begged her to go, how joyful they were to see her there. 

Again, mentorship felt central and research felt secondary. But Mandy was committed to 

my research; she and Jessica were the two who reminded me to turn on my recorder at 

the beginning of each seminar session, the two who pushed my phone closer to 
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whomever was talking if there was too much coffee-shop background noise. 

 Our conversation meandered: we talked about my research, Mandy’s new school 

and classroom, her student teaching experiences, social justice, how her peers from the 

cohort were doing, some social justice-related conflicts that had happened in the cohort 

during the program. We talked for two hours, and the only reason we ended was because 

my family showed up to drive me home. While the topic of my dissertation was 

theoretically for student teachers, Mandy’s current new teacher experiences were front 

and center; she was definitely still a beginning teacher, still a becoming teacher. Sitting 

and listening to her stories of her first couple of months teaching, I realized that my 

phenomenon was not bounded by the twelve weeks of student teaching—that it expanded 

before, to our teaching program, and beyond, to the first year(s) teaching. 

 After each interview, I post-reflexed on the process in my notebook, reviewing 

my notes (if I had taken any). When had I felt shock? When had I leaned in? When had I 

shied away? When had I wanted to ask a follow-up question but decided not to? What 

was motivating those feelings and reactions? Again, I experimented with different 

processes for taking notes: sometimes using webs, sometimes a four-square, sometimes a 

bulleted list. 

 I used the online Temi software to make a transcript of each interview, as well as 

my post-reflexions/voice memos from the car ride home, and then listened to each, both 

making corrections to the transcript as I listened, as well as taking more detailed notes on 

connections/disconnections, bottom lines, assumptions of normality, and moments of 

shock in my post-reflexive notebook. While the software was nowhere near perfect, it 
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gave me a solid platform from which to work with my transcripts. Based off the advice of 

several colleagues, I tried to let go of my perfectionist tendencies, which pushed me to 

create a “perfect” transcript. I tried to focus most on moments that called me: where I 

nodded, laughed, leaned in, felt uncomfortable, wished I had asked another question, 

heard my phenomenon in my participant’s voice or in our interactions. In these moments 

or stories, I listened over and over, correcting the transcript Temi had created, and then 

pulling it into another document. The process was not linear or formulaic. Frequently, I 

paused to write furiously in my notebook, or to jot in the note function on Temi, or to 

annotate in my Google document. My second time through each interview, I focused 

mostly on reading through the transcripts, dipping in to listen to pieces that grabbed me 

or where I had questions; I took detailed notes by minute—highlighting portions of the 

transcripts, quotes from the participants where I saw the phenomenon showing up, using 

all caps and boxes to capture themes that I saw emerging. Although I was not technically 

looking for themes, they called to me anyway: wholeness; care; mentoring; anxiety; 

logistics. 

 I elected not to make transcripts of the seminar sessions themselves, feeling that 

my notes—from seminar itself and from my detailed field notes and post-reflexions 

written after— were sufficient records of what had occurred, and included some key 

moments and direct quotations. A few participants made comments during their 

interviews about preferring the interview format, that they felt able to be more fully open 

and honest without their peers around. In the end, the moments that called to me came 

from my interviews, although I know there is a wealth of interesting conversation from 
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those hours of seminar recordings. 

 Post-Reflexing. After all of the interviews had been completed; transcripts 

created, corrected, and excerpted; interview notes taped into my notebook; I created a 

two-page spread for each participant, color-coded (see Figure 4 below). I included notes 

about the teacher candidates, how they self-identified, stories they had shared with me or 

written about that had stuck with me; big questions that emerged while looking over their 

work and my notes; quotes that jumped out at me from their writing or interviews; 

embodied feelings and reactions and meta-moments, such as: “Why did I pull this 

particular quote?” and other first reactions; theorists and their theories that popped up; 

and connections to myself: my own stories that called to my participants’ stories, as well 

as investigating what framed my seeing49. 

 Of all of the notes I created through various working, reading, and writing, these 

two-page spreads were the most illuminating. They helped me consolidate all of the ideas 

working on me: all of the stories I had lived, told, heard, and written; all of the theorists 

and theories I had been thinking through, with, and around; all of the weekly reflections; 

the interview transcripts; the various text and email conversations with my participants; 

the post-reflexions in my notebooks; the words that kept popping up again and again. I 

returned to these pages again and again, layering additional thoughts and ideas. 

                                                

49 Patti Lather (1993) reminds us that “It is not a matter of looking harder or more closely, 
but of seeing what frames our seeing” (p. 675). This is integral to the post-reflexing 
process (Vagle, 2018), in which the researcher is called to examine their own reflections 
and to look more deeply, to find their deeply held beliefs and assumptions, search for 
their origins, and interrogate it all. 
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Figure 4 

Sample of Two-Page Participant Notes 

 

 

 This process felt both like an opening and a freezing: it allowed me to see what 

was popping for me as a researcher, and all of the various directions I might go; and 

simultaneously froze me in place: How was I to know where to start? 

 My dissertation draft folder became full of many partially written documents: 

attempts at rewriting my participants’ stories, at weaving them with my own. I toyed with 

creating portraits of the various themes that repeatedly showed themselves. Two texts 

eventually worked on me in their own ways to break me out of my “stuckness.” 

 Reading through Irene Yoon’s (2012) article on “whiteness-at-work” focused 
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Vagle’s analysis triangle for me. Whether it the article itself, or just the timing, I am not 

sure, but I felt the phenomenon moving through the article, raising up my own story and 

memories of “The Faculty Meeting,” as well as my participants’ stories. I felt a 

convergence in the center of the triangle, as theory, phenomenological material, my 

participants’ and my own stories, met to help me see what was being produced and 

provoked by my phenomenon, as well as what my phenomenon was producing and 

provoking. I saw how whiteness-at-work moved through school spaces, encouraging 

school staff and students to see certain discourses and behaviors as “normal,” and 

creating feelings of impossibility within me50. Again, Jackson and Mazzei (2012) gave 

me the permission I needed to refuse to be locked into patterns and themes, to refuse to 

look for summaries or conclusions; instead, the phenomenon opened up for me in a new 

way, crystalizing to form new connections and diffractions. 

 A line from adrienne maree brown’s (2017) Emergent Strategy gave me the push I 

needed to actually start the real writing that would form the bulk of my analysis work: 

“Be honest. The harder things are to say, the more necessary they are to say” (p. 136). I 

had read similar advice elsewhere (Asher, 2007; Bochner & Ellis, 2016; Schussler, 2006; 

Vagle, 2018), but a.m. brown’s clear statement was exactly what I needed to hear, when I 

needed to hear it. What was hard to talk about? What was I scared of, shying away from, 

avoiding? I knew the answer, and thus I knew where I needed to start. 

                                                

50 I use Yoon’s (2012) whiteness-at-work to work through my own stories in depth in 
Chapter Four. 
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Story #6: Wearing Lenses 
  

42 eighth graders sit 

comfortably scrunched into 

pods of four desks each; the 

windowless walls of the 

classroom busy with colorful 

student-made posters 

depicting scenes from their 

lives and from the stories 

they’ve read. 

  

 22 future teachers sit 

grouped around four large 

tables in the university 

classroom, laptops and iPad 

keyboards at the ready in 

front of them, backpacks at 

their feet. 

 

  30 undergraduates sit in 

the dark basement social 

sciences room, the long 
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tables arranging their 

bodies into traditional 

schoolhouse rows, each 

chair occupying its own 

space. 

Standing at the front of the room, I pick up a children’s book and 

weave in and out of the 

groups 
  

 wander around the tables  

  
walk up and down the 

rows 

so everyone can see; “Who has read this book, Where the Wild Things Are? before?” A 

smattering of hands is raised. “My dad used to read it to me all of the time,” I tell them. 

“It’s why we have so many copies.” I gesture at the stack of books on the front table. “He 

read it to my kids, too.” 

“In your writer’s 

notebook…” 
  

 “On your laptop…”  

  
“In your reading 

journal….” 
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“…draw this chart. You’re going to use it to take notes as you listen, read, and discuss 

today. For this first time through, we’re going to watch an animated version of the book 

being read—it’s from 1973—from even before I was born—so prepare yourself!” I pause 

for the requisite chuckles and giggles from a few places around the room, students who 

know to laugh at the teacher’s “old person” jokes. “As you watch and listen, or after it’s 

over, I want you to use this first box on your chart to record your own personal thoughts 

and feelings about it—the story, the illustrations, any of it. What does it make you think 

of? What does it remind you of?” 

 

 In reflecting on my teaching career, the only lesson I ever taught across every 

level — in junior high, with my 9th and 11th graders in high school, with my 

undergraduates in a literature course, and with my graduate teacher candidates in the 

licensure program—was a lesson I called “The Lens Assignment.” In it, I asked students 

to engage with a picture book, Where the Wild Things Are by Maurice Sendak. I had them 

experience the book twice—first as a mini-movie from the 70s created by Scholastic, 

which used animated versions of the actual pictures from the book. I asked students to 

reflect on their own personal reactions to the book—to the story, to the images. Then I 

would read the book aloud, walking around the classroom, sometimes with the pictures 

enlarged on the screen behind me, sometimes just holding the book in front of each table 

or group of students as I turned the page. 

 I was always struck by the personal reactions students shared. Where the Wild 

Things Are was a book from my own childhood; it was one my dad read aloud to me all 
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the time, and one both he and I read aloud to my own children. We had a bunch of copies, 

which is part of the (practical!) reason I chose it for the lesson—each group could have 

their own copy of the book to look at during the activity. Some students, like me, knew 

the book from their own childhood and had fond memories. I shared about my dad using 

the line “Oh, please don’t go! We’ll eat you up, we love you so” as a way to talk about 

how sad he was when I would get on the plane to go stay with my mom each summer. 

 Some students—frequently, but not always, my English language learners or 

international students—were unfamiliar with the book, and would talk about how 

disturbing and scary the images were; while the book was a comforting story from my 

own history, they would talk about how discomforting it was for them. It started some 

powerful conversations in the classroom. 

 I used the book to introduce critical or literary lenses to my students51. I would 

divide students into small groups, with each receiving a description for a particular lens 

(critical race theory, critical disability, feminist, queer, historical, Marxist)—the lenses 

have changed throughout my years of teaching, although the assignment has not. In small 

groups, I ask students to read through the definition of their lens, talk about it and try to 

                                                

51 In her text Critical Encounters in Secondary English, Deborah Appleman (2015) 
argues that our job, as English teachers, is to help students become “critically vigilant 
about the world we live in” and that, to do so, young people must learn to understand “the 
workings of ideology” (p. xiv). She advocates for the teaching of literary theory to give 
students an entry into understanding the way these ideologies function within texts, and 
through texts, within us. Giving students access to multiple perspectives, multiple critical 
theories, increases their power as they navigate the complex world around them. Critical 
Encounters was one of the foundational texts of the literature methods course when I 
taught it, as well as for many years before. 



125 

figure out what it is asking, and then reread the story with that lens. I bring in a pair of 

glasses to the classroom—I brought in sunglasses when I was younger, my reading 

glasses now—and explain to students how, as when I change my glasses, the classroom is 

still there, they (the students) are still there, but what jumps out at me changes, what I 

notice changes. Some details are hidden, cloudy, darker, and some details that I did not 

notice before suddenly pop. New questions arise as I notice different details. Kumashiro 

notes the insights made possible by poststructuralist rereadings, which “illuminate many 

complexities and contradictions in our experiences…and disrupt any one way to 

‘understand’ oppression”; in addition, rereadings can lead to “noncommonsense 

knowledges” of ourselves” (p. 78). 

Process for Data Analysis 

 As I struggled to put my process for analyzing my data into words, I wanted a 

clear, organized plan (whole-part-whole or reading for themes) or to create my own 

clever analysis matrix (Sterner, 2019). As someone with Obsessive Compulsive Disorder, 

my drive for logic and order runs deep. Some aspects of OCD flummox my partner, 

children, and students: How does it not bother me that the plastic storage ware cupboard 

is a mess? Why are my classroom desks all wonky, out of rows, in clumps and pairs and 

quads? I try to explain that it is not rational: certain things must be just so, while 

others…not so much. Doors must be shut and locked, hands must be washed, garbage 

must be thrown out, and words must feel correct. I will reread a text message, Facebook 

post, or email a hundred times before sending, rewriting and tweaking and perfecting. 

Coding data, using software and spreadsheets and organizing, color coding using 
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highlighters—my brain was meant for this. I write this out here so you know: my 

decision not to code, not to organize by theme, was not made lightly. Augustine (2014) 

writes about this longing to code data, to follow a protocol, to look for patterns, to be 

efficient, organized. 

 And yet…felt impossibilities are not necessarily about order or logic. They are 

hard to explain, visceral, embodied. 

 The phenomenon calls for how it wants to be analyzed (Dahlberg et al, 2008); I 

was told this over and over throughout my graduate studies. Felt impossibilities call for 

something more intangible than coding—a deep listening of the body, the gut52, a search 

for (dis)connections, for complex questions. 

 My analysis process involved a rereading, rewriting, re-envisioning similar to the 

lens assignment. By reading my own experiences through my participants’ stories, some 

details pop and new questions emerge. When I read their stories through a particular 

scholarly theory, details disappear into the background and a particular phrase is suddenly 

highlighted. It is especially important to reread “familiar narratives” (Ahmed, 2007, p. 1) 

                                                

52 Writing about the knowledge of the gut seems an odd thing to put in a non-medical 
dissertation, but my gut has become a trusted source over the years. My gut told me to be 
a teacher, waking me in the middle of the night my sophomore year of college to ask me 
what I was doing suffering through political science courses with plans of becoming a 
lawyer. My gut told me when my first job had become too toxic, and I should take the 
newly offered district job. And my gut told me to listen when I day dreamed about lying 
in a quiet hospital bed, helping me see that I needed a way out. Bochner and Ellis (2016) 
write about the power of writing the things we feel deep in our guts, and the struggle to 
make the reader of our work feel the same deep within their guts. Sarah Ahmed (2017), 
too, writes about the knowledge of the gut, that “A gut has its own intelligence” (p. 27). I 
have learned, over the years, to listen to mine. 
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in order to disrupt our common sense notions of what teaching looks like and what 

teachers are. 

 As I transcribed, read, and reread my phenomenological material, themes 

emerged. They’re written in my notes in colorful pens, large, in all caps; the same themes 

appear over and over in my post-reflexive notebook: wholeness, mentorship, collectivity, 

agency, the logistics of teaching and how they always seem to pop up, even when we’re 

talking about the bigger issues. My logical brain felt pulled to these themes, to the idea of 

coding, counting, creating neat tables; like Augustine (2014), I “longed to code data” (p. 

748). But I found that the more I leaned into this orderly collection of themes, the more I 

lost sight of my phenomenon. 

 I wanted to turn in my dissertation, chapter by chapter, to my advisor. I am 

orderly by nature; writing chapter by chapter made sense to me. And yet I could not do it. 

I could not write, could not see my data or write analysis, could not find my way until I 

had all of the pieces in one document and could see the dissertation as a whole. Pieces 

could not be separated out; the stories and theories needed to call back to each other, to 

call forward to what would be. 

 One of the ideas that draws me to post-intentional phenomenology is the 

commitment to exploration and wonder; rather than seeking to find an “essence” to the 

phenomenon (as in initial conceptions of phenomenology), rather than seeking to draw 

conclusions and find answers, post-intentional phenomenology embraces the unknown, 

encourages researchers to use their data to uncover even more questions. Thus data 

analysis does not rely on strict comprehensive coding. Elizabeth St. Pierre and Alecia 
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Jackson (2014) argue that traditional, analytic coding is “thinkable and doable only in a 

Cartesian ontological realism that assumes data exists out there somewhere in the real 

world to be found, collected, and coded” (p. 715). Coding risks decontextualization from 

meaning; sorting and searching for static themes risks losing the malleable, unstable, 

“becoming-ness” of people and phenomenon within the world. 

 I do not see this as a cop out or a way to escape the work of coding, but rather as a 

reframing of the work of theorizing data. While in the process of analysis and writing, I 

returned to my notes, my post-reflexions, the teacher candidates’ weekly reflections, 

noticing moments that provoked something: moments where my body reacted; moments 

where something felt out of place; moments that seem not to fit; moments of surprise; 

moments that challenged my deeply held beliefs; moments of certainty; moments of 

uncertainty; moments where I “played it safe” and decided not to push further in 

conversation. One such moment that I came back to again and again in my notes provides 

the central story for the analysis in Chapter Five: one of my participants, a young white 

middle-class woman, told me a brief piece of a story in which a student who she “just 

loved” frequently invoked his appreciation for Trump in class. As I listened to her tell the 

story, my body was filled with discomfort, even as I smiled and nodded and “mm hm”ed. 

I did not know what to say in the moment—whether it was my place as an interviewer to 

question how she responded to the student, how to go about asking these questions—and 

at the same time, feeling caught because I also knew the feeling of caring about a student 

whose beliefs were different from my own. I delve into these layers in Chapter Five. 

 Another moment, or really series of moments, which I see as central to my future 
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work and which I mentioned in a footnote earlier in this chapter, emerged during my 

interviews, seminar discussions, and post-observation meetings with Jessica, an African 

American woman and first-generation college student. Several of my car post-reflexions 

dealt with what I named “feeling my whiteness intensely” in my interactions with Jessica. 

All were situations in which I chose to remain quiet instead of pushing a conversation 

further, uncertain how to negotiate the intersections between a mentor and an instructor, 

between a middle-class middle-aged white woman and a financially struggling young 

African American woman, between what I felt I knew from my studies and my career as 

a teacher and what Jessica knew from her own studies and life experiences. 

 Recognizing that writing is about connections and experiments (Augustine, 2014), 

I explored these moments through additional writing in my notebook. Vagle (2018) 

recommends an analysis process in which the researcher “thinks through” 

phenomenological material (in other words, data) with theory and/or with post-reflexive 

notes; thinks through post-reflexions with theory or data; that we read and reread 

theories, data, and ourselves continually and playfully through one another to see what is 

uncovered. Data collection and data analysis are not static, and thus I moved continually 

between collection, analysis, interpreting with theory, following new lines of flight 

(Deleuze & Guattari, as referenced in Vagle & Hofsess, 2016). In their book Thinking 

with Theory in Qualitative Research: Viewing Data across Multiple Perspectives (2012), 

Alecia Jackson and Lisa Mazzei explain this process as a “plugging in,” a “constant, 

continuous process of making and unmaking” to see what emerged (p. 1). They use the 

imagery of a particular theorist leaning over the researcher’s shoulder as she reviews her 
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data, asking pointed questions. 

 Jackson and Mazzei (2012) also remind us that “data are partial, incomplete, and 

always in a process of a re-telling and re-membering” and to “question what we hear and 

how we hear” (p. ix); as I read through my notes from seminar sessions and the weekly 

reflections that my teacher candidates wrote, I continually questioned myself. I looked for 

places of shock, of embodied reaction, of connection and disconnection. 

 One particular goal I had as I read through the data was to read our conversations 

and the teacher candidates’ stories with generosity. The goal of my project was not to 

critique, not to judge these becoming teachers, not to paint them in a negative light; but 

instead to explore the complexities of the student teacher’s identity development and 

think through how I, a teacher educator, might best support them. Thus I walked through 

data analysis a little anxiously, hoping to open conversations and raise questions, and not 

to do harm. 

Writing as Process/Writing to Learn/Writing to Discover 

“Writing is thinking, writing is analysis, writing is indeed a seductive and tangled method 

of discovery” (Richardson & St. Pierre, 2017, p. 827). 

 I write to learn, to figure things out. Interviews where I tried to be fully present by 

not writing felt unproductive; I simply am not as present if I do not take notes. Writing 

helps me think through difficult ideas, helps me remember, helps me focus. Thus in 

writing my dissertation, writing as process has been as important – maybe even more 

important – than writing as product, and the two are undeniably intertwined (Richardson 

& St. Pierre, 2017). 
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 Augustine (2014) positions writing as a “qualitative research analytic stance” (p. 

749), as a method a researcher might deliberately take up and use in and for analysis. 

Post-reflexing in my notebooks, on my laptop, were natural for me. I would return to 

what I had written, rewriting, rereading, unwriting, and circling back again – a true 

recursive process. Augustine discusses how she wrote across, “not in search of a 

transcendent level of meaning that would explain everything but across possible 

surprising connections among theories and the experiences of my participants” (p. 749). 

 The biggest “ah ha!”s happened when I followed lines of flight, writing to see 

where they would take me, writing as I read, putting theory into conversations with my 

participants’ stories as well as my own experiences. Richardson and St. Pierre (2017) 

describe writing as a way to “disrupt the known and the real,” a way to “document 

becoming” (p. 826), and this philosophy was central to my work. 
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Tuesday, July 21, 2020: Marching 

 This past weekend, after a week of family obligations continually pulling me 

away from my work, I was finally ready to write. And then...an overtly racist act occurred 

a quarter of a mile from my house. While walking our dog each day, we count and 

comment on the Black Lives Matters signs in our neighborhood. We used to only see one 

other, but since the murder of George Floyd, they have multiplied: hand-painted signs, 

black and white Black Lives Matters signs, the colorful “In this house, we believe…” 

signs. They are everywhere. One of our favorite houses to pass has hand-painted signs, 

written in black, all caps, on big wooden boards: one side reads BLACK LIVES 

MATTER and the other says WHITE SILENCE IS VIOLENCE. A few days ago, 

someone vandalized a bunch of Black Lives Matter signs, and they nailed a dead raccoon 

to these wooden boards. 

 So Sunday, instead of writing, I met with hundreds of others of my neighbors in 

the park behind my house. I listened to Black and Indigenous speakers talk about the 

racism they have endured in the restaurants and on the streets of our city. I learned from a 

prominent school board member that our city is a Sundown Town, that she has taught her 

son that if he must come here, to go to the movie theater, to go to the mall, that he must 

leave before dark and that he must avoid certain streets. I was not surprised to hear 

this...but yet, I am always somehow surprised. 

 So I marched, I reflected, and I responded to the calls. 

 Whose streets?   Our streets! 
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 Say his name!    George Floyd!  

 Say her name!    Breonna Taylor! 

 What do we want?   Justice! 

 When do we want it?   Now! 

 If we don’t get no justice,  You don’t get no peace! 

 If George don’t get no justice, Shut! It! Down! 

 White silence!    Is violence! 

 The opposite of love is not hate! It is Indifference! 

Figure 5 

Marching 
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Story #7: Steph Curry 

 Brandon sits slumped in his front row seat of the hot classroom. It is my first 

classroom with windows in over 15 years of teaching; but I find I have to keep the 

shades pulled down to keep my easily-distracted group of seventh period ninth 

graders focused on English class, and not on the gym classes playing on the football 

field and track outside my classroom. The football field and track, like most 

everything else at the school, are in a perpetual state of disrepair; in fact, our football 

team has to play their homecoming games on the field of their rival team across town, 

in an area of the city with wealthy parents who fundraised for a football field with 

real bleachers and a new fancy scoreboard. 

 The classroom is full of old desks, which I try to creatively set up in a not-

quite traditional set up of short rows that face each other opposite a wide aisle where I 

can pace as I talk, and easily get to students who need help. Because this is a 

“regular” English class (not one of the two levels tracked above, honors or pre-

Advanced Placement), it is smaller: only 28 students. Although the school is 25% 

white, my class has only two white students, both boys, who slip slumped and quiet in 

their desks, skater hair draped over their foreheads. The class that meets in here 

before mine, a section of pre-AP, is almost all white; 42 students who have to sit on 

the window ledges because there are not enough desks for them all. 

 I keep Brandon near me so I can take advantage of that lauded teacher tool: 

proximity. If he is close to me, he might be less likely to yell out during class, or to 
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get up out of his seat to show Courtney something on his iPad or to whack Devin over 

the head. 

 Sighing a bit (“Is it really worth it?” a small part of my brain whispers), I walk 

over and crouch down beside him. “Hey, Brandon,” I touch his shoulder lightly, 

“what are you doing your research paper on?” 

 He shrugs, closing the cover of his iPad, crossing his arms protectively over it 

and burying his head in his gray sweatshirted arms. 

 “Well...what are you interested in? What were you looking at on your iPad?” I 

playfully tug the iPad out from his arms, lightly enough to let him know that I won’t 

really take it if he doesn’t want me to. 

 “Steph Curry,” the voice mumbles from within the sweatshirt. 

 “Oh? Who’s that?” 

 He looks up, incredulous. “Steph Curry?!? The greatest basketball player 

EVER? Seriously, you don’t know who Steph Curry is?!?” He shakes his head, 

glancing over his shoulder to see if anyone else overheard how clueless their English 

teacher is. 

 “So...tell me about him,” I say, stretching out of my crouch and pulling up a 

maroon plastic chair. After listening to several minutes of animated facts about the 

great Stephen Curry, I say, “Brandon. Why don’t you do your research paper about 

him?” 

 Brandon looks at me; “But...I thought it was supposed to be about an 

important issue?” 
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 “Hey, if you’re interested in Steph Curry, write about him. You already know 

so much.” 

 “Really?!” The excitement is palpable in his voice. 

 “Really,” I say, nodding. 

 Immediately, Brandon flips the cover off of his iPad and turns it on, Stephen 

Curry’s name in large letters at the top of the page he had been reading before I 

interrupted him. Before walking away, I place a green Cornell notes sheet on his desk. 

By the time he leaves class twenty minutes later, the paper is filled with his scrawl; 

the most writing I have ever (or would ever) see from him. 
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Chapter Four: Analysis – Reading In 

 In Emergent Strategy (2017), adrienne maree brown reflects on many lessons 

learned from her mentor Grace Lee Boggs; brown says that Boggs taught her: 

‘Transform yourself to transform the world.’ This doesn’t mean to get lost in the 

self, but rather to see our own lives and work and relationships as a front line, a 

first place we can practice justice, liberation, and alignment with each other and 

the planet. (p. 53) 

Thus while autoethnographers are frequently accused of navel-gazing, being selfish or 

self-obsessed, when they write about themselves (Ellis et al, 2017), in reality this 

introspection can be a useful and powerful first step. We must be the change we hope to 

see in the world, be a “practice ground for transformation” (a.m. brown, 2017, p. 191). 

This was a key lesson for me, as throughout my dissertation process—indeed throughout 

my graduate school journey—it felt uncomfortable to be another white woman writing 

about an “Other,” and yet I was not sure I should write about myself. Reading brown’s 

words, that we should learn to “see ourselves as microcosms of the world, and work to 

shift oppressive patterns in our bodies, hearts, minds, speech, interactions, liberating 

ourselves into purpose, liberating our communities into new practices” (p. 194), gave me 

permission to start with my own stories, as a way into a more liberatory research practice 

and a way into others’ stories. Writing my own story became a necessary first step into 

writing generously about others. 

 The narratives “Not Enough,” “The Faculty Meeting,” “The PPC,” and “Steph 

Curry,” give a brief glimpse into the complex relationship of a teacher (me, Ms. B-T) and 
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a student (Brandon) in a large, urban, diverse53 high school. The stories originate from 

my memories; although these events happened during the 2014-2015 school year, I wrote 

“Not Enough” for my collective memory group in March of 2017; “The Faculty 

Meeting” for my very first paper in graduate school in October of 2016; “The PPC” for a 

final paper at the end of my third year of coursework, and “Steph Curry” in the spring of 

2019. In my re-telling of the events, I am re-living them and re-creating what happened 

(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Craig, 2011). Thus the idea of “truth” in story is 

complicated, a clear limitation of this work; the stories stem from my own perspective (of 

course), and are impacted by the amount of time that has passed, as well as by the 

changes that occur through multiple retellings. And still, they are a vehicle for 

communicating and performing my identity for myself and my readers (Atkinson & 

Delamont, 2008; Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Davies, 1993). 

 My relationship with Brandon was complicated: I was both his staunch defender 

in faculty meetings and another white woman teacher who routinely kicked him out of 

class. Our relationship was entangled: in many ways, we were the catalyst for the other 

one leaving our school. Our interactions were socially situated and inscribed with power. 

While the interaction with Brandon which occurred in “Not Enough” propelled me to 

search out graduate programs, this was a choice I made among many possible choices. 

Brandon was left with much less agency: facing a meeting with the Pupil Problems 

                                                

53 I am cautious with my choice of the term “diverse” which is frequently used as a 
device to avoid the explicit naming of race. But our school was truly diverse, in many 
ways: race, culture, nation, economics, relationship to education, family composition, 
gender, sexuality, languages spoken, neighborhood. 
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Committee54 because he threatened a teacher (me), he and his aunt decided he should 

switch high schools. A complicated and entangled relationship, with power written all 

over it. There are many lenses I could use to reread our story writ large (the story of our 

relationship, conveyed through the four stories I share within this dissertation); over the 

course of this chapter, I use three theoretical frames as lenses to try to better understand 

what was provoked and produced by the impossibilities I felt as a teacher: white shame 

(Thandeka, 1999), whiteness-at-work (Yoon, 2012), and desiring silence (Mazzei, 2011). 

That Which We Avoid 

“…it is not difference which immobilizes us, but silence. And there are so many silences 

to be broken” (Lorde, 2007, p. 44). 

 In her book Emergent Strategy (2017), adrienne maree brown advises, “Be 

honest. The harder things are to say, the more necessary they are to say” (p. 136). 

Likewise, Vagle (2018) encourages us to lean into difficult moments, to pay attention to 

when our bodies feel uncomfortable, to the moments when we want to skirt an issue or 

avoid asking a tough question. We need to write about what is hard, not shy away from it. 

Writing about the need for collectivity in social justice work, writing about teachers’ 

feeling of overwhelm from all of the logistics and competing pressures in classrooms and 

schools, writing about the lack of agency that student teachers and new teachers 

                                                

54 The school committee which decides based on a student’s transgressions whether they 
should be suspended, administratively transferred, recommended for expulsion, or face 
some other punishment. Being PPCed was the final step a school could take with a 
“problem” student in our district. 
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feel...these are important topics, they are themes that came up again and again in my 

interviews and in our seminar sessions. They are themes that play out again and again in 

my own stories about teaching. But they are not hard for me to think or write about—they 

do not make me question what I know to be true about my own identity.  

 What is hard? What do I shy away from? What does make me question my dearly 

held view-of-self? As I reread my stories, the topics I avoid are loud to me in their 

absence: In “Not Enough,” we hear Brandon yell a threat, we see me shut and lock a 

door; in “The Faculty Meeting,” we see the other teachers nod sagely after the typing 

teacher speaks; in “The PPC,” we see me return to my classroom, emotions churning 

through my body. What the stories leave out, where they leave off, is my silence. They 

avoid naming the effects of race, naming my whiteness. Because that is hard; it is hard to 

interrogate my own white silence in the face of institutional racism and subtly racist 

comments, in the face of my own complicity. My white silence counters the image of the 

antiracist teacher I want to be, it contradicts the stories I tell of being one of the few 

teachers in my building who was willing to name race, one of the few with whom 

students of color felt comfortable visiting to process the racism they felt on a daily basis, 

one of the few white teachers who “got it.” It goes against everything I wanted to be, 

want to be, as a teacher. My feelings of impossibility live in that silence; and the silence 

creates more of those feelings. 

 In the sections that follow, I look at the felt impossibilities in my own stories 

about Brandon—at what produces them and what they produce. According to Vagle 

(2018), “A production signifies the ongoing ways in which the phenomenon is being 
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shaped over time. That is, the phenomenon is in a constant state of production” (p. 160). 

Thus felt impossibilities are continually in motion, shaping me and the teacher candidates 

in our work and our stories, as well being shaped by us (and by outside, systemic forces). 

Read through different theoretical lenses, new realizations emerge, new questions appear, 

new complexities are provoked, and I learn to understand—both the phenomenon and the 

stories—in new ways. And of course, these ideas are all entangled – the effects of race on 

bodies and institutions, white supremacy and the ideologies that are embedded within 

education – these are inescapable factors when dealing with moments in classrooms and 

schools. 

Rereading #1: Through the Lens of White Shame 

A Brief History of Whiteness and Whiteness in Schools 

 One of the biggest “ah ha” moments during my first semester as a doctoral student 

was the moment I learned that whiteness/race/racism were ideologies and systems that 

had been purposefully created by wealthy white folks, in order to keep their economic 

power (Thandeka, 1999). Like so many others, before this moment, I had subscribed to 

the unconscious belief that racism was unintentional, a byproduct of choices people had 

made, an accident. James Baldwin talks about this in his 1963 speech “A Talk to 

Teachers,” which, with the exception of a brief mention of Khrushchev, reads like it could 

have been delivered today: 

This is why America has spent such a long time keeping the Negro in his place. 

What I am trying to suggest to you is that it was not an accident, it was not an act 

of God, it was not done by well-meaning people muddling into something which 
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they didn't understand. It was a deliberate policy hammered into place in order to 

make money from black flesh. (p. 682) 

I learned how, in the 1600s, wealthy white people began to fear that poor white servants 

would join forces with enslaved Black folks; “the natural class affinities between 

indentured servants and slaves presented a danger to the masters” (Thandeka, 1999, p. 

45). They strategically began to enact laws to “lur[e] Whiteness away from Blackness” 

(Kendi, 2016, p. 41), giving privileges to whites. Then and later, white lawmakers seized 

property from Black people and gave it to poor white people, who were then able to take 

on some of the rights of landowners and helped “poor whites to identify with the ruling 

elite” (Thandeka, 1999, p. 46). Wealthy whites intentionally created and fostered racism 

to protect their economic interests as well as their physical safety. We see these patterns 

continue as poorer whites today vote as though “their economic interests are identical to 

those of the rich” (Thandeka, 1999, p. 91). 

 The separation of white folks from the “Other” showed up in all aspects of 

society, including schools, where the behaviors and values of rich white people became 

the standard against which all other cultures, values, and behaviors were judged. Thus 

any who demonstrated “inferior” behaviors (generally people who were BIPOC and/or 

less wealthy) needed to be managed. Casey et al (2013) trace the history of classroom 

management from enslaved people on plantations to people working in factories to 

today’s neoliberal classrooms. They explain how schools are “governed in accordance 

with best (business) practices” (p. 54), which prevents transformative work and puts the 

focus on creating students, classrooms, and school cultures full of compliant, quiet, 
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obedient workers. With schools working to maintain the status quo, the wealthy, the 

white, maintain their privileges and their place in society with no risk of a challenge to 

either. 

Thandeka’s (1999) “White Shame” 

 In her text Learning to Be White (1999), Thandeka theorizes a concept she names 

“white shame”: 

I eventually decided to use the term white shame to designate the complex of 

reactions called forth when Dorothy [a woman Thandeka met at a party] 

addressed her own contradictory racial statements, emotions, and mental states. I 

called the experience shame because it involved the discovery of an unresolved 

conflict within Dorothy that, when discovered, made her feel flawed. I called the 

experience white because of the racial context in which she had discovered her 

internal conflict. (p. 12) 

Thandeka examines the psychosocial implications of becoming white, a process she 

explains as occurring during white folks’ childhoods. White people are not born racist; 

instead, they learn racism as a necessary requirement of continuing to maintain a position 

in their white families and communities. White children who transgress the boundaries of 

whiteness—whether by socializing with nonwhite folks or by choosing to confront 

instances of institutional or personal racism—are met with anger, ostracism, or 

rationalizations. Thandeka ties these racial moves in to the social class history of the 

United States. As white children become white adults, because there have been no overt 

conversations around race or the expectations of their white communities, they do not 
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understand the processes which have occurred and are filled with shame and confusion 

about their own identities. This white shame works to “psychologically police the 

behavior of whites” (Toedt & Boehm-Turner, 2020); the feeling of discomfort that white 

children feel when they transgress is so severe, they will not risk feeling it again. 

Rereading “Not Enough” 

 Using Thandeka’s theorizing of white shame to reread the story that begins this 

dissertation, “Not Enough,” I notice how, despite my work with the equity team and 

antiracist student leadership group and my expressed commitment to confronting racism, 

race does not show up in my account of the events55. Interrogating my own writerly 

choices, I wonder if the absence of named race stems from the innate desire white folks 

have to avoid the label of racist, and to the shame I felt from being a white teacher 

kicking a Black boy out of class and thus contributing to the white supremacist system.  

 There is no doubt that Brandon’s and my race played into the events between us. 

We were constantly pushing against one another, as I was frequently trying to create a 

culture of “respect” in my classroom, defined by my own white, middle class values, and 

Brandon’s behavior frequently did not conform to these expectations. These white, 

middle class expectations – norms such as being in your seat when the bell rings, not 

talking when the teacher is reading a story, always bringing your own materials to class, 

                                                

55 I have made subtle rewrites to the story over the past few years, for clarity or brevity 
during performances. However, it has been important to me to leave out race even in 
these rewrites. It opens up space for conversation, around why I missed race in my initial 
writing/telling, around audience assumptions about race, around the insidiousness of 
“whiteness as normal” ideology in a white supremacist society. 



145 

not asking others for help on work, staying in your seat – are integral to the way schools 

are and have been run (Bonilla-Silva, 2014; Kliebard, 2002; Thandeka, 1999; Watkins, 

2001). They evoke the white, middle class values of obedience, individualism, propriety. 

Black children must be invited to “participate in, without disrupting, the social order” 

(Watkins, 2001, p.181); thus they must be taught to behave according to these white 

middle class norms.  

 Brandon and I frequently found ourselves in conflict and in confrontation. Many 

other students in the class were also Black, Indigenous, and Asian (in fact, there were 

only two white students in the class); but Brandon was the one who pushed most vocally 

and physically against my stated expectations. Brandon was one of the “troublemakers” 

Carla Shalaby (2017) writes about: “we pathologize, exclude, and then label those 

children who don’t fit the norm—who trouble the waters, who misbehave” (xii) rather 

than seeing them as people who can help us figure out what is wrong with the system and 

fix it. Rereading his behaviors now, I see Brandon pushing against the expectations of the 

system, constantly questioning why: why we studied the literature of dead white men, 

why we valued sitting and being quiet so highly, why we did school in the same old 

industrial model; but at the time, I only saw him as disrupting the work I was trying to do. 

 So why was I, an alleged antiracist educator56, committed to seeing race and 

                                                

56 Even being an equity-minded teacher was frequently steeped in white values and 
expectations of behaviors. I was a leader of our building’s antiracist student leadership 
group; my co-leader, another white middle class woman. I remember numerous occasions 
in which the two of us had rushed, whispered, in-the-moment conversations about how to 
do this: how to co-lead with students. How to honor what they believed to be true about 
how our group functioned, about how we behaved, how to break out of our own teacherly 



146 

naming white supremacist systems, caught in this felt impossibility, unable to break out 

of norms and values that continuously pitted Brandon and me against one another? Read 

through the lens of Thandeka’s (1999) white shame, I wonder about the power of white 

communities which require certain (white) behaviors from their members in order to 

continue their position within the community. Thandeka defines this as a “disjunction in 

self-awareness” (p. 17), an impossibility, if you will, of what my community expects of 

me versus my own sense of who I want to be and the values I want to hold57. 

 What first appears as a moment of crisis (a moment of felt impossibility)—a drive 

home, a reliving of events, an identity crisis which leads to a change of profession—

opens up into so much more than a single moment. Read through the lens of Thandeka’s 

white shame, my felt impossibility calls up memories of my upbringing: how I learned to 

“do school” in my lower middle class white neighborhood, the importance of punctuality, 

of being quiet and respectful when adults were talking pressed upon me. My father 

encouraged me to question authority, but only in certain ways: writing clear-headed 

letters, logically arguing my stance reason by reason, never letting emotion “interfere.” 

The patterns of the school community in which I taught, the expectations my colleagues 

                                                

white expectations. 
 
57 Another item of note: even in my rereading, I notice that my focus is on interrogating 
my own individual behaviors rather than “worrying about systemic racism and how to 
change it” (Wildman & Davis, 2016, p. 139). I will return to adrienne maree brown 
(2017) and give myself permission to look inward before working towards 
transformative, institutional change, in the hopes that the one will help make the other 
possible. But still, I must make this next step: my work must become about larger 
systemic change and not get stuck in evaluating my own individual actions and inactions. 
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(and I) had for our students, all built on the frame of white middle class values. We spoke 

in faculty meetings about needing to teach children “appropriate” behaviors so that they 

might be successful in the (white, capitalist) “real world.” Thus even those of us who saw 

ourselves as advocates for Black, Indigenous, and students of color saw it in a very 

limited light: teaching those students to be successful meant teaching them the cultural 

capital of whiteness. These systems acted upon both Brandon and myself (although in 

markedly different ways, of course), entangling us in centuries-old patterns of behavior 

which made it feel so impossible to do anything different. 

 This rereading reveals the layers and entanglements, pushing me to new questions 

previously unconsidered. Post-intentional phenomenology asks the researcher to look at 

what we usually look through; whiteness is everywhere in my life. It is so normalized, so 

easy to look through, so easy to ignore in the stories I tell. This is partly why it is so hard 

to write about, and to interrogate my own place within it. 

Rereading #2: Through the Lens of Whiteness-at-Work 

 This culture of whiteness is at work in the story “The Faculty Meeting.” Although 

I identify race in this story – naming Brandon as a Black boy, myself and the other people 

in my small group as white women – there are still conspicuous absences at play. 

Yoon’s (2012) “Whiteness-at-Work” 

 Irene Yoon (2012) writes about a construct she names “whiteness-at-work,” which 

she defines as how “the creation of a white-centered professional culture disables race 

(or, more accurately, antiracist talk) – and thereby disables the ability of educators to 

unlearn habits that impede the practice of just and equitable education” (p. 588). White 
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middle class women comprise the majority of teachers and teacher educators in the 

United States, and they bring their “professional and social norms” (p. 589) into schools 

which have already been set up according to white middle class values. Yoon’s definition 

of whiteness is powerful; she explains that it is much more than a racial identity used to 

identify oneself or others; instead, she writes, it is a “process or system of domination 

that privileges people perceived to be white over people of color….[A]n iterative process, 

it is socially, historically, and culturally constructed in social structure, ideology, and 

individual actions” (p. 589). Regardless of the fact that race is socially constructed, and 

that markers have changed subjectively over time and space to determine who fits into 

which racial category, perceptions of race have significant and powerful material 

consequences on people’s day to day lives. We see this on the streets as unarmed Black 

folks living their lives are shot by police (Jacob Blake), as well as in schools. 

 Central to Yoon’s theory of whiteness-at-work is the idea of contradiction: 

teachers can simultaneously seem willing to talk about race and engage in behaviors that 

further their white privilege; they may espouse antiracist sentiments, but act in ways that 

perpetuate white supremacy. Yoon’s study of the discourse in teacher groups revealed 

“how the interactions that inform a school environment – one that appears inclusive and 

caring – can belie an undercurrent of hostility toward antiracist efforts” (p. 597). 

Rereading “The Faculty Meeting” 

 Similar discourses were at play in my school, some of which is visible in “The 

Faculty Meeting.” Many of our conversations were grounded in alleged care: the typing 

teacher was concerned for Brandon, after all; she did not want him to get killed for 
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disrespecting the police. Teachers routinely spoke about wanting to teach students 

“appropriate” behaviors so they could go out into the world and get jobs, be successful. 

But any attempts to push conversations into the realm of institutional racism, especially 

ones which implicated the school itself, were met with intense hostility. Yoon discusses 

how schools ground conversation in “safety,” code for maintaining the comfort of white 

participants, and that teachers were committed to avoiding conflict within their ranks at 

all cost. Instead, they prioritized politeness and positioning themselves in “non-racial and 

culturally neutral terms” (p. 607). 

 In “The Faculty Meeting,” we also get a glimpse into my attempts to perform the 

role of social justice-oriented teacher. My use of the word perform is intentional: by the 

very nature of how I tell the story, I am performing for you, my readers. I describe myself 

as a member of the building equity team, and I share my endeavors to talk to my 

colleagues58 about my push back against the building’s tardy policy. I notice and name a 

resistance to the “kids and families just don’t care” discourses that pervaded my school. I 

am careful to position myself as different from “those other white folks,” the ones who 

disparage our students, their cultures and families. Leonardo (2004) wrote about how the 

“good white person” positions themselves against those “other whites” (p. 144). In fact, 

much of my first year in graduate school was about trying to write through, read about, 

and uncover what was “wrong” with those “other” teachers at my school. I consistently 

positioned myself as different from them; after all, I was “woke” enough to realize there 

                                                

58 I initially wrote “encourage my colleagues” but I do not think I was actually pushing 
that far. 
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was a problem, to leave and come to graduate school. 

 Although I pushed back slightly against my colleagues, my opposition to their 

beliefs was largely internal. My antiracist values and commitment to fighting 

institutionalized racism in our school were part of my view of self, but not something that 

I performed in this moment (or in other similar small group meetings). This aspect of my 

identity, then, formed part of my “ideal self” (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2017, p. 179)—the 

social justice oriented educator who fought for marginalized students. And yet, I admit—

to myself—in “The PPC,” that I did not always behave well, that I had escalated when I 

should have deescalated arguments with Brandon, that I knew deep down that some of 

the negative things he had likely told his aunt about me were true. 

 Our identities emerge, in part, through language; when we speak, we can 

“speak/write into existence those same structures through those same discourses. But, as 

a speaking subject, they can also invent, invert and break old structures and patterns and 

discourses and thus speak/write into existence other ways of being” (Davies, 1993, p. 

xviii). Looking at the words I spoke the day of the faculty meeting, and the words I did 

not speak, I see a teacher who is complicit in the system, who is unable to or unwilling to, 

live out her expressed values59, who conforms to the values implicit in whiteness-at-

                                                

59 I do not mean to be self-deprecating here or suggest that my equity work was all in my 
mind. Clearly, I was involved in positive change, too. I went to district-led equity 
trainings and did my best to lead similar trainings at my building level. I read texts and 
led bookclubs to encourage conversations around race and equity. I brought similar 
discussions into my English classes all the time. But still, it did not seem enough, and I 
felt my silences severely in moments like the one captured in “The Faculty Meeting.” 
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work.  

 I contrast this self to the self I presented to the students in my antiracist leadership 

group, who saw me as one of the few teachers who was willing to acknowledge race and 

the institutionally racist structures at work in our school, who came to my classroom after 

school to talk through the microaggressions they faced as the only Black student in 

Advanced Placement chemistry, or how to deal with the beloved social studies teacher 

who allowed students to perform in blackface in his classroom60. Why did I feel able to 

perform the antiracist educator in front of forty students, but not in front of four 

colleagues? 

 There was obviously a power differential at work. With my students, despite my 

attempts to create equality in my classroom and student antiracist leadership group space, 

I was still ultimately the authority figure. I worked to create a space where students could 

honestly express themselves...and if a student crossed a line (my line), I could ask them 

to leave. With my colleagues, especially these older white women who had worked in the 

building for twenty years each, I felt the press of my own “white community” (Thandeka, 

1999, p. 13), the deeply internalized shame of not acting the way I was supposed to act. I 

                                                

60 My silence exists in this incident as well: although I provided a “safe space” to talk 
about the incident that occurred in social studies class, and I supported the students in 
their desire to go to administration, I did not personally do anything. Looking back now, I 
recognize actions I could have taken: going to the administration myself, confronting the 
teacher directly about what he had allowed to take place in his classroom, offering to go 
to the administration with my students. But something—my worry about being excluded 
from my white community (Thandeka, 1999), the patterns of avoiding conflict I held as 
part of whiteness-at-work (Yoon, 2012)—prevented me, again, from living out my values 
and my vision of my ideal self. 
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am not supposed to contradict my elders. Even though I did not work closely with these 

women on a day-to-day basis, saw them maybe once or twice a week for a nod in the 

hallway or office, for some reason, I still seemed to care if they got mad at me for 

pushing too hard, for talking about race too much, for crossing the established boundaries 

created by whiteness-at-work. 

Rereading #3: Through the lens of Desiring Silence 

 As I said above, many of these theoretical lenses are themselves overlapping and 

entangled. I mentioned my silence in the analysis above, as part of my white shame and 

as part of whiteness-at-work. But silence is, itself, such a powerful weapon of whiteness 

that I find it is worth its own separate reread. 

Mazzei’s (2011) Desiring Silence 

 Lisa Mazzei (2011) introduces a concept she calls “desiring silence,” in which she 

frames desire not from the view of wanting something we lack, but rather as a 

phenomenon that produces something. In the case of “desiring silence,” the white 

teachers she works with are motivated to be silent around the subject of race and racism 

in order to maintain the status quo and the power they have within the status quo. When 

left unnamed and unattended to, desiring silence reproduces white supremacist systems 

and hierarchies. This lesson is taught early for white folks, who learn “how to talk about 

race by not talking about it” (Mazzei, 2011, p. 664), or as Thandeka (1999) writes about, 

risk losing their place in their white community.  

 Desiring silence is also positioned within the feminization of teaching; Mazzei 

explains that “as women, we are carefully taught that our role, in fact our duty, is in many 
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instances to maintain peace, maintain silence, to smooth the rough edges and to provide a 

calm surface that belies the raging waters beneath” (p. 664)61. Thus white women 

teachers are socialized both in race and gender to maintain silence about race, to smooth 

over any conflict, not to introduce confrontation into a situation. 

 According to Mazzei, our desiring silence is “both ‘meaning full and purpose 

full’” (emphasis in original); “[t]hese silences don't just appear or happen out of nothing. 

They are produced in response to the dominant reality of our communities and our 

attempt to maintain that which we wish to preserve” (p. 664), an acceptance by our peers 

and community. This desire runs deep, triumphing over62 our social justice values, even 

when it contradicts our ideal self. What happens when who we want to be pushes against 

our deepest instincts of who we should be? White people’s desiring silence “connects 

with their desire to produce a smooth story, one that permits the maintaining of a coherent 

and stable white identity” (p. 666); thus it becomes a matter of survival. It is frightening, 

our bodies revolt, to consider being kicked out of our known world, our comfortable 

community, to think of losing the privileges we hold and the life we are accustomed to. 

 My white participants, my white partner, my social justice oriented white friends, 

and I: We are not colorblind white folks. We do not profess that we are all one race (the 

human race!) or that all lives matter. We are white folks who name our whiteness. We can 

                                                

61 I read this line knowing in my body how true it is, how much I have been conditioned 
to keep the peace. This instinct pulls at me, especially in professional settings. 
 
62 Although I do not want to suggest that we are without agency here; just that the desire 
to perform in certain ways runs deep within our bodies and selves. 
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identify the effects of our whiteness in living our lives, counting off our privileges on our 

fingers. We can—and do—talk about race. We attend Black Lives Matter protests, speak 

out against institutionalized racism on social media. And yet...we feel the impossibility. 

We live out the felt impossibility. When difficult conversations come up in our teaching 

lives, we choose to be silent, again and again. 

Rereading “The Faculty Meeting” (Again) 

The Faculty Meeting, continued 

 The typing teacher argues with me passionately, telling me that kids “like 

Brandon” need to learn how to behave in the “real world,” need to learn respect: 

“When these kids are attacked by the police, it’s their own fault for not listening. 

Brandon is going to get shot one day, and it’ll be our fault for not teaching him how to 

listen to authority.” The other teachers at the table nod their heads vigorously. 

 Inside, I am fuming—how dare they blame police brutality, the countless 

murders of Black men, on a lack of “respect for authority”?! 

 Inside, I am frustrated—what can I say to help them see the underlying racism 

in their comments? 

 Inside, I am confused—what are the next steps?! Who can help me move 

through this? 

 Inside, I am scared—who am I? They are all older than me, more experienced. 

They have been teaching here since I was in high school myself. I don’t want to 

alienate them, do I? What would happen to my comfortable position in the school? 
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 Felt impossibilities are entangled with white silence. Does the feeling of 

impossibility produce silence? Does the silence produce the feeling of impossibility? Or 

are the felt impossibilities an excuse we use, a way to attempt to escape the guilt and 

shame of our inaction? “It’s impossible! There is nothing I can do differently!” 

 Ladson-Bilings (2008) explains that white silence can do a lot of different work: it 

can be a sign of power (“I don’t have to say anything!”), a sign of not knowing (“I don’t 

know what to say”), a sign of resistance (“you can’t make me say anything!”), or a way to 

shut down dialogue (“we’ll be done talking about this if I just keep my mouth closed”). I 

have seen white silence function in each of these ways in my classroom over the years; to 

be honest (although it is hard to admit), I can think of times when I have used my silence 

as each of these tools over the years. In the ending of “The Faculty Meeting” presented 

above, I am clearly using it as a defense because I do not know what to say, how to resist, 

if I can or should resist. 

 Silence is frequently entwined with fear (Lorde, 2007): fear of getting in trouble, 

fear of not knowing the right thing to say, fear of repercussions for our words. I lived – 

live – these fears daily. But white silence is violence (Ladson-Billings, 2008), and thus 

when I choose to be silent, to live in my impossibility, I risk reproducing the white 

supremacist systems that are harming folks around me, that are harming my students. 

When I think back to that faculty meeting, and many others, I wish that I had been brave 

 On the outside, I bow my head in silence, sighing softly, looking down, unable 

or unwilling to speak. 
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enough to speak out—to ask more questions, to offer alternative discourses. 

 I think about the complexities of the teacher I was performing: wanting to be an 

antiracist activist teacher, but also wanting to be accepted by the other teachers in my 

building. Thandeka’s (1999) framework for white racial shame suggests that white folks 

will remain silent when faced with racist ideologies so as to maintain their membership in 

their white community; this white shame and the fear of losing community maintains 

systems of white supremacy. The teaching staff of the school in which I worked (as in 

most schools in the United States) was almost entirely white63, with white middle class 

values pervading many of our discussions: from how students should behave, to what 

respect looked like, to how they should dress, to what they should do with their lives after 

graduation. Alongside my perceived need to not make waves among my colleagues, I 

also consider my desire to be an antiracist activist teacher. Looking back, I see that this 

goal stemmed from a determination to make school better for my students, but also 

secretly from a need to see myself as a “good” white person (Lensmire et al, 2013; 

Leonardo, 2004). Thus it was not just about racial injustice writ large, but about my own, 

personal identity work. 

 There is another level of silence at play in “The Faculty Meeting” as well. It is the 

first story I wrote when I got to graduate school, back when my predominant feelings 

about my former school and colleagues were anger and frustration. Why didn’t they see 

what I saw? Why were they unwilling to do the work I wanted to do? Why weren’t they 

                                                

63 With a support staff that was largely Black folks and other people of color (hooks, 
2003; Pollock, 2004). 
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willing to have challenging conversations about race? This was part of the reason I left 

teaching; it was too hard to be one of only a couple of teachers pushing, fighting, working 

against these beliefs about “those kids”64. When I shared the story with my graduate 

school colleagues, I received compliments on my ability to capture the setting and the 

moment. People nodded and gasped about my colleagues’ comments—maybe because it 

matched with their own experiences at their own schools, or aligned with the messages 

we had been reading about (Pollack, 2004; Thandeka, 1999) in regards to white teachers’ 

internalized racism. 

 My writing asks my readers to focus on the words of these older white teachers, 

and brushes over “What happened next?” Because of the set up, it may even ask readers 

to assume my next moves, to assume that the social justice oriented teacher image I have 

created continued to push back and resist. My writerly silence about my next moves 

allows me to ignore my literal silence in the moment, and thus my complicity in the 

system. After all, critique is easier than action: 

Sometimes I think we put up the critiques to excuse ourselves from getting 

involved, and sometimes I think we do it to protect our hearts from getting broken 

if it doesn’t work out. Critique, alone, can keep us from having to pick up the 

responsibility of figuring out solutions. (a.m. brown, 2017, p. 112) 

And it was much easier to critique the unwillingness of others to talk about race than it 

was to critique my own unwillingness to challenge them. In fact, turning back to Yoon’s 

                                                

64 And what a mark of privilege that, unlike my BIPOC colleagues and students, I could 
and can make the choice to “take a break” from these conversations and this work. 
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(2011) whiteness-at-work, that silence was so a part of our professional culture, that I did 

not even see or notice it. 

Conclusion 

 Taking the advice that transformative change starts within the self, in my first 

analysis chapter, I returned to the stories that appeared throughout this dissertation. I 

sought to closely examine the role my whiteness, white shame, the culture of whiteness-

at-work in my building, and my desire for silence played in both my stories and my 

interactions with Brandon and in my building. This self-work felt necessary before diving 

into the stories of my participants, new teachers who care deeply and for whom I have 

great respect. brown (2017) again: 

How do I hold a systemic analysis and approach when each system I am critical 

of is peopled, in part, by the same flawed and complex individuals that I love? 

This question always leads me to self-reflection. If I can see the ways I am 

perpetuating systemic oppressions, if I can see where I learned the behavior and 

how hard it is to unlearn it, I start to have more humility as I see the messiness of 

the communities I am part of, the world I live in. (p. 146) 

By viewing my own stories and histories first and foremost, I am hopeful it will help me 

treat my participants with the love and grace they deserve. In Chapter Five, I move 

outward, from my own stories to those of one of my participants: Mandy. 
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Chapter Five: Analysis – Reading Out 

Mandy 

Partial Portrait of Mandy65 

 Mandy describes herself as a young, cisgender, straight, white woman. She sits 

across from me at a small table in a coffee shop; it is a Friday evening, and while the 

shop’s tables are nearly empty, there is a steady stream of customers coming in, ordering 

their drinks, and leaving, so the noisy coffee grinder frequently interrupts our 

conversation. Nevertheless, we have not seen each other in a couple of months and the 

conversation flows for nearly two hours. While I had asked to interview Mandy about her 

student teaching experiences, life happened for both of us over the summer, with new 

jobs and moves and travel, and she is deep into the first months of the school year by the 

time we sit down to talk; thus our conversation centers primarily on the first few months 

of her first official teaching job – teaching eleventh and twelfth grade English at a large 

suburban high school. 

                                                

65 In the introduction to their book, Jackson and Mazzei (2012) explain the complexities 
of sharing backgrounds about their participants: “This book is not about telling their 
stories or creating portraits of their lives, so inserting a backstory here in the Introduction 
‘feels’ like we are attempting to start with some beginnings” (p. xi). I share this desire to 
refuse to bound my participants by the collection of words I choose to share, 
understanding that it is impossible to capture their three-dimensionality, their multiplicity, 
in this short partial portrait. And yet, I also understand the reader’s need to have 
something tangible to hold onto, some picture of these teachers whose (partial) stories 
they are reading. This is not the beginning of Mandy’s story; we always start in the 
middle. And yet a linear text calls for a beginning. Jackson and Mazzei continue, 
explaining that their participants’ backstories are “something that appears unified but is 
simply constructed (by us) for a specific purpose: not to calibrate coherence, but to show 
how their past is ‘insistent’ in the tellings of their present” (p. xii). 
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 Care and joy flow from Mandy: she loves her job, her students, teaching, her 

roommate (another teacher from our initial licensure program). She remembers the other 

folks from her cohort with fondness. Our conversation twists and turns, talking about her 

colleagues, curriculum, students, wrapping back to talk about student teaching, her 

cooperating teacher, and our licensure program, before returning again to day to day 

stories of taking attendance and walking down the hallways of her new school. Through 

it all, her voice bubbles with excitement, talking fast because there is so much to say, 

pushing her short straight hair out of her face when it swings down in front of her eyes. 

 Mandy grew up in the same city in which she student taught; she loved the urban 

area, felt connected to the students, families, and communities of those schools, and 

assumed she would teach there as well. It came as a shock to her, then, when she was 

offered the first job she applied and interviewed for, at a large suburban high school in a 

large suburban school district. She called me the day she was offered the job, wondering 

if it was the right choice, or if she should wait for something to pop up in her home 

district. She questioned whether she could live out her social justice values if she 

accepted the position, what the other folks in her cohort would say about the decision. 

She wondered if she could still be the teacher she wanted to be, had always dreamed of 

being, out there in the predominantly white, wealthy suburbs. 

Story #8: Mandy’s Stories: “Trump Train!” and “Social Justice: Interview Excerpt” 

 One of my biggest struggles in writing this dissertation was figuring out how to 

represent my participants and their stories. I played with the idea of creating a fiction 

from their stories; I played with combining several pieces from different participants to 
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create a composite teacher candidate (Beals et al, 2013). Nothing felt right. I wanted my 

participants’ own words here – in a way that demonstrated the phenomenon, in a way that 

was generous and not judgmental. And yet the way the conversations flowed, I received 

pieces of stories, tidbits, told partially and out of order. Not stories, in the traditional, cut 

out of the interview and stick on the page, sense that I had imagined. 

 What follows is a compromise: a fictionalized account of a piece of a story that 

Mandy told me66, alongside an excerpt67 from her interview, her own words about her 

classroom. I understand that the two column structure might be challenging to read, and 

that the reader must make choices about how to proceed. In fact, I attempted several other 

formats for presenting these two texts. Eventually, I decided I needed the messiness of the 

two columns, with neither the story nor the interview transcript prioritized, with the 

fictionalized story and Mandy’s own words from her interview providing an equal part of 

the picture. I am hopeful that this “polyphonic approach” (Tanaka, 1997) with two 

different styles of text, along with the partial portrait above, will entangle, talk to one 

another, and ultimately help you form a complex, three-dimensional picture of a new 

teacher, Mandy. 

                                                

66 Barone (2007) offers a list of questions for narrative inquirers to ask of themselves to 
determine when fictionalization is a “useful strategy” (p. 460); he argues that 
fictionalization can be necessary, and that, in some ways, all narratives are fictionalized. I 
was never in Mandy’s classroom, but her brief retelling of the incident with Conner 
grabbed me and stayed with me. I decided to experiment with fictionalization, using the 
few details Mandy provided as well as my imagination, to craft this scene. 
 
67 Interview excerpts have been edited to reflect a cohesive train of thought; I have taken 
out fillers (“um,” “ah”) as well as many of my, as interviewer, demonstrations of listening  
(“right,” “okay”). 
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Story #8: “Trump Train” 

  Mandy, a first year teacher, stands 

at the front of her classroom - her very own 

classroom, at last! - and puts the day’s 

opening writing question on the screen: 

“Write about a moment when you 

witnessed an injustice in the world.” The 

classroom is large, with picture windows 

on one whole wall, and the newest 

technology. She hadn’t pictured herself at 

such a fancy new school in a wealthy 

suburban district, a school with high test 

scores, competitive sports teams, well-

funded extra-curricular activities of every 

kind, but she is loving it so far. 

  She’s hoping the question will 

spark good discussion and help make the 

day’s lesson more palatable to her eleventh 

graders. They hate the curriculum, and 

frankly, she doesn’t blame them. The 

school requires the English department to 

Social Justice: 

Interview Excerpt 

  “Social justice teaching looks a 

lot like, you know, we talked about 

racism in Othello and like I said to 

them, you can't read this without talking 

about it.  

 “So my thing is like, I'm not 

trying to gloss over real things that exist 

because admin may think that I 

shouldn't, or students might be freaked 

out by it. Because I'm going to have 

those conversations.  

 “Like we watched a video on 

how Native Americans in the Black 

Hills been treated and wronged and how 

they're currently living today. And the 

horrifying statistics of their way of life, 

and like these terrible things that have 

happened as a result of what we did 

years and years and years ago. And I say 
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start with the Declaration of Independence 

in their American Literature course, and 

then move through literature about the 

Puritans. It is so hard to make these boring 

old texts feel relevant and interesting to 

teenagers in 2019; it is hard to make them 

feel relevant and interesting to her! 

  She has had some success 

connecting the required texts to modern 

news stories, tracing themes and finding 

pieces of history in current events. The bell 

rings, and the students rush to take their 

seats; Mandy reminds them to open their 

English notebooks, reading aloud the day’s 

opener. Almost all students respond, and 

she smiles a little at the evidence that her 

attempt to create an opening routine has 

been successful. As the students begin 

class, some leaning over immediately to 

write, others staring vaguely in the air with 

a pencil in hand, a few still pulling out 

‘we,’ and in every class when I was 

teaching, a student would say ‘We? We 

didn't do that.’ 

 “And I'm like, ‘Well, we as a 

broader culture DID do that. That's a 

reality. ‘And they're kids. They're like, 

‘huh? Yeah.’ And when you put a visual 

in front of them with real human beings, 

they're like, ‘Wow, okay.’ 

 “You know, it's so important to 

have those conversations because some 

of these kids wouldn't be exposed to it 

otherwise. You know? So it's like I'm 

talking about race and racism and I feel 

like a lot of my social justice philosophy 

and self and culturally relevant teaching 

comes out in like one-on-one 

conversations or talking to a small 

group of students.  

 And you know, the other day a 

student said to me, he was like, ‘Oh, I 
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notebooks and putting away cell phones, 

she begins to meander up and down the 

rows to check in on them. 

  From the second row of desks, she 

hears a deep sotto voce: “Trump Train!” 

Without looking up from her whispered 

conversation with another student, she 

knows it is Conner. This is a favorite 

refrain of his, an almost daily attempt to get 

a reaction from her. She looks at him, gives 

him the Teacher Look, rolls her eyes a bit. 

Conner is single-handedly helping her 

perfect the Teacher Look. He ducks his 

head with a little smile, knowing he got to 

her, and opens his notebook. 

  Mandy loves Conner; from her first 

day, with her belly filled with nervous 

butterflies, he has made her laugh with his 

quick wit; he stays after class to share a bit 

about his football games, clearly excited 

whenever he hears that she was there in the 

don't believe that you can be trans. 

You're born this or you're born that.’ 

And the other, it was like these boys that 

I love, but they're like five football boys 

and they're like 16 and they're like ‘blah 

blah blah, subtly sexist comment.’ I'm 

like, ‘Oh my God, guys, come on, let 

me put this in context for you.’ So I 

said, ‘You can believe what you want to 

believe. But I can't walk away without 

commenting.’ And they were like, 

‘Okay, what?’ And they were listening 

and attentive and I said, ‘That's fine for 

you to believe that, but like guys, 

seriously, look at me for a second.’ And 

they all look at me and I'm like, ‘You 

can believe those things. But in my 

classroom it's important to me that you 

are not saying anything that could 

potentially tell a peer of yours that their 

identity is not valid and does not 
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stands. But he frustrates her, too. Whenever 

he feels she is straying too far into her 

“liberal agenda,” talking about what “we” 

white people have done, his not-so-under-

the-breath comments will stray into the 

political: “Trump Train!” He makes his 

alignment clear, differentiating himself 

from Mandy and the other social justice 

warriors in the class, rolling his eyes and 

questioning her use of “we”—clearly, he 

wasn’t alive to own slaves or put Native 

Americans in boarding schools. 

  While a part of Mandy wonders 

whether it would be worth it to stop class 

and address Conner’s Trump comments, 

she knows that that is exactly what he’s 

after: a reaction from her. She is happy that 

her Teacher Look quickly shuts his 

comments down; it doesn’t feel worth it to 

disrupt her entire curriculum, her plans for 

the day, or her students hard at work, to 

matter.’ And he was kind of pushing 

back on that. He was like, ‘No, no, no, 

but I really believe it.’ And I was like, ‘I 

can't tell you what to think and you can 

believe what you believe. But I just 

want you to respect your peers and be 

aware that there may be someone in this 

room who's experiencing turmoil over 

that same topic. So just keep in mind 

who is in the room and be respectful of 

that.’ And he was like, ‘Okay, yeah.’ I 

mean, he was responsive to it. And so I 

think it's a lot of like taking those 

opportunities, those teaching teachable 

moments.  

 “And there are weird things that 

come up like that. I have to have this 

like split second decision where it's like, 

do I want to pause the class and unpack 

this or do I not? What do I give attention 

and value and time to versus what is 
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have a conversation. She’s not sure what 

she would say anyway. 

  With a little shake of her head 

about Conner, she leans back down to 

answer a quiet student’s question about last 

night’s reading assignment. 

trivial enough that it's not worth it.” 

(Mandy, interview, October 25, 2019) 

 

 

 Did Mandy feel an impossibility when talking to me about Conner, about teaching 

her social justice values? She did not express one. In fact, she noted that she felt 

comfortable with how she responded in both situations, happy with the results in her 

classroom. Part of my discomfort in writing about the “other,” even someone who is 

another white middle-class woman like me, is assigning an emotion to them that they did 

not explicitly express. What I can say unequivocally is that as I listened, I felt the 

impossibilities. 

 The phenomenon literally moves through my body: even as I reread her story, her 

interview transcript, even as I sit at the computer writing right now. In the transcript, I 

note my own silence at the end, my obvious inability to figure out how to enter the 

conversation. Mandy shared a story of social justice presumably at work, and I felt the 

impossibility, wondering how to and if I should respond as 1) a social justice-oriented 

teacher educator; 2) a mentor, who also felt a similar responsibility to Mandy’s own—to 

lead with care; 3) a researcher, who should listen without comment, without judgement, 

with nothing more than an “mm hm” to acknowledge that I heard; and 4) a wanna-be 
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white antiracist educator, who needs to be brave, speak up, and ask difficult questions of 

other white folks, especially of other white teachers. 

 As I listened to Mandy, I understood: There was a big scandal my first year 

teaching at the University. The story circulated through the news and through campus of a 

group of football players who gang raped a young woman at a party. The story was 

horrific, the players vilified. Believe her. Believe women. One of the named perpetrators 

was in the undergraduate literature class I was teaching that semester. He was one of my 

favorite students, one I could always count on to add to our large group discussions, who 

read the texts deeply and thoughtfully, who was a leader in small group work. Pull their 

scholarships. Kick them off the team. He wrote powerful narratives about his teenage 

years—how many of his friends ended up in jail or dead, how he felt as though he had 

barely escaped a similar story. How grateful he was for football; how he had never loved 

reading before my class. Expel them from school. Jail them. Oh yes, I understood the 

complexities of loving students in all of their three-dimensional multiplicities68. 

                                                

68 And I acknowledge here the complexities of race. The student in my story was a big, 
burly, Black football player, typical for the media to portray him as a brute devoid of 
humanity. Yancy (2015) writes about the meaning held within the Black male body 
captured by the white gaze—continually portrayed as a “Black monster,” a “bogeyman,” 
a “brute” (p. 48-49). Conner was a big, burly white football player; is it easier for us, as 
white women teachers, to fall into the “boys will be boys” excuse-making for him? I see 
the different portrayals of white men versus Black men every day in the media—pictures 
which depict racists (Brock Turner) and murderers (Kyle Rittenhouse) with suits on and 
smiles, narratives of “potential lost” and “lives ruined.” I see the photos the media 
chooses of innocent victims of police murder (George Floyd, Philando Castile), and 
headlines that question fraud, drug use, gun ownership. These constant media messages 
must worm their way into our social-justice oriented, white brains, despite our antiracist 
goals; how do they affect our behavior and responses in the classroom? 
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 As I listened, I worried: Conner is not the only student in Mandy’s class. When he 

says, “Trump Train!” what does it do the many students who have been explicitly 

threatened or harmed due to Trump’s anti-immigrant, racist, misogynistic, anti-LGBTQ+ 

statements and policies? Schools are oppressive spaces for many teachers and students 

(Butler-Wall et al, 2016; Kumashiro, 2002). As a long-time public school teacher, a 

public school parent, and a teacher educator, I have seen firsthand how schools harm 

students. The Trump administration and their policies have exacerbated this harm, 

creating policies targeted at removing trans* students’ rights and protections (Acosta, 

2020); removing the rights of victims of sexual harassment and violence (Acosta, 2020); 

threatening the safety and security of immigrant students and their families (Rogers, 

2019); encouraging a culture in which racist language is (even more) normalized and 

accepted (Rogers, 2019; Giroux, 2020); stripping economic supports for financially 

marginalized students and their families (Giroux, 2020); the list goes on and on. Thus 

when Conner yells out “Trump Train!” in class, when Mandy is silent in the face of his 

call (even though she and Conner know that she gave him The Look), fears are likely 

being evoked in the bodies of certain students in the classroom. 

 As I listened, I wondered: What does Mandy’s silence communicate to the other 

students in the class? Mandy gave Conner the Teacher Look, she rolled her eyes; he 

seemingly got the message, as he did not continue to invoke Trump’s name into the 

classroom space, even in the ensuing discussion. From the teacher perspective, she won: 

she communicated her displeasure to Conner, she stopped an undesired comment, she did 

not have to resort to asking him to leave the room or any of the other teacher escalations 
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to deal with a student’s disruptive behavior. But how did her silence function in the 

classroom? In the story she told me? How does my silence as I listen function? Our 

collective white silence? 

Rereading #4: Mandy’s Stories Through the Lens of White Shame, Whiteness-at-Work, 

and Desiring Silence 

 I struggle with attempting to theorize Mandy’s emotions, her felt impossibility, 

how white shame shows up in her actions or silence. So much depends on our own 

childhoods, our own histories – it feels like work that should be done by oneself. What I 

can name, however, is how I see white shame, whiteness-at-work, and desiring silence all 

showing up in what Mandy tells me about her interactions with Conner, in how she 

describes the school in which she works, and in how I hear and respond to what she tells 

me. 

 Yoon (2012) describes how difficult whiteness-at-work can be to see because it is 

so normalized; it is an “unspoken assumption of how things are” (p. 607). As readers of 

the “Trump Train!” story, we see whiteness-at-work in the unwillingness of the teacher to 

name race or to call out Conner’s behavior, despite the fact that his calling out of Trump’s 

name in class could be perceived as threatening to other students in class69. Mandy gives 

                                                

69 A Google search of “Trump” and “hate speech” yields millions of hits: articles, 
websites, news stories, blog posts. His use of hateful rhetoric in his own speeches, his 
condoning of white supremacists as “fine people,” his social media posts which name 
call…with all of these examples and more, I feel comfortable stating that any calling 
forth of his name in a positive light (ie, riding the “Trump train!”) evokes the hate speech 
which has become synonymous with his presidency. 
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Conner “The Look,” he ceases his disruptive calling out, and she does not have to take 

further action. Mandy communicates her displeasure to Conner, yet simultaneously keeps 

the peace that we white women have been acculturated to keep. She does not risk a 

confrontation with an angry parent or administrator, does not risk her place in the white 

community of teachers at her school. She does not risk an escalation with Conner 

himself. I want to be very clear here; I am not trying to critique Mandy’s decision70, but 

instead to pull attention to the systemic forces, bodily knowledges, habits of behavior at 

play when white teachers are confronted with expressions of racism or other micro (or 

overt) aggressions against traditionally marginalized students. 

 In her interview, Mandy talks about these “split second decisions” in which she 

wonders “do I want to pause the class and unpack this or do I not? What do I give 

attention and value and time to versus what is trivial enough that it's not worth it?” 

Mandy names that it is sometimes necessary to stop class and honor the “teachable 

moment,” while other times it is the better decision to not engage in “trivial” debate. 

Teachers are faced with split-second decisions countless times a day (Lampert, 1985), 

and I wonder how many times we white teachers value keeping the peace and avoiding 

confrontation over overtly acting in the name of justice. 

 At one point while discussing how she pulled social justice into the curriculum, 

                                                

70 Patti Lather (1991) wrote: “to write ‘postmodern’ is to write paradoxically aware of 
one’s complicity in that which one critiques” (p. 10). The systems of whiteness which are 
part of schools and teaching are systems in which I participated—and still participate. 
And yet, I must look critically at them (and at myself) to ever have hope of changing 
them. 
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Mandy said, “I'm not trying to like gloss over real things that exist because admin may 

think that I shouldn't, or students might be freaked out about it.” A bit later, I asked her 

about the comment – did she have a sense that the administration of her new building did 

not want her talking about racism and current events? She answered, 

Well, the school is so big that I don't even see admin that much, but everyone in 

my department is amazing. I feel so supported. Like seriously, my department's 

great. And I know a lot of the admin; they're all supportive and sweet. Um, but I 

know that there's also like, there are a lot of people in my department [who 

warned me that] there are unspoken rules and expectations. One of them is like 

you are participating in things outside of the school day. They will not tell you 

this explicitly, but they are expecting to see you at choir concerts. And I would do 

that anyway. Or like being the assistant debate coach, showing up to yearbook 

meetings. I do it anyways so whatever. Another one is like don't be like pushing it. 

Like they don't, they don't want to get parent calls. They don't want to… [me: 

about being political?]. Yeah. They don't want to get push back. So I don't know 

so much that it's them. I mean there are some conservative people in admin, but 

it's more being careful because we have a very wide array of people in the 

community, so they don't want to hear the opposite as well either. They don't want 

to hear me like ‘Yeah, Trump’ because that is truly threatening a lot of students; 

they hear that and they recoil, you know? So not one way or the other, which is of 

course something we talked about a lot in our program, where like, that's silly 

because teaching is a political job and you know which political it is. (Mandy, 
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interview, October 25, 2019) 

 “And you know which political it is.” Mandy refers here to the many 

conversations we had in our program about the political nature of teaching. We have 

discussed it, in methods courses, in seminar – teaching is always political. Claiming 

neutrality, staying silent, these are political choices and political acts, which protect the 

status quo and systems of white supremacy (Grande, 2015; hooks, 1994): “There is no 

neutral education” (Lather, 1991, p. 50). 

 As a younger teacher, even as recently as during my first year of graduate school, 

I subscribed to the belief that everyone should be able to voice dissenting opinions...even 

when discussing issues of dehumanization, marginalization, and/or colonization. As a 

teacher, it did not seem right to tell, or even suggest, that a student’s own personal beliefs 

were wrong. I see a similar assumption when Mandy tells her students, “It’s fine; I can’t 

tell you what to believe.” But these “(whitestream) myths of objectivity and rational 

discourse—help to maintain repressive pedagogies by presenting them as equally 

legitimate alternatives” (Grande, p. 198). Opinions that dehumanize or marginalize 

people are not valuable – anywhere, but especially in the classroom. This is one of the 

many impossible lines teachers walk—honoring every student as a person, while 

protecting students from beliefs or statements that may hurt them. Is there a way for 

Mandy to simultaneously protect Conner and the other students in the class who may be 

harmed by his stated beliefs? And should we assume that she is helping, protecting, or 

benefiting Conner if she chooses to legitimize what he is saying? (even if the legitimizing 

happens through silence, ignoring what he says as “trivial” and not worth addressing?) 
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 The culture of the school is one which protects the culture of whiteness and the 

status quo (Kliebard, 2002; Watkins, 2001). Our silence in the face of conversations 

around race works toward the same end: to protect our sense of identity (Mazzei, 2011), 

to protect our place in our white community (Thandeka, 1999), to protect ourselves from 

“offending…being wrong…appearing stupid…being marginalized by peers” (Mazzei, 

2011, p. 660). But despite our desire to avoid getting in trouble (Mandy from her 

administration) or alienating our peers (me in the faculty meeting), our silence speaks 

volumes—our silence itself voices a desire for the maintenance of whiteness, privilege, 

and power (Mazzei, 2011). 

 I feel comfortable speaking for Mandy, as well as for myself, and saying that we 

do not actively want to maintain white supremacist systems or our own place in them. In 

fact, I think we both choose to actively speak out against white supremacy. Our felt 

impossibilities live in these contradictions—in our desire to be antiracist educators, to 

help dismantle unjust systems, to reenvision schools to be more equitable and less 

harmful spaces, while still maintaining silences. Thus, felt impossibilities seem to 

provoke silence and inaction. 

 When Mandy is silent in response to Conner, even though she gives him The 

Look, other students may assume she supported Conner’s beliefs. The other students may 

or may not witness The Look, and if they do see it, may interpret it in multiple ways: as a 

quiet reprimand or as a tacit “You know you shouldn’t say that kind of thing in here.” By 

deciding that this moment is not worth the time for a class discussion, that it is not “that 

big of a deal,” teachers are sending a clear message. Again, our silence speaks volumes. 
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 And again, there are multiple layers of silence. As in my story “Not Enough,” race 

goes unnamed in Mandy’s story; it is only through follow-up conversation that I know for 

certain that Conner is white. When race goes unnamed in stories, the implicit assumption 

is that the character is white. This “act of enforcing racelessness in literary discourse is 

itself a racial act” (Morrison, 1993, p. 46), which contributes to the harmful link between 

whiteness and “normalcy” and thus maintains systems of white supremacy. 

 As I listen to Mandy tell her story about Conner, I smile, acknowledging her 

teacher “win,” while inside, discomfort fills my body. Here we are, two white women 

teachers, smiling at this harmful comment that a white student made in class. Moments 

like this make me feel and see my whiteness intensely, feel shame in my ability to ask the 

tough questions to get Mandy to interrogate this moment herself, remind me of all the 

ways that I am not living out the antiracist educator I want to be. This is what is hard to 

write about. 

 There also seems to be a question of performative allyship, in Mandy’s actions 

and in my response. By giving Conner The Look, Mandy is able to tell herself or feel like 

she is being a “good white person” (Leonardo, 2004), one who does not ignore racist 

comments in her class. By nodding encouragingly as I listen to her story, I feel like I 

support her, like I am also being a “good white person” who recognizes that evoking 

“Trump Train!” in class is worthy of a teacher look to silence the student. 

 Mandy and I both define ourselves as social justice-oriented educators, and yet 

“[t]eachers’ personal beliefs do not always translate into action or speech” (Yoon, 2012, 

p. 592); instead, our silence and inaction send the opposite message from what we might 
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like. In our classrooms, faculty meetings, and at the coffee shop, we are silent, duck our 

heads, give a look, even smile. “Liberal multiculturalism socialized whites to see 

themselves as good antiracists by virtue of their antiracist feeling and desire for diversity, 

even as whites continued to accrue unearned benefits from material and social 

arrangements that favored them” (Melamed, 2011, p. 37); we, white teachers, continue to 

benefit from our place in white supremacist institutions, even as we hold antiracist, 

antioppressive desires within. We feel the impossibility of action, of breaking out of our 

communities of whiteness, of risking losing our very real, material privileges. Mandy, as 

a first year teacher, has a lack of power that is different from mine; when she thinks about 

getting in trouble with the administration, having parents call in, she is worried about 

losing her job, her income, her apartment. 

 During my first year of graduate school, I read Sandy Grande’s (2015) Red 

Pedagogy in which I was confronted by an explicit recounting of the ways white 

feminism has harmed Black, Indigenous, and people of color and their movements for 

liberation. I was struck by the notion that I could not consider myself an ally, an 

accomplice, a co-conspirator, until I was willing to give up my land, my house, my 

privilege. I am still scared by this notion: by the thought of giving up the lovely house in 

which my family and I live, giving up our comfortable lifestyle. I have still not reconciled 

that call (which I have seen in many other activist spaces since I first read Grande) with 

my desire to be an activist educator. Remembering this fear, however, helps me 

understand Mandy’s reluctance to make waves on a deep level. 
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Story #9: “Those Kids” (Again) 

 For our sixth student teaching seminar, I asked the teacher candidates to create a 

portrait of one of “those kids” for their opening writing. I had been noticing a tendency to 

talk about “those kids” in the previous weeks, about students who challenge their 

teachers, who feel unreachable, who feel unteachable, who their cooperating teachers tell 

them to “just ignore”. I reflected on Carla Shalaby’s (2017) suggestion that these 

“troublemakers” are the “canaries in the mine” who warn us about the toxicity in our 

schools, about what is not working and what needs to change71. I wondered what our 

little seminar group might learn from those kids. I joined the student teachers in writing; 

unsurprisingly, given that he was at the forefront of my mind when I wrote the prompt, I 

wrote about Brandon. We shared in pairs, and, as happened nearly every time, the 

conversation did not go how I pictured it. There were no big “ah ha”s about the ways we 

were talking about students, no sudden understandings about what the canaries in the 

mine could teach us about the toxic fumes which pervaded educational spaces, no big 

connections about the racial or gender similarities of these perceived troublemakers. 

Instead, conversations stayed focused around student-level logistics: having clearer 

expectations, changing student seats, using proximity, calling home, asking for 

                                                

71 “These troublemakers—rejected and criminalized—are the children from whom we 
can learn the most about freedom. They make noise when others are silent. They stand up 
against every school effort to force conformity. They insist on their own way instead of 
the school's way. These young people demand their freedom even as they are 
simultaneously the most stringently controlled, surveilled, confined, and policed in our 
schools.” (Shalaby, 2017, p. xx) 
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administrative support72. 

 Mandy was my partner in our paired discussion, and she shared about Julius. I 

gave the teacher candidates the option of continuing to write about “that kid” in their 

weekly reflection, instead of the lesson reflection which was usually assigned. Mandy 

continued her thoughts about Julius: 

 At the last seminar, we wrote about “those kids.” I wrote about Julius. Here’s 

what I said: He looks so young, so baby on Gradebook. Not that he doesn’t look young 

in person. It’s obviously an old photo. But he’s got these chubby cheeks and a toothy 

smile. In real life, he’s more stone-faced. In front of me, he looks dead inside. The 

second I step away, turn my back, he is animated—like Andy’s toys. As soon as the 

human closes the door or turns the corner, the toys come alive, out to play. Julius is 

sneaky like that. He doesn’t give me much to work with when I’m facing him, asking 

him to do work. He gives myself and his classmates a lot once I step away and focus 

my attention on another student. I genuinely don’t know what Julius likes. He doesn’t 

wear any clothes sporting a favorite film franchise or discuss the activities he does on 

the weekend. I can sometimes get a returned “hello” in the hallway in the morning 

when there are fewer students around. For the most part though, he won’t interact with 

                                                

72 This happened so frequently in seminar; it is clear that I need to either a) rethink how I 
am structuring writing prompts and asking the questions; b) provide more explicit context 
for the kind of conversation I think we should have; c) develop better skills for asking 
reflective follow up questions; or c) let it go, and accept that seminar is going to spend a 
lot more time on the logistics of teaching than on questions of institutional inequities or 
systemic educational issues. 
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me on a deep—or even a shallow—level. I really don’t know what drives him to come 

to class. There are a lot of students in the school that just skip all day, evading teachers 

and staff. Julius comes. I’m happy he does! I’m glad he’s in the room, learning, even if 

he’s not interacting with the content much. I don’t not want him to come. It’s just that 

nothing so far has seemed to spark his interest. He makes fun of everything we do but 

just loud enough for his table mates to hear. He probably thinks I have “teacher ears” 

like all the students do. I’m sure he thinks I can’t hear the things he says. Sometimes I 

wish I couldn’t because when I do and I don’t do anything, I feel guilty. I should say 

sometimes but I feel frozen by his lack of acknowledgement. He will simply ignore that 

I’m saying anything and continue on with his ramble of profanities or distractions. I 

haven’t heard my CT express much about Julius like she has with some of our other 

“those kids.” I know she knows what he does but I wonder why I seem to be more 

impacted by it than she does. I mean, my CT definitely has more of a case of the 

“teacher ears” than I do….Anyway, it seems like I’m on an island sometimes with 

Julius. I don’t hate it but I don’t feel super wonderful about it either. What does Julius 

care about and how hard do I try to get him engaged? How hard do you try before 

you’ve expended too much energy on one human being? It makes me realize how 

idealistic I was before. I mean, I’m already an idealistic person but “getting” to every 

student is impossible. I’ve heard this from every teacher panel I’ve been to. That’s okay 

and I’ve accepted it. But I’m also not giving up just yet. There’s still 5-6 weeks.  

 I added more to above but I also feel weird because out of all the students I 
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brought to the media center on Friday when it was just me and the sub, the only one I 

had to send out of the library was Julius. I tried again and again to get him to stop 

distracting his peers, people testing, disrespecting the media center, etc. Eventually, I 

just had the sub take him up to the buddy room. It felt like I’d sort of let myself down 

because I’m so against sending students out of the room. But I also know that it was 

more multifaceted than that. It was more of me wanting to truly enforce the rules of the 

media center, a space that I’m a guest in, and to allow for most students to get their 

quiet reading time without interruption. Julius was making that nearly impossible for at 

least everyone within a ten foot radius. I didn’t see him today because he was on a field 

trip. I do wonder what the rest of the week holds. 

(Mandy, weekly reflection, April 29, 2019) 

 

Rereading #5: “Those Kids” in Conversation 

 Mandy’s reflection on her relationship with Julius reveals to the reader some of 

her perceptions of teacher identity. The culture of teaching, one which Mandy accesses 

through teacher panels, suggests that you cannot reach everyone, that it is idealistic to 

imagine that as a teacher you can “get” everyone engaged. Mandy indicates that this is 

“okay and I’ve accepted it,” while in the next sentence offering that “I’m...not giving up 

just yet.” This might suggest that her idealistic, “who I want to be” teacher self is at war 

with her practical “who a teacher is” self. We can see this internal conflict, this felt 

impossibility, when Mandy says, “It felt like I’d sort of let myself down” when she chose 

to send Julius out of the media center; this might suggest that Mandy is not living up to 
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her own expectations of her teacher identity, even while she is enacting the identity that 

she believes teaching to be. 

 “Stories are a way to express identity” (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2017, p. 181), and 

it is interesting to consider what Mandy’s and my own reflections about “those kids” 

reveal about our perceptions of teacher identity, and especially our performance of the 

social justice-oriented teacher. Mandy and I were educated to be teachers in very different 

times; when I was in teacher preparation in the 1990s, we were adamant about not 

discussing race. I went to a progressive college with a social justice focus, and I distinctly 

remember the words “I don’t see color” coming out of my mouth. When I went into my 

first teaching job, I was so grateful to be able to “help” and serve “those kids.” I taught 

code-switching (although we did not call it that back then), so my students of color would 

know how to speak and write “properly”—and I was seen as a rebel, a progressive 

teacher for validating the language students used in the hallways at all (although I now 

recognize how value-laden and coded my validation was back then). My white savior 

language is clear in the story “Those Kids” where I reassure my parents that it is okay 

that I am teaching in the city because “those kids need the best teachers!” (i.e., me). I 

lived and breathed the white saviorism which focuses on “saving” or “fixing” kids rather 

than transforming oppressive systems (Cammarota, 2011). 

 Even then, I was desperate to be perceived as a “good white person,73” not like 

                                                

73 The idea of “good white people” is deeply connected to the history of white saviorism, 
discussed by Kendi (2016): Assimilationists believed that slavery had made Black people 
inferior and their goal was “civilizing Black people to be equal one day” (p. 168). Before 
the Civil War, “enslaved Africans were to wait for enslavers to sustain them, 
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Sylvia who had no faith in our students of color, who set her room up in rows and made 

her students sit silently and work through the textbook. Both groups at my school, though 

– the few of us who were “good,” “woke” white people who attended equity trainings 

voluntarily and believed in our students’ ability to work in groups and read rigorous texts, 

and the “others” who pushed back against equity work and assumed our students should 

only be taught “the basics”—shared an internalized commitment to white saviorism. 

There seemed to be a common understanding at faculty meetings that “Black people and 

racial discrimination were to blame for racial disparities” (Kendi, 2016, p. 2). Black folks 

were, by nature of the “discrimination, culture, and poverty” they experienced 

(discrimination—not their own fault; culture—their choice; poverty—depended on who 

you asked) were “the creators of inferior Black behaviors” (p. 3). These “Black 

behaviors” were, innately, inferior, though. Thus, even social justice oriented teachers 

like me, who were committed to certain changes, were still subject to the same prejudices 

for “appropriate” (read: white middle class) school behaviors. The way Black students 

listened to stories in class—for example, calling aloud back to the story—was deemed 

“disruptive”; the way Black students answered questions and told stories—with a 

different narrative structure (Michaels, 1981) was “not standard” or “incorrect.” As 

English teachers, we were responsible for teaching the “right” way to tell a story. 

Character education programs that were brought into advisory classes seemed to 

                                                

colonizationists to evacuate them, and abolitionists to free them” (p. 177); after the Civil 
War that formerly enslaved people needed white people to help them “improve 
themselves” morally, intellectually, and culturally. 
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“encourage Black adoption of White cultural traits and/or physical ideals” (Kendi, 2016, 

p. 3). If only our students could learn how to behave appropriately in the real world, it 

was frequently said, they would be just fine. 

 Mandy’s story shares a different perception of “those kids” than mine; she was 

educated in a different time, with different values, understanding the existence of her own 

white privilege, that she lives in a white supremacist society, and that colorblindness is a 

harmful ideology. I spent some time searching for and writing through similarities 

between our two stories, and then remembered that there is a benefit to embracing and 

leaning into contradictions (Anzaldúa, 1987; Lawrence-Lightfoot, 2005), for it is in these 

messy places where interesting things bubble up. 

 According to Mandy, a teacher “truly enforce[s] the rules” of spaces—classroom, 

media center, hallways. In seminar, Mandy mentioned many times her discomfort with 

enforcing rules with which she does not agree, while at the same time she feeling 

pressured to do so because she was in her cooperating teacher’s space. The effects of the 

social contexts and the hierarchical power structures of cooperating teacher versus 

student teacher are clear. Mandy’s desire to be a “good” student teacher was visible, both 

when she talked about enforcing the rules, and when she references feeling guilty for not 

“doing anything” when Julius says something that she knew he should not say in class. 

We see, too, how she was caught in the liminal space between teacher and student; not-

yet-teacher, although she felt called to behave as though she is, and yet-still-student as 

she felt compelled to follow the rules for the classroom which her cooperating teacher has 

set. Interestingly, Mandy’s interview took place a few months into her first year in her 
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own classroom, and while I did not hear the same desire to be a “good” student teacher, I 

did still hear the desire to “do right” and enforce school rules with which she may not 

agree. 

 As in my stories about Brandon, Mandy does not name race or other identity 

markers for herself74 or her students (although we can infer that Julius uses the pronoun 

“he”). As a reader, I cannot picture Julius, and I do not know how their raced identities 

came into play in their interactions. Mandy, like me, identifies as a white, middle class 

cisgender woman; it was interesting to me, as a seminar instructor, that even as we 

espoused social justice and equity work in our program, even though as an instructor I 

attempted to bring race into our daily conversations and work, the teacher candidates 

maintained colorblindness when talking about their students. White teacher candidates 

frequently have a challenging time recognizing their own racialized identities 

(Lowenstein, 2009), and I cannot remember Mandy ever naming her whiteness unless 

explicitly asked. I know, from further conversation, that Julius was Black, and that 

Mandy, like me, became another white woman kicking another Black boy out of class. 

And so, in some ways, we end where we began. 

 And in others, we do not, as Mandy is in a very different place than I was when I 

began teaching – able and willing to name her whiteness and the impacts of systemic 

forces on her BIPOC students, recognizing the complexities of being a white public 

school teacher trying to create powerful, systemic, justice-oriented change (Berchini, 

                                                

74 Of course, she may neglect to name her gender or race in part because she is writing 
for me, someone who knows her. Or...maybe not. 
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2016). Mandy, and the other participants in my study, give me hope for the future. 
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Tuesday, June 2, 2020: Texting 

 I have been back in touch with Jessica over the past week. She texted me to tell 

me that her school—which she had decided to leave anyway, due in large part to the 

discrepancy between their desire to sing antiracism and diversity as primary district and 

building goals, and their inability to support her or her Black and brown students—had 

still not said anything about the murder of George Floyd, the protests occurring 

throughout the Twin Cities, the destruction of neighborhood grocery stores, libraries, post 

offices. Despite the fact that many of her students came from the most affected areas, that 

many of her students feel the effects of racial injustice on a daily basis. 

 Her texts sound of frustration and pain. I attempt to not embody the white person 

surprise in my responses, although I cannot always help it: I am surprised at the inability 

of the school principal (white), the superintendent (white), anyone (almost all white), to 

make a public statement saying simply, “We’re here. We’re thinking of you. We’re sorry 

for what’s happening, and we’re working on a plan to best support you.” 

 I find it nearly impossible to work on my dissertation at this time—to find a way 

back into discussions of student teaching, of students yelling out “Trump Train!” and 

white teachers remaining silent. And yet, there is that word again: impossible. And there 

is that phenomenon: felt impossibilities—moving through my body, through my 

conversations with other white folks as we try to figure out how best to support the 

communities we live in and around, while still wrestling with our own white privilege, 

our white guilt and white shame, our whiteness which attempts to blind us, which we 

have to fight to see through/past, which we have to fight to see.  
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Chapter Six: Conclusion 

 It would be powerful—and poetic—to say that what I have learned through this 

dissertation process is that felt impossibilities eventually produce possibilities. And I 

think that sometimes they do. Likely I would not be sitting here, writing my dissertation, 

were I not provoked into leaving the teaching profession by the feeling that I could not be 

who I was, who I wanted to be in the classroom, any more. My leaving, then, produced 

the possibility of going to graduate school, earning my doctorate, and whatever exciting 

things come next. 

 I ran into Brandon a few years ago at the Target near my home. While seeing him 

provoked anxiety deep within my belly, he greeted me cheerfully: “Hey! Ms. BT! 

Remember me?” He was doing well at the high school he moved to, he was a senior now, 

he had a job at Target. Did the incident between us, the one which caused him to switch 

schools, mark a positive turn in his life, the start of new possibilities? 

 But that feels too easy. Too facile. And it goes against the nuance, complexity, 

entanglements, and contradictions I have been writing about throughout these pages. 

Sometimes felt impossibilities produce other movements that are not as positive, actions 

which do not help us improve school for all children. Sometimes they force teachers to 

give up on the profession entirely, to abandon the exhausting fight against white 

supremacy and go work in an office or bookstore or stay home. Sometimes felt 

impossibilities provoke teachers to give up the fight and succumb to teaching how we 
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have always been taught75. Realistically, felt impossibilities produce it all: the possibility 

for positive change; the impetus for antiracist moves within oppressive spaces; the 

exhaustion that leads to giving in; the frustration that leads to teachers leaving; the energy 

that leads to teachers fighting; new alliances made, new strategies sought, new concepts 

learned and practiced and abandoned. It is just not that simple; it is not an either/or, not a 

binary system. 

Summary of the Study 

 Becoming a teacher is frequently a charged time in a person’s identity 

construction. Who we want to be as teachers comes up against what our bodies know 

teaching to be, what our years of sitting in desks have convinced us that teachers “are” 

and “do” (Britzman, 2003; Lortie, 1975), what is expected of teachers by cooperating 

teachers and administrators at host schools. At the same time, many teacher candidates 

are making sense of how the theory they have read in teacher preparation programs 

relates to real classrooms, filled with unpredictable students and differing or even 

contradictory expectations from various stakeholders. 

 For the social justice oriented teacher who hopes to “transform policies and enact 

pedagogies that improve the learning and life opportunities of typically underserved” 

students (Chubbuck & Zembylas, 2008, p. 274), these identity crises can be even more 

pronounced. Social justice oriented teacher education programs such as ours preach the 

                                                

75 I am conscious of my value-laden language here: that teaching is preferable to working 
in an office or bookstore; that teaching in liberatory ways is superior to teaching in 
“traditional” ways. None of that should come as a surprise to my reader at this point. 
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value of change, of critical thinking and groupwork, of overturning the canon, of 

including the voices of those traditionally ignored in school curriculums. Teacher 

candidates from our program frequently emerge with idealistic expectations of what they 

might do at their student teaching sites, and then what they might accomplish when they 

finally have their “own” students in their “own” classrooms. Public schools, in general, 

however, are not set up to be sites of social change, but instead to reify and maintain 

capitalist values and systems (Kliebard, 2004; Watkins, 2001). And becoming teachers – 

student teachers and new teachers – have little power to make change, when considering 

their place in the hierarchical structures of schools themselves. 

 The purpose of this study was to seek out the stories of student teachers and new 

teachers who were committed to social justice education, and investigate a phenomenon I 

named felt impossibilities, which I understood to be moments of identity conflicts in 

which teachers felt they could not enact their social justice values in school spaces. I 

hoped to understand the complex ideological dilemmas they faced when they took up the 

role of teacher, and how they negotiated those situations. My goal was to be able to 

improve my ability to support them in my role as a teacher educator, and offer advice to 

the field of teacher education. 

 My participants were the five teacher candidates who were assigned to my 

seminar group, who met weekly for the course I call Teaching Secondary English. In 

addition to recording and taking notes throughout these seminar meetings, I also 

completed detailed field notes and post-reflexions following each seminar. I collected the 

teaching candidates’ weekly reflections, and had access to their daily and weekly lesson 
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plans. After their semester of student teaching had been completed and grades were 

submitted, I interviewed four of the five candidates (one did not answer my requests for 

an interview) and had follow up emails, text conversations, and coffee dates with each. I 

post-reflexed (Vagle, 2018) throughout the process in my post-reflexive notebook, 

through voice memos which I later transcribed, and on my laptop. While I assumed most 

of my phenomenological material, or data, would come from the seminars, and in fact my 

participants mentioned my study at every seminar, the interviews became the center of 

my study. Participants expressed a willingness to be more open and honest in the 

interviews, explaining that they had felt restricted by the others’ presence in seminar. 

Thus I formally transcribed only the interviews and my post-reflexions, returning again 

and again to these throughout my work. 

 My analysis process rejected attempts to triangulate or code data (although I 

found coding and grouping by theme to happen despite my intentions). Instead my 

analysis centered on reading stories and theories, rereading (Kumashiro, 2002; Lather, 

2007), and writing to understand (Richardson & St. Pierre, 2017). My rereading was 

driven by putting on different theoretical lenses, and using them to see what new 

understandings emerged in the stories. Like Kumashiro (2002), my rereading aimed “less 

to understand difference, and more to change ourselves and our senses of normalcy” (p. 

118). Through the different rereadings, I learned more about my phenomenon and what it 

produced and provoked within myself, my stories, and educational spaces. 

Summary of Dissertation 

 The introduction to this dissertation begins with a story called “Not Enough,” in 
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which a student, Brandon, and I have a serious conflict which leads to him threatening 

me with physical violence. This story is used to both illustrate and introduce my 

phenomenon of felt impossibilities, as well as to center my further work; it is the moment 

which propelled me into looking at graduate school, and the moment I have spent a long 

time working through, rereading, and performing in the hopes of better understanding. In 

the introduction, I also formally introduce my phenomenon, my methodologies of post-

intentional phenomenology and narrative inquiry, and my study. 

 I situate my work within teacher identity studies, and thus Chapter Two attempts 

to make sense of the literature, as well as my own understanding, of the field of identity, 

teacher identity, the becoming (or student) teacher identity, and the social justice oriented 

teacher. I again use stories, another about my relationship with Brandon (“The PPC”) and 

one from my own new teacher journey (“Those Kids”) to help illustrate my various 

conceptions of this complex field. 

 In Chapter Three, I detail my methodology, considering both the theoretical and 

ontoepistemological bases for both post-intentional phenomenology and narrative 

inquiry. My work rests where these two collide, following the post-intentional 

phenomenon of felt impossibilities through the stories of my participants and myself, 

using story to analyze and make sense of the data, as well as to share what I learned. The 

research questions which drove my work morphed and shifted throughout the process, 

eventually landing here: How do feelings of impossibility take shape for social justice 

oriented becoming teachers? What do felt impossibilities produce and provoke? How 

might educators resist or use these feelings to produce radical change? 
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 Chapters Four and Five, my analysis chapters, dive into the stories – both the 

stories I shared about my own classroom teaching, as well as the stories shared with me 

by Mandy, one of my participants76. Throughout my analysis process, I was inspired by 

the book Emergent Strategy (2017), which, like post-intentional phenomenology, accepts 

that it (emergent strategy) is a “system that makes use of everything in the iterative 

process. It’s all data” (p. 14). The iterative process meant that even as I worked through 

Mandy’s stories, my own bubbled up, and in fact I found it surprisingly difficult to write 

through another’s feelings of impossibility. Perhaps that, in itself and in addition, is work 

for another time. 

 I reread my own and Mandy’s stories through three different lenses: Thandeka’s 

(1999) white shame, Yoon’s (2012) whiteness-at-work, and Mazzei’s (2011) desiring 

silence, although I found that, like the phenomenon and the stories themselves, the 

theories were intertwined and entangled. Felt impossibilities provoked silence, and 

inaction, and in this way even educators committed to social justice found ourselves 

reifying white supremacy in our classrooms, not shutting down racist comments by 

students or colleagues, refusing to risk our own safety in community and property, 

creating colorblind stories, and acting in ways that treat “those kids,” those canaries in the 

mine, like troublemakers (Shalaby, 2017). 

                                                

76 And, to be honest, the participant who most reminded me of my own young, idealistic 
teacher self, something which would be interesting to write through at some point. 
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Implications 

 I expected to find a wealth of factors that contributed to my participants’ feelings 

of impossibility: logistics, complicated relationships, systems that demanded certain 

teacher moves and disallowed others. I expected to find that the teacher candidates’ 

feelings of impossibility would produce certain actions and emotions: silence, resistance, 

frustration. I also expected that their stories and experiences would call to my own, 

raising up narratives I have been working through for years. What I did not expect was to 

be dissertating during a global pandemic and serious civil unrest in my city; I did not 

foresee how impossible I would find it to write about the experiences and emotions of 

others in a generous way; of how felt impossibilities would swirl around me every day, 

through every teacher I talked to, in a way that became almost too overwhelming to write 

through. Thus my writing and analysis work felt further away from me, while my 

phenomenon became more immediate, real, and necessary. 

 My goal of coming to graduate school, leaving my own classroom, and working 

with future teachers, was to help resist the white supremacist, capitalist educational 

systems that were harming my students. In the following sections, as well as in the 

epilogue that follows, I consider how my work with the phenomenon of felt 

impossibilities might assist in the resistance. adrienne maree brown (2017) grounds her 

concept of emergent strategy in the work of the inspiring science fiction writer Octavia 

Butler: 

What we are all really asking—what Octavia was asking—is how do we, who 

know the world needs to change, begin to practice being different? How do we 
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have to be for justice to truly be transformative? Not them, that massive 

amorphous “them” that is also us, in our heads or hearts, or that loves us, or that is 

tired of this shit but is family to us….Not them, because maybe they don’t 

recognize yet that these changes are the key to human survival. But us, us who are 

awake and awakening. How do we need to be for Black lives to matter? What do 

we need to heal in ourselves in order to offer a future of any real peace? (p. 164) 

What do I need to do, how do I need to change, in order to show up differently for the 

future and beginning teachers I work with? To show up differently for the sixth grade 

students who are in my (virtual) classroom this year77? How might I, and other teachers 

and teacher educators, live out the research question: How might educators resist or lean 

into these feelings of felt impossibility to produce radical change? 

Implications for Teaching and Teacher Education 

 Carla Shalaby (2017) wrote of the “troublemakers,” like Brandon, the canaries in 

the coal mine, who make noise when others are silent, who warn us of what is broken in 

the system. Rather than viewing them as disruptive or defiant, she suggests that we uses 

their warnings to help us ascertain and then fix what is wrong in the system. The feelings 

                                                

77 As, due to COVID19 and the unpredictabilities of life, I find myself back teaching at 
the very same school I started at, 22 years ago (although, for the moment, only virtually; I 
am still, as I have been through all of this dissertation writing process, sitting, teaching, 
and working in my own home). Sylvia retired long ago, and my current English 
department is filled with teaching candidates I have supervised over the past few years. 
The district and school have changed…and not changed. But I am excited to be back 
working with middle school students, and thrilled to be a member of an English 
department filled with incredible antiracist, activist teachers, hoping to use these vibrant 
times we find ourselves in to push for real, concrete change. 
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of impossibility felt by student teachers, new teachers, even veteran teachers, provide a 

similar warning of changes that need to occur in our system. The barriers to acting in the 

name of justice in schools should be a warning, an indication of what needs to be 

changed. Schools and school personnel who want to work “against oppression must 

involve not only a critique of structural and ideological forces, but also a movement 

against its own contributions to oppression” (Kumashiro, 2002, p. 45). We need to 

recognize the structures, policies, patterns of behavior, and emotions which create 

cultures of whiteness-at-work, as seen in “The Faculty Meeting” and Mandy’s stories 

about her new school, and prevent us from real change. 

 In this study, I sought to understand what felt impossibilities provoked; what 

surprised me most in my rereadings and analyses were the silences. Feeling the 

discomfort within ourselves, within who we wanted to be, provoked silence, for me and 

for the white becoming teachers with whom I worked. I was struck by the layers of 

silence: both the literal silence in the face of problematic statements or assumptions—

Mandy’s teacher look used to quiet Conner, my silence in the faculty meeting—as well as 

the silences in the stories we tell about our teaching. Mandy, Gene, Adam, Rose, me, 

even though we all identify as social justice oriented educators, even though we 

comfortably name our whiteness in explicit discussions of race, our stories of teaching 

tended to ignore race—both our own, as well as our students’. My stories, all written 

while I was a doctoral student who saw herself as an anti-racist educator, who took 

classes in the intellectual history of race, still ignored race. The false sense of whiteness 

as “normal” invades our work, even when we see ourselves as working actively against 
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that drive. The way teachers teach, the way we talk about race, these subjects are deeply 

ingrained in our bodies and selves, and it is work to push against them. It is necessary 

work. 

 Teacher education programs, especially ones like ours with an expressed 

commitment to social justice, must continue to push conversations that bring racialized 

identities to the forefront. We need to continue to push and explore the impact of white 

supremacy in the very foundations of how our schools run and how those of us in schools 

perceive education “should” look, feel, sound, and be. Questioning these assumptions and 

their origins is a powerful first step for “looking at what we usually look through” (Vagle 

et al, 2017, p. 297, emphasis in original). 

 And teacher educators need to consider how their own ways of being impact what 

teacher candidates are taking from the programs. bell hooks (1994) wrote: “professors 

may attempt to deconstruct traditional biases while sharing that information through body 

posture, tone, word choice, and so on that perpetuate those very hierarchies and biases 

they are critiquing” (p. 141); I know this was true when I was in the teacher education 

classroom, as well as when I was trying to co-create a learning space with my antiracist 

student leadership group at my previous high school. It is hard to break out of what our 

bodies know to be true of teaching and learning. But together, we can learn new ways of 

being. Ways out of the felt impossibilities that create “stuckness” and silence. 

 I received a text message from one of my current middle school English 

colleagues, one who graduated from our program this spring, who is in the first couple 

months of teaching in their “own” classroom—virtually, of course. The text read: “The 
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English ed program didn’t prepare us for this!” “This” encompassed all the things that 

make teaching feel impossible: the number of hours spent in meetings, the amount of 

paperwork required, the unbelievable number of policies and procedures we are required 

to follow in this new age of distance learning. We have a new (to us) district curriculum; 

it is easy to follow, with sample scripts and pacing guides already written out. The new 

curriculum is far removed from the big ideas we had talked about this summer, the ones 

centered in abolitionist philosophies and our social justice commitments. But it is hard to 

break the systems that are already in place, the ways of doing school that are entrenched 

in our beings, in the building, in the folks coaching us in our new roles. 

 And so we lean into the district curriculum and (mostly) uphold the required 

school policies and procedures for distance learning, and we text and text and text, 

holding one another accountable, talking about the little ways we are breaking the rules 

and honoring our students for the whole beings they bring to our virtual classrooms. I ask 

if the term I have been using is problematic and ablest; my colleague helps me think of a 

new one. My colleague asks me how to handle the upcoming election in class, how to 

support their students’ thoughts and feelings, and we brainstorm together. We challenge 

the idea of the classroom as a “safe” space, recognizing that this conception of safety and 

comfort generally supports white supremacy, and instead “examine critically the way we 

as teachers conceptualize what the space for learning should be like,” realizing that 

conflict (even confronting students like Conner) can be a powerful tool, “a catalyst for 

new thinking, for growth” (hooks, 1994, p. 113). And mostly we recognize that “there is 

no monolithic solution to racism, to sexism, to homophobia. There is only the conscious 
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focusing within each of my days to move against them, whenever I come up against these 

particular manifestations of the same disease” (Lorde, 2007, p. 136-137); it is in our little 

moments, when we choose not to be silent, when we break away from the curriculum in 

small ways, that we begin to foster change around us. 

Implications for Research 

 Audre Lorde (2007) wrote “It is easier to deal with the external manifestations of 

racism and sexism than it is to deal with the results of those distortions internalized 

within our consciousness of ourselves and one another” (p. 147). Writing about my own 

not-enoughness, interrogating my own internalized commitments to white supremacist 

systems, writing through my desire to keep my white privileges, and facing my own 

silences was unbelievably challenging for me; and yet it was in this work that I learned 

the most and felt the most potential for growth. 

 As I look ahead to future research, many of the lessons I will take with me are 

centered around writing: reaffirming the need to write through to learn, leaning into 

writing about the things that are hardest to say, looking for the silences in my writing. By 

centering writing in my work, using the process of reading and rereading, I have realized 

the impact of silence at so many levels: teacher education, teaching secondary students, 

telling stories about teaching. I have become attentive to the performance that lives 

within the stories we—I—tell about teaching, and looking at what is not said as well as 

what is said, has helped me see more clearly the “good white person” I want to be, the 

antiracist educator I want to be, and the intersections and complications between the two. 

Listening to Mandy’s stories, I sat in silence, nodding to reflect the “good white person” 
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who understood the harm in Conner’s statements, in her school’s administration’s 

political leanings. Sitting in my silence, centering my performance, I realize I may have 

missed the chance to act in the antiracist ways I strive for. I am still not convinced that I 

should have said something or asked a question, or what that would be, looking at our 

power differential, considering Mandy’s position in her school, thinking about the role of 

interview and research…but I am not convinced that silence was the answer either. 

 As I think about future research, I also consider the many other stories that I have 

not yet reread, pushed through theories, put in conversation with my own stories: Adam’s 

story of the “apathetic white boys” who would not participate in a conversation about 

gender, race, and power; Rose’s stories of feeling pushed to enact a specific kind of 

teacher her cooperating teacher wanted her to be. And Jessica—I still have so much work 

to do, thinking through our complicated relationship—how I can support her, even as our 

beliefs about what BIPOC students need are so fundamentally different. Felt 

impossibilities run through each of these stories: the student teachers’ feelings of 

impossibility when it comes to enacting their own versions of social justice, my feelings 

of impossibility when their versions of social justice do not align with my own. 

Conclusion 

 Dissertation writing was an intensely personal experience for me. Felt 

impossibilities move through my world; they exist now as a named concept, something 

friends and partner bring up frequently in conversation. I did not realize, when I began 

this doctoral journey, hoping to burn down educational systems and help create 

something new, that what I would actually be working to uncover was my own reason of 
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why I left teaching. And that that would bring me to this phenomenon, this feeling of 

impossibility in being able to be the kind of teacher I wanted to be. But ultimately, that is 

the greatest gift of this process: understanding why I left, which has allowed me to return, 

stronger and more committed than ever to creating positive change, to speaking up and 

breaking silences, to fighting for justice for my students. 

 I return to adrienne maree brown (2017) one more time. When I first started 

teaching, twenty-one years ago, I had this one class78 that challenged me daily. It was a 

small class, but filled with a rambunctious group of students who did not buy into school, 

at least not as I was trying to sell it. I kept searching for that one idea, that one solution, 

that would get this class “under control” so I could teach; I tried different behavior charts, 

participation points, giving them more freedom, giving them less freedom, bringing in 

different modern, relevant, and edgy texts. Some strategies would work for a day, or even 

a week, and then class would slip back to being noisy and “out of control.” I finally 

realized that there was not one solution, one answer to “classroom management.” In a 

similar vein, there is not one answer to felt impossibilities: what happens when we feel 

that it is impossible to enact the teacher we want to be? Well, a lot of things: “Rather than 

narrowing into one path forward, Octavia’s leaders were creating more and more 

possibilities. Not one perfect path forward, but an abundance of futures, of ways to 

manage resources together, to be brilliant together” (brown, 2017, p. 22-23).  

                                                

78 It was period 4, in room 210, and I still remember most of the students’ names! 
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Epilogue: Rewriting 

 In her attempts “to create a text that transgresses and subverts” (p. 153), Patti 

Lather (1991) offered multiple endings to her text; here, I offer an epilogue in a similar 

vein. Chapter Six offered a summary of my research study, as well as highlights from 

things I learned throughout the research and writing process. But my work needed more. 

 I come back to rereading and rewriting, in the hopes that some answers exist 

there. I use(d) rereading to better understand the stories, to see them in new light, to raise 

new questions. Perhaps rewriting will help me move forward. 

Story #10: The Faculty Meeting, Rewritten 

 It’s time for a faculty meeting at a large urban high school; the library is 

stifling, it is time to look at data, and the animosity in the room is palpable; everyone 

knows what the data will show (it’s not the first time a principal has tried to have a 

discussion about this). It will show our enormous achievement gaps and our racially 

predictable and disproportionate discipline data. 

 The principal has organized us into table discussions, and I take a deep breath, 

knowing the work I have to do. I am sitting with four other white women, all older 

than me, who have made their resistance to this work clear. They will want to push 

back, blame students and families, talk about social class instead of race. And another 

truth: they do care. They have been teachers since I was a student myself, and they 

want our students to have good lives, hopeful futures. 

 I start by asking the group to walk outside and take a collective deep breath, to 
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attempt to set aside the negativity that was filling the library space. I start by speaking 

aloud our wishes for our students, remind ourselves and each other of the joy of our 

work. I start by inviting the students – the true “stakeholders” – I have invited to our 

small group to tell us what matters to them. 

 I look down at the protocols I have copied, at the follow-up questions the 

students and I have co-created, to help guide the conversation in a positive way, to 

challenge any symptoms of victim-blaming, or white privilege protecting, that arise. 

 I take another deep breath, prepared to do the hard work, speak words that 

challenge, ask tough questions. 

 

 Could this procedure work? Could it create a different culture where 

conversations around data went a different way? Perhaps. Audre Lorde (2007) told us that 

“when you find people who start from a position where human beings are at the core, as 

opposed to a position where profit is at the core, the solutions can be very different” (p. 

28). I tried to imagine what our faculty meetings would look like if they were set up with 

these values. Is it the right choice to invite students in, set them up to potentially hear 

harmful statements from their teachers? Perhaps not, but maybe. I have been so 

impressed by my students’ leadership in the past, and I think they could push the 

conversations in really interesting ways. But the important thing for me to write, to do, is 

to show up fully for them, prepared to put my safety and privilege on the line to support 

them, to put myself in harm’s way to protect them, when challenging other white 

teachers. 
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 Rewriting “The Faculty Meeting” was challenging for me. I struggled to think of 

what I could do differently, which suggests that I have not yet internalized strategies for 

being brave, for combatting white supremacy in my spaces. This is the location for my 

next steps in my personal life. The books on my nightstand: Kendi’s How to be an 

Antiracist, Catrice Jackson’s Antagonist, Advocates, and Allies: The Wake Up Call Guide 

for White Women who want to become Allies with Black Women, adrienne maree brown’s 

Pleasure Activism focus on this work: learning to be an activist, to break my internalized 

“weapons of whiteness” (C. Jackson, 2017), to break my silence, to put myself out there. 

 Audre Lorde (2007) wrote: “Revolution is not a one-time event. It is becoming 

always more vigilant for the smallest opportunity to make a genuine change” (p. 140); in 

small steps, then, schools and individual groups of teachers and students might work to 

adjust how we “do business,” reimagining what faculty meetings look like, reimagining 

what school itself might look like. And maybe that is enough of a beginning. 

 Unlike “The Faculty Meeting,” the final story in this dissertation was a much 

easier rewrite for me, especially once I reframed my seeing by changing the opening 

pronoun from “she” to “I”. 

Story #11: We Are Enough 

 I drove down the familiar road, feeling the spring sun beat down through the 

car window, reliving the last period of the school day. 

  As I drove, I reflected on the incident during seventh period, ninth grade 

English. Brandon and I certainly knew how to push each other’s buttons, I thought  
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ruefully. I had been trying to teach the class some background information about 

William Shakespeare, help them find a way through the archaic language and into the 

funny trash talk and sex jokes; I could get them there, I knew. But first I had to help 

them through the initial fear, when they read the words and felt like they were 

encountering a foreign but familiar language. And Brandon was just trying to have 

some fun—add some enjoyment to the last period of the day, after seven hours spent 

sitting in a hard, uncomfortable metal desk chair, being told to be quiet, being told to 

sit still, called out if he was found by the security guards in the office. Brandon, small 

Black boy, committed basketball player and fan, full of energy, able to direct the class 

in any direction with his powerful personality – I should have been grateful he had 

tolerated it as long as he had listening to his middle aged white lady teacher drone on 

about some old irrelevant dead white guy. 

 Brandon’s decision to get out of his seat just then, to show Lauren what was 

on the screen of his iPad, this was a sign, a signal79 that the class needed a break. 

Their brains were tired after a long day, and Shakespeare’s story did not yet feel 

relevant to their teenaged millennial lives. (Although I had hope that it would 

eventually! Once they found their way into the language, they felt smart; once they 

understood that the comments that sounded vaguely like sexual innuendo actually 

were, they were amused; once they bought into the teenaged love story, they were 

either sucked in or annoyed, and either way, they wanted to know what happened 

                                                

79 Shalaby’s (2017) canaries in the mine, warning us of the problems within our 
classrooms and schools. 
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next. But we were not there yet.) 

 Brandon’s outburst when I asked him to step into the hallway was a sign, a 

signal that he did not necessarily want to leave the classroom, did not want to be 

excluded. He just needed a break. The other students watched to see what would 

happen, many feeling the same exhaustion and boredom Brandon was experiencing, 

although maybe not pushed quite so far. 

  His threat: “My aunt is going to come here after school. She’ll fuck you up. 

She’ll show you, you ugly bitch” was a sign, a signal of how far he had been pushed 

that day. Because Brandon liked me—he took the time to talk to me as he entered the 

classroom each seventh period. He had just proudly shown me his new basketball 

shoes before class yesterday, told me about last weekend’s game. In a way, I read his 

threat as a feeling of safety—the way my children had outbursts after a frustrating day 

at school, secure in the knowledge that they could release their frustration and still be 

safe and loved. 

 Thank goodness for Lucia, walking by at just that moment. The friendly 

young educational assistant had a good relationship with Brandon, heard Brandon’s 

comment, was able to read the scene and could tell we might need a little break from 

one another. She came over to coax him down the hall, to take a little walk, and settle 

down a bit. 

 As I walked back into the room, I could tell that I might need the same. 
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********* 

  Reflecting on the moments at the end of the day, I thought it might be time for 

something new. I was tired of being part of a system that pushed young Black boys 

like Brandon into exhaustion and frustration, that forced them into situations where 

they felt like their only recourse was threats or violent outbursts. Although I loved 

seeing the switch as my ninth grade students began to understand and be invested in 

Shakespeare, was that really the best possible curriculum for them? Was sitting in 

desks for seven hours a day, being told to be quiet and listen, really what was best for 

their bodies, minds, and hearts? Might there be another way? 

 I went home and began researching graduate programs, hopeful that additional 

education, research, and work might help me find a way to make things better, to find 

a way into schooling that might honor our students more, be more loving and relevant. 

 

 The story “Not Enough” has provided the frame to my entire graduate journey, 

pieces of which have been incorporated into various course papers and been performed at 

several academic conferences. The incident with Brandon catapulted me into my decision 

to attend graduate school (although I know the base for my own frustration was more 

complex than that one story). I have recounted this story so many times, in so many 

ways, refining the word choice, perhaps getting further away from the incident in my 

efforts to polish my writing…and perhaps not. This story in both of its forms—the initial 

incident with Brandon and the narrative itself—has become a deep part of me. 

 When I neared the end of my dissertation writing, when I was in the process of 
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rereading and rereading, I turned back to adrienne maree brown and began to wonder: 

Could I view these events through a lens of love? And if so, what might that look like? 

bell hooks (2003) defined love as “a combination of care, commitment, knowledge, 

responsibility, respect, and trust” (p. 131). Even thinking about the possibility of 

rewriting our story through this lens, I felt a calming in my body, a leaving of anger and 

frustration I had held for years. 

 To rewrite our story, to re-envision the events through the lens of love, I started by 

copying and pasting the original story into a new document. I put calming music on my 

headphones, loudly, drowning out the busy sounds of my household. I took a deep breath. 

And another. And another. As I started to write, I was not even sure it was possible: could 

I really retell the same story, the same events, the same threat with the same violent 

words, with love? 

 I started by changing the pronouns—from Haug’s (1999) call to disassociate 

ourselves with the use of the third-person—to the more personal, more agentic “I.” I took 

another deep breath. 

 It turns out I could. adrienne maree brown, when writing about her parents’ 

relationship, said that they “had to be able to see something impossible...as not only a 

possible way forward, but as the best way forward” (brown, 2017, p. 31). Harnessing the 

impossible, the felt impossibility of a moment, might be a way to see us through. 

 I wonder, if I had been able to see the scene through this lens at the time, how 

things might have changed for Brandon or for me. I wonder if the events would have 

changed, or if maybe Brandon still would have switched schools. There were many 



207 

factors at play for both of us, of course. I wonder if I still would have felt the need to 

leave, to try something new, to find myself in graduate school writing a dissertation. 

There is no way to know; there are way too many ifs. 

 What I do know is that radical, transformative work calls for radical, 

transformative methods. Re-envisioning my most powerful teaching moment was a start 

for me. It was a lot easier than I expected it would be to rewrite Brandon’s story through 

a lens of love, of reimagining his defiance as positive for the classroom space instead of 

negative and disruptive. It is harder to view my own actions through a lens of 

love…although I am committed to working on it. 
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Appendix A: Seminar Opening Writing Prompts 

 

Week 1 
As you venture into student teaching, identify something you desire to learn? Why is this 
important to you? 
 

Week 2 
Writing Prompt: Describe a struggle from student teaching this past week. Define 
struggle in any way: related to your CT, related to a particular student, related to a group 
of students, related to a systemic issue, related to curriculum, whatever. 
 

Week 3 
Write about a question you had this week, related to working with your CT, lesson 
planning, or teaching. 
 

Week 6 
Take a moment and think about one of “those kids.” It could be someone who is labeled 
as one of “those kids” by your CT, or your admin, or the school in general, or even by 
you. One of those kids who makes teaching more challenging...maybe class is easier if 
they’re just not there...maybe they have an effect on other kids or the entirety of the rest 
of the class. 
 
Paint a portrait of them. 

o What do they look like? 
o What clothes do they typically wear? 
o What do they sound like? 
o How do they enter the classroom? 
o What do they do while you’re doing your warm up? while you’re reading a text? 

while you’re having a class discussion? 
o What do you like about them? 
o What about them makes your teaching life harder? 
o What are their strengths? 
o What is a recent interaction you’ve had with them? 
o What is a recent interaction you’ve observed—either with your CT or maybe 

another student? 
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Week 7 
Think about your co-teacher(s) for a few moments. 
What do you learn from the strengths/style of your CT(s)? Take time to list specific areas 
that are strengths of your CTs, in teaching style, personality, relationality, building 
roles….  
What is an area of difference in style or personality with your CT? What do you learn 
from this? 
In the past, how have you approached conflict or differences of opinion with others in the 
workplace? Have you had to navigate conflict or differences of opinion with your CT, 
with building policy, or with a student? If so, how did you navigate this? If not, what do 
you hope to keep in mind when you encounter conflicts? 
Someday if/when you take the role as a cooperating teacher, what do you want to 
remember as you work with teacher candidate(s)? 
 

Week 8 
It is important to have built in boundaries, even if you really get along with your CT. 
Think about your day. Do you have any time and/or space of your own? Do you have a 
place to put your stuff? Do you spend a lunch, prep, or other time away from your CT? 
So far, what are your biggest tensions and stressors in student teaching (with time, in the 
classroom, in the building)? What strategies do you use thus far to address these? 
So far, what are you learning in terms of building culture? Are there common stressors or 
tensions in the building for teachers and/or students? Have you noticed any strategic 
alliances or personal strategies your CT or others practice to approach these stressors?  
We all have the potential to feel anxious, escalated, afraid, or discouraged in stressful 
situations. While at school, what strategies do you have when you feel escalated? (taking 
a walk, meditation, journaling, eating a snack, a support person to talk to) If you don’t 
have a strategy, what might be one or two that could work for you? 
 

Week 9 
Think about the phrase…."in my teacher skin" and write about actions or language that 
comes out when we are in our teacher skin that make us uncomfortable or pause 
(especially since they have all been watching themselves on video...) 
 

Week 10 
As you reflect on student teaching so far, what have you learned about being a teacher 
and the kind of teacher you want to be? What have you unlearned? 
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Appendix B: Interview Protocols 

Interview Protocol (Rose) 
A (Post-Intentional) Exploration of Student Teacher Identity Paradoxes 

 
Opening Script: I am interviewing you today to learn more about your experiences as a 
student teacher, specifically moments where you felt challenged to enact your values in 
the classroom/school site. The findings from this study will be used to write my 
dissertation, and may also be shared with the Secondary English Education Initial 
Licensure Program. My hope is that with a better understanding of the challenges faced 
by student teachers, we can improve our support of teacher candidates within the 
program. 
 
During our interview, please let me know if you want me to repeat or restate a question. 
If you do not wish to answer a question, you can just say, “I want to pass.” Also, the 
recorder may be turned off at any point, upon your request. Do you have any questions 
before we begin? [After answering questions or if there are no questions]. I’m going to 
turn on the recorder now so that we can begin. 
 
Research questions: 

How do student teacher identities take shape for teacher candidates who see 
themselves as social justice-oriented educators? 

(Original question: How do impossible decisions take shape for pre-service 
teachers who self-identify as social justice-oriented educators when they are 
confronted with issues of battling systemic white supremacy? What possibilities 
exist in seemingly impossible moments?) 

 
1. Take a few minutes to draw/write: What is your ideal teacher self? 

 
2. Can you describe for me your ideal teacher self? 

a. What values are most important for you as a teacher? 
b. What are the most important qualities of a teacher? 
c. What does a social justice oriented/equity-oriented educator look like to 

you? 
 

3. What did that reality look like for you during student teaching? 
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4. Can you tell me about a specific moment during student teaching where you felt 
like you couldn’t be your ideal teacher self? What happened? 

a. (if answer is more systemic, focused on CT, etc.) Can you think of any 
situations where you felt an internal struggle—to be who you wanted to be 
vs who you felt like you needed to be? 

b. How did the situation end up? What did you decide to do? What factors 
played into that decision/move? 

c. How did it make you feel? Why did it trigger that emotional response? 
 

5. What else, if anything, would you like to share to help me understand how your 
social justice values/ideal teacher self intersected with your work as a student 
teacher. [Important question. Be sure to ask even if short on time.] 

 
6. Finally, may I contact you for a follow up interview if I have additional 

questions? 
 
Helpful probes:  
Would you explain further? Would you give me a specific example of what you mean? 
Can you think of a specific situation/specific student? Would you say more? 
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Interview Protocol (Jessica) 
A Post-Intentional Phenomenological Study of Identity Paradoxes for Student 

Teachers 
 
Opening Script 
 
I am interviewing you today to learn more about your experiences as a student teacher. 
The purpose of this study is to investigate how student teachers develop their teacher 
identities over the course of their work in schools. I am thinking especially about 
moments of impossibility or paradoxes—moments in which teachers are faced with a 
situation in which they feel they cannot both enact their social justice values and do what 
systemic forces, embodied notions of teaching, or what is perceived as “best” for a 
particular individual dictates they should do. The findings from this study will be used to 
write my dissertation, submitted for future publication, and may also be shared with the 
Secondary English Education Initial Licensure Program. My hope is that with a better 
understanding of these impossible decisions, we can improve our support of teacher 
candidates within the secondary English licensure program. 
 
During our interview, please let me know if you want me to repeat or restate a question, 
or if you’d like to pass on a question. Also, the recorder may be turned off at any point, 
upon your request. Do you have any questions before we begin the interview? I’m going 
to turn on the recorder now so that we can begin the interview. 
 
Draft research questions: 

How might student teachers construct teacher identities that resist the pressures 
of systemic white supremacy? How might student teachers’ teacher identities take 
shape….? How might I use this study to….? 

Theorize with others; collaboratively make meaning around our phenomenon; 
look at how things are becoming: How does the social justice oriented teacher 
become? 

 
1. Can you describe for me your ideal teacher self? 

a. What values are most important for you as a teacher? 
b. What are the most important qualities of a teacher? 
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2. Do you see yourself as oriented toward social justice? 
a. What does a social justice oriented/equity-oriented educator look like to 

you? 
b. Can you tell me about a specific moment 

 
3. What did that reality look like for you during student teaching? 

 
4. Can you tell me about a specific moment during student teaching where you felt 

like you couldn’t enact your ideal teacher self? What happened? 
a. (if answer is more systemic, focused on CT, etc.) Can you think of any 

situations where you felt an internal struggle—to be who you wanted to 
be vs who you felt like you needed to be? How did it make you feel? Why 
did it trigger that emotional response? 

 
5. Can you tell me about a specific moment during student teaching where you felt 

like you were enacting your ideal teacher self? 
 

6. Theorize with me: the becomingness of the social justice oriented teacher 
a. what does it look like 
b. what might support it 
c. what resists it 

 
7. What else, if anything, would you like to share to help me understand how your 

social justice values/ideal teacher self intersected with your work as a student 
teacher. [Important question. Be sure to ask even if short on time.] 

 
8. Finally, may I contact you for a follow up interview if I have additional 

questions? 
 
Helpful probes:  
Would you explain further? Would you give me a specific example of what you mean? 
Can you think of a specific situation/specific student? Would you say more? 
 


