Editor’s Note

hroughout the 1980s, nar-
rative was used increas-
ingly in studies of educa-
tional experience. Anthro-
pologists, sociologists, psycholo-
gists, theologians, and educationists
turned to narrative as a means of
comprehending the ways human
beings experience the world (Con-
nelly & Clandinin, 1990}. This issue
of Thresholds demonstrates some of
the varied uses of narrative in
teacher education, educational re-
search, and classroom instruction.

In the first article Gloria Alter, a
teacher educator in a large Illinois
university, explains how she uses
narrative to empower her teachers
in training. In the second article, a
team of Canadian educational re-
searchers demonstrates how narra-
tive inquiry erriched their under-
standing of the experiences of be-
ginning teachers and how this un-
derstanding was used to shape their
teacher education program. The
third article describes the use of nar-
rative in the development of a fasci-
nating new social studies curricu-
lum for Canadian elementary stu-
dents.

The second half of the issue con-
tains narrative essays written by un-
dergraduate students in a sopho-
more course called Education as an
Agent for Change. This course in-

By Lucy F. Townsend

Lucy Townsend is Associate Professor, Foundations of Education Faculty,
Department of Leadership and Educational Policy Studies, College of
Education, Northern lilinois University, DeKalb, Illinois.

troduces university students from a
variety of disciplines to major edu-
cational issues such as multicultu-
ralism, mainstreaming, equity, and
excellence. Throughout the course,
students reflect on their past and
present experiences as related to
course content.

For years 1 provided classes
with student narratives to demon-
strate how well-constructed stories
can powerfully communicate stu-
dents’ learning experiences. To
broaden the impact of these writ-
ings, 1 helped students publish their
narratives in campus and metro-
politan newspapers. Yet it is only
within the last year that I came to
realize other benefits of using these
writings as cdassroom texts. Shu-
dents are captivated by good sto-
ries. An effective way to introduce
educational issues is to have stu-
dents read narratives by their peers
as well as essays by educational
theorists. For example, an essay by
afeading proponentof gifted educa-
tion can be read along with two stu-
dent narratives, each of which pre-
sents a contrasting experience in
gifted classrooms. Such texts invite
a broad range of students to voice
their ideas. Those who feel incom-
petent to interpret a theoretical arti-
cle often boldly discuss narratives
written by their peers. Student-gen-

erated narratives can also serve as
an effective bridge between theory
and practice. In addition, good sto-
ries allow students to have vicarious
learning experiences which can al-
ter their values and attitudes. They
may discount the generalizations of
an “expert” but reconsider their
views after hearing the story of an-
other student. For example, stu-
dents who bristle when they read
that women face discriminatory
treatment in American classrooms
seem genuinely moved by a stu-
dent’s story about a sexist teacher.
They may be distrustful of main-
streaming but are delighted when
they read the narrative of a student
who learmed important lessons
from mentally impaired students.

Perhaps most importantly, the
use of student narratives as class-
room texts teaches students that
their “voices” matter, that they can
have a powerful impact on other
students’ learmning and lives.
Through dialogue about student
texts, they learn how to “talk appre-
ciatively with each other regardless
of fundamental differences.” (Nod-
dings, 1991, p. 157). This capacity “is
crucial in friendship, marriage, poli-
tics, business, and world peace.”
(Tbid.)
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Empowerment Through Narrative: Considerations
for Teaching, Learning and Life

s life really a power game

where the object is to get what

you want and where the win-

ners often manipulate people
and situations to their own advan-
tage? Author Michael Korda (1975)
presents this viewpoint in Power:
How to Get It, How to Lise It. Korda
asserts that individuals, groups and
institutions as well as heads of state
frequently act in a way which per-
petuates domination, oppression,
and exploitation in the desire for
“power over” others. However, this
conception of power limits how we
give and receive power personally
and socially, and our own experi-
ence of power limits its conceptuali-
zation (Kreisberg, 1992).

The actualization of democratic
ideals can be perpetuated by trans-
forming our conceptual schema of
power. Peaceful revolution in
Czechoslovakia, for example, was
linked with a democratic and hu-
mane concept of power:

... the aspiration to contrib-
ute to the happiness of the
community and not of the
need to deceive or pillage
the community. . . . the art
of making both ourselves
and the world better
(Havel, 1990, p. 22).

The dynamics of shared power
creates not only greater community
inclusiveness and participation, but
it also expands the resource of
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power as it is exercised and elicited
in others {Kreisberg, 1992, p. xi).

The process of more fully exer-
cising power (“power with”) can be
greatly enhanced by the use of nar-
rative. Empowered individuals and
groups reveal their strength in the
nurturing of many voices and in the
subsequent transformation of their
lives.

The Dynamics of
Empowerment

The dynamics of empowerment
involves dialogue, decision-mak-
ing, and community support (Kreis-
berg, p. xi). At the same time it raises
awareness of the manipulative and
controlling behaviors of individuals
(e.g., the use of force, the influence
of opinion and the enticement of re-
ward or punishment) and the un-
conscious effects of “culture,” “he-
gemony,” and “ideology” (p. 40).

While the effects of domination
are structurally observable, they are
not easy to eradicate. Rather, those
with access to power and resources
come to believe it is their due, and
consensus on alternative societal
plans is difficult to achieve. In spite
of the challenges to empowerment,
a commitment to democracy re-
quires that we pursue its promise.

Kreisberg (1992), concerned
with developing a pedagogy of em-
powerment, provides extensive

theoretical background to support
alternative notions of power and
draws on the insights of critical ped-
agogy to form a model of empower-
ment for the classroom. In his model
called “Field of Empowering Edu-
cation,” both content and reflec-
tion /critical awareness are utilized
in dialogue and decision-making to-
ward the goals of classroom and so-
cial action. This view is consistent
with Giroux’s vision of schools as
“democratic sites dedicated to self
and social empowerment (1988, p.
185).”

In opposition to such empower-
ing classroom dynamics, an ap-
proach based on teacher domina-
tion and student submission per-
sists. This classroom process allows
either that we control others or are
controlled by others. Freire (1970)
describes such a classroom as one
where students listen, comply,
adapt, and are disciplined; and
teachers pass on their knowledge,
choose content and direction, and
discipline students. In the process,
content is divorced from reality, un-
derstanding of the world is frag-
mented, and students do not de-
velop and use their voices in
authentic dialogue.

This use of power has been de-
scribed as “ultimately dysfunc-
tional” and in fact, not genuine
power at all. “Genuine power is not
coercive control but co-active con-
trol. Coercive power is the curse of
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the universe; co-active power, the
enrichment and advancement of
every human soul” (Follett, 1942, p.
xiii, cited by Kreisberg, 1992, p. 71).

Mary Parker Follett (1942) pro-
vides an explanation of the dynam-
ics by which personal and social em-
powerment is achieved. [t 15 a proc-
ess of integration which draws upon
“emergence” and “reciprocal influ-
ence.” The “emergence” of new so-
lutions, values, capacities, and
power occurs in the process of inter-
action whereby individuals allow
themselves to be open to and influ-
enced by others (Kreisberg, 1992).
“Each calls out something from the
other, releases something, frees
something, apens the way for the
expression of latent capacities and
possibilities” (Follett, 1942, p. 197,
cited by Kreisberg, 1992, p. 71).

The integration process is de-
velopmentally challenging in that
those with conflicting wants tran-
scend self-interest and “discover
their capacities to fulfill their desires
together” (Kreisberg, 1992, p.71). In
empowered groups, individuals be-
come freed to function in their full
capacity, while recognizing that
self-determination and assertion
must be balanced with openness to
and respect for the rights of others.
This “dual dimension” of empower-
ment reflects our inherent value as
human beings and our capacity for
union.

Empowerment
Through Narrative
Reflection

Power based on “self assertion,
openness, and human connection
rather than self-imposition, invul-
nerability and human separate-
ness” (Kreisberg, 1992, p. 67) is the
hallmark of empowered classrooms
and schools. Rather than promoting
feelings of powerlessness, individu-

als are empowered “to be able” and
even to share power and decision-
making in the classroom. Existing
assumptions about power and
privilege are banished as the com-
manding, contralling and compet-
ing approach to education is re-
placed with collaboration, sharing
and mutuality. Goals are no longer
to achieve and maintain superiority
and status. Instead, goals include
the following: 1) discovering indi-
vidual and cotlective voices, visions,
and values; 2) developing the skills,
flexibility, and confidence necessary
to affect societal change (e.g,, think-
ing, speaking, listening); and 3} con-
necting with a community base
through shared values and commit-
ments, trust, mutual respect and
support.

Reflective processes which en-
able personal and sccial empower-
ment help to achieve these goals.
They naturally focus on our per-
sonal and professional stories and
social histories, leading us to see
ourselves and our world from new
perspectives, Increasing awareness
of our culturally based assumptions
also leads to a reexamination and
reformulation of our very sense of
reality. Perspectives are often trans-
formed in response to disorienting
life events or exposure to ideas
which threaten our points of view.
“Cognitive  dissonance”  results
when our ways of knowing are no
longer adequate to explain our ex-
perience. At that point, new “mean-
ing perspectives” become a neces-

sity.

Insights from the analysis of our
selves, our classrooms or communi-
ties, and our world can result in
more authentic teaching, learning,
and living. Example exercises that |
have used in my teacher education
classes suggest a few possibilies.

Narrative Reflection
Activity

Ask students to write a narra-
tive about an important experience
in childhood, adolescence, or young
adulthood. After the narratives are
completed and discussed, have the
class reflect on the following:

1. Who are the heroes?
2. What are the challenges?
3. How do the stories end?

4. How do our real life stories
compare to the mini-stories
we tell?

5. What is highlighted or empha-
sized?

6. What are the lessons the sto-
res tell?

7. What stories would we like to
tell in the future?

Classroom Narratives

Have students write narratives
about important classroom experi-
ences, either positive or negative.
After the narratives are finished and
discussed, have students retlect on
the following:

1. What power or empowered
roles and relationships are ob-
servable in the classrooms de-
scribed in these narratives?
Who has the authority to be
obeyed, determine rules,
goals, curriculum and instruc-
tion? Why?

2. Who or what content is consid-
ered authoritative? Why?
How is knowledge validated?

3. What cooperative or empower-
ing relationships exist be-
tween the teacher and others
(e.g., students, parents, princi-
pal, staff)? Why?

4. What evidence of student em-
powerment can be identified
outside of the classroom (e.g.,
extracurricular activities)?
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5. Are students treated as em-
powered individuals? Are
their rights respected?

#. T what degree does the
teacher present him or herself
as an empowered individual?

7. What justifications are used to
support the maintenance of
disernpowering influences,
practices, and beliefs?

Mezirow & Associates (199Q)
provide additional examples of
“Transformative and Emancipatory
Learning  Activities,”  whereas
Schank (1990) explores the dynam-
ics behind our everyday storytelling
in a way which would be useful asa
framework for reflection. What
emerges from narrative analysis can
be the discovery of personal and
professional assumptions, expecta-
tions, values, commitments, world
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Narrative and the Development Of Teachers’

Thinking

arrative is a naturalistic
approach basic tounder-
standing human experi-
ences as well as a re-
search methodology. As a method
of inquiry it can become “a process
of collaboration involving mutual
storytelling and restorying” (Con-
nelly & Clandinin, 1990, p. 4). This
process, when based on teachers’
stories, becomes a lens through
which we can view both teacher
thinking and teacher education.
This article draws on narratives
from three separate studies which
we individually conducted during
the eighties. The stories which
emerged from our research support
the position that naturalistic inquiry
in classrooms provides insight into
the sodal interactions between
teachers and children (Tabachnick,
1988). The teachers’ narratives re-
veal aspects of their past and pre-
sent lives and reflect the social and
political contexts which influence
who they are and how they teach.
We will share the teachers’ stories,
reflect on the meaning, and briefly
describe how the studies influenced
changes in our early childhood
teacher education programs.

By Janis Blakey, Sylvia Chard, and Lorene Evereft Turner ©* N® 1
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The following narratives reflect
experiences of early childhoad edu-
cators Joy, Molly and Diane. Joy
teaches a grade two class of 29 six to
eight year olds. Her story has been
extracted from a study of three first
year, early childhood teachers. The
researcher spent cne day per week
1 Joy’s classroom from late August
through December, followed by less
frequent observations and inter-
views from January through June.
Molly, in her second year of teach-
ing, instructs two half-day kinder-
garten classes. She is one of 14 be-
ginning teachers in a project explor-
ing teacher perspective and deci-
sion making. The researcher spent
one half day per week abserving
and interviewing Motly trom Au-
gust through December. The story
of Diane is part of a longitudinal
study af the professional develop-
ment of six teachers across four
years of teacher education and three
years of teaching experience. One
week each year the researcher ob-
served in Diane’s classroom and
conducted interviews. What follows
are glimpses into the lives of these
three early childhood teachers.

Joy’s First Year of
Teaching

Joy grew up in a close family
who loved doing things together,
especially reading and travelling
during summer holidays. When Joy
graduvated from high school she
wasn’t sure what she wanted to do
so she attended a leadership train-
ing program at a church college. By
the time she started at the univer-
sity, she had worked with children
in a summer program, been a
teacher aide, and set up a nursery
school program. While Joy’s child-
hood school experiences had not
been particularly gratifying, she
found that her university experi-
ences were challenging and that her
professors really cared about her,
These experiences led her to believe
that “you don’t really carry away
anything that’s lasting or going to
affect your life unless you’re inter-
acting with people whao seem to
have a real interest in you as a per-
son.”

Joy was one of the first students
to sign a contract, but on September
i she still didn’t know her assign-
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ment. Later that day she found that
she would be teaching grade two at
a new suburban school. She had two
days to prepare for her new posi-
tion, one of which was partially
taken up with staff meetings. Some
of her comments were:

There was nothing in my
classroom. | even had to
scrounge in the storage
rooms for furnishings. [ got
to take what was left over.
It sure would have helped
to have an inventory of
what was available. It took
so much time. I'm not very
familiar with the grade two
curriculum so right now
I’'m doing a lot of guessing
where to start planning.
Once I'm familiar with the
curriculum Il be able to
concentrate on the children.
I think the children are so
important.

| want to provide an active
learning environment but I
don’t know the grade two
curriculum well enough to
translate it into an activity
oriented approach. So al-
though 1 feel most comfort-
able working with small
groups in centers, it just
isn't a feasible alternative
right now. [ guess I'll have
to settle for more large
group time and seat work
activities.

Joy’s focus for the first week
was on establishing routines. These
became known as “cooperation
rules” because everyone needed to
cooperate and be considerate of
each other to accomplish what they
were supposed to. When there was
a disturbance Joy would refer to
their class rules. She often took chil-
dren aside individually and spoke
quietly to them: “It makes ithard for
me to talk to the class when you
make so much noise. Is there some
way we can work this out, Mel?”

By the end of the first week of
school Joy said, “I feel that each day
is getting better. I'm trying to focus
on routines this week. Perhaps next
week there’ll be more emphasis on
self-management.” Even during the
first few months she persisted in her
method of calmly talking things
through, forcing children to think
about their behavior, its effect on
others, and how they could behave
in a more acceptable way. Gradu-
ally the children became quieter,
more task oriented, and thoughtful
of others. By February, Joy’s class-
room was running more smoothly
with the children showing “a lot
more cooperativeness” and “now
they really know when they've
done something that’s notappropri-
ate.” However, Joy was not comfort-
able with her approach yet. “I've
really been getting the children to
do things for outside reinforcement
rather than because they wanted
to,” she said. “At the beginning of
the year I was just trying anything
that | thought would work.”

In March and April she con-
sciously changed her ap-
proach. Now when some-
one has done something,
like finished their work, I'll
go to them and ask how
they feel about it. They
might reply they feel good
about it and I'd say 1 feel
good too when I've done
something well. This way
I'm trying to reinforce their
feeling good about their
own accomplishments and
not just doing things for the
teacher’s sake.

This approach is consistent with
Joy’s philosophy about children.

Young children need time
to explore, to create and to
solve problems for them-
selves. Children are indi-
viduals who need to be con-
sidered as a whole, but with
particular needs to be
helped, guided, cherished,

respected and loved,
treated with dignity.
She believed a good teacher is:

Someone who cares for
children, one who is willing
to listen to them, find out
what is important to them,
find out their inner
needs. . . . There must be a
willingness to respond to
children, to invest yourself
in them, toallow yourself to
be interested in them. I
think that’s the key.

Much of Joy’s frustration in the
first few months was related to her
inability to do the things she felt
were needed for individual chil-
dren. “If 1 could only spend five or
ten minutes with each child each
week, but it just doesn’t seem possi-
ble.” In January she came up with a
workable alternative. Two or three
times a week the children would
write a journal entry about things
they had done the night before,
something that had upset them or
pleased them, etc. Joy felt the jour-
nals gave her something like a pri-
vate time with each child. Some-
times she wrote responses; other
times her increased understanding
enabled her to respond to a child in
a more appropriate manner. She
was finally beginning to feel that she
was aware of the children’s needs
and was trying to find ways to meet
them.

Over the fall Joy made several
changes in focus. Prior to the begin-
ning of school she wanted an activ-
ity centered space that would invite
children to become involved. She
also needed order and control. For
several weeks she struggled to find
appropriate ways to arrange the
physical space so it would contain
the students yet enable them to be
involved in concrete, experiential
activities. By the middle of October
she was getting closer to her activity
approach, but she was still some-
what cautious.
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[ don’t want to implement
centers and then have dis-
order. It should be both fun
and a good learning experi-
ence. So it's important the
centers are carefully imple-
mented. . . . ] never seem to
have enough time. If 1 work
on the centers then | don’t
getthe marking done. 1f1do
the marking, then 1 don't
have time to work on the
centers!

By February there was a philo-
sophical note to her reflections.
“I've found [ can’t do everything I
want to. [t's impossible.” By the end
of March Joy seemed fairly content
with her environment. “The centers
are not as complete as I would like
to have them, but [ think T could live
with my room the way it is now il
the end of the year if [ had to.”

In reflecting on the year, she felt
that the first few weeks were char-
acterized by exhaustion. There
never seemed to be enough time to
become familiar with the curricu-
lum, the guides, the manuals; to get
to know individuoal children; to cre-
ate the kind of environment she
wanted; and to grasp the totality of
it all so she could do some long-
range planning. As well as juggling
all of these she felt the need for same
balance between her personal and
professional life. Near the end of
September she commented: “Some-
times [ feel really pressured to getall
my preparation done and still meet
my sacial responsibilities. My hus-
band’s been on his own ever since |
got my position.”

Before the school year began,
Jay had been concerned about how
she could get to know 29 students
and individualize their programs.
However, her calm, caring ap-
proach seemed to enable her to con-
nect with individual children under
some difficult circumstances. By
February, however, she felt that she
was really on top of it all. Now she
was familiar with the goals and ob-

jectives of the grade two curriculum
and felt comfortable with her stu-
dents’ progress. Although she still
didn’t have enough time for all she
wanted to do, she had learned to
live with limitations. Now that she
knew the children and the grade
two expectations, she wasn’t so up-
set if she didn’t get everything thor-
oughly planned or the room ar-
ranged exactly as she hoped. Both
she and the children were more re-
laxed. They knew and liked each
other; they had created a landscape
in which they felt comfortable.

Molly’s Story

Molly, a second-year teacher,
has always felt supported by her
family, who encouraged her to pur-
sue her personal inferests. “We just
had a lot of fun and freedom to do
things and to try things out,” she
said. “My eldest sister was the ath-
letic one; my middle sister was the
musical one; [ was good at drawing
and I liked kids.”

Because she “liked kids” Molly
gained experience working with
children prior to becoming a
teacher. She volunteered to work in
the Parks and Recreation Program
and worked at a residential home.
This program put her in touch with
childfen who were wards of the
government, from broken homes,
living in high risk environments, or
abandoned. The children’s home
environments and early experi-
ences were very different from her
own; thus, she leamed a great deal
about various life styles and alterna-
tive living conditions.

Between Molly’s second and
third year at the university, she
spent a year travelling around the
world.

I'wasn’t ready to take on the
responsibility of having a
classroom. Student teach-
ing really intimidated me.
And I think that I came back
a lot maturer after being

gone a year. [ went into uni-
versity with a more settled
feeling.

All of these experiences seem (o
have influenced her teaching.

Molly was married just before
entering her second year of teach-
ing, and she was attempting to
maintain a balance between the per-
sonal and professional aspects of
her life. Her first step in this process
was to move all of her files to school.
She said, “It will help me keep my
work at school and not be taking it
home all the time.”

Molly taught kindergarten in a
middle and lower-middle-class,
multi-ethnic community. She en-
joyed teaching in the school and was
particularly comfortable with the
staff. “It's important to me that I
have another kindergarten teacher
who makes me ‘stop and smell the
flowers’ now and then. Like, some
things I might not have stopped to
laugh at.”

She also observed that during
her first year, she “just lived from
week to week to week.” As she en-
tered her second year of teaching,
her commitment to education grew
and she began to freely express her
philosophy of education. She main-
tains that her philasophy grew out
of her early childhood coursework
at the university. “It (the early child-
haod program) gave you that onus
of responsibility,” she said. “It made
you stop and really think about your
philosophy of education because
you have to be convinced of every-
thing you're doing. And | think that
emphasis is really good.”

One of Molly’s basic beliefs is
that “children are good.” She says
this belief has been with her “all of
her life” and was reinforced by her
university work.

Every child has potential,
but you have to look at it as
to where they are. And I
think university does that
for us. (It helps us see) the
good in each child and to
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look at each child as an in-
dividual, and 1 fry to da
that.

Linked to this view of children is
Molly’s goal to encourage her stu-
dents to be “responsible beings.”
This means helping them become
imore  independent, cooperative
learners. “1 say, “You can help your
neighbors out” and I'll make chil-
dren help each other. They’ll come
and say, ‘Where’s the paper? And
Il find someone and say, ‘Could
you please show them where the
paper is.””

Being responsible is also related
to encouraging children to solve
their own problems.

When someone does some-
thing you don’t like, or you
don’t think it's right, the
first thing you do is tell
them to stop. If they don’t
stop, you can ask a teacher
to help you because you
tried to solve your own
problem and they didn't
stop.

Responsibility and  inde-
pendence are linked to trust. “I
think children have to be responsi-
ble for themselves,” Molly says, “es-
pecially when they come to
school. . ., There are lots of times
where 1 have to trust them.” Molly
trusts children to go directly to other
classrooms if they want to share
something. When she steps out of
the room for a moment, she trusts
that they will continue their activi-
tes. Her expectations create an at-
mosphere of self-directedness.

Ome of Moally’s goals is to help
the children make choices about
their activities. To do s0, they must
listen. She will say, “You have ta be
a good listener when you're in
group time because it's very impor-
tant that you get information about
what’s going onat the centers so you
can go there and work by yourself
afterwards.” While the children
have some choice about their activi-
ties during center time, Molly limnits

the number of children in a center.
When asked why she didn’t let the
children decide if a center was too
crowded, she said,

That’s one thing that I don’t
feel comfortable with, . . . |
don’t know if [ would ever
have them limit the num-
ber. I think it helps elimi-
nate some frustration for
some kids who are ready,
and it also gives the vnes
who aren’t ready some con-
structive guidelines that
they can work within.

Molly tries to deal with each
child’s behavior on an individual
basis. A child in the playhouse
shouted, “Teacher, Donald’s in the
house crying. Mary hit him!” Molly
explained that their behavior had
not been acceptable because Mary
didn't follow the rules for solving
problems and Denald shouldn’t
have disrupted her play. She said
they had “both been wrong” but
that she would give them another
chance. About eight minutes later
someone said, “Teacher, Donald
broke the fridge!” After the second
problem arose, Molly told Donald
he could not play in the house any
more that day. He left, but twenty
minutes later a big crash resonated
from inside the playhouse. Then
Donald whispered, “It fell.” Molly
took him to the hallway, talked with
him for a few minutes, then re-
turned leaving Donald sitting on a
chair in the hall so he could “think
about his behavior.” She main-
tained that Donald was fully aware
of why he had to sit in the hallway
and that he tried to “bargain” with
her by saying:

Miss Molly, I really have
had enough time over here
on this chair. I think that I
could be very good.” And |
said, “I think that you prob-
ably could too, Donald.”
“Well, I'd really like an-
other chance.” I said, “Fine,
you'll have another chance

tomorrow. Tomorrow’s a
new day. You can come to
school and show me, but to-
day you've lost all your
choices. This is the only
choice you have left.

Molly tries to focus on the posi-
tive things Donald does. “I had a
few times in the last two days where
he’s been good at something, and |
can get him on that, but he really is
out for a lot of attention right now.”
While Molly has some general rules
for everyone, she tries various ap-
proaches to meet individual needs.

Most of Molly's professional
decisions seem rooted in her phi-
losophy of education. Her class-
room arrangemment, selection of ma-
terials, and view of children as re-
sponsible beings are examples of
how she has tried to put her philoso-
phy into action.

Diane’s Third Year of
Teaching

Diane grew up in a large indus-
trial city in England. She has wanted
to be a teacher since her elementary
school days. She applied for her first
teaching post in her home city
where she has remained for three
years. The school has about 180 chil-
dren, one-third of whom are of
Asian or Afro-Caribbean origin.
Some speak English as a second lan-
guage; in their homes they speak
Urdu, Punjabi, or Gudjerati.

Diane settled very happily into
her first year of teaching. She spoke
of her enjoyment of her work, but
she found it hard.

I think the most difficult
thing is knowing where to
stop really, because on
teaching practice you have
to slog right out or you
don’t learn anything from
it. I mean you've only got
five weeks [so] you've got
to make the most of it. But
now you've got to know
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where to stop. . . . I found
that very difficult at first.

In her second year Diane spoke
of an increased level of satisfaction.
“Last year it was a struggle to love
it [teaching]. [ liked it mostly, but
some days | didn’t. But this year, |
really do.” At the end of that year,
when [ asked her about her future
plans, she responded,

Originally when | was in
college | used to think 1]
didn’t want to stay longer
than two years but now
everybody is going through
such upheaval [ think it’s
going to be better to be stay-
ing in the same school.

In her third year, Diane became no-
ticeably more concerned about the
implications of the National Cur-
riculum that was being imple-
mented in schools in England and
Wales. This development was
brought about in a climate of hostil-
ity at all levels of the education pro-
tession. Diane’s views were:

Fm getting more militant
now because I'm getting
more aware of what’s going
on and it’s all the politics
that’s involved with teach-
ing today. . . . When I was
having all my problems
with my car my brother
said he could get me a com-
pany car and a job making
fifteen thousand pounds
next week, and | was
tempted for a minute. Then
I thought, well, if I'm
tempted, and [ love teach-
ing and ['m dedicated, then
people that have better
things to do, they’re just go-
ing to change jobs and
whal’s going to be left in the
end? There’s going to be all
these “licensed teachers”
coming inand ...l think it’s
quite frightening.

Diane’s militancy has served to
make her even more committed to
the profession.

Towards the end of Diane's first
year af teaching, she told long sto-
ries about individual children and
the differences among them. Diane
continues this practice, describing
the difficulties of teaching Kevin,
who is highly expressive, and Tara,
who is withdrawn.

In  management terms
Kevin has got to be the most
difficult. [ mean he’s been
away today and the differ-
ence in the class when he’s
not there is amazing. He's
into everything all the ime,
yet he’s very bright . . .
Whenever children are
sharing he’ll shout out or if
other children are reading
in assembly he’l] tell every-
body what's going to hap-
pen next. When you bring
his attention to it he’s very,
very remorseful but then he
forgets after five minutes
and he does it again. I find
you spend so much time
with a child like that think-
ing of ways to keep them
motivated.

The other child, Tara, was par-
ticolarly difficult for Diane. She
would read on request but refused
to speak.

She didn’t speak at all to the
teacher who had her last
year. | find 1 ask questions
of her in a totally different
way because [ know that
she’s got to answer with a
nod or something like that.
..« It's difficult when you
want to know how well she
understands  something.
It’s only from watching her
over a period of time that
you know she understands
the coneepts, whereas if the
children can talk about it
you know they have all the
understanding.

Diane reflected on the require-
ments of children with learning dif-
ficulties or behavior disorders. She
contrasted them with well behaved
children who were progressing.
“When somebody’s more difficult
you learn more about them in order
to find strategies to help them,” Di-
ane said. "Yet it seems unfair. You
spend so much time with them that
the other children sometimes lpse
out, or at least don’t get the amount
of time that should be theirs.”

The children that Diane has
found to be easy to teach are those
wha thrive on classroom life. “Chil-
dren like Kristen, Sharon, Sugdeep,
Hamza, James, and Emily are al-
ways very willing to work,” she
said. “They really enjoy . . . every-
thing, they’re all very enthusiastic.”

Diane greatly values contact
with parents of the children whom
she meets informally in the school
yard before and after school.

In the mornings we go out
to the playground to bring
the children in. Then we
have to stand in the play-
ground at the end of the day
and every child has ta be
met so there’s quite a lot of
casual talk at that time and
I always try to tell them
[parents] how they’re do-
ing. I fry to make contact
especially with children
where there are a few prob-
lems. I always try to tel] the
parents when they've done
something good and 1 try
not to tell them when they
haven’t.

Diane sees the parents as very
important in the process of building
relationships with the children and
teaching them. When she cannot
make contact with the parents she
feels it is much more difficult to get
to know the child well.

Diane’s views of children are re-
flected in the way she tatks about
individuals, their behavior, their
understanding, their difficulties,
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and their strengths. She believes in
the power of children’s personali-
ties. She sees her own role in bring-
ing aut the best in each of them as
“getting to know them” as fully as
passible so as to meet each child’s
needs. [tis this process that she most
enjoys about her work, what she
calls the “sucial side of teaching.”

For Diane, ane of the most im-
portant facilitating factors in chil-
dren’s learning is confidence. “Con-
fidence is a complicated thing,” she
says. “It’s different in different situ-
ations, isn’t it?” Diane believes that
giving the children confidence in
thetr abilities is “worth more than
teaching them any particular skills
really.” She increases the children’s
confidence by building on their
strengths whether it be drawing,
singing, or other talents. Diane fur-
ther explains her philosophy:

It's the approach they make
to their academic work;
they have to have the moti-
vation and the confidence
to know that they can do
anything.

Diane is also pleased to note
what gives her confidence in her
ability as a teacher: “Della [another
teacher] and [ did the Christmas
play ...and that was a tremendous
achievement. We wrote all the
songs for it and that gave me a lot of
confidence.”

Linking Stories to
Teacher Education

Our narrative research has in-
fluenced not only our under-
standing of teacher thinking but has
provided “future directions” for our
early childhood teacher education
program. The themes which have
had the greatest impact on our

thinking are:

1. experience with children;

2. balance, support, and collabo-
ration; and
3. lifelong learning.

Joy’s experiences in working
with young children prior to enter-
ing the field played an important
role in developing her confidence.
This need for “real” experiences led
us to make involvement with
groups of children a prerequisite for
entering the early childhood teacher
education program, as well as to ex-
amine closely what our students
were experiencing in their student
teaching. Molly, who came into our
program after we had made this
change, referred to the helpfulness
of the experiences she had with chil-
dren outside of the university.

We consciously drew on our
students” previous experiences as
starting points for reflecion and
leamning through autobingraphical
writing and sharing. We find that
students’ childhoed and school ex-
periences affect how they relate to
children and see their teaching role.
Joy has few memories of her own
early schooling and feels this is be-
cause the teachers did not care for
her in any meaningtul way. How-
ever, she did have some pasitive ex-
periences at the university.

We often speak of a caring per-
som, but exactly what is meant? Qur
research indicates that the caring
person takes a particular interest in
the individual and makes an effort
to provide appropriate encourage-
ment, guidance or whatever is
needed. In our university classes we
try to provide opportunities for stu-
dents to get to know each other as
individuals with special talents, in-
terests, and needs. As staff we try to
facilitate a caring and supportive at-
mosphere for our students.

The teachers in our studies
struggled to balance their personal

and professional lives. They often
felt tired and stressed. It is at such
times that they appreciate the sup-
port of others. As Molly says, it is
important to have someone who can
help you “stop and smell the flow-
ers.” We would like to suggest that
teacher education programs take a
more active role in preparing future
teachers for the socialization proc-
ess they may experience as first-year
teachers. One thing we do is invite
recent graduates to come in and talk
to our classes about the joys and
sbruggles as first-year teachers. We
also encourage students to read bi-
ographies and case studies which
focus on beginning teaching experi-
ences,

The ability to collaborate with
others seems to be animportant skill
for teachers. We try to help students
develop this skill by having collabo-
rative projects or assignments
which encourage them to work to-
gether both during and after class
time. Such collaborations seem to
stimulate the sharing and coopera-
tion that are integral aspects of most
school cultures.

As teacher educators we can
help students develop stronger net-
works and support systems by
grouping them together in several
courses. We have found that placing
students in three of our core courses
helps them develop close friend-
ships which continue after they
graduate.

One result of our research has
been to remind us that teacher
preparation is part of a lifelong
process of professional develop-
ment. It is important that we ad-
dress concerns which are upper-
most in students’ minds as they be-
gin to develop a professional iden-
tity and a critically reflective dispo-
sition toward their career of lifelong
learning.
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Voyages in Primary Social Studies: A Story-Based

Approach

ometime during the fifth

century A.D. an Irish Chris-

tian monk known as Bren-

dan journeved into the cold
Atlantic in a boat made of ox hides.
Brendan had heard that somewhere
in the west one could find Paradise.
Travelers from the west had even
provided him proof: the fresh fra-
grance that lingered on their cloaks
could only have come fromaland of
delight.

Brendan, apparently, was a
shrewd, hard-bitten fellow. The
measly existence offered to lre-
land’s earliest Christians denied life
to all but the toughest. Having
heard about Paradise and wanting
to see it for himself, he gathered a
small crew and put to sea. Like
Egypt’s desert anchorite hermits, he
trusted God to determine his fate.

We don’t know exactly where
Brendan went. He later claimed to
have found an island inhabited by
large sheep; a whale so large that he
and his crew landed on its back; an
island peopled with giants who
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blew fire at the helpless holy men;
columns of crystal rising from the
sea; fog so dense that their sense of
direction was lost; and finally, a de-
lightful island of flowers and birds,
where an angel told Brendan to re-
turn home and tell others about the
place.

Brendan’s journey lasted seven
cold and wet years, Sometime later
his stary was written down in a
Latin text called the Navigatio. For
centuries afterward, only the Irish
placed much stock in it, claiming
that Brendan had “discovered” the
New World long befare Columbus
and even the Vikings. Some thought
he had sailed to the Caribbean or
Newfoundland. Brendan may have
made a series of short trips, landing
at various islands in the North At-
lantic until he reached Newfound-
land. As Jean Fritz {1979) has sug-
gested, even Newfoundland’s bar-
ren shore can look good after years
at sea. For most people, though, the
story of Brendan was viewed as an
entertaining bit of exaggeration,

perhaps the result of religious fa-
naticism or too much salt air.

The story has wonderful ele-
ments: adventure, sea mansters,
perseverance, hardship, faith, and
finally, success. It enjoys a place
among all such epic tales. However,
a number of twentieth-century de-
velopments have led to a reexami-
nation of Brendan'’s journey. To be-
gin with, an odd artifact was found
on Baffin Island. Archaeologists
speculate that the small wooden
carving, which may predate known
Christian settlements in the area,
represents a Christian priest (Sabo
& Sabo, 1978).

Tim Severin (1978) made a jour-
ney in the mid 1980s which further
enhances the possibility that Bren-
dan or some other Irish Christian
did indeed reach Newfoundland.
Severin is a British historian, adven-
turer, and author who has made a
career of re-enacting legendary
events to determine whether they
have any basis in fact.
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After learning as much as he
could about early Irish culture,
Severin built a leather curragh and
sailed it with a crew of four. His
“Brendan Voyage” took him from
Ireland north to the Faeroes, Ice-
land, Greenland, and to Newfound-
land. His boat didn’t rot in the
water, as many had predicted.
Severin also connected the events
described in the Navigatio with geo-
graphical sites encountered on his
journey. The island of sheep may
well have been the Faeroes. The fire
throwing giants may have been
imagined during a volcanic erup-
tion in Iceland. The glaciers that
threatened Severin’s craft resem-
bled columns of crystal, and the fog
off Newfoundland is frequently
very dense. [t may well be that what
Brendan described as sea monsters
was actually a school of pilot whales
being chased by killer whales.

Severin’s account is provoca-
tive in other ways as well. His de-
scriptions are vivid and give his
readers a true sense of what it was
like to be days from land in a tiny
craft, saturated and shivering, fac-
ing massive fields of potentially
deadly ice floes, with mouldy pack-
ets of food and little hope of finding
fish for dinner. No one can read
about his voyage without wonder-
ing how a small group of fifth cen-
tury monks would have fared with-
out a radio, life rafts, and Goretex.

The appeal of Brendan’s and
Severin’s voyages is not reserved
for adults. Such tales also serve as
ideal starting points for teaching
history and social studies to young
children, which is what we at the
University of New Brunswick Fac-
ulty of Education are currently try-
ing to do with the aid of local teach-
ers.

Our theoretical plan was first
outlined in a Proposal to Revise the
Elementary Social Studies Curriculum
{Clarke et al., 1990} which identified
inadequacies in the existing elemen-
tary-level social studies curriculum
and suggested that a new approach

be explored. The recommended
program was to be freed of the con-
straints that too often accompany
“expanding horizons” types of
studies, and instead venture into
content that is distant to children—
both spatially and in time. That is, it
was suggested that elementary-
level children study the lives and
times of people in ancient eras and
in truly foreign lands. Furthermore,
the proposal described how litera-
ture—in the form of biography, his-
torical novels, travel accounts,
myths and legends, religious sto-
ries, poetry, and drama—can pro-
vide a focal point for fulfilling the
goals of social studies and can make
the study of things “long ago and far
away” pleasurable.

The defense of early instruction
of history and geography is largely
based on a critique of the expand-
ing-horizons curriculum design.
Recent scholarship (Egan, 1979
Levstik, 1986a) effectively disquali-
fied expanding-horizons for a num-
ber of reasons. To begin with, this
ideology is woefully behind the
times. Educators’ definition of “ho-
rizons” have remained unchanged
for half a century. Thus, despite
mass communications, rapid trans-
portation, and an increasingly mo-
bile and versatile workforce, ele-
mentary social studies instruction is
doggedly modeled around an im-
age of society that is largely rural,
isolated, and static. The apparent re-
luctance with which horizons are
broadened leads to the exclusion of
fascinating areas of study; too often
children are limited to a western,
myopic outiook.

Some of the most provocative
declarations against expanding-ho-
rizons based curricula are founded
on consideration of children’s
imagination and experience. Be-
cause the very horizons being
broadened are currently measured
in strict years and miles, the result is
a pragmatic course of study. The
mundane and the measurable are
thought to be more important than

the unpredictable realm of the
imagination. However, children de-
rive more lasting and meaningful
ideas when their sense of wonder is
allowed to guide learning. Expand-
ing horizons-based curricula over-
look valuable opportunities in
teaching and eventually quash feel-
ings of excitement aboutsocial stud-
ies.

A final basis for objections to the
pedagogy of expanding horizons is
the result of a reexamination of
Piagetian development theory. In
the past, Piaget’s theory has been
cited as proof that children cannot
learn the more abstract aspects of
history while at the “concrete opera-
tions” stage. Rather than dismissing
history instruction all together,
teachers should seek more suitable
approaches to the subject, given the
abilities of the children at that level.
This more optimistic use of devel-
opmental psychology has been used
successfully for decades in Britain
(Coltham, 1971), France (Dumas
and Lee, 1985), West Germany, and
Italy (Springer, 1969). New York
and California have recently begun
adopting similar interpretations
(Bradley Commission Schools,
1988).

Many educators have aban-
doned the established content and
methods of social studies instruc-
tion in favor of studies that reflect
the dynamism of modern society
and the global prospective required
therein (Tway and White, 1988). In
their search for a pedagogical ap-
proach that includes things “long
ago and far away” while catering to
the children’s abilities and interests,
they have found that narrative
forms of writing are far more evoca-
tive for children than expository
textbooks. A literature-based social
studies curriculum is preferable for
many reasons. First, literature can
bring to children a depth of under-
standing that is often unavailable in
textbooks. Texts too often take a
shaliow view of the world: attempts
to reflect global complexities result
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in  sterile  and  condescending
vignettes which too frequently per-
petuate existing stereotypes.

Children view the world with a
great deal of subjectivity; they as-
cribe values to everything they en-
counter. Objectivity—so commonly
a goal of the textbook writer—does
not satisfy children. Narratives, on
the other hand, do. Creative writing
is a reflection of humanity. As such,
it can be used to fit recognized traits
of humanity into social studies.

The narrative form is also ger-
mane to history. The earliest histori-
ans collected stories; they did not
undertake formal analyses of the
past. Even today we use anecdotal
information about our forebears.
We relate stories about immigration
and homesteading; our ideas about
our ancestors are not classified un-
der such subheadings as “the five
factors leading to Irish emigration to
the New World.” For children, the
study of history should conunence
with anecdotal forms found in crea-
tive writing. In this way, history can
become associated directly with
children’s own experiences. It will
elicit the same subjectivity and be
more consistent with the ways in
which children perceive their sur-
roundings. [ndeed, some re-
searchers (Levstik, 1986b) have
found that exposing children to sto-
ries about things distant encourages
them to undertake formal historical
and geographical studies in the ap-
per grades.

Theory into Practice

To illustrate this new curricular
focus, a team of faculty members
and teachers in New Brunswick has
created and tested a number of units
that demonstrate how children can
enjoy and learn from stories. To
some extent, the search for stories
that lend themselves well to ele-
mentary-level classes ended up
steering the entire project. The sto-
ries chosen for the illustrative units
had to fulfill certain criteria. They

had to be written in a style that
young people could appreciate. Few
teachers have the time to adapt a
tale from a more complex text or to
improvise with details when a ver-
sion seems uninspiring.

Since this project is concerned
with more than the literary aspects
of a given story, a selection of back-
ground materials had to be found to
complement each tale. When chil-
dren read Jean Fritz's Brendan The
Navigator, the story is embellished
with material on Irish Christianity,
medieval monasteries, the Celts and
Vikings, the North Atlantic, volca-
noes, navigation and even the lives
of wvarious saints. Since Tim
Severin’s Brendan Veyage provides
the most detailed study of the arigi-
nal journey, the children study it
also.

The stories were chosen at first
with no real thematic link. Origi-
nally, such subjects as shelter and
reasons for settlement were consid-
ered. Soon, though, the appeal of
stories that involve journeys be-
came apparent. The classroom ap-
peal of stories of travel is readily
understandable. Journeys involve
people with drive, purpose and
strength; for only such individuals
were likely to undertake the hard-
ships of early travel. Journeys are
episodic, which makes it possible to
describe them in chunks, based on
time or geographic details. Journeys
have recognizable beginnings and
endings and can, therefore, satisfy
the need for structure. Journeys also
enable children to move in both
space and time simultaneously.
They can plot events and actually
follow travelers from one place to
another, sharing imaginatively the
sensations of each. Records of jour-
neys describe the joining together of
two or more cultures, creating cross-
cultural experiences for the reader.

Finally, journeys involve en-
counters with the unknown. The de-
sire “to boldly go where no man has
gone before” is perennial. Further-
more, to a child the description of a

voyage can have a special appeal.
The world unfolds for a traveler in
much the same way that it does for
a child. Every mile traversed creates
a new awareness. The Western
child’s knowledge of Asia accumu-
lates as did Marco Polo’s. Beginning
with vague ideas, pieced together
from myths, legends and apocry-
phal accounts, they gradually sort
truth from fiction through direct ex-
perience or the traveler’s report. For
both, the experience is entirely
fresh.

In addition to Brendan’s voy-
age, four historic journeys were se-
lected:

1. the legend of Jason’s quest for
the Golden Fleece,

2. the chronicle of African em-
peror Mansa Musa’s pilgrim-
age from Mali to Mecca,

3. the tale of Marco Polo’s voy-
age from Venice to China, and

4. the Chinese stories of the Mon-
key King’s journey to India
with a Buddhist monk.

Since the time of writing, the
project members have developed a
number of additional joumey sto-
ries for classroom use and have
printed a 95-page booklist to help
teachers in selecting material. This
list can be obtained by writing to
Joanne Smyth, Education Resource
Centre, University of New Bruns-
wick, P.O. Box 7500, Fredericton,
N.B., CANADA E3B-5H5 (FAX 506-
453-4831).

In the Classrooms

The project organizers felt cer-
tain that these stories would capture
the children’s attention, but it soon
became apparent that there was a
need to document their appeal.
Working with children at nearly ali
levels of the elementary curriculum
and employing widely disparate
pedagogical styles, the teachers
demonstrated conclusively that sto-
res can carry a wealth of informa-
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tion to children. Furthermore, sto-
ries make children want to leam
mare about the people and events
that they chronicle.

All of the teachers enjoyed the
field-testing segments. They were
personally interested in the topics
and found little difficulty in sharing
their enthusiasm. They reported
that the children were more willing
to listen and spent tore time on
work assigned. They felt that the
children had a more profound pur-
posein school work once their inter-
est in the stories had been aroused.
The children were also eager to read
on withall of the stories and, accord-
ing to the favorable reports of sev-
eral parents, repeated them again at
home. When visiters witnessed
these lessons, they noted the chil-
dren’s excitement and pleasure in
learning,.

This curricular approach is now
being used by other teachers whose
students are learning about Celtic

References

Bradley Commission on History in
Schools (1988). Building a his-
tory curriculum. New York Edu-
cational Excellenice Network.

Clarke, G., Sears, A. & Smyth ].
{1990). A proposal fo revise the ele-
mentary social studies curriculum.
Fredericton, New Brunswick’
University of New Brunswick.
(ERIC # ED 318-661).

Coltham, ]. B. (1971). The develop-
ment of thinking and the Jeam-
ing of history. London: The His-
torical Association.

Dumas, W. & Lee, W.B. (1985). Joan
of what? The history crisis in
French schools. History Teacher,
18 (4), 543-554.

England, Yuan China, ancient
Egypt and Homeric Greece, all
thraugh stories. The New Bruns-
wick Department of Education is
slowly warming to the notion of re-
defining “expanding horizons” and
of using narrative to make things
long ago and far away more accessi-
ble to young children. Other juris-
dictions including British Columbia
are considering similar initiatives.
A large obstacle to creating such
a program is in the acquisition of
well-told steries and complemen-
tary materials. Our field-testing
teachers go into their schools with
armioads of books, yet devising
more readily usable texts remains a
multi-faceted challenge. Publishers
are wary of innovation and require
a waiting market before making a
significant investment. Even if sto-
ries and related information are
brought together in single texts, we
fear that the focus will be on Iradi-
tional ways of studying history and

Egan, K. (1979). Educational Develop-
ment. New York: Oxford Uni-
versity Press.

Fritz, J. (1979). Brendan the navigator.
New York: Caward, McCann &
Geoghegan, 1979,

Levstik, L. {(1986a). Teaching his-
tory: A definitional and devel-
opmental dilemma. Elementary
School Social Studies: Research as
a Guide to Practice, Bulletin #79
(ed) V.A. Atwood, Washing-
ton, DC: NCSS, 68-84.

Levstik, L. (1986b). The relationship
between historical response
and narrative in a sixth-grade
classroom. Theory and Research
in Social Education, 14 (1), 1-15.

Sabo, D. & Sabo, G. (1978). A possi-
ble thule carving of a Viking

geography, and that the fantastic
elements of stories like Monkey King
will be lostin yet another stultfying
program. The indusion of such di-
verse subjects as Monkey King and
Mansa Musa is fundamental, as is
preserving the diversity of ap-
proaches that teachers and their stu-
dents currently enjoy. One way to
overcome these obstacles may be to
use desktop publibhing technology
to create resources “on demand,” or
to revise continually in an effort to
suit the needs and preferences of
teachers and children in any given
situation,

There is a stmulating alterna-
tive to the unsatisfactory way in
which social studies is curcently
treated in elementary schools. Cen-
turies of events occurring in a world
of places are all accessible through
stories. These stories exist and need
only be brought to children for
learning to begin.

from Baffin [sland, NWT. Cana-
dian Journal of Archaeology 2, 33-
42,

St. Brendan. (1976). The voyage of
Saint Brendan: Voyage to the
promised land. Dublin: Dolman
Press.

Severin, T. (1978). The Brendan voy-
age. London: Hutchinson.

Springer, U. (1969). Recent curricu-
lum developments in France, West
Germany and Italy. New York:
Teachers” College Press.

Tway, E. & White, M. L. (1988). Lit-
erature and international un-
derstanding. In Ben F. Nelms
(ed.) Literature in the classroom.
Urbana, IL: NCTE.

16

Thresholds in Education

November, 1993




Looking-Glass Self

he whole day was ruined

because of my frst-hour

socialogy class in which

our teacher did an experi-
ment to introduce the concept of
“looking-glass self.” She passed out
the same worksheet to every stu-
dentand gave us all the same direc-
tions. The worksheet contained fif-
teen words which we were to un-
scramble in about twenty minutes. |
unscrambled all but two words. Out
of curiosity, { glanced at the paper of
the student sitting next to me and
saw that he had the same answers
that [ had.

As the teacher checked our pa-
pers, my hands began to sweat be-
cause | was nervous and yearning
for her approval. The look she gave
me when she finished my paper
made my heart sink. She seemed to
be thinking, “Are you really that
stupid?” Aloud, she said, “Melanie,
maybe you misunderstood the di-
rections. [ think you should try
again.”

Disappointed, [ picked up my
pen and stared blankly at my paper.
Then as 1 tuned into the teacher’s
conversation with the student next
to me, | was shocked to hear her
approve of his work. Now angry at
what | felt was unfaimess on her
part, | waited anxiously for her ex-
planation. She told us to look at the
top right corer of our worksheets.
Everyone with the comer cutoff had
received her disapproval; the others
had gotten her approval. She then
explained the concept of “looking-

By Melanie McMahon
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glass self:” what others say to or
about us shapes our self image. Her
experiment had been a demonstra-
tion of this theory. Even after her
explanation [ had a terrible day be-
cause | could still feel her stare of
disapproval. To this day | rernember
that painful experience because it
made me realize that what other
people say to and about me affects
how { value myself,

Later that year ] found my self
image affected by my Advanced
Placement (AFP) teacher, Mr. Peter-
son. Many of my peers had warned
me that he was a “male chauvinist,”
but I wanted the challenge of his
class. From the beginning it was ob-
vious that what others had told me
was true. Although there were only
two guys to the eight girls in the
class, my teacher centered his atten-
tion and approval on the males. Sev-
eral times we were yelled at for dis-
cussing the assignment among our-
selves although the guys were al-
lowed to talk. Occasionally, our
teacher would sit and have joking
sessions with the guys while the
girls were supposed to be diligently
working. We girls referred to My.
Peterson as “Fred,” his first name,
mostly out of disrespect for his
chauvinisim.

Our semester grade was based
solely on weekly writing assign-
ments which we handed in every
Friday. I put a lot of thought into
what | wrote. My etforts, however,
received disapproving remarks and
mediocre grades. Everyone in the

class was competitive and curious
as to what everyone got on these
papers. Throughout our “compari-
son’” sessions, we found the nega-
tive remarks and mediocre grades
to be typical of the females’ papers.
Fred constantly praised the work of
the guys, but several of the girls
didn’t think that their work was so
outstanding. Many times | was in
tears after that class because no mat-
ter how hard I tried, Fred’s remarks
made me feel like a failure.

As we were nearing the end of
the semester, we began to discuss
whether or not to take the Ad-
vanced Placement Test. The sev-
enty-dollar test could be well worth
the money if we did well enough to
get college credit for our class. One
day after class | approached Fred.
“Mr. Peterson, do you think that |
should take the A, P. test?”

He looked at me as if | had
asked the dumbest question in the
world and said, “Well, Melanie, it's
your money and it’s up to you to
decide. If you think you have some
chance of getting credit, take it. |
don’t know if you'll get credit or
not.”

Once again | left Mr. Peterson’s
class teeling the tears well up in my
eyes. | thought to myself, “Geez,
Fred, why didn’t you just say, ‘No,
don’t take the test, Melanie. You're
clueless and it would be a waste of
money.”” 1 went to the bathroom
and looked at my tear-stained face
in the mirror thinking that maybe [
shouldn’t bother taking the test.
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Then | remembered the concept of
the looking-glass self. The “failure”
image that Fred had created for me
battled with another self image that
told me [ could be successful. If |
made my decision according to my
“failure” image, | would not take the
test and | would leave the tears on
my face. But on that day [ felt an
unusual amount of inner strength. |
grabbed a Kleenex and wiped away
all trace of frustration. A surge went
through me and made me want to
prove to Fred that [ wasn’ta failure.

When the day of the test finally
arrived, I felt confident that if | tried
my best | would do fine. There were
three essay questions and we were
allowed a total of three hours to
complete them. | sat down, got out
my pen, took a deep breath, and
went to work. I was the first to finish
but | felt good about what { had
written. 1 knew that I had done my

tive

§

best, and [ also knew that Fred
wouldn’t be the one scoring my
exam.

[ knew ['d receive my score in
mid-July, but in June | began check-
ing the mail every day justin case it
came early. Finally, during the third
week of July, the envelope was in
my mailbox. After dropping it
twice, | finally got it into the house.
[ could barely get the envelope
open, but when I did I let out a
scream. Then, just in case 1I'd mis-
read it, I looked again at my score: 3
out of a possible 5—enough to give
me college credit. | ran around the
house for awhile because 1 was so
excited that I couldn’t sit still. When
I finally calmed down, 1 called a
friend to see how she and the others
in my class had done. She had
earned college credit, she told me.
Then she said something that infu-
riated me. The guy in my class
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whose work Fred had always
praised had the same score that |
had. I wanted to run up to Fred and
say, “Look, I am not a failure!” |
decided that it wasn’t worth a spe-
cial effort. And besides, 1 told my-
self, all that really mattered was that
I knew I had succeeded.

Before | was taught the concept
of the looking-glass self, | hadn’t re-
alized how much other people af-
fected my self image. Even after-
wards, I allowed my self image to
deteriorate because of Mr. Peter-

son’s low opinion of my writing. Yet
my experience in his A.P. Engh:,h
class taught me that | could win the
battles against the negative factors
that worked against my self image.
To succeed, 1 must continue to be-
lieve in myself no matter what other
people say about me.
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The Pioneer Game

hink back to the sixth

grade. [t was a difficult

time of your life, right?

You were probably just en-
tering middle school, and you did
not really know where you fit into
everything. You wanted everyone
to know that you werenota little kid
anymore, but you just were unsure
of how you felt about this middle
school thing—no more recess, no
more Halloween parties. And on
top of that, you had to change
classes and keep everything in a
locker instead of a desk. Were you
ready for these changes?

[ think that everyone can re-
meinber this feeling. T know that [
can. My friends and | no longer
wanted to be treated like children,
but the thought of real classes fright-
ened us. Luckily, ane of our teachers
understood how we felt. And al-
though I did not realize it then, she
was one of the best teachers that |
ever had. She did not treat us like
children, but she also did not treat
us like adults who could handie
anything. She had a way of teaching
us things so that we would under-
stand and enjoy them, not just
memorize them.

One of the best learning experi-
ences that [ had with her was a game
called “Pioneers.” We werelearning
about the pioneers that were mov-
ing westand the hardships that they
encountered. But to our young
sixth-grade minds, this was ex-
tremely boring. We did not care
about those people; we only cared
about ourselves. Why waste our

By Kerry Pelz
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time learning about something that
occurred so long ago? Our teacher
understood us, so she decided to
turn our history class into a game.
We would learn without even real-
izing it.

One day she handed each of us
a packet of papers and told us that
we would not need our books for a
few weeks. Needless to say, we
were in shock. Then she had us all
stand up in the front of the room in
four groups, each with seven or
eight people, and called each group
a “wagon train.” Next, we moved all
the desks around so that we were
sitting in our “wagon trains.” Fi-
nally, we were ready—but, ready
for what?

As all of these rearrangements
were taking place, we began to look
through the packets of paper that
she had given us. The first page had
a list of names, occupations and
other information similar to this:

Dr. and Mrs. Tom Jones

Doctor

2 sons: eight and twelve

1 daughter: sixteen

1 ox, 2 horses, 1 goat, chickens

$1500
The list had eight names, different
occupations, and family sizes. Some
had no job or family at all.

The next page had a list of at
least two hundred supplies, includ-
ing food, clothing, medicine, weap-
ons, and many other items. The
price of each itemwas aiso included.
The rest of the packet had maps and
pictures, and a lot of other things,
but there was no text, nothing to

read. So, what were we going to do
for the aext few weeks?

After we had a little time to look
through the packets, our teacher ex-
plained that each of our groups, or
wagon trains, was made up of the
people sitting arcund us. But we
were no longer sixth graders, we
were pioneers. Each of us was as-
signed one of the identities listed on
the first page of our packet. And our
homework for this first night was to
memarize everyone’s new names
and identties. As of tomorrow, we
cauld no longer call anyone by his
or her real name.

This class was the topic of con-
versationall day. All weheard in the
halls was, “Hey! What's your name?
How many kids do you have?
You're a doctor? Wow! I'mn just a
farmer.” This was exciting. We
wanted to know everyone in our
wagon trains just to see how we
compared to the others. Did we
have a gunsmith in ours? Did any-
one in our train have’ a pregnant
wife? It was fun getting to know the
other people’s identities, and before
we knew it, our homework was
dane.

The next day’s class was even
more exciting. Qur teacher ex-
plained that we were about ready to
leave on our journey westward, but
first we had to load up our wagons.
We assumed that the list on the sec-
ond page of our packets told us
what we were to take along, but our
teacher corrected us. The list simply
stated everything that was available
at the general store. We had to
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choose the supplies that we felt
were most important. We had a lim-
ited budget, which was listed with
our identities. The dollar amount
correlated with the profession; thus,
a doctor had more money than a
tarmer. We could only spend this
much money on our supplies.
Everything on our list seemed too
important not to buy. We could not
imagine how we were going to get
by on the small amount of money
we were given because we had to
buy food, pans, dothing, guns,
ammo, feed for the animals, lan-
terns, tools. . . . We argued and ar-
gued with the teacher that it was
impossible to buy all the necessary
supplies with the small amount of
money that we had. She told us that
we had no choice—we had to find a
way to get by with what we were
given, so we did. This was our first
lesson, and we really took it to heart.
We worked on those lists all day,
changing and re-changing our
minds on what we did or did not
need. | even brought the listhome to
show my parents and talk to them
about it. Finally, we all made our
decisions.

On the first day, we were al-
ready completely involved in our
new lives. We really cared about
what happened to us as pioneers,
and wanted to do everything right.
Pioneers’ decisions about what to
bring and what to leave behind
were no longer something to read
about, they were part of our lives.
The things that we thought we did
not care about because they had
happened so long ago were now

happening to us, and we cared
about them.

The game continued for weeks.
Once we had our supply lists, we
took off. But every day there were
more problems. And every problem
made us that much more deter-
mined to make it to where we were
heading. Each problem had to be
dealt with as a group, and we
worked through everything just so
we could keep moving. In the proc-
ess, we discovered who, in our
group, could take charge of every-
one and get them to work together
to overcome problems.

As we went on, days turned
colder and there were more prob-
lems to deal with, like being delayed
because of snow, or having to take
onsomeone else’s supplies and fam-
ily because their wagon got caught
in a snowdrift. These problems were
very real to us. It was our lives at
stake; everything that we lived for
was in our wagon train. Dealing
with these problems was not always
easy. We often found that our peers
who had previously received the
best grades in the class were not
always the best at decision making,
and that no one has all of the an-
swers all the time. Every person was
just as important ta the group as the
one next to him. Once we realized
these things, the problems that we
were dealing with became much
easier to handle.

Through all of the activities, we
were rarely graded. The one re-
quirement was a fictional journal.
Each student was given a name and
personality, and every night we
would write stories about how the

character felt and what he/she was
going through. This was a chance
for us to really think about how the
pioneers must have felt out west all
alone, at times filled with joy and
anticipation, and at other times de-
pressed and worried. What better
way could we have learned about
pioneer life than to live it ourselves?

When [ think back to playing
this game, | still feel the same emo-
tions that I did then. ] can still re-
member how upset | was when the
teacher told me that my son was
shot by an Indian. | really cared
about what happened to him—
every event was very real and im-
portant,

Our teacher gave us a great un-
derstanding of a part of history that
we could not have cared less about,
and she made us understand it. She
also gave us a chance to learn a lot
more about ourselves. We began to
discover our personal strengths and
weaknesses, and we leamed to ap-
preciate different qualities in differ-
ent people. In that transitional pe-
riod of our lives, our teacher found
a way to break through our tough
exteriors and get us to learn. As
sixth graders, we not only cared
about the pioneers who lived one
hundred years ago, but we actually
wanted to leam about them. And,
by daing so, we alsa reached a level
of understanding of these people
that we could never have achieved
by simply reading a history book. |
think that if more teachers used
games like this one, if more teachers
put themselves in their students’
shoes, a lot more could be accom-
plished in our schools.
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What Mary and Lisa Taught Me

uring my junior year of

high school | was given

the opportunity to work

with two mildly men-
tally impaired (MMI} students who
had been mainstreamed. The three
of us were in the same class, Prac-
ticumn In Early Childhood Educa-
tion. Early in the semester, my
teacher approached me and asked
that I lead a three-member teaching
team with Mary and Lisa, the main-
streamed students. | would be re-
sponsible for the plans, preparation,
instruction, and clean up that went
into each of our teaching days. If
Mary and Lisa were unable to com-
plete their assigned tasks, I would
have to pick up the stack so that our
day with the children ran smoothly.
[ would also be available as a tutor
if either girl needed help with the
assigned reading and homework.
After listening to the explanation of
my job, L agreed to take the position.
I realized the amount of work that |
would have to do but | knew that
being given this responsibility
meant that the teacher trusted me
and expected me to make the best of
the situation. What I didn’t realize
was how much I could learn from
Mary and Lisa.

The first lesson Mary and Lisa
taught me was that communication
is the key to teamwork. While we
were trying to write our lesson plan,
nobody shared their ideas because
we were all afraid of being ridiculed
by our teammates. | was worried
that my ideas were too complex for
their abilities, and they felt that their

By Julie Skaggs
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ideas were too simple; so we ended
up running in circles for days brying
to finish one lesson. As our deadline
drew closer we all became tense.
One day during class, Lisa broke
down and cried. This was a turning
point for our group because while
helping calm Lisa down we began to
talk, and by the end of the hour we
were all comfortable with sharing
stories or ideas with one another.
With this communication barrier
down we were able to finish our
lesson plans using individual and
group- generated ideas.

The next thing I learned was
how to delegate responsibilities.
Once our lesson plan was done we
still had all of the preparation to do:
art supplies to be gathered, a snack
to be made, and story props to be
found. On the moming of our first
teaching day I found myself run-
ning around the preschool roomdo-
ing all of these things myself. Lisa
was teaching the art project but
didn’t realize that she would have to
prepare for it, 501 spent my morning
cutting out paper ducks for her. By
the time the children arrived 1 was
already exhausted. The day went
smoothly but after the children left
the classroom, | talked to Mary and
Lisa. They agreed that they should
have been more involved in the
preparation of our activities but
they didn’t know what they could
do to help. In our next lesson plan,
we outlined not only who was lead-
ing each activity but also who
would prepare for each activity and
what would be involved in the

preparation. This detailed plan
saved me from running around cra-
zily on teaching days. It also helped
my teammates know exactly what
was expected of them.

The next lesson that Mary and
Lisa taught me was patience. Both
girls were calmand caring individu-
als. When they were with the chil-
dren the only thing that mattered
was the happiness of the children.
Mary and Lisa would sit for hours
and listen to a child babble an end-
less story. They never worried
about the time they were giving up
for this child or the fact that the story
had no end. Mary and Lisa also
showed a great deal of patience
whenever the children were work-
ing on an art project. They let each
child work at his or her own pace
rather than rushing the child to fin-
ish like many of the teachers did. |
used the patience they taught me to
help our planning sessions go more
smoothly. Rather than coming into
a session and blurting out my ideas,
[learned to wait until they had come
up with ideas of their own. Then |
suggested improvements and
added other ideas. Had [ told them
my ideas right away they wouldn’t
have thought of their own; they
would have accepted mine without
question,

Another thing I learned was to
give my helpers opportunities
rather than to keep them for myself.
Many group leaders planned activi-
ties so that they were always the
center of the children’s attention.
While planning our lessons I tried to
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divide the responsibilities so that
we all had our chance in the spot-
light, but | found that it was usually
much more rewarding to be work-
ing behind the scenes. | enjoyed
standing back and watching Mary
and Lisa work with the children. It
was rewarding to see them success-
fully carry out the lessons we had
planned together. My observant
role also gave me a chance to help
them by telling them the strengths
and weaknesses | saw that our
teacher may not have seen. How-
ever, if either of them needed help |
was there to give it without stealing
the show. From the back of the room
| was able to run the show in a way
that made Mary and Lisa the chil-
dren’s favorite teachers.

A fifth lesson that Mary and
Lisa taught me was to take pride in
my work. A class requirement was
that each teacher had to prepare a
creative project. This project might
include flannel board characters, a
children’s storybook, a bulletin
board, or a showcase display. The
average time it would take to finish

one of these projects, from formula-
tion of ideas through putting on the
finishing touches, was approxi-
mately six hours. Mary, Lisa and [
chose to make flannel board stories
for our remaining lessons with the
children. | found a story | liked
about ten little dinosaurs so [ de-
cided to use it for my project. The
weekend before the project was due
1 bought the grey felt and the mov-
ing eyes that [ would use to make
the dinosaurs. When I was finished
I had ten dinosaurs that looked as if
they had been cut out by a cookie
cutter. They were neat and sturdy,
two of the project requirements, but
there was nothing special about
them. I went to class to turn in my
work, and | was ashamed when |
saw the work that had gone into
Lisa’s project. Her story was about
farm animals. For her flannel board
she had made ten different animals
and each one had unique charac-
teristics. She had spent hours work-
ing on them while [ had spent under
one hour on mine. Her project re-
ceived a lower grade than mine be-

cause it didn't meet all of the re-
quirements but that didn’t make
Lisa any less proud of her work. She
had done it herself and she was
happy with it. That was all that mat-
tered to her.

When my teacher first intro-
duced me to Mary and Lisa I ex-
pected them to be a time-consuming
burden that [ would have to fit into
my busy schedule. As the semester
progressed the three of us became
very close and | leamned a handful of
important lessons from them. Prob-
ably the most important lesson that
Mary and Lisa taught me was to be
a friend to everyone. They are two
of the most warm and caring people
| have ever met, yet many people
shy away from them because
they’re a little different. However,
Mary and Lisa treated everyone as
equals. To them, everyone they met
was a potential friend. Perhaps if
everyone had the opportunity to
work with people like Mary and
Lisa, we could all learn the Iessons
that they were able to teach me.

22

Thresholds in Education

November, 1993




A Break in the Routine of Jumping Through the

Hoops

ith a few exceptions,

high school was a

seemingly endless se-

ries of hoops to jump

through — a paint-by-number,
color-inside-the-tines sort of experi-
ence. These limitations grated on
me, prompting me to do just the
bare minimum to get by and caus-
ing me to be angry and frustrated,
frustrated at not knowing at whom
to direct my anger. Why was | s0
angry? The problem was difficult to
pinpuint, and it wasn’t until a cou-
ple of years out of that setting that |
was able to explain it: The adults
around me were failing me, not in
the literal sense, but in the sense that
they were only providing me with
the bare minimum; so much was
geared toward mediocrity. Most
classes and teachers weren’t bad so
much as they just weren't good. The
lowest common denominator ruled.
Morris Bruns was the excep-
tion. More than any other teacher,
he embodied the three traits | asso-
ciate with good teachers: They
know how to teach well, they push
students to excel, and they use judi-
cious praise. Because he had these
attributes, Mr. Bruns gave my fairly
dismal high school years a vitality
and sparkle they otherwise lacked.
A small, wiry, elf-like manin his
mid-forties, Mr. Bruns had a sharp,
dry wit that ranged from sarcasm to
high camp and anywhere in be-
tween, incongrucusly funneled
through a Texas drawl. He em-
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ployed humor often, but he didn’t
hesitate to get tough when he feit the
class wasn't doing work at the level
he demanded. Even then, his humor
came through in sarcasm, so that
you sat there laughing even as you
felt the sting. He abhorred (a Mr.
Bruns’ word) bad grammar, both in
the written and spoken form, and [
remember that when anyone used
the word got incorrectly (a frequent
occurrence), it was an occasion for
great amusement.

Forexample, if someone said, “1
got a new car,” Mr. Bruns would go
into his hick routine, hilarious be-
cause of the total dichotomy be-
tween the exapgeratedness of the
accent he put von and his dapper,
well-manicured appearance.

The same hilarity reigned when
someone used an unclear pronoun
reference. Mr. Bruns was a fanatic
on the subject, and if he decided to
make an issue of one, a discourse
would ensue similar to Abbott and
Castello’s Who's On First routine,
{Even today ] cringe when | encoun-
ter an unclear pronoun reference in
my own and others’ papers.)

Mr. Bruns won me over early in
my high school career. | had always
been considered to be a good writer
by teachers, but I had never been
laught how to diagram sentences
and so didn’t have a particularly
good grasp of the finer points of
gramunar. When writing, 1 intui-
tively used correct granunar, but if
you were to ask me what the objec-

tive case was, for example, I didn't
have a clue.

After struggling through the
first quarter of Advanced Freshman
English with Mr. Bruns, and feeling
tharoughly battered and stupid due
to my inability to diagram anything
correctly, | went to him asking him
to drop me down to the regular
freshman English class. He encour-
aged me to stay put, assured me !
was capable and that | would pick
up what | needed to know.

The second quarter of Ad-
vanced Freshman English con-
tained a particularly horrific assign-
ment: We had to write a paper ex-
plaining in the most minute detail
imaginable how to use a pencil shar-
pener, assuming our audience had
never before seen one and/or was
brain dead. Mr. Bruns then took his
dreaded red pen to our papers, pick-
ing at the tiniest grammatical, spell-
ing, stylistic and structural errors so
that in the end, no paper was left
unbloodied. Then we had to dia-
gram the offending sentences.

As he disgustedly passed back
the papers, Mr. Bruns excoriated us,
reminding us that we were sup-
posed to be writing better papers
than this, etc, He then proceeded to
say that one person, although she
had made as many errors in her pa-
per as anyone else, was interesting
to read, because her writing had
style. Then he complimented me in
front of everyone and said that
whatever [ wrote, | always had my
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own voice. After that, [ was his. If
this man, who was so picky and un-
impressed by most things, thought
that 1 had talent, well then, so 1 must.

1 didn’t have Mr. Bruns for a
class again untii Honors Shake-
speare my junior year. He was as
tough as ever and our papers re-
flected this severity, coming back
with fatred F’s on them. He gave out
so many F’s that after awhile [ got
over that horrible sinking feeling
and actually rejoiced when [ re-
ceived a D. For a student who was
used to getting A’s or at the Jeast B's
on everything, Mr. Bruns’ class was
freeing in a sense, for it was the first
time [ felt [ had permission to fail. [
knew from previous experience
with Mr. Bruns that F's on individ-
ual assignments didn’t necessarily
translate into an F for the quarter.
For me, what the F's did was to shift
the usual emphasis from good
grades over to the more important
idea of improvement. In other
words, the F’'s were a great leveler—
instead of trying to compare grades
with a classmate, | became much
more focused on self-improvement.
It became a personal challenge to
see if I could squeeze a D, or maybe
even a C, out of him.

My senior year I took Honors
Grammar, a class whose final as-

signment was rumored to be an es-
say in which every sentence had to be
diagrammed! The rumors turned out
tobe true, and again, big fat F's went
out on everyone’s papers. Even so,
Mr. Bruns did praise papers that
were especially well-researched
and/or well-written.

Some might read this essay and
wonder, What was Mr. Bruns’ point
in all this. Well, the diagramming
forced me to learn grammar, not just
a semblance of it. [ learned to do
footnotes and bibliographies cor-
rectly. The result was that if some
people never quite developed a
style or voice of their own, at the
very least they learned enough tech-
nical skill to write well and clearly,
no small teat. Mr. Bruns, with his
bullying and humor and red pen,
could make a writer out of almost
anyone, as evidenced by the meas-
urable improvement [ saw and
heard over time when my class-
mates read their papers ta the class
and their writing was critiqued.
Given that a student was willing to
really work, Mr. Bruns would meet
him or her more than haltway.

I never received anything less
than A’s for final grades in the
classes 1 took with him {despite all
the poor grades on individual pa-
pers), and though 1 hated him at

times, getting through one of his
classes was exhilarating, a real
achievement of which [ could be
proud. I have never had to work so
hard in any class since, college
coursework notwithstanding. In
fact, much of the rationale Mr. Bruns
gave us for pushing us so hard was
that we would have college work
this difficult, and so he made the
class relevant to us as mostly col-
lege-bound students. The skills ]
gained from his classes have proved
invaluable time and time again, in
and out of the classroom.

By employing Shakespeare’s
plays and other great literature
(such as William Carlos William’s
poem “On Gay Wallpaper”} and
forcing us to analyze and critique it
in the essays we wrote, Mr. Bruns
nat only made the class interesting
but also made these writers more
accessible to us as readers—he
helped remove the stigma of intimi-
dation they held for many of us.

Any current or future teachers
whao might read this essay should
take particular note, for I want this
article not only to pay tribute to Mr.
Bruns, but also to stand as a testa-
ment to the lasting influence one
wonderful teacher can have on a
une-time, bored, somewhat lazy, re-
luctant student.
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An American Girl in France

etween my sophomore

and junior years of high

school, | spent the summer

as an exchange student in
France. Memories of the time | spent
there and the valuable lessons |
learned will probably stay with me
for the rest of my life.

Varrived in New York City with
130 other Americans aged 15 to 17,
We were complete strangers, yet we
had one thing in common, the trip.
We played various “get to know
each other” games with group lead-
ers and later that night found our-
selves bonded by that all-American
late-night ritual—ordering out for
pizza. We had to tind peopie whose
pizza preferences were similar to
our own so that we could order and
eat with them. This was all a new
experience far me since [ had known
all of my friends since early child-
hood. Although I could have gone
to bed early, | stayed up to chatand
learn how others felt about the up-
coming {Tip to France, and how they
expected our host families to be. We
didiv't go to sleep until early in the
morning, and before we knew it we
were on the plane.

Arriving in Paris, 1 felt alone
even though [ was with all the other
students. Everyone in the airport
was speaking French. The signs
were in French. Everything was in
French! Though [ knew the lan-
ruage, I had never had to speak
French spontaneously or even carry
ona true canversation, Now | had to
speak French to get anything done:
to getdirections to the bathroom, to
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talk to the customs agents, to find
my luggage. § remained with thirty
of the Americans for two weeks
while we attended the University of
Moitiers, in midwestern France. For-
tunately we still had each other to
talk to, but unfortunately this de-
layed our immersion into French
culture.

For the first time | realized why
foreign-speaking students had ac-
cents when they spoke English. It
didn't occur to me until I arrived in
France that fhe French people
would not understand me unless |
pronounced words using the
French phonetics my high schoaol
French teacher had taught me. |
found that when a group of us
Americans went to the mall and
spoke English to each other, the
stare patrons and other customers
would treatus rudely. i realized that
they had noidea whatwe were talk-
ing about, and then | recalled that
when [ saw foreigners tatking and
laughing back home, 1 always won-
dered if they could be talking about
me or my country. By observing
how I felt about the new culture and
the way the French reacted to me, 1
was able to empathize with foreign-
ers back home in the States. [ deter-
mined that when 1 returned home |
would be friendly and helpful to the
exchange students at my high
school,

After the two weeks in Poitiers,
it was mid-July and time for us to
settle into French homes. [ had to
take a bus to Nantes, where my
“family” would pick me up for a

seven-week stay. They had written
to me twice before, and they seemed
like the perfect family for me: intel-
lectuals who love to travel with five
children. The children who would
be living at home during my stay
were the two girls, Tiphaine and
Guenolee, and one boy, Corentin. |
was eager to meet them. However, |
found during my stay in Poitiers
that in vne of my letters to them, |
had tried to write that I was excited
to meet them. | later learned that in
my primitive French, | had written
that [ was sexually excited to meet
them! When I discovered my error,
I wanted a new family. What must
they think of me! But there was no
way out. [ had come to France to
stay with them, and now I had to
meet them.

The few hours I spenton the bus
to Nantes was the first time [ was
completely alone. I enjoyed watch-
ing the countryside rolling by with
all the sunflower plants in full
bloom. | had never seen such a land-
scape. The fields were alight with
six-foot bright gotden fiowers. They
floated dreamily past my window
along with the puffy white clouds.
Before I knew it | had arrived at the
station and had to call my family
and tell them 1 was three hours
early. Speaking French over the
phone was next to impossible, but
they got the idea. I recognized them
from the pictures they had sent,and
we were soon on our way home.
Tiphaine was the girl my age, only
nine days older than I. The ride
home was rather silent, as [ was still
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unsure of my French-speaking abil-
10y,
Y The day that I arrived we drove
tothe ocean almast two hours away.
1 changed into my bathing suit in the
car instead of on the beach, and they
must have thought me the most
modest person around; everyone
else either changed on the beach or
didn’t wear a full suit. We atke dinner
ata friend’s and afterwards went for
a walk in the woods. The beach had
rocky cliffs and crashing waves, and
the friends we visited lived on a
farm out in the country. The land-
scape was beautiful. After dinner |
went for a walk with the children.
My younger “sister” Guenolee
loved to tease me so that [ would
speak. Enjoying the company and
peaceful countryside, I felt content
in my new surroundings. On this
day, I was alsa introduced to the
French custom of kissing each other
on the cheek four times as a way of
saying hello and goodbye. I was
sure that Kissing strangers was a
joke, but [ discovered that it was
truly a greeting. And scon I was
kissing everybady goodbye along
with the rest of them.

France in July is very relaxed.
This is when everyone is “on holi-
day” for about three weeks. We ate
breakfast at around ten or eleven
o’clock each day. My host family
lived in the country, so we played in
the fields and went swimming until
lunch, which lasted for hours. We
had a snack at around five o’clock,
and dinner didn’t start until eight or
nine o’clock. After dinner each night
I strolled around the fields with the
whole family. [ will not forget the
first time | made a complete sen-
tence off the top of my head. After
dinner one evening, we were walk-
ing around the fields taking in the
beautiful sunset. Guenolee picked a
piece of grass and offered it to me to
eat. | told her, “Je ne suis pas un
cheval.” (I am not a horse.} The
whole family was overjoyed!

Almost unknowingly, 1 was
speaking French. Tiphaine, al-

though she knew English, would
speak anly French to me. When we
went shopping, she would tell me,
“You are a big girl now. You can ask
the shopkeeper a question your-
selt.” As | was becoming more and
more immersed in my new life, 1
began to think in French. I could
follow conversations and know
what people were talking about. |
could answer the questions that
people asked me, and | started ask-
ing my own questions. | noticed that
1 was thinking in French one day
when | called the AFS headquarters
in France to see how much food |
could bring back to the States. The
man | talked to spoke flawless
French and English. When he real-
ized I was an exchange student, he
began to speak English. | answered
his questions in French! [ thought of
French words before the English
words, and [ spelled my name for
him using the French alphabet. |
was amazed at this transformation,
and [ loved it.

While [ was learning about the
French culture and language, [ was
also learning a lot about myself and
other people. My host family had a
lot of friends who would come over
to visit me during lunch. They asked
me all sorts of questions about the
U.S.: differences from France, poli-
tics, how 1 liked the food, etc. The
questions [ enjoyed most were
about gangsters. [t seems that as
soon as people heard | was from
Chicago, they pictured Al Capone. |
also was asked a lot of questions
aboutracism and American ghettos.
It amazed me that these people
knew so much about America. Their
knowledge of other cultures and
their opinions on so many topics
were new to me. ] didn’t even know
about some of the things they
wanted to discuss. On the interper-
sonal level, ] also learned a lot from
my friendship with Tiphaine. We
found that cultural and language
differences didn’t matter; we were
both adolescents with the same
types of questions and ideas. She

and | became great friends by going
on late night walks to look at the
stars. We often walked in silence,
with occasional long discussions on
marriage, the world, and life.

One thing was certain, and it
was a revelation to me: these people
cared about my opinions of them
and France in general. They were
interested in what I thought. Their
interest in me changed the way I
looked at myself. | was no longer
one body among many. [ was an
individual with ideas and prefer-
ences all my own. And people
wanted to know that individual. It
was a very goad feeling to be sur-
rounded by these peaple. It also
made me think that most of thase [
knew probably felt the same way,
only | had never noticed. [ began to
look at strangers only as people |
hadn’t yet had a chance to know.
Once | realized this, it changed the
way | related to everybody, espe-
cially since 1 knew I would be in
France for only a little while.

] began to think that 1 had to
take full advantage of every situ-
ation I was in because every situ-
ation is unique. I began to ask more
questions of people | met. 1 started
stopping people and explaining to
them that | was an exchange stu-
dent. Could I please take their pic-
ture, or would they take one for me?
This started some nice conversa-
tions and [ began to lose my shy-
ness. Since | knew I would never be
in France again, I also began to be
more daring. 1 remember stopping
by a waterfall in the Alps with my
French family to watch the sun set
aver a valley. Before they knew it, |
was climbing the rocks to get closer
to the water. Then [ ran to the car to
get into my bathing suit, and [ was
soon under the falling water! My
host mother was worried, but then
Guenolee and Corentin were water-
fall bathing with me, and there
wasn’t much she could doto stop us.
Other French tourists stopped to
watch the sunset, and they stood
with my family shaking their heads
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and laughing at us. But what a won-
derful time we had! Of course, in
France it was easy 10 see that |
would never be in each situation
again, so [ tried to live each moment
completely. Now that I am back
home, I have to remind myself that
each moment is unique, so ] must’t
put off what I really want to do.

Of course, not everything in
France was perfect. | had to leam to
deal effectively with people that |
didn’t particularly like. For exam-
ple, I turned sixteen years old while
I was in France, and | thought |
knew everything. However, my
host mother was very protective of
me. After the waterfall incident, she
thought | was quite crazy. So 1 had
to learn to be patient and consider-
ate of her, while at the same time try
to do everything | wanted. Another
discomfort I encountered was peo-
ple who treated me like a child be-
cause | could not convey my
thoughts perfectly in French. Some
people had the idea that since 1
could not speak French well, [ was
therefore quite stupid. This angered
me, but it also made me speak out
more to let people know that | was
not stupid. Again, T was reminded
of how foreigners to the States must

feel and determined not to talk
baby-talk to them. Speaking slowly
and clearly is the key.

One thing | particularly liked
about being an exchange student
was that since no one really knew
me and my particular habits, | could
be whatever 1 pleased. | enjoyed
spending some time alone, walking
in the mountains and reflecting on
life in France and in the States. Since
1 was so far away fromhome, 1 could
get a different perspective on things
and decide what I thought was im-
portant. I lcarned to be less short-
sighted when it came to dealing
with problems and finding solu-
tions. | realized that how others
thought of me was in a way a reflec-
tion of my actions. [ was accustomed
to being surrounded by people who
had always known me and [ hadn’t
worried about what they thought of
me. By observing how French peo-
ple reacted to me, I also learmed
about myself. For example,
Guenolee’s persistent battle was
getting me to speak. In my family
back home, 1 have always been
talkative. | realized that being the
loudest in my family was only rela-
tive, and others considered me
rather quiet.

In France, 1 had two recurring
dreams of returning to the States.
When I actually did come home, 1
thought 1 was still dreaming. I
wasn’t ready to be at home again. |
had become a new person in France.
Going home was plucking me out of
a new life that | had learned to love.
Now I was back in my old culture
with a whole different viewpoint.
Talking to my real family on the way
home from O'Hare Airport, | would
be telling them stories about things
[ had done in France, and | was un-
able to remember the English words
for certain objects. [ was still think-
ing in French, and most of me was
still living there. Now I was ap-
proaching American culture from
an outsider’s perspective. [t seems
odd now, but then it was very natu-
ral for me tolook at America totally
differently. I was able to take aspects
of both cultures and incorporate
them into how | lived.

My trip to France caused me to
look into myself to see how 1 was,
where Ifitinto the world, and where
I wanted to fit into it. | could choose
what | wanted to do and how |
wanted to live with a lot more con-
fidence than ever before. [ was a
new person.
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