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Teaching for Success  is a comprehensive guide for navigating the process of 
becoming an effective teacher in the wake of contemporary and systemic 
challenges. Focusing on the core concept of teacher identity in clear, invig-
orating prose, the book illuminates how teachers can arrange, adjust, 
and assemble their own personal and professional teaching influences 
in conjunction with educational research into a coherent, unique, and 
successful whole. Olsen’s attention to classroom practice, social justice 
issues, personal satisfaction, and teacher success stories offers a sharp 
and useful guide for teacher development. This revised second edition has 
been updated and includes a new chapter that guides both new and expe-
rienced teachers through emerging thorny issues in educational policy 
and practice, including high-stakes testing, blended learning, the demands 
of networking, and the Common Core State Standards. 

  Brad Olsen  is Professor of Education at the University of California, 
Santa Cruz, USA. A former high school teacher and administrator, he is a 
recipient of the 2007 UCSC Excellence in Teaching Award. His previous 
books include  Teaching What They Learn, Learning What They Live: 
How Teachers’ Personal Histories Shape Their Professional Development.  
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Teaching for Success 

 Developing Your Teacher Identity 
in Today’s Classroom

Second Edition 
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  Brad Olsen is Professor of Education at the University of California, 
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a recipient of the 2007 UCSC Excellence in Teaching Award. Dr. Olsen’s 
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 If you have wisely taken the time to pick up this book to read the fore-
word, then do yourself a big favor and take the time to read it carefully. 
Why might this book be more worthy of your time than the hundreds 
of other available titles in the field? From my perspective after work-
ing for three decades with educators across the entire teaching spectrum, 
from student teachers through master teachers, I believe that Brad Olsen’s 
book will provide you with invaluable insights regardless of your level of 
experience as an educator. Whether you are entering a teacher education 
program and worried primarily about preteaching concerns, a beginning 
teacher with day-to-day survival issues, a more experienced teacher with 
classroom-specific challenges, or a master teacher with student-centered 
concerns, you will find yourself sharing a significant commonality with 
every reader: we are all in the process of becoming better teachers and 
learning to understand our unique  teacher identity . Even after thirty years 
of experience in the teaching field, this book has made me a better educa-
tor, and I only wish that it had existed when I initially began my teaching 
career. I have also found that given the increased complexity of teaching 
and learning in today’s world, the contents of this book are more vital 
and timely for us than ever. 

 Just as this book is unique and compelling, so too is the story of its 
author. I speak from direct experience after having first met Brad Olsen 
over two decades ago in South America. At that time, he was a relatively 
young yet highly talented teacher who immediately connected with stu-
dents from diverse backgrounds. Back then I was his building principal, 
and I watched him grow and develop as an educator with such dramatic 
speed that he quickly established himself as the “star teacher” on staff. 
Idealistic and passionate, Brad possessed a strong desire early in his 
career to keep asking the key questions:  What are teachers “supposed” 
to do? What defines a teacher? What does a “successful” classroom or 
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x Foreword

school look like and how can we most effectively impact student learning 
through them?  This yearning to understand the process of becoming a 
better teacher ultimately led Brad to pursue higher education and resulted 
in his subsequent research in the fields of teacher education and teacher 
identity. The critical questions that Brad asked himself back then are the 
same ones that he ponders and probes in this book. Brad’s combination 
of classroom experience and theoretical knowledge allows him to weave 
together research and practice in a way that makes for a gripping read 
and helps you better understand yourself and your unique identity. As the 
author explains, 

 The book introduces a model of teacher learning that illuminates 
how teachers . . . can systematically examine their own personal and 
professional teaching influences and work to adjust and assemble 
them in conjunction with education research into a coherent, success-
ful whole. The result—that unique, successful whole—is what I call 
your teacher identity, and by better understanding it you will improve 
the kind of teacher you are in the classroom, the kind of learning you 
can offer your students, and the professional satisfaction you receive 
from your career. 

 If we believe in the maxim that knowledge is power, then we need to real-
ize that our own self-knowledge as educators can serve as a powerful tool 
in day-to-day teaching and learning. Without this knowledge of yourself 
and your unique teacher identity, you place at significant risk your ability 
to maximize student learning in your classroom. 

 Brad Olsen reminds us that we are not teaching a classroom full of our 
own clones but rather a complex group of students with unique needs 
and disparate ways of learning. By understanding the influences from 
the past that have helped to shape each of our own teacher identities, 
and that continue to influence our teacher identities today, we can move 
away from a narrow approach of teaching in which we blindly follow and 
repeat our natural tendencies. In other words, the more we know about 
ourselves and the influences that have shaped us, the better we can meet 
the needs of our students and, of equal importance, meet our own needs 
by finding greater professional satisfaction as educators. 

 The process of becoming a great teacher never stops. As you enter the 
pages of this book, you will soon see this notion become a reality through 
Brad Olsen’s personal insights as an educator and through the eyes of 
Liz, a teacher whose experience may feel startlingly and eerily similar to 
your own. As educators, whether we are anticipating the approach of our 
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Foreword xi

first day as a teacher or entering our third decade in the classroom, we 
actually have far more in common than anyone might imagine. This book 
highlights our commonalities by deftly connecting theory and practice, 
helping us to understand and better manage the fact that, as Brad puts 
it, “multiple, often hidden, frequently personal influences on your own 
growth as a teacher are continually working to shape the educator you 
are—and are continually becoming.” And I find it noteworthy that a “star 
teacher” whom I saw in action many years ago continues to believe it for 
himself: in this book he writes, “I still have work to do on the journey. 
Like all teachers, I’m still becoming.” 

 As you keep turning these pages, I believe that you will find, as I have, 
that we can all learn lessons from a master teacher and leading researcher 
who still believes that becoming a teacher signifies a worthy quest, the 
pursuit of something significant that will bring value both to our own 
lives and to the lives of many others. 

— Eric Howard Habegger, EdD 
 International School Superintendent 

 Colombia, Japan, Venezuela, Qatar, Paraguay 
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 If I had written this book all by myself, it wouldn’t be a very good book 
at all. If this book has value, that’s only partly attributable to me. It’s 
more likely a function of all that I’ve learned from my own teachers and 
students throughout the years—and from current colleagues and others 
who have supported me in my work. Particular thanks go out to Eric 
Habegger, Lauren Anderson, Judith Warren Little, Jeannie Oakes, Dean 
Birkenkamp, and Jason Armatta. And, of course, great thanks are owed 
to Jeanine, my family, and all my friends. Without them I could never have 
embarked on this interesting journey in the field of education. 

 This book is dedicated to my mother and my father. 
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 I think no one in their right mind would go into teaching for any other 
reason than a love of learning and the desire to help young people. 
Maybe people who do it even for those reasons are crazy, but people 
who do it for any other reason are crazier. For me, the impetus is 
that somebody helped me along the line—a lot of people, actually—
and I want to give back. The students probably don’t realize it even 
though I tell them at least once a week: I learn a lot from them. We 
keep each other’s minds alive. It’s this weird contradiction to teaching 
and life: if you need something, give something—instead of asking for 
something—and you get it back. So these kids, the relationship that I 
have with these kids every year is phenomenal. They fill me up, and 
hopefully I’m doing them some good too. 

 —Stanley, a sixth-year California high school 
English teacher  1   

 I believe that all teachers want to be the best they can be. If you’re reading 
this book, it must be because of your commitment to such an endeavor. 
You understand teaching to be a difficult but rewarding profession, and 
you’re looking for ways to become a better teacher yourself. In this book, 
I hope to unravel the deep ways in which teachers grow and change and, 
in doing so, uncover some of the hidden things that might be getting in 
the way of your own success. In the next 150 or so pages, I hope you’ll 
find useful principles and techniques to apply to your own professional 
learning. If you engage the ideas of this book, reflect on them, and put 
them into practice, you will become a better educator. I promise. 

 You’re likely to be somewhat knowledgeable about teaching and learn-
ing already—from your own time as a student, your professional prepara-
tion if you’ve already had some, prior teaching experiences you’ve had, 
or other work you’ve done with children. You already know many of the 
challenges to successful teaching. You’ve probably encountered several 
along the way, including some massive ones, such as societal reactions to 

 Chapter 1 

 The Complexities of Teaching 
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2 The Complexities of Teaching

your career choice, the maddening complexity of education, and the fact 
that schools are the places where society often plays out its never-ending 
cultural battles. 

 I hope that by reading this book you will learn how to get better at the 
hardest profession in the world. I believe that the more deeply you reflect 
on yourself as a teacher, the better you’ll become at your work. Specifi-
cally, my focus in this book is on how multiple, often hidden, frequently 
personal influences on your own growth as a teacher are continually 
working to shape the educator you are—and are continually becoming. 
My hope is that if you can better understand the educator within yourself, 
then you can unlock your potential as a teacher and positively impact 
students in far greater ways than you ever imagined. 

 Building on my own research as well as on the research of others—and 
using as much wisdom of practice as I’ve accumulated during my work as 
a high school English teacher, university teacher educator, and education 
researcher—this book is meant to be its own teacher learning experience 
for you. The book introduces a model of teacher learning that illuminates 
how teachers—you, in this case—can systematically examine their own 
personal and professional teaching influences and work to adjust and 
assemble them in conjunction with education research into a coherent, 
successful whole. The result—that unique, successful whole—is what I 
call your  teacher identity , and by better understanding it you will improve 
the kind of teacher you are in the classroom, the kind of learning you can 
offer your students, and the professional satisfaction you receive from 
your career. 

 Competing Histories of Teaching Shape Your Work 

 Let’s begin near the beginning. You’ve surely experienced dozens of reac-
tions by others to your career choice—from the ambiguous “how nice” to 
the snarky “good luck with that;” from the slightly patronizing “that’s so 
admirable” to the smug “why would you want to do  that ?” Most reassur-
ing (and most truthful, in my opinion) is the insider’s knowing response: 
“Welcome to the best and hardest profession in the world.” 

 Hanging over all these replies, and a hundred well-traveled variations 
on them, is a series of competing histories of teaching in the United States. 
The various ways that teachers and teaching have been viewed over the 
past 150 years exert a powerful though often hidden influence on your 
own professional development. These sometimes parallel, sometimes rein-
forcing, often competing histories of teaching—separately and together, 
regardless of whether you know it—influence your own work. This is 
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The Complexities of Teaching 3

because at the same time that you are defining for yourself what it means 
to be a teacher, it is also continually being defined for you . . . by other 
educators, by your teaching environment, by students, by policymakers, 
and by the larger society. What are teachers “supposed to do”? What 
defines “good” or “bad” teachers? What does a “successful” classroom, 
school, or student look like? These are just a few of the broad ques-
tions that illuminate the subtle ways in which past traditions of teach-
ing still exert influence on your development as a teacher. They’re worth 
examining. 

 One historical viewpoint of teaching is the old “if you can’t do, then 
teach.” This enduring view of teaching as  easy-entry, semiskilled work  
defines teachers as those who couldn’t succeed at anything else and so 
have stumbled into teaching. Of course it’s offensive, and few actually 
utter the phrase in seriousness anymore, though its vestiges remain in 
characterizations of teachers as academically or intellectually weak, or 
as those who tried something lucrative or more challenging but couldn’t 
succeed, or as people who crave their summers off. I won’t deny that such 
teachers exist. But they aren’t the norm, and there aren’t enough of them 
to justify defining the profession in this way. 

 The distorted image remains because just about every adult has been a 
student and believes he or she knows what teaching is. From the vantage 
points and memories of members of the general public, teaching appears 
to be easy, protected, middle-status employment. Teaching is something 
that anyone can do. And the “clients” of teachers are children—among our 
most precious, but in practice least valued, resources. Additionally, people 
often think that all there is to teaching is the front-of-the-stage work (i.e., 
performing, managing students, reading stories, making bulletin boards). 
All the behind-the-stage work (the years of preparation, the nightly reflec-
tion and weekend lesson planning, the time spent keeping up with current 
research) is invisible. Few people who are not teachers have ever consid-
ered just how much work takes place out of the audience’s view. For them, 
teaching probably does look easy: only true teachers and those who are 
close to them know what’s hidden away from the stage lights. 

 The second long-standing view of teaching is the notion that it is  pre-
dominantly women’s work, akin to child-raising . This idea has a par-
ticularly complicated history, being tangled up as it is in centuries-old 
notions of power, in population shifts and demographic changes, and 
in sexism in the United States. The view holds at its core the myth that 
a woman’s place is in the home and—the classroom being considered 
an extension of the home—that teaching is work for the nurturer, the 
matronly, the “softer side” of humanity. It holds that teaching is suitably 
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4 The Complexities of Teaching

nonintellectual, temporary, and low-paying work. Further, it perpetuates 
three circular falsehoods: that women are innately predisposed to teach-
ing, that they are more interested in the charitable service of teaching 
as child-rearing than are men, and that women are content with mostly 
intrinsic rewards. 

 This women’s-work viewpoint is also linked to an American history in 
which education has long sought to hire cheap labor for its classrooms: for 
much of the twentieth century, college-educated women had few profes-
sional options and so took what they could get, often at whatever price 
was offered. Education historian Marjorie Murphy (1990) has pointed out 
that in the early twentieth century, teaching represented a kind of aristoc-
racy for women workers—a step up in status from the blue-collar worlds 
of their fathers, but one that lacked the ability to confer the power and 
sense of control held by males in positions of similar status, not to men-
tion the relatively low pay. Prior to World War II, female urban teachers 
often lived as boarders in the homes of school board members, had to sign 
loyalty oaths, were required to be in before sundown, and were expected 
to leave the profession if they should marry. Pregnant teachers were con-
sidered bad role models, and lesbian women were not permitted to teach. 

  Textbox 1.1  Married Women’s Right to Teach 

 The woman who led the fight against the ban on married teachers—
in Boston, Massachusetts—was Grace Lorch. She married her hus-
band when he was about to be sent to the Pacific theater during 
World War II and was promptly fired. She was offered her job back 
at a substitute’s salary and without job protection, but she refused 
and began organizing in defense of married women’s right to teach.  2   

 Though it’s doubtful that this patriarchal history led you to choose 
teaching, I suspect that in various forms it continues to shape some of the 
contexts and roles of teaching in which you find yourself today. 

 On a more positive side of the ledger in the history of teaching, a third 
viewpoint sees teachers as content specialists with pedagogical expertise. 
This  professional, technical view of teaching  began as early as Socrates. 
Its modern incarnation originated in the late nineteenth century with 
European theorists, such as Friedrich Froebel and Jean Piaget, and moved 
into the early twentieth century with American educationalists, such as 
John Dewey, George Counts, and Edward Thorndike, before embedding 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

N
at

io
na

l L
ib

ra
ry

 o
f 

th
e 

Ph
ili

pp
in

es
] 

at
 2

3:
36

 0
1 

N
ov

em
be

r 
20

17
 



The Complexities of Teaching 5

itself into more recent school reform and teacher professionalization 
movements. This history frames teachers as experts in their fields who 
possess deep content knowledge and relish success at apprenticing young 
people into the fascinations and benefits of learning. It’s a history that 
sees teachers as experts who find joy in what they teach—literature, sci-
ence, or mathematics, for example, or the psychosocial development of 
children—and who strive to guide students into continually deepening 
views of themselves and the world around them. It’s also a history that 
gives us our current emphasis on education testing. 

 This view of teaching is marked by an interest in the pedagogical sci-
ences and learning theory. Informed by over a century of research on 
curriculum, instruction, content knowledge, and assessment, it’s a view of 
teachers as experts who pay close attention to processes of learning and 
teaching and find creative ways to help young people construct their own 
understandings of, and orientations to, the world. This viewpoint treats 
teachers as well prepared, knowledgeable, and committed: as profession-
als, in a word. My guess is that this view of teaching—the chance to know 
your subject well and guide your students successfully into its charms, 
challenges, and advantages—has held sway for you. 

 Finally, there is a fourth broad history of teaching to introduce:  noble 
work focused on democratic social change . This is another view of 
teaching that I suspect is salient for you. It’s connected to traditions of 
teaching as political, humanistic work. This viewpoint holds that teach-
ing is always a political act and wraps itself around progressive social 
goals, such as uplifting people from poverty, replacing structural ineq-
uities with fairness, warmly embracing diversity, and speaking truth to 
power. This view believes that the democratic ideals of our country can, 
will, and should be realized largely through education—in other words, 
through you. 

 In 1967 Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. said, “Let us realize the arc of the 
moral universe is long, but it bends toward justice.” Such a sentiment can 
remind teachers that many of the social goals of education may take a 
long time to become enacted, but that is no reason to concede them. From 
freedom schools in the segregated South to literacy movements for the 
working class, multiculturalism, antiracist pedagogies, and social justice 
education, this tradition of teaching as important, transformative work 
for social change has ebbed and flowed over the decades, and many teach-
ers proudly embrace it. 

 Since the nineteenth century, these four histories of teaching have braided 
together in dynamic, complex ways to form the shifting landscape of teach-
ing in the United States. Subtly but powerfully, these histories continue to 
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6 The Complexities of Teaching

inform many of the complexities of—and disputes about—teaching that 
we experience today. For example, the question of how schools should 
treat immigrants and second-language learners can be interpreted in mul-
tiple ways depending on how one views the larger purposes of educa-
tion and the role of a teacher. Additionally, contemporary disagreements 
around what constitutes a “highly qualified teacher,” whether to put 
metal detectors in urban schools, or how to teach evolution are all con-
crete educational questions whose answers depend on competing value 
systems and how participants fundamentally define education. Historical 
views of teaching are still very active players in these educational debates. 

 As difficult as all this is to think about in the abstract, it’s even more 
complex for a teacher to actually negotiate in daily practice. As a current 
or prospective teacher, you probably find yourself pulled in several direc-
tions by different, often contradictory conceptions of what a teacher is 
“supposed to” be and do. Moreover, any particular teaching context—
the school culture, the characteristics of your community, the unique 
contours of your students and colleagues—carries its own influence. A 
teacher must negotiate among historical influences, contextual forces, the 
students in front of her, and her own goals and abilities in order to strike 
an effective teaching balance. 

  The primary task of this book is to draw attention to how the many 
contexts and histories of teaching interact with your own personal history 
to influence the kind of teacher you are becoming, or can become . It’s my 
central premise that as you examine for yourself the embedded processes 
of your own ongoing development, you will be able to more consciously 
and effectively shape who you are becoming as a professional educator. 
Just think about it: you have the unique power to shape your own profes-
sional growth, to become more satisfied in your professional life, to be 
more successful in the classroom, and to become the teacher you want to 
be—and that today’s students intensely need you to be. 

 Teaching Is Hard Work 

 No matter how you conceive of your chosen profession or how history has 
conceived it for you, teaching is difficult work. It’s an enormously com-
plex activity that is debated by almost everyone at every turn. Teaching 
requires use of the intellect, emotions, intuition, the senses, and judgment; 
knowledge of content, context, and kids; and kinesthetics, creativity, per-
sonality, and linguistic performance. Typically, several of these abilities 
combine; many times all twelve are called into simultaneous use. Teachers 
often work with dozens of children at a time; the children typically vary 
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The Complexities of Teaching 7

in ability, maturity, background, and likeability—and some of them do 
not even want to be in school. Moreover, teaching occurs within multiple 
and often competing organizational, social, and political contexts, exert-
ing direct and indirect forces on what teachers think and do. Together, 
these constitute a tricky set of factors to manage, let alone control. 

 As I mentioned, just about everyone has been a student, and so the 
whole world believes it knows how teaching should be done. And we 
teachers hear this from everybody. Educators and non-educators alike 
are rarely shy about offering their opinions about teaching when we meet 
them in personal or professional settings. Additionally, school and district 
administrators, state and federal policymakers, and education stakehold-
ers at many levels (including parents, politicians, professors, and pundits) 
all believe they know what’s best for teachers and students. This combi-
nation makes for a constant push and pull, a tightening and loosening, a 
tangled ball of charged and active beliefs and policies that make up con-
temporary education in the United States and abroad. As David Cohen 
and Barbara Neufield (1981) wrote, “[Our] schools are a great theater 
in which we play out [the] conflicts in our culture.” Furthermore, teach-
ers are increasingly required to teach curricula created by others; they’re 
sometimes pressured to teach in particular ways for reasons with which 
they may not agree; their professional status is often linked to student 
scores on standardized and sometimes misaligned tests. And the respect 
proffered to teachers seems perennially up for debate, as if teachers must 
continually defend themselves to everyone. 

 Teachers, however, are not simply passive marionettes whose actions 
are governed by whoever holds the strings. Teachers have active agency, 
their own free will to enact their work as they see fit in order to make 
a difference in the lives of children. Sure, teachers are operated on by 
larger structures and forces, but they are also active agents able to make 
individual choices and teach in ways commensurate with their goals and 
philosophies of education.  Debates about how much power the structure 
of the institution has over the individuals who exist within it—on the 
one side—and to what extent the individuals possess their own power—
on the other—have long been a popular research topic in education. In 
educational sociology, it’s typically referred to as the “structure-agency 
debate.”  

 Either way, teachers are the ones on whom most of the enormous burden 
of the complexities of education fall. Teachers are put in a contradictory 
position: they’re supposed to follow orders and yet also be autonomous 
professionals. They’re expected to serve the district bureaucracy but also 
students and families. Striking the balance isn’t easy. As well, teachers are 
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8 The Complexities of Teaching

increasingly required to do their best with decreasing resources, erod-
ing national support for public education, heightened surveillance, and 
an increasingly politicized education climate. As one teacher told me, 
“Teaching is a job with a lot of contradictions in it, and I think it requires 
a lot of perseverance and idealism. Without the idealism, you know, why 
would you be there?” 

 And yet, most teachers love what they do. We report that we “love 
working with kids,” enjoy being able to “make a difference,” appreci-
ate being in an environment in which “everyone’s constantly learning,” 
“couldn’t imagine doing anything else,” and “have the dream job!” We 
talk about how wonderful it is to see the “lightbulb” of learning go on 
over a child’s head, or the animated face of a student who just figured 
something out. We rhapsodize about the content we teach: the profundity 
of literature, the elegance of math, the transcendence of art, or the life-
changing power of science, to name just a few. We talk about watching 
students grow during their year with us. We praise our colleagues. We 
treasure cards, e-mails, and Facebook messages that we receive from for-
mer students and their parents who thank us for having done such a good 
job during an important time in their lives. 

 These gestures indeed keep us going, but we need to be honest with 
ourselves in that a thank-you note doesn’t make us a better teacher, and 
neither does hard work alone. We must realize that, just as multiple 
external pressures impact us daily as teachers, we’re often unconsciously 
influenced by multiple past events of our own that have shaped us as 
educators. In the following section I highlight some of those influences, 
hoping to expand your understanding of your own teacher development, 
and describe some tools you can use to shape yourself into the kind of 
teacher you want to become. 

 Teacher Education 

 Teaching is complicated work, but so is  preparing and supporting qual-
ity teachers . For decades, researchers have examined whether preservice 
teacher education has an influence on the perspectives and practices of 
the teachers whom it prepares, and if so, how and to what extent. Conse-
quently, there are thousands of studies on relationships between teacher 
education and teacher development. Teacher education is the formal pro-
cess of teacher preparation, usually found in a university. Teacher devel-
opment is the broader, more organic process of “becoming a teacher.” It 
seems only logical that teachers who can recognize the influences exerted 
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The Complexities of Teaching 9

upon them by their teacher-preparation experiences will be able to better 
understand their own teacher identities and improve as educators. 

 Like teaching, teacher education can be characterized by a contested his-
tory and enduring complexities that shape the work. Historically, teacher-
education programs have come in all shapes and sizes, though they have 
mainly consisted of differing combinations of four primary approaches 
to the professional learning of teachers.  3   Sharon Feiman-Nemser (1990) 
named those four approaches the  academic orientation  (transmitting pro-
fessional knowledge to the teacher), the  personal orientation  (focusing on 
the teacher’s own development), the  critical orientation  (coupling social 
change with a radical critique of schooling), and the  technological orien-
tation  (identifying what the science of teaching has uncovered). 

 These four models of teacher education have combined in various ways 
over the past hundred years. Most teacher-education programs partici-
pate to some degree in all four thematic strands, but each program tips its 
balance in favor of one or two at the expense of the others. For example, 
a program might focus on transmitting existing bodies of knowledge of 
teaching and learning to its students (the academic orientation) and sup-
porting student teachers in their own individual growth (the personal ori-
entation) without attending much to issues of race, class, power, or social 
change (the critical orientation). Or a program might focus almost exclu-
sively on political dimensions of schooling (the critical orientation) with-
out much exposure to new research on methods of classroom teaching 
and learning (the technological and academic orientations). An important 
aspect of understanding and shaping your own teacher identity is to eval-
uate for yourself the predominant orientation of your teacher-education 
program and then strive to fill in the resulting gaps that occurred in your 
preparation. 

 Lately, teacher education as a whole has been under the political gun. 
Various pundits, politicians, and educators from both the political left 
and right have called for complete overhauls, or the wholesale elimina-
tion of university teacher-education programs. Consider conservative 
columnist George Will (2006) claiming that “the surest, quickest way 
to add quality to primary and secondary education would be addition 
by subtraction: Close all the schools of education.” This contemporary 
attack on the professionalization of teachers and teacher education is a 
salient topic for discussion, and I return to it in  Chapter 7 . 

 For a host of reasons, then, teacher educators continually struggle with 
how best to help novice teachers become talented, knowledgeable, confi-
dent, well-prepared educators—and no single best answer has yet emerged. 
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10 The Complexities of Teaching

 Does Teacher Education Influence 
a Teacher’s Development? 

 Ahead, I briefly review three well-known studies that can help to illumi-
nate some of the enduring personal tensions that often come into play 
during a teacher’s preservice preparation. Though these research findings 
were published decades ago, they are still relevant and useful for new 
teachers. As you read about them, consider if—and how—they’ve played 
out for you. 

 Stages of Teaching Concern 

 In 1975, Frances Fuller and Oliver Bown wrote about the personal contra-
dictions inherent in becoming a teacher. These two researchers found that 
becoming a teacher is “complex, stressful, intimate, and largely covert” 
and concluded that teacher-education programs aren’t always adept at 
tending to the personally stressful aspects of a beginning teacher’s devel-
opment (1975, 2). For Fuller and Bown, teaching was largely about con-
tradictions. For example, teachers are supposed to be themselves, but not 
too much—because they are, after all, agents of the state and public role 
models for kids. And teachers are supposed to change students’ attitudes 
and habits, but since student characteristics often originate from home and 
society, teachers often find themselves competing against family beliefs 
and popular culture. For example, an equity-minded teacher might find 
herself competing against daily images and stereotypes from music, the 
Internet, and television that objectify and demean girls and model hyper-
masculinity for boys. Moreover, teacher education encourages teachers 
to be flexible and inventive, but schools often require conformity and 
standardization. These are just some of the inherent contradictions that 
make teaching difficult under even the best of circumstances. 

 Fuller and Bown presented four distinct stages of personal-professional 
concern for beginning teachers, arguing that one difficulty of becoming 
a teacher is that teacher education does not always address these con-
cerns, or if it does, doesn’t address them in the same sequence in which 
student teachers experience them. The four stages of teacher concern, 
which I summarize in  Textbox 1.2 , are meant to describe the clusters of 
personal-professional discomfort that novice teachers experience. It’s dif-
ficult but necessary for new teachers to acknowledge and work through 
these phases during teacher education. 

 Fuller and Bown argued that teacher education leaves student teachers 
to confront these largely personal stages of their teaching development 
alone. This led the authors to conclude that formal teacher education is 
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The Complexities of Teaching 11

“a sort of fiddler crab dance, a ritual parallel to, but essentially irrelevant 
to, the real business of learning to teach” (1975, 5). 

 It’s possible that your entry into teaching included (or will include) 
these frustrations. If so, being aware of them as they’re occurring and 
making them objects of conversation with colleagues will help. Notice 
them, name them, and get others to talk about them with you. If you’re 
aware that they’re common (it’s not just you!) and that they will pass 
(I promise!), it’s easier to manage them. To consider how their subtle con-
tours are being shaped by—and are shaping—who you are as an educator 
is to begin to gain some control over them. 

  Textbox 1.2   Fuller and Bown’s Stages of Teacher 
Concern 

  First stage: Preteaching concerns.  Beginning teachers (often in their 
early twenties and slightly rebellious in temperament) identify more 
with students than with other teachers and face a troubling authority 
bind when they enter the classroom: they view their entry into teach-
ing as “going over to the enemy.” They struggle to accept their role 
as the authority because they would rather be the students’ friend. 

  Second stage: Survival concerns.  Novice teachers are mostly con-
cerned with just getting through the day. This kind of survival mode 
pushes the deeper aspects of teaching and learning into the back-
ground as novices focus on being liked, managing the class, and 
avoiding mistakes. Being a deeply reflective teacher is postponed 
until later, when day-to-day routines become more established. 

  Third stage: Teaching-situation concerns.  Novice teachers feel 
overwhelmed by all the noninstructional work of teaching, such as 
being sure to follow school policies, doing paperwork, and finding 
sufficient materials. The focus on the logistical dimensions of teach-
ing (e.g., working the copy machine) precludes deep attention to 
teaching and learning. 

  Fourth stage: Student concerns.  Novice teachers, now finally 
becoming able to attend to the students in front of them, begin to 
worry that they cannot know and focus on all the needs of their 
many students. They may feel that their wonderful students deserve 
a more accomplished teacher, or that they have too many students 
to teach well. They feel guilty because they believe their students 
deserve better. 
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12 The Complexities of Teaching

 The Concept of “Washout” 

 Kenneth Zeichner and Robert Tabachnick (1981) were interested in 
examining the claim that beginning teachers may not be much changed 
by their teacher-education experience. These two researchers investi-
gated a puzzling phenomenon: beginning teachers seem to exhibit few, 
if any, of the progressivist, liberal approaches their university programs 
espouse. Why is that? How can teacher educators advocate progressive 
notions of teaching only to find their graduates teaching in traditional, 
conservative ways—seemingly unchanged by the formal preparation 
experience? 

 One explanation offered was that teacher-education programs do, 
in fact, nudge student teachers toward liberal educational beliefs and 
progressive pedagogies. Yet the K–12 schools in which graduates subse-
quently find themselves carry such strong traditional socializing forces 
that the effects of university teacher-education programs are essentially 
“washed out” by the socialization of the school. Teachers are mostly 
powerless against the histories and structures of education and, soon 
enough, will teach the way their workplaces are organized. Since most 
educational workplaces are organized around traditional learning and 
teaching methods, the teachers who enter the schools, no matter how 
they were trained, quickly slide into acceptance of the dominant prac-
tices of the school, thus becoming the “traditional” kinds of teachers 
they once opposed. 

 A second explanation that Zeichner and Tabachnick put forward was 
that washout occurs because teachers are shaped mostly by their own 
biographies as students, not by their teacher-education programs. Many 
beginning teachers were exposed to traditional instructional methods for 
most of their student lives, so the traditional view becomes their default 
philosophy of teaching. Against that prevailing force, teacher-education 
programs are relatively powerless. Novice teachers may adopt the lan-
guage or surface practices of progressive teaching in their programs—
perhaps to gain instructor approval, or because they’re temporarily 
seduced by the intellectual charms of education theory—but this rhetoric 
is superficial and fades once they begin teaching, and they return to the 
more traditional, deeply embedded pedagogies with which they grew up. D
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The Complexities of Teaching 13

As Francis O’Connoll Rust wrote, teacher education is “but a patina of 
beliefs layered over a lifetime of learning” (Rust 1994, 158). This argu-
ment holds that teachers teach how they were taught, and attempts to 
dislodge these familiar practices will often fail. 

 The third explanation Zeichner and Tabachnick offered was that, in 
fact, there is indeed an alignment between the student teachers and their 
university programs, but it’s conservative on both sides. In other words, 
university teacher-education programs may appear on the surface to be 
liberal or progressive, but below that they are actually quite traditional 
in their education practices. The teacher educators are “talking the talk” 
without “walking the walk.” Though they may employ the language and 
theoretical trappings of progressive education (e.g., students should con-
struct their own knowledge, learning by rote doesn’t work, cultural diver-
sity is an asset), their own practices actually rely on traditional notions of 
learning and teaching (e.g., knowledge is external to the learner, experts 
deliver preselected information to students, lecturing is best). And they 
may tout social justice principles around race, culture, and power in edu-
cation, but they do not live up to these ideals. 

 Zeichner and Tabachnick didn’t offer an opinion on which explanation 
was the most accurate but wrote that each view had “some credibility” 
(10). Also, their review of the literature is now almost thirty years old 
and definitions of terms such as  liberal ,  conservative , and  traditional  have 
changed since then. But the broader questions they raised are still relevant 
and have been continually updated and refined by researchers ever since. 

 Given these enduring complexities, it’s important for you to stop and 
spend some time reflecting on whether any of these three models of teacher-
education washout are true for you. Consider what kind of teacher experi-
ence you had (or are currently having or will have). How was it related to 
what you thought teaching was when you first entered the teacher-education 
program? Furthermore, as you find yourself working as a teacher in a 
school, it’s important to consciously choose—to the degree that you can—
the ways you will allow the school culture to influence your teacher identity 
and, conversely, to identify those aspects of the school’s influence that you 
want to actively resist. You can in fact determine the extent to which you 
will actively seek to shape the contexts in which you teach instead of letting 
those contexts shape you—but more on this point later in the book. D
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14 The Complexities of Teaching

     Pitfalls of Personal Experience 

 Sharon Feiman-Nemser and Margret Buchmann (1985) defined three 
“pitfalls of experience in teacher preparation” to describe ways in which 
student teachers err by relying on prior experience during their teacher 
education. The authors pointed out that they were in a sense debunking 
the axiom that “experience is the best teacher.” Instead, Feiman-Nemser 
and Buchmann argued, learning from personal experience can be prob-
lematic because it eludes critical interrogation, because it sometimes 
houses misconceptions passed down throughout history, and because it 
hasn’t been formally or systematically tested. 

 One of the three pitfalls is the  familiarity pitfall —the idea that we 
automatically give extra credence to what we’re familiar with, such as 
the supposed truism that a quiet and orderly class is a successful class 
or the one holding that any student answer is either right or wrong and 
it’s the teacher’s job to decide which. We humans are quick to accept 
something as true if it correlates with what we already know. For exam-
ple, a noisy and chaotic classroom is something our automatic self might 
find problematic and determine to avoid—because that’s been our expe-
rience. But in fact some education research suggests that noisy “chaos” 
may actually be a sign of authentic learning and naturally engaged stu-
dents. Since we’ve been students in dozens of classrooms with dozens of 
different teachers, we might think that we’ve seen it all before and know 
what it all means. As soon as we draw that conclusion, though, we begin 
activating our own memories as learning sources rather than fully engag-
ing the possibility of new and different kinds of learning. As a result, we 
might fall into the trap of unthinkingly teaching as we were taught, or 
overvaluing the so-called common sense of things in the classroom. 

 The second pitfall is the  two-worlds pitfall . This describes the habit 
of constructing a mental separation between the university world and 
the world of the K–12 classroom. It’s akin to the popular but errone-
ous theory-practice divide: the myth that studying a thing is completely 
disconnected from doing the thing. Student teachers believe that what 
happens in university teacher-preparation programs is mostly abstract or 
esoteric learning and that the real learning, the true crucible of teacher 
development, is the time spent teaching in the classroom. Pitting the two 
“worlds” against each other, these authors argued, creates an ethos in 
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The Complexities of Teaching 15

which university education courses and research become downgraded 
against the value of hands-on experience. It’s one reason we too often 
hear experienced teachers saying that a teacher-education program 
doesn’t teach you much; what those teachers are often trying to say is 
that they believe education theory doesn’t actually help someone teach. 
Generally, the two-worlds pitfall neglects the integrated nature of both 
“learning” and “doing”: in truth, learning  is  doing and doing  is  learn-
ing. This theory-practice divide is a topic I will take up in more detail in 
 Chapter 2 . 

 The third pitfall that Feiman-Nemser and Buchmann identified is 
one they call the  cross-purposes pitfall . This is the mistaken belief that 
 learning to teach  is a vastly different process from  teaching . It asserts 
that, for many student teachers, “learning to teach” is about trying new 
approaches, making mistakes along the way, thinking experimentally—
while “teaching” is mostly about getting through the day with as few 
mistakes as possible and “acting like” a successful teacher. If class-
rooms aren’t typically considered places to  learn to teach  (but instead 
as places  where teaching occurs ), the authors argued, then classrooms 
become viewed by student teachers as primarily places in which to prove 
oneself. If adopted, this belief can lead student teachers to underprivi-
lege their own authentic development and to overprivilege surviving, 
impressing observers, or enacting teaching as an artificial performance 
on the public stage of a classroom. By not taking risks and trying out 
new pedagogies, they will lose the opportunity to grow as teachers. 

 Feiman-Nemser and Buchmann’s three pitfalls are like blind spots to 
an automobile driver: places where one’s vision is blocked. Beginning 
teachers often enter their teacher-education experience already armed 
with conceptions—myths even—that hinder their ability to critically 
view and confront their prior experience while learning new ways to 
think about teaching. We educators should be grateful for, but wary of, 
our prior experience. If it is true, as pianist Bill Evans has said, that “all 
experience enters into you” (Pettinger 1998), then each of us is, in part, a 
product of our experiences. But as teachers we should not be imprisoned 
by them. We must act as conscious gatekeepers, determining  which  of 
our experiences will carry influence for us and  how  we let them do their 
work on us. D
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16 The Complexities of Teaching

 Conclusion 

 Now that you have some understanding of the foundations of what helps 
to make us who we are as teachers, I want to focus on what matters 
most: how you can become the best teacher you can be. The way to 
do this is for you to raise your awareness and understanding about the 
deeply embedded, long-held beliefs you have about teaching—coming 
largely from your personal history—that you are uniquely assembling 
into a workable whole. This “whole” is what we might call a teacher’s 
professional self. For reasons I’ll explain in the next chapter, I prefer the 
term  teacher identity .  4   

 Discussion Questions 

 1. Why did you enter the teaching profession? Are these reasons still 
important to you now? How might these reasons for entry have 
shaped the ways you currently view teaching? 

 2. How would you characterize your own teacher-education program? 
What did it do well? What aspects of teaching and learning might it 
have left out? How will you fill in those gaps in your professional 
preparation? 

 3. What kinds of professional development have you experienced? 
What did they teach you? From what kinds of professional develop-
ment do you find that you learn the most? 

 4. How would you describe yourself as a teacher? What are the primary 
characteristics of your current teacher identity? 

 Notes 

 1. A note about teachers’ names in this book: sometimes the names of the teach-
ers I quote are pseudonyms to ensure confidentiality; other times the names 
are teachers’ actual names. It depends on the research circumstances in which 
the interviews were conducted. 

 2. Thanks to Dan Perlstein for sharing this information with me. 
 3. There are, of course, many different models and structures of teacher prepara-

tion (e.g., undergraduate teaching pathways, graduate or “fifth-year” creden-
tialing programs, and various field-based internships or alternative entries into 
teaching, such as Teach for America or the NYC Teaching Fellows program). 
Furthermore, there are myriad nuances, contradictions, and loose ends associ-
ated with teacher education. It’s neither as monolithic nor as coherent as my 
summary suggests. For more, see Clifford and Guthrie (1988) and Cochran-
Smith and Zeichner (2005). 

 4. Parts of some of these chapters (especially Chapter 3) come from a previously 
published work of mine,  Teaching What They Learn, Learning What They 
Live: How Teachers’ Personal Histories Shape Their Professional Develop-
ment  (Boulder, CO: Paradigm Publishers, 2008). Permission to reprint has 
generously been given. 
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The Complexities of Teaching 17
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 A huge thing about how I’m a better teacher now, compared to when I 
began, is that I know a lot more now, and the things that I know I use 
differently in the classroom. So it’s like I know more, I know differ-
ently, and I’m more reflective about how I know what I know. It makes 
everything better. I wish I was like this before. 

 —Nancy, a ninth-year California high school 
social studies teacher 

 In Chapter 1, I made the case for why it’s imperative that teachers enter into 
a reflective process about their own teacher identities. In this chapter I look 
at how beginning teachers construct their professional knowledge—how 
they learn to become teachers. I’ve chosen to focus on  knowledge  because 
it’s a central part of any teacher’s overall development (though, as we shall 
see, it’s not the only important part). As you think about how your own 
teacher knowledge continually develops, you’ll be better able to critically 
examine the many disparate influences on your teacher identity and the 
ways in which they interrelate. This should position you to consciously 
shape your development as an educator. Put more simply: only by becom-
ing aware of your learning processes will you gain some control over them. 

 What we know as teachers, how we came to know it, and how our 
knowledge guides our practice are topics that sit at the center of our 
educational work. That makes them important questions to examine, 
because reflection on these questions can act as a lever for change. As 
we become aware of  how  we are acquiring our teaching knowledge, we 
can better evaluate, adjust, and reassemble our knowledge in ways that 
improve our teaching. In fact, this is how I define “teacher learning”: 
not only  gaining new knowledge  but also  becoming wiser about our 
past and current knowledge and how we’re using it in our daily prac-
tice . In this chapter I explain how teachers develop their professional 

 Chapter 2 

 Knowledge, Learning, and 
Identity for Teachers 
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20 Knowledge, Learning, and Identity

understandings. More specifically, I consider some of the central ways in 
which researchers and theorists have viewed knowledge and put forward 
my own model of teacher identity as an alternative to traditional models 
of teacher learning. 

 Learning to Teach: A Research History 

 It’s important to begin with some key understandings of how people learn 
to teach. The modern era of research on teacher learning began about forty 
years ago with a new focus on teacher cognition. As a backlash against 
what they believed had been an overly behavioristic approach to the study 
of teaching, several education theorists in the 1970s began conducting 
research on  teacher thinking  (Clark and Yinger 1979; Good et al. 1975; 
Shavelson and Stern 1981). These researchers began asking questions such 
as “How does a teacher’s thinking relate to student achievement?” “Do 
novice teachers and expert teachers think about teaching differently?” and 
“What does an effective teacher know?”  Teacher knowledge  research-
ers picked this up in the 1980s and 1990s and started asking, “What is a 
teacher’s knowledge base?” “Where does it come from?” and “What does a 
teacher need to know in order to be successful?” (See, e.g., Shulman 1986.) 

 Simultaneously, the concept of  action research  (sometimes called “teacher 
research”) has long encouraged teachers to become researchers of their 
own classrooms. Action research not only offers evidence-based ways for 
teachers to improve their own practice but also, if done well, enriches 
larger bodies of education knowledge and theory (Cochran-Smith and 
Lytle 1993). In addition, action research has a valuable political function 
because it challenges existing views about where, and by whom, teach-
ing knowledge is created—often arguing that teacher knowledge derives 
from teachers in classrooms as much as from professors in universities. In 
reality, educational researchers conducting rigorous studies  and  practitio-
ners carefully examining and reporting on their own practice have much 
to offer the teaching profession. 

      Textbox 2.1  A Methodological Issue 

 One long-standing debate in educational research is over the rela-
tive value of the “outsider looking in” concept as a useful approach 
to inquiry versus the “practitioner looking at things for herself.” 
This debate is linked to philosophical claims of objectivity and posi-
tivism, on the one side, and postmodernism and political critiques 
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Knowledge, Learning, and Identity 21

 And, finally, contributions from  critical theory  have introduced con-
sideration of how power and sociocultural contexts influence the ways 
in which humans reflect on and enact their knowledge, thinking, and 
learning (Bourdieu 1991; Foucault 1970, 1977; Popkewitz and Brennan 
1998). This loosely connected cluster of theories has long highlighted 
active roles that social relations, politics, history, and resulting balances 
of power play in any aspect of social life, including education. Applied 
to a teacher’s knowledge, this critical-theory perspective becomes a use-
ful framework for educators who focus on power relations to explain 
schooling, learning, and what it means to be a teacher. This set of views 
also beckons all of us to more thoroughly examine our own relationships 
to race, culture, gender, sexual orientation, and power and how they pro-
foundly shape our teaching (a topic that’s considered more thoroughly in 
 Chapter 6  of this book). 

 What Is Education Knowledge? 

 Within the research on teaching, a long-standing question exists about 
where teaching knowledge resides. Is it located in the minds of teach-
ers, who are constantly generating, testing, and relying on their own 
theories about their work? Or is it located in books and articles from 
professors and researchers, who apply systematic research methods 
to educational phenomena and report what they find? If professional 
knowledge is located mostly inside teachers, then preparing and sup-
porting teachers is a question of encouraging them to develop, tap into, 
and effectively harness what they already know and experience. If, how-
ever, such knowledge is located mostly in research findings and pub-
lished theories, then teacher development is about providing teachers 
with opportunities to access and internalize the research so they can 
effectively apply this new knowledge to their classroom situations. Let’s 
take a closer look at this issue as you begin to ponder your own position 
on this debate. 

of traditional research, on the other. My belief is that in the aggre-
gate all views on teaching and all vantage points have something to 
contribute to the knowledge base on teaching and teacher develop-
ment. What’s important is to examine the methodological strengths 
and weaknesses of the various approaches at the same time their 
results are being considered for use. 
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22 Knowledge, Learning, and Identity

 “Theory” versus “Theory” 

 For me, a useful way to think about this tension is to consider that  prac-
tice always follows from some kind of theory . Regardless of whether we 
acknowledge it, people’s choices and behaviors are mostly governed by 
their various embedded views of the world. Adult learning, then, becomes 
the process of examining what understandings of the world you are actu-
ally relying on and making conscious decisions about whether to retain, 
jettison, or adjust your deeper, long-held views. Specialized knowledge 
involves the same process, although framed more narrowly and techni-
cally. And instincts and biological urges are something else altogether. 

 Before we go into the further details of teacher knowledge, it seems useful 
to consider what we mean when we talk about “theory” in relation to edu-
cation. I have often seen beginning teachers recoil when the word “theory” 
is used in their presence. As students in a teacher-preparation program, 
they fear that any reference to theory means they’re going to be inundated 
by dense, boring reading material that makes education more complicated 
than it needs to be and may not even contain any useful implications for 
practice. “What does this have to do with actually teaching?” they inevita-
bly ask. “How will I use this in my classroom tomorrow?” “Why does the 
author write in such an obfuscating way?” Or they may report, “My coop-
erating teacher tells me you don’t learn anything in courses like this one.” 
As working teachers or student teachers, they flinch and gird themselves 
for what they believe will be an overly abstract or irrelevant conversation. 

 When this occurs in my courses, I try to demystify the very concept 
of theory. I suggest that “theory” simply points to the fact that people’s 
actions in the world are largely informed by their underlying understand-
ings of the world (even if the process of relying on those understandings 
is largely automatic). When I’m cooking in the kitchen, for example, I’m 
operating on understandings of what heat does to food, how much force 
is needed on the knife, whether this amount of broth will fit into that 
bowl, and how long it will take to roast those vegetables in that oven 
at this temperature. Regardless of whether I know the science of cook-
ing, I know enough to make certain predictions and adjust my practice 
accordingly. I’m operating on theory as I make choices and take action. 
My personal ideas about how to cook successfully are both related to and 
different from the body of knowledge derived from researchers who study 
the effects of heat on molecules, the physics of objects, or how sugars 
morph into energy during digestion. 

 One way of approaching the debate about where teacher knowledge 
comes from, then, might be to call that first category of knowledge 
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Knowledge, Learning, and Identity 23

“theory” with a small “t,” and the second category “Theory” with a big 
“T” (a distinction that I will use only in this section). Lowercase “theory,” 
then, would be the personal, experience-based, somewhat idiosyncratic 
ideas about teaching, learning, and schooling that an individual teacher 
might rely on to understand and act in the world as an educator. It might 
be fueled as much by intuitions, memories, and opinions—or “folk theo-
ries” as Feiman-Nemser and Buchmann (1985) call it—as by professional 
perspectives, educational research, and systematic critical reflection. I 
have found that lowercase “theory” is the guiding system for many class-
room teachers. This worries me. Lowercase theory is almost automatic, 
is rarely noticed as anything other than a kind of “common sense” or 
“wisdom of practice,” and is hard to dislodge, because it’s rarely made 
visible for examination. 

 It’s also sometimes criticized for being dominated by society’s prevail-
ing norms, ideological prejudices, or naïve opinions. We all would like to 
think that if a teacher is a good person, works hard, and loves kids, then 
everyone in the class will learn well. The real world of education, how-
ever, proves more complex than simple maxims might allow. 

 Uppercase “Theory,” in contrast, consists of those claims about the 
world that are generated and disseminated (i.e., systematically hypoth-
esized, tested, refined, and published) by professional researchers follow-
ing standardized methods of inquiry. An example of this kind of social 
science could be Luis Moll and his colleagues’ notion of “funds of knowl-
edge.” “Funds of knowledge” refers to a set of research findings about 
working-class Latino families in the United States who, like most non-
Latino families, engage in multiple kinds of higher-order cognitive tasks all 
day long as they navigate their lives. Managing home finances, coordinat-
ing multiple schedules, and navigating multiple language and translation 
duties are all extremely complicated tasks requiring complex mental and 
emotional work. Yet, unlike the stores of knowledge of most middle-class 
Anglo families, many of these Latino knowledge resources are rarely called 
upon for daily use by the schools their children attend (Gonzalez et al. 
2005). Unfortunately, this means that many teachers are unable to access 
the knowledge their Latino students bring into the classroom. “Funds of 
knowledge,” then, is a Theory related to how teachers should find ways 
to identify and include in the classroom the historically undervalued but 
nevertheless rich cognitive capacities that Latino children activate daily. 

 Uppercase Theory is sometimes criticized for being too abstract, rar-
efied, or full of soaring generalities. As a result, some teachers who read 
about this concept of “funds of knowledge” might not be able to make 
a meaningful connection to their daily work in the classroom. It is also 
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24 Knowledge, Learning, and Identity

often suggested that the fact that it’s found and reported by so-called 
professional researchers doesn’t make Theory necessarily accurate. Crit-
ics argue that Theory may well be slanted toward the dominant ideologies 
and cultural meaning systems held by the researchers themselves or their 
funding agencies. Some of these criticisms might hold partial truth, but 
we should be careful not to simplify the issue to an all-or-nothing mind-
set in regard to lowercase and uppercase theory. 

 In my opinion, both a person’s personal educational theories and the 
Theory generated by educational researchers are important for teachers. 
Informed professionals move along in the world by successfully integrat-
ing both into the practice of teaching.  This means that acknowledging 
and directing the way your own theories become integrated with larger 
Theories of education as you develop as a teacher should reap great ben-
efits for you, both professionally and personally.  

 Cognitive and Situated Theories of Learning 

 One powerful question within the debate about how teachers  learn to 
teach  is the question of whether knowledge is constructed in context or 
acquired in the abstract. In other words: Is “knowledge” a  thing —a body 
of understandings—that’s formed and then passed down from experts to 
novices? Or is it an  activity —a set of ongoing practices and accompany-
ing conceptions—in which participating people learn to view the world in 
new ways? Put another way, we need to ask ourselves whether knowledge 
is a product or a process. 

 This is not just a hollow, academic debate. It has real consequences 
for how educators frame their own learning. What a teacher educator, or 
teacher, or school administrator believes about how teachers learn will 
shape how resources are used, how practices are structured, how teacher 
growth is measured, and what behaviors are rewarded. It’s my contention 
that all of us have a responsibility to do some hard thinking about our 
own positions on what learning is, and then continuously examine and 
evaluate those positions. 

 The scholarly debate about whether learning is cognitive or situated—
to use the research terminology—is profound and long-standing. At its 
center lies disagreement about whether the primary entity involved in 
learning is the  isolated individual  or the  group in a context . This debate 
between situated and cognitive theories of learning is sometimes termed 
as a debate between “individual” and “social” perspectives, or between 
“cognitive theory” and “sociocultural constructivism.” In addition, the 
situated perspective is often discussed within the context of “sociocultural 
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Knowledge, Learning, and Identity 25

learning theory.” (For more, see Anderson et al. 2000; Fosnot 2005; 
Lave and Wenger 1991; Oakes and Lipton 2006.) The cognitive tradi-
tion locates learning inside  internal cognitive processes —in other words, 
information-processing mechanisms inside an individual’s mind that are 
believed to connect external stimuli with individual responses. This cog-
nitive perspective does not ignore the role of context (or its synonym, 
“environment”) but views context—or the “task and relevant features 
of the setting” (Cobb and Bowers 1999)—as an  influence on  learning, 
rather than as part of the learning itself. This tradition could be aligned 
with metaphors of learning, such as the single “lightbulb” going off above 
a learner’s head, or the notion of “finally getting it”—as if the “it” is out 
there in the world, waiting for a learner to internalize. 

 Some scholars, however, critique this view of learning as overly narrow 
and limited by its lack of attention to roles of context, culture, and social 
relationships. Several of these researchers instead view learning as occur-
ring firmly inside  the interaction between individual(s) and environment  
(Anderson et al. 2000; Lave 1988; Lave and Wenger 1991). These social 
theorists put forward a situated perspective on learning that takes as a 
primary unit of analysis an “interactive system composed of groups of 
individuals together with the material and representational resources they 
use” (Cobb and Bowers 1999, 5). Here, learning is perceived entirely as a 
 social activity , within a unique context every time, in which participants 
begin to think in new ways, undergo identity shifts, adopt new ways of 
using language, and produce new memories. “Learning,” then, becomes 
the interconnected, grounded, fundamentally social ways in which people 
construct meaning out of daily experience. One example might be two 
teachers trading ideas back and forth with such enthusiasm and mutual 
respect that, by the end of their brainstorming session, they don’t know 
which ideas were whose—but they have both acquired new understand-
ings and leave the interaction with new knowledge that they will use. 

 Theorists Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger wrote that such a view of 
learning 

 impl[ies] emphasis on comprehensive understanding involving the whole 
person rather than “receiving” a body of factual knowledge about the 
world; on activity in and with the world; and on the view that agent, 
activity, and the world mutually constitute each other. 

 (Lave and Wenger 1991, 33) 

 Though both sides (except for extremists at each end) agree that learn-
ing is a process of constructing a new thing out of available materials, the 
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26 Knowledge, Learning, and Identity

cognitive perspective treats knowledge more as a thing, while the situated 
perspective treats it as a process. The cognitive perspective presumes that 
knowledge can be constructed within one context yet easily transferred to 
and employed in another context. The situated perspective assumes that, 
because knowledge and context are inextricably related, knowledge does 
not transfer but rather is reconstructed anew each time. 

 You might be asking yourself, why is this topic important to me? The 
answer is that if teachers don’t fully understand the process of learn-
ing, it will be extremely difficult for them to maximize student efforts 
to construct learning of their own. As a teacher, your understanding of 
learning theory guides your teaching practice. Consider whether you tend 
to emphasize knowledge as an entity that gets passed along from teacher 
to student (or from textbook to reader), or view knowledge as a process 
by which students in the social setting of the classroom formulate their 
own understandings of the world by interacting with each other and vari-
ous materials inside your guided conversations and activities. Consider 
whether you privilege students working alone, quietly attempting to mas-
ter the material—or prefer to have students working together in groups, 
trying to solve real-world learning dilemmas. 

 The Learning Debate Applied to Teacher Development 

 Traditionally, the two competing perspectives about learning—and the 
tension between them—have shaped approaches to teacher education and 
professional development. Those who presume that learning is primarily 
cognitive could accept, for example, a definition of teacher knowledge as 
proved theory taught to beginning teachers and applied appropriately by 
those teachers to classroom situations. Such a view supports the loosely 
assembled bundle of conceptions, curricula, and pedagogies common 
within most twentieth-century teacher-education programs in the United 
States: preservice teachers learned theories and teaching approaches in 
university classrooms for a semester, and then they practiced and internal-
ized them in some kind of supervised teaching practicum. This has been 
the dominant model of teacher education for a long time. Student teach-
ers are expected to absorb bodies of educational knowledge and then find 
ways to apply that knowledge as a successful set of teaching practices 
that will work in most any classroom. This approach, though, rests on 
two shaky premises: that learning takes place primarily in the mind of the 
individual learner, and that knowledge transfers relatively intact. 

 If, instead, we accept that the process of teacher learning is often 
situated, then it means we presume that teachers construct their own 
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Knowledge, Learning, and Identity 27

knowledge out of their various activities and contexts. This means that a 
teacher’s knowledge and a teacher’s knowledge process are inextricably 
linked to his or her lived experiences. If we grant this, it follows that 
we must view each teacher as a unique and three-dimensional learner—
someone who combines life, learning, and practice to create personalized 
understandings of, and relationships to, the world and him- or herself. 
Who one is as a person affects who one is as both a learner and a teacher. 
Life and learning intertwine. 

 Such a view is often invoked to characterize apprenticeship models 
of teacher education that stress problem-posing curricula, communities 
of practice, and an emphasis on preservice teachers interrogating their 
personal influences (Darling-Hammond et al. 1995; Dewey 1904, 1933; 
Oakes and Lipton 2006). This model includes teacher educators who 
emphasize critical reflection for teachers—finding ways to encourage 
student teachers to examine their own selves and locations in society—or 
programs that rely on teaching case studies or classroom videos in order 
to pose and instigate discussion on teaching dilemmas that beginners 
will face. These approaches rest on the premises that (a) learning takes 
place within the whole person always acting inside a unique setting, and 
(b) knowledge is inextricably linked to context. They are at times criti-
cized for allowing students’ own naïve views to dominate learning, or for 
encouraging excessive “navel gazing.” And they are sometimes criticized 
for relying on a determinism that presumes that people are prisoners of 
their own experience. 

 So, that’s the dichotomous version of this debate: learning occurs mostly 
in one’s mind, or learning is mostly constructed out of one’s participation 
in some environment. And, oddly, participants of the scholarly debate 
rarely posit legitimate places in between these two extremes. In order to 
treat learning in ways both deep and broad, I choose to accept that it’s 
really a combination of both views of learning. Separately, each perspec-
tive illuminates a different, fundamental aspect of learning and, together, 
both perspectives complement each other to illuminate how teachers 
develop (and how learners learn). In much of my own research, I favor 
a view that focuses on ways in which teachers’ personal histories funda-
mentally guide their professional learning. I guess that puts me squarely 
in the second camp, the sociocultural one. I believe that adult learning is 
about reorienting one’s whole self to the world. My view connects with 
John Dewey’s (1916) definition of education: “[Education] is that recon-
struction or reorganization of experience which adds to the meaning of 
experience, and which increases [a person’s] ability to direct the course of 
subsequent experience” (82). 
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28 Knowledge, Learning, and Identity

 As we think about teacher learning, we should strive to strike an accu-
rate, useful balance. Too much abstraction makes knowledge difficult to 
apply in one’s actual classroom, yet too much contextualization makes 
knowledge difficult to apply in the face of unpredictable situations, 
something that all teachers also routinely face. For example, knowing 
the research on power dynamics between teachers and students doesn’t 
necessarily help a teacher actually deal with a student who has a problem 
with authority figures. But  a combination of some research and some 
reflective practice generally helps teachers to be successful in dealing with 
the everyday problems they encounter.  

 Now let’s take what we’ve learned and apply it to a closer look at our-
selves and the teacher identity each of us has or is developing. 

 How Do Teachers Learn? 

 Your Interpretive Frame 

 If we accept that learning emerges out of people’s lived contexts and expe-
riences, then it follows that a teacher’s knowledge derives from more than 
intellectual understandings and technical skills. Your teacher knowledge 
is more than merely the sum of the theories, techniques, and definitions 
you have learned (or are learning or will learn) in your education courses. 
Instead, your whole self—past, present, and future—is engaged in how 
you continually understand, enact, evaluate, and refine your teaching 
practice. In other words, it’s not only that some of the  sources  of your 
professional knowledge are personal in nature, but also that the  process  
by which you translate experience into meaning includes both personal 
and professional factors. 

 What we might call “teacher development” doesn’t reside solely in 
the abstract, intellectual mind of a teacher. It includes the whole person. 
As teachers learn, they make active use of their memories, political and 
philosophical beliefs, personal dispositions, family experiences, and cur-
rent and past relationships alongside the professional knowledge and for-
mal educational activities in which they’re officially engaged. And whoever 
they’re working with—students, fellow teachers, teacher-education instruc-
tors, or peers—is also having an influence on how they are constructing 
their professional knowledge. Accepting these facts requires us to adopt a 
broader and deeper way of looking at teacher learning. This is why I prefer 
the term  identity  instead of  knowledge , and  teacher-identity development  
instead of  teacher learning . These preferred terms strike me as broader 
and more holistic, and I believe they can help to focus our attention on a 
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Knowledge, Learning, and Identity 29

fuller range of influences at play in the moment-by-moment activities of 
teachers in context. 

 Each of us enters the profession of teaching already armed with deeply 
embedded ideas about teaching and learning. We have personal reasons 
why we want to teach; often unexamined beliefs about what it means to 
be a successful teacher, successful student, or successful parent; hunches 
about where, as teachers, we will be able to shine and where—conversely—
we expect to have trouble in our work; and imagined pictures that we’ve 
nurtured for years of what we expect to “look like” as an educator. These 
embedded ideas and images about teaching and learning form a kind 
of  interpretive frame  that we rely on, consciously or not, as we learn to 
teach in some teacher-education program, during our student teaching, 
and within various internship or professional development networks. 

 We might hope that any teacher’s interpretive frame is altered and 
improved by his or her teacher-education experience, though it’s not 
always so. Nevertheless, our interpretive frames largely guide us as teach-
ers even after we have finished our preparation programs and find our-
selves working with students in schools. Yet, these frames are often hidden 
from view. Even though they are in active use, they are rarely examined 
by teachers. A teacher’s frame grows out of his general experiences as a 
human being, and when he begins work as an educator, it also becomes 
the foundation of his teacher knowledge and therefore represents a fun-
damental aspect of his professional identity. 

      Textbox 2.2  Terminology 

 Throughout this book, I use the terms  teacher identity  and  profes-
sional identity  synonymously. 

 Perhaps an illustrative metaphor is useful here. Consider a person’s 
general interpretive frame to be like a pair of glasses, as in   Figure 2.1  . 

   Pretending that these glasses do not come off, we can probably agree 
that they would continually and automatically influence the way the 
world looks to the person who wears them. They’re always influencing, 
ever so slightly or quite a bit, the way the wearer sees things. To extend 
the metaphor, let’s presume that everyone’s pair of glasses is different and 
invisible, and that each pair emerges out of the person’s own biography—
his or her own unique mix of lived experiences and social relationships. 
Philosophically, then, we might say that a kind of moderate subjectivism 
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30 Knowledge, Learning, and Identity

is at work: rather than assuming one objective social reality, we recognize 
that there are billions of slightly different, individual views of the world 
and that these, in the aggregate, become what we call social existence. 
This isn’t to argue for some kind of cultural relativism or philosophical 
solipsism: there  is  an actual world in place in which many things are not 
up for debate. The chair I am sitting on is real. The death of innocent 
people is tragic. Asbestos is toxic. 

 But the fact remains that many of the nuances of the world are shaded 
in different hues, ever so slightly, by the interpretive frame of various 
individuals with whom we come in contact. Everyone’s individual exis-
tence, and therefore everyone’s worldview, is slightly different. There are 
enough similarities that we can agree on most procedural or declarative 
knowledge, and can use language in ways understandable by others in 
our shared cultural communities: a red traffic light means stop; Canada 
lies to the north of the United States; asking a grocery clerk where the 
milk is will usually elicit an aisle number or pointed finger. 

 A group of people can have a mutual understanding of their shared 
experience as, for example, they discuss a movie they just saw. However, 
they would probably not all agree in their impressions of that movie. 
In terms of the deeper subtleties of the world—and many of the things 
relevant to education!—how the world or movie or classroom looks is 
slightly different for each person. We could agree on the general plot of 

Figure 2.1

Credit: Shutterstock
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the movie we just watched, but we probably  experienced  the movie very 
differently, and therefore have differing views of its quality, its meaning, 
and its value to our lives. 

 For teachers, these pairs of glasses—having been constructed out of 
the materials of our own personal histories—guide our own education 
work. They shape decisions we make about which teaching practices 
we accept and which ones we reject, which kinds of teachers to emulate 
and which ones to criticize. They shape the image that we have of what 
a successful classroom would look like—how to arrange the tables or 
desks; what to put up on the classroom walls; what we picture in our 
mind’s eye when we think of a group of students really chugging along, 
learning in exciting ways, discovering their own “aha!” moments. They 
also shape how we interpret and react to our specific teaching con-
texts: the school, our colleagues, the administration, various policies 
and reforms. Our glasses color our views of whether we think we’re 
making a difference in the lives of children, whether we believe we 
can be successful teachers, whether we’re enjoying our work. There-
fore, they also color how we make career decisions: whether to stay in 
or leave our present school, whether to continue teaching or consider 
other kinds of work. 

 That pair of glasses—that deeply embedded, personal-professional, 
interpretive frame for teaching—is a double-edged sword. As George 
Lakoff and Mark Turner (1989) wrote, “Anything that we rely on con-
stantly, unconsciously, and automatically is so much a part of us that 
it cannot easily be resisted, in large measure because it is rarely even 
noticed” (63). In a positive way, our embedded interpretive frame acts 
as a useful personal guide for our professional practice. But in a nega-
tive way, it can become a set of biases—a set of personal perspectives 
developed long ago and then somehow hidden in the shadows of our con-
sciousness even while still actively guiding our views of the world. If we 
do not unearth, examine, and adjust our interpretive frame as we become 
teachers, then it controls the kinds of teachers we become. 

 Your Teacher Identity 

 In my research I’ve found that beginning teachers’ personal histories shape 
their professional learning in fundamental ways that are rarely noticed. 
What I mean by that is that their biography becomes their interpretive 
frame, shaping not only their general views of the world but also their 
specific process of becoming a teacher. Much of the recent research I’ve 
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32 Knowledge, Learning, and Identity

done has involved investigating these processes and contours of teacher-
identity development: how student teachers learn, how teachers’ own 
perspectives shape their work, and how beginning teachers develop into 
more experienced ones. 

 What I’ve consistently found is a complex process of professional 
learning in which beginning teachers continually combine  professional 
theories  of teaching from their university courses (that uppercase Theory) 
and the  wisdom of practice  from inside the classroom with their own 
multiple  personal dispositions, conceptions, feelings, goals, and memories  
(various lowercase theories) to construct an ever-evolving teaching self. 

 And I’ve found that this occurs inside  actual contexts of practice . In 
other words, schools, universities, and other places where teachers learn 
carry their own influence on exactly how the participating teacher inte-
grates personal and professional, past and present understandings into 
teacher knowledge. For example, the school administration, teaching col-
leagues, official and unofficial educational policies and norms, and, of 
course, students and families all factor into the process of a teacher’s 
ongoing identity development. 

 The personal, biographical, nontechnical influences and experiences that 
each of us possesses sit alongside formal teacher learning and are constantly 
(as well as automatically and often unconsciously) invoked as we assemble 
our professional approach to education inside a particular context. 

 Not only do the interrelated personal and prior influences act as  direct 
knowledge sources  (e.g., I might emphasize poetry in the classroom 
because my mother loves poetry and over time, because of her, I fell in 
love with it, too), but also they possess an  indirect mediating function . 
In this indirect way, the personal understandings and dispositions—that 
pair of glasses from earlier—act as the lens through which I interpret 
and evaluate the many professional theories and university teaching 
approaches to which I’m exposed. For example, I might subtly favor 
university readings or teaching approaches that correspond to how my 
own K–12 teachers taught me, or might reject collaborative learning 
approaches (even if my university advocates them) because I’ve person-
ally always disliked working in groups. The point is that, as a beginning 
teacher, I cannot help but see professional knowledge about teaching 
and learning through my own personal lens, and so what I think of 
my formal professional teacher education—how I interpret it, whether 
I believe it’s good or bad, how I will adjust it to fit my predictions for 
the future—is profoundly shaped by the personal views I bring to my 
teacher learning. 
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Knowledge, Learning, and Identity 33

 In the end, learning isn’t direct and forward-moving; it’s not simply 
internalizing technical or theoretical ideas about teaching and then figur-
ing out how to apply them. Most professional learning in the teachers 
I’ve studied was, in fact, indirect and iterative. It was a complex, often 
automatic process of negotiation and appropriation among many knowl-
edge sources. Teacher learning is actually a looping or spiraling process 
where one automatically negotiates among different knowledge sources, 
adapts parts from each of them—or maybe rejects them but is still always 
evaluating them in relation to each other—and tentatively stitches them 
together as a way to think about and do teaching. Since this process is 
continually in motion, a teacher’s body of knowledge is constantly chang-
ing and growing. To reference a common phrase, a teacher is “always in 
the act of becoming.” And this is true for both the new teacher and the 
veteran teacher, so it’s good to find peace in knowing that you will always 
be learning to become a better teacher! 

 Moving from Interpretive Frame to Teacher Identity 

 That pair of glasses is a metaphor to characterize how any unique indi-
vidual is shaped by, and goes on to view, the world. I use teacher iden-
tity as a term to describe both the  active process  of using personal and 
professional, past and present influences in order to enact one’s teaching 
and teacher learning, and the  resulting product : that dynamic assem-
blage of influences-and-effects (and I connect the words “influences” 
and “effects” with hyphens to emphasize their interconnectedness) that 
is always guiding a teacher’s perspectives and practices. This tangle of 
influences-and-effects is akin to what Beijaard et al. (2004) called “a 
chorus of voices.” It shapes how a teacher views himself or herself in 
relation to the world. And such self-understandings, in turn, guide how 
the teacher navigates his or her way through the world both personally 
and professionally. 

 The world acts on and reacts to the individual person in various ways, 
and that individual is changed slightly by each of these experiences in 
the world. In this way, the individual and the larger world engage in 
a kind of dance with one another—a sometimes clumsy, sometimes 
perfectly fitting, rarely acknowledged waltz in which the individual is 
guided by understandings  of  and  for  herself in relation to other people, 
histories, and contexts. This, I argue, is how we move through the world. 
  Figure 2.2   attempts to graphically illustrate this idea of teacher iden-
tity as both process and product, as both the influences on a teacher’s 
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34 Knowledge, Learning, and Identity

knowledge and the effects of those influences. Think of the figure as sets 
of influence-and-effect ribbons that move and flutter into and out of a 
dynamic center, constantly changing and being changed by experience 
and by the influence of the other ribbons. The center is your teacher iden-
tity. And the ribbons become filled with the themes of your life—those 
life experiences that continually shape and reshape you in the flow of 
everyday practice.  1   

   Viewing your learning and your teaching practice through an identity 
lens allows you to notice the myriad influences on your teaching self—not 
just the technical, educationally minded ones that our profession empha-
sizes but all the things that shape you. And it allows you to see that influ-
ences on your teacher development are not separate but in fact frequently 
meld together and interrelate to exert complex influences on your learning. 
In this way, a teacher-identity focus shows how you are actually relying on 
dozens of strands of influence that, together, are turning you into the teacher 

Figure 2.2
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Knowledge, Learning, and Identity 35

you are becoming. Recognizing, examining, and taking active ownership of 
all of these strands of influence—and the identity process by which they 
interrelate—help you to understand the teacher you are becoming. 

 Conclusion 

 Thus far I’ve been discussing teacher identity as a rather abstract concept 
rather than as something concrete and clear. I have begun with these 
foundational discussions in order to clarify why it’s important for you to 
consider your teacher identity, and how it fits in with and relates to exist-
ing educational theories and topics. But it would be helpful at this point 
to have a more grounded, real-life example of what teacher identity looks 
like in practice and how it works to shape an actual teacher’s learning. 
If it’s going to be useful, one’s teacher identity must be easy to recognize 
and understand. A real example of teacher identity in practice might help 
us to see how a person’s own biography ends up shaping teacher develop-
ment. And it can highlight the multiple ways in which a teacher’s whole 
self is actively implicated in her decisions to accept or reject her teacher-
education program and in her ways of becoming a teacher. 

 The following chapter takes up this task. Presenting the story of one 
student teacher in the process of becoming a beginning teacher, the chap-
ter frames teacher learning as a complex, iterative, personalized journey 
of teacher identity construction. 

 Discussion Questions 

 1. Are you someone who has difficulty with or experiences frustration 
when reading educational theory or published research? Why do you 
think that is so? What strategies might you employ in order to find 
useful ways to engage with academic theory and research texts? 

 2. What theories were (or are) emphasized in your teacher-education pro-
gram? How do these compare with the ideas presented in this chapter? 

 3. How do your views of learning influence your current teaching prac-
tices? Can you think of concrete ways to adjust your teaching so it’s 
better aligned with your beliefs about how people learn? 

 4. Do you regularly engage in conversations with colleagues and peers 
about theory? If not, how can you instigate conversation around 
theories of learning, teaching, and teacher development? 

 Note 

 1. Thanks to Lou Waddell for creating all the drawings in this book. 
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36 Knowledge, Learning, and Identity

 Further Reading 
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  LIZ : One of the things I’ve noticed that’s made me not so thrilled with 
teaching is that I don’t really like my behavior. 

BRAD : What do you mean? 
LIZ : I’m doing the things I never thought I’d do. 
BRAD : Like what? 
LIZ : Just the way I react to kids, the things that piss me off. Getting kind 

of, you know, snotty with kids. . . . When I get angry with a class it’s 
because I’m trying to hold them to a particular tautness, and they 
won’t—it won’t work. Because it’s my feeling that for kids to be on 
task they need to be on task, need order. They need to be focused. And 
it’s my job to keep them focused. When I can’t keep a class focused, 
or when those kids refuse, I can pull, and I can pull in as hard as I 
want, but I’m going to break the string before they get it. Before they 
straighten up. And so I had to make a decision: Am I going to keep 
pulling and kicking kids out and having, you know, what could be 
mutiny—and what’s  been  mutiny? Or do I try and relax a little bit 
and hope for as much as I can get? 

 —Liz, a first-year California high school English teacher 

 I have argued that it is paramount for every teacher to reflect on his or 
her own teacher identity, and I have offered a theoretical justification for 
adopting a teacher-identity framework. In this chapter I will demonstrate 
what teacher identity actually looks like and, in doing so, narrate some 
of the early struggles associated with becoming a teacher. More specifi-
cally, I will use the concept of teacher identity to illuminate how hard 
it can be for a new teacher to reconcile his or her prior and personal 
experiences with the more professional, technical aspects of teacher edu-
cation. Acknowledging all the influences on one’s teacher learning often 

 Chapter 3 

 Combining the Personal and 
the Professional in Teaching 
 An example 
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38 The Personal and the Professional

requires the teacher to confront multiple personal and professional con-
flicts. And, although these conflicts over time give the teacher newer and 
richer views of himself or herself as a teacher, while he or she is in the pro-
cess of recognizing and working through them they can cause frustration 
and anguish. Such is the challenge of early-career teacher development. 
Even the most amazing veteran teachers had to go through it in order to 
become amazing. 

 In the late 1990s I spent two years observing, talking with, and learning 
from Liz as she became a high school English teacher in California. Our 
first year together was during her teacher-education program in a large 
public university’s one-year graduate program; our second year together 
was her first year as an English teacher working at the same California 
school in which she student-taught the year before. Like any teacher—
like any person—Liz herself was a complex bundle of influences, beliefs, 
values, features, and perceptions. This bundle of pieces, what we might 
call a “self,” appeared on the surface to be categorizable: Liz, a white 
woman from a middle-class background in New York City, was in her 
late twenties, college-educated, confident, idealistic, able to crack a joke, 
naturally self-deprecating, the daughter of two teachers, and someone 
who loved rock music. Educational researchers might cast her as the typi-
cal teacher candidate (Calderhead 1988; Wideen et al. 1998). Yet, as I 
came to know Liz—analyzing her ways of teaching, thinking, talking, 
and acting—I found that she was, of course, unique, clearly possessing 
her own distinctive teacher identity. 

 Some of you may readily identify with details of Liz’s story, and even 
those of you who do not should benefit from the chance to hear that 
story. You will better understand the concept of teacher identity by way 
of a grounded example. Either way, by illuminating teacher identity as a 
concrete, visible process, I will use this chapter to set up the second half 
of the book: once you understand what teacher identity looks like, then 
you’re ready to attend to your own teacher identity. 

 Liz’s beginning teacher development was largely a story of Liz fashion-
ing a professional teaching identity out of a mix of the facts of her per-
sonal history, what she was learning in her teacher-education program, 
and what she experienced during her first two years in the classroom. As 
Liz tried to assemble a useful bundle of understandings about teaching 
and learning, she was weaving together myriad influences into something 
she considered coherent: something that she believed worked for her. Liz 
was constructing her teacher identity (although I don’t think she realized 
it at the time, and she wouldn’t have used that terminology). She had to 
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The Personal and the Professional 39

reconcile competing beliefs about what a teacher is; she had to address 
the power that her own biography had over her; she had to integrate her 
university’s ideas about education with other teaching influences from 
her life; and she had to figure out how to learn from her students at the 
same time she was teaching them. It was hard work and often emotionally 
taxing, but she felt driven to succeed. 

 One important lesson from Liz’s experience is a painful one: she was 
offered very little professional support in recognizing and navigating her 
teacher-identity conflicts. Neither her education program nor her mentors 
pointed out how interrelated, deep, and emotionally taxing the process of 
becoming a teacher can be. No one talked to her about teacher learning in 
terms of identity changes. No one helped her understand that becoming 
a teacher is full of contradictions, that conflicts are resolved slowly, that 
a person’s teacher identity changes and grows over time—in short, that 
she needn’t always be so hard on herself. It’s a difficult process, but, over 
time, it gives way to insight, wisdom, and a successful, newly developed 
professional identity. 

 The value of framing Liz’s professional development in terms of 
 teacher identity  is that it acknowledges and celebrates her uniqueness; 
Liz brings characteristics, experiences, and talents together in a way 
that no one else does. But a teacher-identity frame also highlights the 
commonalities inherent in becoming a teacher. Liz may be unique, but 
the contours of her beginning teacher development are shared by many 
early-career teachers. Yes, the details may be specific to Liz, but the 
larger patterns, complexities, and contradictions are probably com-
mon to many. I suspect that learning about Liz’s experience will allow 
you to reflect on parts of your own experience of becoming a teacher. 
Her story teaches us that the initial tensions and emotional conflicts of 
teaching are common (you’re not alone!); that growth happens . . . but 
incrementally (be patient!); and that the more a teacher examines his 
or her identity processes, the more successful he or she will become (be 
self-reflective!). Liz learned through her experience; I share this narra-
tive with you so that you may learn something about yourself as you 
embark on a similar journey. 

 Liz’s Tug-of-War between Student-Centered 
and Teacher-Centered Models of Teaching 

 As I studied Liz for two years while she was learning to teach, it 
became clear to me that her process of development was largely about 
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40 The Personal and the Professional

constructing a teacher identity by experimenting with several models 
of teaching: 

 • The  teacher-as-cool-friend  model of her own “hippest, jeans-wearing 
English teacher” in tenth grade, on whom she “had a crush.” 

 • The  teacher-as-expert  model of her English-teacher father, who “believed 
in kids sitting in rows facing the teacher” and was “flabbergasted” that 
Liz’s credentialing program employed group learning: “But why are you 
paying tuition to listen to the kid next to you? He doesn’t know any 
more than you do. It’s the professor you’re paying for.” 

 • The  student-centered/cooperative learning teacher  model her creden-
tialing program espoused—“It’s the emerging paradigm,” one of her 
professors told me, but Liz wasn’t so sure. 

 • The  teacher-as-technician  model that her favorite teacher-education 
professor embodied and advocated: “Her stuff is so concrete and use-
ful,” Liz said to me. 

 • The  teacher-as-agent-of-social-change  model that Liz’s family instilled 
in her: “[Teaching] was this noble thing to do in our family,” she 
reported. 

 So, while Liz was struggling with the day-to-day challenges of being a 
new teacher, she was also constantly managing which of these five teacher 
types she felt she should be for herself, for her students, and for others. 
Her sometimes conscious, sometimes automatic manipulation of these 
models of teaching made use of the literally dozens of strands of influ-
ence on her teacher-identity development. Liz was organizing, evaluating, 
adjusting, and fitting together knowledge from diverse sources—personal 
and professional, past and current—into a body of understandings of 
what it meant for her to be a teacher. 

 In order to illustrate this process, I present one central issue that charac-
terized Liz’s development: her ongoing struggle with the competing mod-
els of teaching as  student-centered  or as  teacher-centered . This involves 
a century-long debate between constructivism and didactic instruction 
(see  Textbox 3.1 ), and it figured prominently in Liz’s teacher-identity 
development. 

 Phase One: Liz Enters Her Credentialing Program 

 I had an argument this weekend with my father, who’s been an English 
teacher for thirty-five years. He asked what kinds of things I’m learn-
ing [in my university program]. I explained that the teaching mod-
els we’re learning are very different from the way he teaches. I told 
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The Personal and the Professional 41

him that we’re learning to privilege the student over the teacher, that 
teaching now is child-centered. This elicited pretty much the response I 
expected from him: “You’ll learn that none of that works. Group work 
is nice in the textbook but it’s impossible in the classroom.” You see, 
my father believes in kids sitting in rows or perhaps in a horseshoe; in 
either form they face the teacher. My father believes that the teacher 
has the information. That’s why he’s the teacher. Groups may make 
kids less shy, more expressive, but inevitably they collapse into social 
discussions. What’s worse, he says, they don’t prepare kids for what 
they’ll see in college. 

 —Liz 

 By the end of the first month of her teacher-preparation program, Liz 
had decided that student-centered teaching and teacher-centered teach-
ing existed at opposite poles of a continuum, and that to lean in one 
direction necessarily sacrificed the other. She framed it as a tug-of-war 
between the two sides. Much of her prior understanding of teaching had 
come from her father, and when she spoke of her father’s teaching, she 
often employed the language of the teacher-as-expert model: a concep-
tion that Liz set in direct opposition to the student-centered model she 
believed represented her university program’s ideal. She found it difficult 
to reconcile for herself these two views of teaching. 

  Textbox 3.1   The Student-Centered versus Teacher-
Centered Continuum 

 For more than a century, the tension between these two paradigms 
has endured. Indeed, it has factored into almost every debate in 
education for succeeding generations, including the debate over the 
value of lecturing versus group work, the discussion about phonics 
versus the whole-language approach to reading, and work on the 
relative merits of computer-aided instruction, among other issues. 

 On the  student-centered  side, developmentalists, humanists, 
and constructivists emphasize the student as the center of the cur-
riculum and argue that a teacher should discover each individual 
child’s own “urgent impulses and habits,” and then, by supplying 
the proper environment and encouragement, direct students “in a 
fruitful and orderly way” toward self-discovery (Kliebard 1995). 
The motivation for learning, it is argued, will take care of itself. 

 On the  teacher-centered —or  traditional  or  didactic —side of the 
debate, social-efficiency theorists and direct-instruction advocates 
believe that any group of students should be taught mostly in the 
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42 The Personal and the Professional

same way and to the same extent (anything less is inequitable); they 
place emphasis on the teacher delivering standardized information 
to students (often in lectures) and leading them in drills to reinforce 
internalization of that information (Kliebard 1995). 

 Of course, in practice the debate is rarely as polarized or simple 
as this summary pretends. Most educators conceive of this ten-
sion as a broad space in which effective practice lies somewhere in 
between the extremes, and caveats and contradictions abound. But 
Liz didn’t know this, and—as we’ll soon see—her teacher-education 
program did not help her to make sense of it. 

 Her father had just retired after teaching English for thirty-five years 
in several New York public and private high schools. Liz told me that her 
dad had always loved teaching and considered himself to be good at it; 
he was known and respected in the field and had published a grammar 
book. Discussing her father as a teacher, she tended to use terms reflecting 
a cluster of teaching models: the traditional teacher, the teacher as expert, 
the teacher who succeeds primarily with academically motivated students 
(and disappoints the remainder), and the satisfied professional at the end 
of a successful career. Liz told me: 

 And you know, thinking about it now, or recently as I have, you 
know, my dad was a good teacher. And he seemed always to have 
been a good teacher. . . . He stuck to the text . . . students were able 
to understand [and] enjoy things that they read. I think he was very 
good in discussion, kind of doing that switchback with students like, 
“What did you mean by . . .?” And making good insights on the fly, 
which is something I hope to get better at. I think the thing is, that 
he enjoyed it. You know, I think when you’re good at something it’s 
fun to do. He liked it. 

 Here, Liz was conceiving of effective English teaching as (a) adhering 
closely to the text, (b) having students enjoy what they read, (c) fashioning 
discussions that draw on student comments, (d) making good insights on 
the fly, and—most interesting—(e) finding fun in it, because, “when you’re 
good at something it’s fun to do.” These are powerful teaching attributes, 
and ones that Liz held with her throughout our two years together and 
frequently demonstrated in her teaching. They were therefore not only 
descriptions of her father’s practice but also influences on her own. 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

N
at

io
na

l L
ib

ra
ry

 o
f 

th
e 

Ph
ili

pp
in

es
] 

at
 2

3:
36

 0
1 

N
ov

em
be

r 
20

17
 



The Personal and the Professional 43

 Liz’s university credentialing program, however, advocated a very dif-
ferent model. It put forward a student-centered approach to teaching 
that emphasized cooperative learning, students constructing their own 
meanings of the material, and a rejection of both lecturing and the belief 
that listening is learning. Given the influence of her father and her own 
largely traditional schooling experiences, Liz was initially skeptical of 
these cooperative learning and process approaches, even though her pro-
fessors favored them: 

 I don’t know if the group work thing is good. . . . I don’t think it’s the 
best way to teach. I like to feel that the person in charge is an expert 
in her subject. It’s kind and empowering of the expert to say, “Well, 
what do you think?” That makes me feel strong and intelligent, and 
yet, I’d rather have the benefit of her expertise on the subject. 

 Notice that she is ventriloquizing her dad’s view as her own here. Liz was 
concerned that, in its desire to push student-centered teaching, her pro-
gram’s approach failed to recognize any value whatsoever in traditional 
methods of teaching. 

 Additionally, like many new teachers, Liz was implicitly favoring 
concrete approaches over abstract perspectives. Though both models—
student-centered and teaching-centered—offered specific instructional 
methods, the fact that her program wrapped its teaching methods 
around theoretical perspectives and academic articles might have 
made them seem less palatable than the “this-is-what-works” imme-
diacy that commonly marks the way practicing teachers talk, and that 
characterized her father’s remarks about teaching. At least she  knew  
her father’s approach had worked for him. Her program was still, to 
her, just Theory. 

 Yet, when Liz began talking about the particulars of her father’s cur-
ricular and pedagogical approaches, she acknowledged that his didactic, 
teacher-centered methods were not wholly sufficient either. She under-
stood that her program’s approach—being newer, ostensibly better 
researched, focused on the learner instead of the teacher, and legitimized 
by virtue of its university status—should be taken seriously. She knew 
that it would take time for her to figure it out and really learn to do it 
well, but that didn’t make it any easier as she went to school each day. 
And she felt anxious that her program was expecting such a sudden, total 
identity shift. In the pressurized flow of her teacher learning, it was easier 
to rely on what she knew—even if it contradicted her professors—than 
to take on an unfamiliar view of teaching and learning. 
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 The tug-of-war continued, and a month or two into her program, Liz 
wanted to decrease the level of anxiety she was feeling. She believed the 
situation required an either/or decision: that adopting one meant rejecting 
the other. She was “trying on” both her dad’s methods and her program’s 
philosophies to decide which one felt more reasonable. She felt that she 
was being pulled in two directions, and that neither side acknowledged 
any validity to the other. She interpreted her program’s preferred peda-
gogy as mostly having students work in groups, share their own under-
standings with each other in discussions, and make use of a teacher who, 
in her words, “facilitates” and “scoots [students] around so they hit the 
right places.” However, because of her dad she strongly believed that the 
teacher—as the disciplinary expert—had an obligation to deliver content 
to students, who would learn from the teacher’s knowledge. She viewed 
acceptance of the student-centered model as a rejection of the teacher-as-
expert model and therefore as a rejection of her father-as-model. 

 Further complicating Liz’s dilemma were the personal feelings she 
had come to have about two of her three primary university instructors. 
Liz did not much care for either her seminar leader or her curriculum 
and instruction professor, and her personal, emotional reactions to these 
instructors affected her view of the professional ideas they advocated. 

 I’ve found that such a situation is typical, and it highlights the inter-
connected roles of emotions and interpersonal relationships in teacher 
learning. For example, during a first-semester curriculum and instruction 
class meeting, Liz felt personally attacked by the instructor for defending 
a traditional, lecture-based teacher whom the group had read about the 
previous week. Liz had raised her hand and announced that she did not 
think all lecturing was bad, that there was value in some of the teach-
ing methods typically ascribed to “traditional” teachers, and that this 
teacher was getting an unfair rap in the class. The professor became vis-
ibly annoyed and publicly disagreed with Liz. After class, in the hallway, 
Liz said to me, “She scowled at me. Did you see that? I’ll never bring up 
that again. I sure wouldn’t want to offend her,” and at this Liz rolled her 
eyes in sarcasm and frustration. Liz spoke negatively of this professor for 
the rest of the year and disengaged from her course. 

 I can sympathize with Liz’s struggles. As she was becoming a teacher, 
she was being required to choose among competing models of teaching—
and attached to those models were real people, real emotions, and deeply 
personal memories of her own experiences in classrooms. Those on each 
side of the debate were unforgiving of the opposing side; no one was 
talking with Liz about the contradictions and emotional difficulties asso-
ciated with the kind of identity work that was occurring. Liz would have 
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The Personal and the Professional 45

benefited from honest, straightforward conversations about the iden-
tity conflicts, emotional roller-coaster rides, and myriad contradictions 
involved in authentically and deeply “becoming a teacher.” 

 Phase Two: Liz Digs Deeper into the Tension 

 By the end of her first semester in her preparation program, Liz had begun 
teasing out the complexities of why she was simultaneously drawn to 
and skeptical of each of the two teaching approaches. She had begun 
considering the tug-of-war in more nuanced ways. She was also feeling 
pressure to make up her mind somehow; she was only weeks away from 
her student-teaching practicum. It was fast becoming very real. 

 She was reluctant to abandon the notion of teacher as expert, believing 
that to do so would mean that only the students were experts; she felt 
this meant that students would simply share their own half-baked opin-
ions, and that didn’t seem right to her. She agreed with her father that 
group work was a cumbersome, inefficient approach that often devolved 
into students chatting. Yet, she began for the first time to acknowledge 
problems inherent in his traditional approach and started to see some 
of the logic of her program’s student-centered view. Liz was beginning 
to reject parts of each, accept other parts, and think more deeply about 
the kind of teacher she hoped to be.  In fact, she had effected a significant 
shift: instead of seeing the two approaches as mutually exclusive, she was 
beginning to consider how to assemble a hybrid of both.  

 Though I’m oversimplifying it here, multiple strands of her personal 
history were being invoked, reassessed, and employed as active influ-
ences in what was an ongoing construction of her teacher identity. Spe-
cifically, the process was being deepened by reflecting on the opinions of 
her girlfriend, memories of her own school experiences and, in particular, 
a favorite tenth-grade teacher, and her political and moral reasons for 
teaching. These influences deepened Liz’s teacher-identity development 
because recognition of them pushed her to reevaluate her father’s teach-
ing and clarify her own interpretation of her program’s model—and they 
provided additional teaching models to consider. The process wasn’t easy, 
but she was clearly making progress. For her, a large part of the challenge 
was being honest with herself about her father as a teaching influence: 

  LIZ : It’s interesting finding out now and taking classes now and seeing the 
new age of teaching and comparing it to the way my dad has taught 
for the last thirty-five years and getting real disillusioned with my 
dad as a teacher. 
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46 The Personal and the Professional

  BRAD : Why? 
  LIZ:  I’ve seen his lesson plans. I’ve seen the essays and grades, and I know 

what he looks for. And it’s like a reality check. In some ways I’m 
finding out my dad wasn’t the greatest teacher. What my dad is really 
good at is teaching the smart classes. I think the kids who really need 
it fall to the back of the room, and that’s a way that my dad is not a 
great teacher. My brother who’s in his early thirties now has friends 
who are his own age who were my dad’s students. One is bright [and 
liked my dad as a teacher]. And another is like, “Oh, your dad’s Mr. 
Mason? He made me feel like I was nothing.” She became an expert 
in repairing airplanes and writes manuals on how to repair airplanes. 
But my dad made her feel like she couldn’t do anything. I want to 
teach for people like her too. 

 Liz’s girlfriend was encouraging her to think about who loses in a teacher-
as-didactic-expert approach like her father’s: 

 I talk to my girlfriend a bit about it. Partly because I know how much 
she hated school as a kid. For her school was a big problem, and it’s 
important for me to hear that. My girlfriend has taught me: “Okay, 
when that kid comes in late after lunch every day and passes notes, 
don’t yell at her. She might be struggling.” I know how much [my 
girlfriend’s] insecurities about her language abilities and grammar 
and her ability to be articulate were just like a cloud over her. I don’t 
know what happened, but for some reason that wasn’t good. So, I 
definitely have that in mind now, to keep an eye on that. Understand-
ing that has really made me less of an elitist, to see that and to respect 
someone who’s like that. And I think I’ll bring that into the classroom 
in a way that I don’t think I would have a few months ago. 

 From her girlfriend, Liz gained a professional understanding that, as the 
teacher, she must never make a student insecure over his or her language 
difficulties. What Liz describes as a “cloud over her” is what linguist Ste-
phen Krashen (1987) would call the  affective filter , but no matter the 
terminology, Liz believed that to engage in this kind of emotional bullying 
constituted teacher “elitism.”  Stephen Krashen’s affective filter is a barrier 
that prevents people from learning because they are tense, angry, or other-
wise emotionally uncomfortable in the classroom.  Liz was realizing that 
a student’s levels of anxiety and self-esteem are related to motivation and 
therefore affect learning. This was a powerful lesson that emerged from 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

N
at

io
na

l L
ib

ra
ry

 o
f 

th
e 

Ph
ili

pp
in

es
] 

at
 2

3:
36

 0
1 

N
ov

em
be

r 
20

17
 



The Personal and the Professional 47

integrating her girlfriend’s advice with her own deepening views of her 
father’s teaching and a reevaluation of her program’s teaching philosophy. 

 Liz also reconsidered her own secondary school experiences: 

 In my own experiences in high school, group work—the kind of col-
laborative learning or student-centered thing—was never big. It was 
more about sitting in your chair facing the teacher for fifty minutes 
until the bell rang. Either you wrote or you read, or the teacher told 
you stuff that you were supposed to write down. But that’s not what 
school is anymore. And in part I’m glad it’s not that anymore, but it 
makes it much more difficult on the teacher. 

 Academically, Liz had done relatively well in junior high and high school 
English. She mostly attributed this success to her English-teacher parents: 

 I was a lazy student. My parents were English teachers, so somehow 
I got by on just having a well-trained ear. I knew, for the most part, 
what sounded right. I was in the smart class all through junior high 
school. . . . I cheated a bit. I discovered that if I asked my parents general 
questions about [Shakespeare plays, for example], I’d leave the dinner 
table with specific answers, interpretations, and insights. All I had to do 
was remember them long enough to repeat them in class the next day. 

 Although Liz got by academically, however, she was neither learning nor 
happy: 

 I never felt I was taught vocabulary in any meaningful way in high 
school. . . . I think that if I had had fun and satisfying experiences 
with vocabulary words in high school, I might have had more facility 
and comfort with speaking, reading, and writing than I had during 
and after high school. 

 Five times (twice in conversation with me, three times in writing assign-
ments for her program) she recounted a story of hating school, of feeling 
that she did not fit in and that her ideas were not being validated, until 
she came across her tenth-grade English teacher. Liz remembers feeling 
disenfranchised by the school community that she was a part of: it (and 
the traditional teaching that characterized it) made her feel unwanted 
and unfulfilled. Liz credits one particular teacher with turning things 
around for her: it was her own high school teacher who evidently opened 
up the world of academics for her. 
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48 The Personal and the Professional

 As I talked with Liz, I learned that Liz’s own English teacher was 
becoming her professional role model. This influence arose as Liz began 
to reflect deeply on her own experiences in high school English: 

 I never completed a book until I was a sophomore in high school. 
Finally, I had an English teacher who was fun and funny. For her, I 
wanted to read. Thinking back, I probably just had a crush on her 
and wanted to prove my intellectual worth. But at least I read. For the 
first time, reading didn’t feel like a chore. I had insights of my own to 
share in class. From that year on, I was a reader. I became an Honors 
English student. I read novels for school and for fun. 

 A week later, as we were talking about why she wanted to be a teacher, 
she returned to this time in her past. After first referencing her dad, she 
began to talk again about her own high school experiences: 

 I didn’t like school when I was a kid. And that’s unfortunate. . . . But 
during my sophomore year I had this teacher who was the hippest, 
jeans-wearing English teacher. She was tough and funny and inspired 
insight and expression in everyone that I didn’t feel I got from other 
teachers. 

  BRAD : What did she do that made the environment such that this 
occurred? 

  LIZ : She was funny . . . and it was a lot about the thing a teacher does 
when they’re waiting to say the thing they’re thinking: “Okay. 
Good. And let’s see if somebody else can come up with the right 
answer. Good, Jimmy.” . . . She may have had a right answer in 
her head, but she wasn’t overbearing about it. . . . She made me 
feel smart by letting us come up with the answers. 

 Liz clearly considered having this teacher to be a pivotal point not only 
in her own schooling trajectory but also in her decision to teach. This 
teaching model—teacher as a hip, jeans-wearing, fun person who makes 
students feel that their contributions are valued—emerged from Liz’s 
personal history with school. In addition, it appears that, as in the situa-
tion where the animosity she felt toward two of her university professors 
had such an impact, Liz’s personal feelings for a teacher had become 
inextricably entangled with the professional model the teacher repre-
sented, but this time it was the mirror image of her relationship with the 
teacher-education instructors. (And it might not be coincidental that Liz 
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The Personal and the Professional 49

often wore denim pants when teaching, even though her seminar leader 
strongly discouraged it.) 

 The link between her positive feelings for the teacher, on the one hand, 
and her motivation to work hard in that class, on the other, shaped Liz’s 
subsequent conception of an ideal teacher. Liz believed for herself that 
a teacher who is liked by students has an additional motivational tool 
at her disposal. In a later interview, I asked Liz what qualities she felt a 
successful English teacher needed to possess, and she began describing, 
almost verbatim, qualities she had used months earlier to describe her 
tenth-grade teacher. Eventually, I asked, “So, is it fair to say you want to 
be your own tenth-grade English teacher?” She laughed and agreed. And, 
finally, memories of this experience offered Liz a ready-made model of 
successful teacher as hip friend who attends to students’ needs to have 
their ideas validated in class—a counterbalance, in some ways, to what 
she found lacking in her father. 

 Another influence on Liz’s professional identity emerged when she 
returned to her reasons for entering teaching, more specifically to her 
belief that teaching is a political act: 

 Why do I want to teach? I saw that there was a need. People were not 
getting educated in high school. So the population that I’ve become 
interested in is the at-risk, whatever that means. The kids who need to 
know how to write a cover letter or a resume. The people who are not 
taken seriously in society because they can’t communicate seriously 
using academic English. . . . [W]hile we’re so concerned with social 
inequality and economic reality and crime and all the complaints in 
our country, it seems ironic to deny these populations the best educa-
tion they can have. That’s when it occurred to me that teaching might 
be a good direction to go in. 

 Liz’s moral/political concerns for students in a democratic society and 
her reasons for entering teaching acted as a significant influence on her 
teaching. In fact, one’s reasons for entering the profession have a lot to 
do with the kind of teacher one becomes (Olsen 2008). In Liz’s case, 
reflecting on her political reasons for teaching deepened her views about 
the teacher-centered versus student-centered tug-of-war she was expe-
riencing. As she recognized who got left out of her father’s approach to 
the student population she hoped to serve, she concluded that her dad’s 
model might not be the best one for her purposes. Liz intended to teach 
a different student population, a student population with more diversity 
and more learning challenges, and one that reflected the changing world 
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50 The Personal and the Professional

around her. Her dad’s teaching might be primarily a professional or 
academic endeavor (in her opinion), but she considered hers a political 
act, too. 

 However, employing the model of the teacher as an agent of social 
change didn’t offer Liz a way out of the student-centered versus teacher-
centered conflict; it only deepened the existing dilemma. She felt that 
student-centered teaching—while admirably focusing on students’ com-
fort levels, their own construction of learning, and the power of stu-
dents learning from each other—was neither rigorous nor content-based 
enough to truly give non-culture-of-power students the education they 
needed for societal success. Viewing teaching through a social justice lens, 
she admired the traditional model’s strict insistence on students learn-
ing academic skills and on students having access to an expert’s content 
knowledge. She saw a political importance to ensuring that historically 
underserved students learn those skills and content that she believed 
would allow them inside the arena of middle-class success. In several 
interview passages, she acknowledged that standard English might be a 
culturally loaded language, but its mastery was necessary: 

 [Standard English] is not value-free. I mean, maybe it’s elitist in its 
construction or who gets to create it and who gets to decide what is 
and is not acceptable. Fine. It is. But that’s not the issue I need to deal 
with now. The issue I need to deal with is how I can give students the 
most power. And power comes from them knowing the language of 
those who hold the power. 

 She felt strongly that historically underserved students needed access to 
the rules and codes of the English language if they were going to succeed 
in the United States. It concerned her that the student-centered model 
that her credentialing program advocated seemed to lower expectations 
in order to make students comfortable: 

 We’re waiting for kids to feel comfortable with learning, and in the 
meantime they don’t know the difference between a subject and a 
verb and can’t construct a sentence, which means they can’t commu-
nicate outside the classroom. I think it’s very important for kids to 
understand that proper English is the standard code and is valuable. 

 Yet, she simultaneously feared that traditional, didactic teaching, in its rigid-
ity and its emphasis on product (not process) and transferable knowledge 
(not student understandings), precluded many students, especially those she 
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The Personal and the Professional 51

expected to teach, from feeling comfortable with learning. Like her girl-
friend, who was made to feel insecure about the things she didn’t know, Liz 
appreciated student-centered teaching for accepting that a student’s emo-
tional comfort correlates to learning. She was also warming up to the idea of 
students constructing their own knowledge. Liz wanted to adopt a version 
of the student-centered model of teaching, but she didn’t believe that her 
credentialing program was offering her the right way to do it. She also was 
unwilling to drop all of the more traditional, teacher-as-disciplinary-expert 
model that her father represented. With this struggle, this set of conflict-
ing teacher models, this in-flux professional identity, Liz began her student 
teaching. Grappling with these contradictions would be worked into the 
process of her imminent classroom experience on a daily basis. 

 Phase Three: Liz Teaches 

 Liz conducted her student-teaching practicum from January until June at a 
midsized, mostly urban, public high school in California. In June, she was 
offered a full-time position for the next year, which she accepted. Liz’s year 
and a half of teaching experience generated a new—and very immediate—
source of professional knowledge that furthered her teacher-identity devel-
opment. Once a beginning teacher enters the classroom, previous ideals 
and notions of teaching suddenly change, blend, and shift during the daily 
process of working directly with students in the school setting. But answers 
to previous dilemmas aren’t necessarily found that quickly. 

 Liz found that teaching was more difficult than she had expected, 
and her views of students changed, too. She felt frustrated that students 
respected neither the classroom norms she set nor the lessons she put 
forward; in fact, she felt that they took advantage of her student-centered 
attention to them. Liz had first believed strongly in individual student 
agency, telling me halfway through the first semester of her credentialing 
program that “the responsibility to perform always falls directly on the 
student,” but now she began to soften this view. By the end of January, she 
said, “The motivating factor for a student’s ability or inability to perform 
may certainly fall outside his control. I’m taking into consideration where 
he’s coming from, but certainly he’s the one that has to perform.” Soon Liz 
began positing more and more external factors affecting student success, 
and she began to consider that their experiences in immigrant families 
made a fundamental difference: 

 I know that for me, you know, my parents made sure I was in line, 
that I did the work I needed to do. They’d find out if I wasn’t doing 
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52 The Personal and the Professional

my homework. I’d get yelled at. I don’t know that that’s the kind 
of guidance that all these kids are getting when 60 percent of that 
school is an immigrant population. I certainly think that poor immi-
grant families have a lot more on their minds to deal with, with their 
families, than sitting over their kids’ shoulders to make sure they’re 
doing their homework. 

 Notice how Liz still viewed teaching and her students through her own 
personal experience, but now she was beginning to differentiate between 
her family and their families and the kinds of experiences they would 
have had that were different. 

 As she became familiar with her students, she came to believe that 
because their backgrounds were different from her own, she had to find 
new ways to connect with them. She couldn’t be the teacher who would 
have connected best with herself when she was their age. Her students 
weren’t multiple copies of herself; she began to realize that she would 
have to become the teacher  they  needed her to be, not the teacher she had 
always thought she would be. It was an important step in her identity 
development for her to realize that their needs would have to dictate what 
kind of teacher she would be. 

 She found the quality of students’ skills—their writing, speaking, home-
work, and intellectual analysis—surprisingly low. To explain this vast 
distance between their skills and her expectations, she first looked to 
the students themselves and blamed them for their failings: they weren’t 
working hard enough; they were unwilling to accept that schooling is 
important for their own success. But soon she began to locate the blame 
in society instead. She placed some responsibility on the students and 
their parents, but gently and only indirectly, because she viewed the fami-
lies and children as being shaped by larger forces of social discrimination 
and economic disadvantage. The low skills and motivation of the students 
were not their fault, she reasoned, and not her fault, but rather the fault 
of the system. 

 Observing her teach, I saw many places where her particular view of stu-
dent efficacy—a fragile mix of student agency and student powerlessness—
emerged in the classroom. It seemed that she made adjustments to her 
teaching to lower her own emotional fatigue of expecting too much from 
herself and from them. She now allowed students to choose not to read 
aloud if they wished (they could say “pass”); at the end of silent, sustained 
reading, she no longer asked students to describe their books to the class. 
One day I asked her if she knew that during silent, sustained reading, the 
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The Personal and the Professional 53

boy next to me simply looked at the back cover of an atlas for twenty 
minutes: 

 Yeah, I don’t care. . . . It doesn’t really matter to me what they’re read-
ing as long as there’s something that they’re looking at. [One student] 
has been looking at a legal writing book for, like, two weeks. She says 
she wants to be a lawyer. You know, I don’t know if she understands 
it or not. Probably not. But there’s something she’s drawn to in it. So 
I’m fine with that. 

 Some days she treated students as if they had significant agency over their 
actions and learning. She would tell them that the onus of succeeding in 
school, and in life, fell on each of them. Other days she would attribute 
student failure to a lack of support from family, from the school cul-
ture, from society—conceiving of students as products of larger forces. 
Interestingly, though, she always attributed their  successes  solely to 
themselves. (“He’s just so smart.” “She works hard.” “Because he’s more 
mature than the others.”) It appears that her compassion for her students 
created an inherent reluctance to blame them for failure yet an instant 
willingness to credit them for success—perhaps a logical incongruence 
that served as an optimistic, child-centered equilibrium. Trying to make 
sense of her own teacher development, she had built a fragile, temporary 
mix of individual agency and structural determinism—a teacher-identity 
balance that allowed her to believe she was making a difference in the 
face of difficult circumstances. 

 Phase Four: Liz Finishes Her Second Year 

 Near the end of her first year of full-time teaching, our second year 
together, I observed Liz for two consecutive days, and then we talked 
in her classroom for two tape-recorded hours. This snapshot (in a scene 
that is, of course, forever in progress) of her teacher development revealed 
that in some ways Liz’s initial views about teaching had changed, and in 
other ways they had not. Both aspects seemed to cause her some anguish 
and highlight for us now that the development of one’s teacher identity 
never ends. 

 Her ideas about her father’s teaching model had developed but had not 
dramatically changed. Liz concluded that her dad was a good teacher, but 
with two important provisos that allowed her to retain pieces of his model 
while simultaneously rejecting its philosophical core. First, she decided 
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that he was an effective teacher only for “higher-end,” older students—
those juniors and seniors who worked hard, succeeded often, and could 
learn from a teacher who primarily talked about literature and writing 
and challenged students to think hard and write well. (“[His students were 
okay with] this kind of very traditional, old-school kind of setting . . . fifty-
minute periods and discussion then reading then lecture. You know, your 
basic stuff. . . . [But] I couldn’t pull it off.”) She concluded that these stu-
dents could more or less teach themselves; they needed her father primar-
ily as someone who would provide interesting insights and an intellectual 
environment. This type of student still existed, of course, but she was more 
interested in the many others who would never thrive under this model. 

 Yet, she also believed that there were components of her dad’s traditional 
model that she could employ. Instead of experiencing a tug-of-war between 
her dad’s approach and her program’s philosophy, she now embraced a 
hybridization of teacher-centered and student-centered instructional 
approaches. She began to believe that she did not have to  replace  pro-
gressivist approaches with her father’s traditional methods (or vice versa); 
instead, she could  supplement  the progressivist approaches with elements 
from her dad’s model. Thus, she would stand at the front of the room and 
offer expert interpretations of the text, yet also implement student-centered 
activities and remain sensitive to student attitudes and interpretations. 

 I observed as Liz taught a ninth-grade lesson on the beginning scenes 
of  Romeo and Juliet  that attempted just this kind of blend. She created 
a lecturing structure that employed the external framework of a teacher 
monologue—teacher informs students of textual meanings, connections, 
and contexts—while inside it facilitating a back-and-forth, student-centered 
conversation where she asked questions, listened to responses, and tried to 
weave student comments into her own comments. She took this dialogue-
within-a-monologue where she wanted it to go, but attempted to use student 
answers and comments to arrive there. This student conversation wrapped 
inside a teacher lecture emerged as the linguistic structure Liz favored. 

 Second, she finally accepted that her father’s model succeeded in large 
part because he had had decades of practice: “I now think it may have 
been easier [for him], or looked easier, because he had been doing it for so 
long before I showed up.” Entering teaching, Liz had initially believed she 
would immediately be ready to be a perfect teacher; she had conceived of 
teaching—owing to her many, often personal sources of knowledge—as 
merely knowing one’s subject, being thoughtful, being personable, and 
respecting all students. This entering disposition led her to believe that she 
would teach well right out of the gate. However, she found the situation 
to be otherwise and had to reconceive her ideas about teaching. Now, for 
her, effective teaching required a deep intuition about students and proper 
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The Personal and the Professional 55

pacing, an ability to explain concepts clearly and “make good insights on 
the fly,” a patience that results from confidence, and a firmer hand with 
discipline. Interestingly, though, she believed these characteristics came 
from experience—not further or better training. She still believed her pro-
gram had not taught her much that was useful. 

 In addition, Liz had initially believed that an effective teacher must be 
expert in his or her subject (a belief deriving from her father’s model): 
“Sometimes I feel like a bit of a fraud. I mean I graduated with an English 
degree . . . but the list of books I have completed is unbelievably short. I 
feel like a phony—that I’ll be found out one of these days.” Yet, by the end 
of her first year, she had changed that view, now concluding that subject 
expertise emerges with experience and that she shouldn’t feel bad for not 
yet knowing her subject well. During her second year, she told me that 
“being competent” is enough, and she acknowledged that because of time 
constraints she sometimes merely skimmed through the reading assign-
ment the night before. She concluded that she would learn by reflecting 
on and improving her own classroom practice, not by adhering more 
closely to the knowledge and practices that her program had stressed. 

 By the end of our two years together, Liz had built a tentative, begin-
ning teacher identity in which neither side (the traditional models from 
her past or the progressivist ones from her program) felt fully comfort-
able to her. And she found that her hybrid of the two models didn’t work, 
either. Since her program appeared not to acknowledge or support her 
through this personal-professional angst in her teacher-identity process, 
she often felt alone and confused as a teacher. Over time, Liz would find 
her professional footing. And yet, if she had been offered an explicit, 
supportive, honest view of these competing, sometimes contradictory fac-
ets of her teacher-identity development, she would have experienced less 
anxiety and less confusion and could have more easily constructed teach-
ing approaches that worked for her and her students. Instead, she was left 
to carry out these tasks mostly by herself. 

 Finally, her initial reasons for entry into the profession now appeared 
distant, and this saddened her: 

 The reasons I went into teaching were much more immediate last 
year than I think they are now. 

  BRAD : What were those reasons? 
  LIZ : Empowerment—empowering students. What good teaching 

meant to me as a kid, the change or the effect it had on me. 
What I enjoyed, the bits of school I enjoyed and my wanting to 
offer that to others. Social change—social change is a big, big 
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56 The Personal and the Professional

part of that. And I don’t really feel any of that now. I’m not feel-
ing much joy about teaching. I don’t get up in the morning and 
say, “Gosh, I love my job.” I generally get up Monday and say, 
“Damn,” or, “Okay, I get to come back [home] in  x  number of 
hours,” or, “Only five more days until the weekend.” It’s awful, 
just an awful feeling. It’s not what I wanted to feel about it. It’s 
not what I wanted this to be. Last year it was something I wanted 
to do. This year, it’s not. 

 As we concluded this final interview, Liz said she looked forward to sum-
mer. She hoped to sleep, reconnect with her friends, sleep more, and play 
music. She told me she was definitely going to teach next year and made 
no mention of considering an exit from the profession. She simply wanted 
to rest and not think about classrooms for a while. 

 Conclusion 

 As a teacher educator and education researcher, I find Liz’s experience 
both troubling and understandable. Her program had more or less 
treated her as a blank slate—as an empty space ready to be filled with 
teaching ideas and approaches that would be unproblematically internal-
ized. It neglected to acknowledge that her professional learning was in 
fact a complex, often emotional identity process that required excavating 
personal memories and role models and figuring out how to reconcile 
the new and often competing ideas about teaching with prior ones. Left 
unsupported in this endeavor, Liz was inclined to dismiss most of the 
newer information or to attempt to fit the familiar teaching models from 
her father and her own schooling into her developing professional iden-
tity. Such a move was further encouraged by the blending of personal 
and professional relationships in regard to mentors and instructors. The 
respect she had for her father and the positive memories she had of her 
own English teacher, balanced against her disdain for two of the three 
program professors, influenced how she evaluated each person’s advice. 

 The overriding theme from Liz’s experience seems to be that beginning 
teachers simply have to muddle through many of the difficulties of early-
career teaching. There are no easy answers for anyone, nor are there any 
shortcuts to expertise. Quite a bit of the identity work of becoming a 
teacher is a kind of balancing act: working through dilemmas, reconcil-
ing prior conceptions of teaching with newer ones, adjusting the kind of 
teacher you have always wanted to be against the kind of teacher your 
students need you to be. It’s a process that takes time, patience, a sense 
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The Personal and the Professional 57

of humor, and a gritty persistence. I’m happy to report that indeed things 
did improve for Liz: she remained teaching at this school, benefited from 
joining a new teacher induction program, and after several years of teach-
ing currently splits her time between teaching and formally mentoring 
new teachers at the school. 

 Maybe I’m overly optimistic because I’ve chosen this profession, but 
I think that good educators stay with it because it’s worth the initial 
difficulties. Once we muddle through the first year or two and find a 
workable balance, sufficient joys do come to make it worthwhile. We see 
students grow during their year with us. Our confidence and job satisfac-
tion increase. The growth of professional learning and the refinement of 
teacher identity never end, but initial difficulties give way to new kinds 
of hopes and new challenges. In the remaining chapters I describe other 
dimensions of teacher-identity development to offer support to develop-
ing teachers, so that other beginning educators are not, like Liz, left to 
construct their professional identities automatically and independently. 

 Discussion Questions 

 1. How would you describe your own beginnings in the classroom as a 
teacher? What parts have been (or were) painful? What parts have been 
(or were) easy? What specific issues have been most pressing for you? 

 2. Are there any similarities between your early teaching experience and 
Liz’s? How have you attended to them? 

 3. What are some of the ways in which your own personal history has 
helped your teacher development? What are some of the ways in 
which your personal history has hindered your development? 

 4. What are some of the strategies you have employed (or plan to 
employ) in order to persevere when your own teacher development 
gets difficult? 

 Further Reading 

 Grossman, P. 1990.  The Making of a Teacher: Teacher Knowledge and Teacher 
Education . New York: Teachers College Press. 

 Johnson, S. M., and the Project on the Next Generation of Teachers. 2004.  Finders 
and Keepers: Helping New Teachers Survive and Thrive in Our Schools . San 
Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

 Lortie, D. 1975.  Schoolteacher: A Sociological Study . Chicago: University of Chi-
cago Press. 

 Michie, G. 1999.  Holler If You Hear Me: The Education of a Teacher and His 
Students . New York: Teachers College Press. 
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 Teachers are making a difference. We’re not only teaching these kids 
about content or poems or how to bake bread with their classmates 
or speak their minds—but how to feel good about themselves, how to 
make the right decisions in life. I’m so grateful to be sixty years old. 
I’ve learned lots and experienced lots. I’ve become a better teacher. It’s 
a complicated world now. Children have so many pressures: from soci-
ety, the planet, from their peers, from their parents. Teaching them how 
to be thoughtful, loving, smart people is my job. And I love my job. 

 —Randy, a third-grade California teacher who has been 
teaching for thirty-five years 

 Paying attention to the many, often hidden, aspects of your teacher iden-
tity is absolutely necessary if you’re going to be successful in the complex 
classrooms of today. In the remaining four chapters I will take a prescrip-
tive, concrete view of teacher-identity formation. In the first half of the 
book I described what teacher identity can be; in the second half I will 
recommend how you might make it so for yourself. 

 In this chapter I offer a discussion on how to take ownership of your 
teacher identity. In  Chapter 5 , I will consider how you can identify and 
adjust your teacher identity in relation to the human, emotional dimen-
sions of teaching as a profession.  Chapter 6  focuses on notions of race, 
power, culture, and critical education. And  Chapter 7  discusses how to 
relate your teacher identity to the current policy climate in education. As 
you begin this second half of the book, I hope that you’ll keep the discus-
sion in  Chapter 2  about Theory and theory in mind and take the time to 
mindfully and explicitly work on integrating these two domains for your-
self as a teacher. As you learn some  Theories  about teaching and teacher 
identity, try consciously putting them alongside the various  theories  that, 
until now, have perhaps been subtly but profoundly informing much of 
your own teacher self. 

 Chapter 4 

 Leveraging Your Teacher 
Identity into a Successful 
Professional Self 
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60 Leveraging Your Teacher Identity

 Your Past May Not Have Passed, but Your 
Future Is Not Yet Written 

 Viewing yourself through a teacher-identity lens will give you new ways 
to reflect on and improve your educational practice. An identity frame 
highlights views of your professional self as shaped by all sorts of per-
sonal and professional, past and present influences, yet also foregrounds 
a view of that self as eminently malleable—continually open to change 
and growth and available for improvement in the ways you desire. You 
are being shaped by forces, but, by understanding them, you can actively 
participate in the shaping of your teaching self—becoming the type of 
effective teacher your students need today and tomorrow. 

 If, as I have explained, an interpretive frame is like a pair of glasses 
that colors how the world looks to you, those glasses are not immutable. 
The pair of glasses was built over time out of innumerable life experi-
ences and your own corresponding interpretations of them. And yet your 
glasses are continually being subtly adjusted, confirmed, and colored in 
new ways. Neglecting to notice the glasses on your head allows you to 
believe, erroneously, that the world that you see is actually the world that 
is. This makes it hard for you to see how your own experiences, personal 
contours, and beliefs are shaping how you approach life and how life, in 
turn, readjusts who you are as a person. 

 But once you acknowledge the existence of the glasses then you can 
begin to view the glasses as a constructed object. Those glasses were more 
or less  automatically and unconsciously  built, but they can be  intention-
ally and consciously  rebuilt. Applied to teaching, these glasses are your 
teacher identity. When you are aware of those glasses—and how they 
affect that ever-forming professional identity—you can analyze how your 
many experiences are shaping your teaching views and practices.  Your 
interpretive frame is suddenly made visible. This paves the way for a criti-
cal examination of that collection of influences-and-effects that this book 
has been calling your teacher identity—and guides you to adjust them 
so they’re aligned with your more current, goal-oriented, research-based 
view of yourself as an educator.  

 Of course, you are growing and changing as a teacher regardless of 
whether you actively attend to your identity. Some of that growth simply 
comes from experience in the classroom and working in schools. A tenth-
year teacher is naturally going to be different from a second-year teacher. 
She will probably diagnose students’ strengths and weaknesses more 
quickly—and in different ways—and likely will have greater degrees of 
confidence and comfort. She will have developed a well-worn style in 
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Leveraging Your Teacher Identity 61

the classroom. She may also have created, honed, and saved boxes and 
computer files of lessons and resources. Teaching itself inevitably changes 
people’s professional identities: often, but not always, for the better. So, 
too, are teachers changed by the professional development activities they 
experience: various workshops, different mentors and networks of vary-
ing support and value, and books (like this one) about teaching and learn-
ing all play a role.  How  a teacher interacts with and learns from that 
decade of teaching experience, however, is largely a function of his or her 
teacher identity. 

 The school context also carries socializing influences. Administrators, 
the culture of leadership at the school, students, the immediate community, 
recent reform activities at the school, and a teacher’s relationships with 
colleagues all influence teacher identity. A school’s material characteristics 
matter, too. The physical layout of a school in terms of where and how 
adults and children are encouraged to congregate will carry influences. 

  Textbox 4.1  Physical Layout of the School 

 Picture a school with which you’re familiar. How might its physical 
design influence the people who work there? How might a radically 
different architecture change the way adults and children interact—
and how could those patterns of interaction in turn alter learning 
and teaching at the school? 

 Decades of research highlight the ways in which school resources affect 
teachers’ work. The quantity and age of textbooks, the equipment, and 
other teaching materials; the available money for teacher salaries and pro-
fessional improvement; resources for parent partnerships; and the upkeep 
of the physical spaces of a school are just some of the characteristics that 
separate well-funded schools from underfunded ones. These institutional 
factors certainly shape the work of the participating teachers. 

 Moreover, life itself—outside of school—plays a role in teacher devel-
opment. Any teacher’s ongoing personal experiences will change her over 
time: raising children of one’s own, undergoing personal growth from 
skydiving or pottery classes, being influenced by friends and family, or 
having a side career playing jazz piano can influence one’s teaching style. 
Sudden life changes, such as getting married, losing a loved one, or mov-
ing to a new area, will all have influences on us as people and on our 
teacher identities. One thing I have found as a researcher is that teachers 
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62 Leveraging Your Teacher Identity

often connect their personal hobbies (e.g., sports, painting, or gardening) 
to their teaching. This can be done well—in the case, for example, of 
Randy, who teaches his third graders to bake bread as a way of teaching 
teamwork, the value of something handmade, and good nutrition. But 
it can also be done badly, as in the example of a male high school math 
teacher I once observed whose love for professional male wrestling (and 
penchant for hanging graphic wrestling posters in the classroom) created 
a classroom culture that was uninviting to women, overly masculine, and 
a bit violent in tone. Such is the interrelationship between life and learn-
ing that goes into teacher-identity development. 

 Our experiences in life change us—that’s not in question. The ques-
tion is, who gets to shape the ways life changes us? How can we actively 
guide how our experiences will shape us as teachers? How can we assume 
conscious control of the teacher we’re always in the process of becoming? 

 Recognizing and Reconstructing Your 
Teacher Identity 

 Identify and Examine Your Influences 

 Now that you know the significance of your own teacher identity, it’s 
important that you seize some conscious control of it. You might want 
to catalog and examine the ongoing construction of your professional 
identity in much the same way that I did for Liz in  Chapter 3 . I realize it’s 
often harder to examine oneself than it is to apply the analytical lens to 
someone else (consider how much trouble your students have when you 
ask them to evaluate themselves!), but it will ultimately be a rewarding 
and productive endeavor—again, not just for you personally and profes-
sionally but also for your students, who will benefit from an improved 
version of you in their classroom. 

 First, identify what strands of personal influence have shaped, and are 
currently shaping, how you think about teaching and how you actually 
teach. I recommend using pen and paper to sketch it all out. In fact, a 
possible worksheet for this activity is included at the back of this book 
in the appendix. Think of an  influence  as a strand of your own existence. 
Sometimes I call it a “life theme.” It’s a kind of leitmotif or force that in 
some way shapes you—for example, having moved from place to place a 
lot while growing up, or perhaps coming from a home rife with violence. 
It gives rise to  effects —specific habits, perspectives, or practices that you 
now favor as a teacher and that appear to have fully or partially come 
from the influence you identified. So, for example, we could hypothesize 
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Leveraging Your Teacher Identity 63

that someone who moved around a lot as a child may have become extro-
verted at an early age and learned to privilege the making of new friends. 
Such an influence creates effects that then become translated into the 
person’s teaching—he or she may have an outgoing teacher persona, or 
be especially friendly, or may pay extra attention to students who just 
moved to the community. 

 Another example could be how you were socialized into politics when 
you were younger and the kind of political ideology you now favor; 
maybe you consider yourself a conservative, a liberal, or a libertarian. 
Perhaps this stance is aligned with the politics of your parents and your 
upbringing; perhaps it’s the exact opposite. The effects of your personal 
politics on your teaching may include how you define “success” for your-
self and also for your students, or how you conceive of teacher authority 
in the classroom. A political view might shape the way you respond to 
particular education reforms, such as English-only mandates or a science 
curriculum on evolution. It probably has an influence on how you inter-
act with peers and parents. 

 Your complex tangle of teacher-identity influences-and-effects is 
always forming and re-forming, always subtly changing yet offering a 
persistent guide informing your teaching and how you understand your-
self professionally. In this example of your personal politics, teacher 
identity invokes your family, your upbringing, the media, and subsequent 
social views about educational success, learning, and teacher authority. 
Identify such themes in yourself and map them out. Draw lines to con-
nect particular aspects of your personal history to current educational 
views you hold. 

 If you can identify concrete influences-and-effects like these and exam-
ine them critically—checking to see whose interests your views serve and 
whether each facet of your teacher identity is truly one that you want—
you have made your teacher identity visible for inspection and adjustment. 

 To make things even more complex, the effects of the influences actually 
 fold back onto  the influences themselves. So an effect, in turn, becomes 
another influence. This process occurs as you adjust and recalibrate the 
ways in which your influences (still active in the form of continually 
revised memories and lessons from your past) do their work. It’s almost 
like a circle in the sense that influences create effects that then loop back 
to alter the power and shape of the initial influence. This is why I con-
nect “influences-and-effects” using hyphens. I realize this is somewhat 
abstract. But I’m trying to describe a kind of tangle of lines of influences-
and-effects that travel through each other and keep looping back into and 
out of each other as they change, grow, decrease, and operate within the 
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64 Leveraging Your Teacher Identity

particular context you’re in at a given moment. Imagine a loose tangle 
of different colored ribbons fluttering and twisting in the wind. Go back 
and look at Figure 2.2. 

 Family as Influence 

 Did you grow up around educators, such as your mom or dad, aunt 
or grandfather? Did your family influence your decision to become a 
teacher? Did you “play” school as a game with siblings or neighborhood 
children when you were young? If so, what ideas and values related to 
learning and teaching did you absorb, and what did being an educator 
mean to those who surrounded you when you were young? Even though 
that was a long time ago and in a very different context, vestiges of those 
experiences may still remain. I suspect that your family’s beliefs and prac-
tices around education have entered into who you are now in various 
ways. How did you feel about those educational beliefs and values then? 
How do you feel about them now? 

 Can you identify particular aspects of your current teaching that come 
from views of teaching influenced by your family or upbringing? Are you 
proud of those influences—happy to have them actively influencing you? 
Or might they be problematic? If your family members who were educa-
tors are still around, sit down and talk with them about the ideas in this 
book. I would bet that everyone will learn powerful things both about 
themselves and about education simply through that dialogue. Even if 
your family members aren’t educators, their general values, perspectives, 
and ways of raising you surely produced lasting conceptions of the world 
that influence your teaching now. Maybe your family instilled particular 
notions of fairness or diversity or hard work that have become (mostly 
unexamined) cornerstones of your own teaching philosophy. 

 In my research I’ve found that many teachers experience acute teacher-
identity conflicts in their first and second years of teaching. And I’ve 
found that these conflicts—misgivings and negotiations about what kind 
of teacher one wants to be, can be, or is becoming—result from having 
to automatically reconcile long-held conceptions of teaching and learn-
ing with one’s new, current teaching reality. One first-year high school 
English teacher named Tara found that the process of making this switch 
was exciting, but hard. She had to replace deeply held, traditional views 
of teaching with newer and better (but less familiar) ones: 

 I used to “play” teacher when I was a kid. I remember giving fake 
quizzes a lot. It wasn’t about discussion; it was about making fake 
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Leveraging Your Teacher Identity 65

report cards and having the power and bossing the other kids around. 
Now, that stuff—quizzes, grading, et cetera—is what I like the least 
about teaching. There’s been tension as I started to realize that teach-
ing isn’t what I thought it was. Not disappointment, just surprise and 
wonder. 

 These conflicts can be emotionally taxing. And what’s worse is that 
educators rarely discuss them, and teacher-preparation programs typi-
cally don’t raise them officially—or even let their novices know that such 
identity conflicts will arise. Too often teachers are left to recognize, work 
through, and manage these professional-identity dilemmas by themselves. 
It doesn’t have to be this way; everyone in education should find ways 
to openly acknowledge and talk through the many dimensions of these 
early-career teacher-identity conflicts. I hope that you will find ways to 
talk with your colleagues about conflicts between your long-held views 
of teaching and your current classroom situation. If you engage in these 
types of discussions, then you will quickly find that you are not alone in 
dealing with the challenges and anxieties of reconciling an ongoing set of 
conflicting viewpoints. You might even develop a greater sense of peace, 
knowing that working through these conflicts is actually something that’s 
embedded in the process of becoming a better teacher. 

 Didactic Teaching versus Constructivist Teaching 

 One of the major struggles for teachers occurs in the internal and ongoing 
tension between didactic teaching and constructivist teaching. This was in 
part what happened for Liz, as discussed in  Chapter 3 —and, for her (as 
for many others), it mapped onto a tension between prior family-related 
teaching models and contemporary research-based models. 

 The history of education in our country is steeped in a  didactic, trans-
fer model of teaching and learning , where the dominant pedagogy has 
too often been about passing on some autonomous body of knowl-
edge to be received and warehoused in passive students, as if knowledge 
were like cans of beans in an empty stockroom. Yet, ever since educa-
tors such as John Dewey, Maria Montessori, and Paulo Freire arrived 
on the scene, there has been an alternative paradigm: teaching as pro-
viding crafted opportunities for students to interrogate the world for 
themselves and construct their own resultant understandings of and 
orientations to it. It is inside this alternate history—sometimes termed 
 constructivism  or  critical pedagogy —that many progressive educators 
focus their teaching. 
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66 Leveraging Your Teacher Identity

 I have found that this tension between the two teaching paradigms 
often emerges in ways similar to what happened for Liz. Many of the 
teachers I’ve studied were themselves educated inside the didactic, “tradi-
tional” model of teaching, where knowledge was treated as an entity that 
could be transferred from expert teachers (and textbooks) to blank-slate 
students. From this it follows that a teacher should lecture, assign quiz-
zes and simple activities, and push students in drills to practice their new 
learning—while students should listen, internalize the knowledge, and 
follow preset instructions. This model also tends to accept that success-
ful teaching necessitates controlling the class and demanding obedience 
under notions of “respect” for the material, for schooling, or for the insti-
tutional authority of the teacher. 

 But many educators reject this “deliver the content and control the 
kids” paradigm of teaching and replace it with a more constructivist one. 
Progressive, constructivist teachers and teacher educators support a view 
of learners as inherently curious, active knowledge-builders who succeed 
by engaging authentically, even clumsily at times, yet always meaning-
fully, with real questions, hypotheses, and activities about the world. Con-
structivist educators believe that true learning is noisy, social, frequently 
messy, and rarely linear. They believe that teachers who dominate stu-
dents will limit students’ ability to actively engage with the material or 
to become comfortable enough to take risks, try new ideas, and speak up 
for themselves. 

 As Paulo Freire (1970) wrote, “Authentic education is not carried on by 
the teacher  for  students, or by the teacher  about  students, but rather by 
the teacher  with  students, mediated by the world—a view which impresses 
and challenges both parties” (93). In other words, the teacher should 
assume the role of a student and encourage the students to become the 
teacher, as much as the other way around. Only when there is authentic 
dialogue between students and teacher as real people engaged in authen-
tic activity about the real world around them, argued Freire, is there true 
learning. 

 For Liz, it was this divide between didactic and constructivist models of 
teaching that framed a large part of her struggle over how to make sense 
of her dad’s teaching approach against the one her teacher-education pro-
gram espoused. I’ve found that other teachers face a similar conflict today. 
Many teachers experienced traditional, didactic settings as children, and 
yet their teacher-education programs, and—if they’re lucky—the schools 
that now employ them, operate within a more progressive, constructivist 
teaching paradigm. Making the transition is difficult, and a kind of iden-
tity crisis often occurs as part of the process of working it out. 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

N
at

io
na

l L
ib

ra
ry

 o
f 

th
e 

Ph
ili

pp
in

es
] 

at
 2

3:
36

 0
1 

N
ov

em
be

r 
20

17
 



Leveraging Your Teacher Identity 67

 Check to see if some version of this pedagogical conflict is in play for 
you. If so, using ideas and techniques from this book, try to excavate the 
deeper origins of this conflict to see how it’s affecting your teacher iden-
tity. You may have to work hard to adjust, reconstruct, or eliminate those 
silent yet strongly held views of learning and teaching that do not match 
up with the teacher you want to be. 

 Even if you did not grow up around educators, there are still many 
personal influences from family and the communities in which you were 
raised that have surely shaped how you think about education now. Find 
and catalog those influences. If you do not take the time to understand 
them, they may silently control you as a teacher, shaping your daily plan-
ning, instruction, and interactions in the school without your knowledge. 
As a result, you might end up habitually creating the “perfect lesson” for 
only yourself, as if  you  were the learner—but as we well know, you’re not 
teaching a classroom full of your clones. By contrast, if you do take the 
time to understand the various influences that form your teacher identity, 
you will be better able to adjust the planning process to reduce your natu-
ral teaching tendencies and thus will be able to consider and address the 
learning needs of a broader range of students. 

 Teaching the American Dream: Myth or Reality? 

 Like many middle-class children in the twentieth-century United States, 
I was raised to believe in some version of the American Dream. In the 
American Dream, success is about what the Founding Fathers termed 
“life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness”—and success in America still 
retains parts of that: living an honorable life in the United States and 
working hard are expected to bring a person material comforts and psy-
chic rewards. Overall, this strong cultural influence (and resulting belief 
system) might strike the casual observer as positive and uplifting, at best, 
or innocent and innocuous, at worst. Yet it’s exactly this type of unex-
amined influence that can significantly impact one’s teacher identity and 
classroom instruction. In fact, such a belief can impact teacher identity 
more profoundly than we might ever imagine. I would like to share some 
details from my own personal pilgrimage in developing a teacher identity 
to illustrate how even the simple notion of the American Dream can shape 
us as teachers in almost unconscious ways. 

 When I was young, I was taught that future success and happiness 
were within my grasp as long as I worked hard, played by the rules, 
and respected the social structures of society. If I did my part, I would 
be rewarded. The society in which I lived hinted to me that unsuccessful 
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68 Leveraging Your Teacher Identity

people—those on the margins, homeless on the street, out of work, or 
otherwise having a hard time of things—were in these dismal situations 
by their own volition. They didn’t work hard, or didn’t respect the struc-
tures of society, or somehow didn’t make good use of their talents. Such 
a belief system works well for those whose values, worldviews, cultures, 
and personal characteristics correspond to the culture of power: Anglos 
and other white Americans, men, heterosexuals, members of the middle 
or upper-middle class. Such people did indeed often find that the culture 
of power matched their values, beliefs, and views of the world. And so 
they achieved a kind of success that they could readily attribute to their 
own “hard work and honest living”—even if, in fact, it wasn’t quite that 
simple. 

 When I was a child, such a view more or less made sense to me. It was 
never critiqued or deconstructed for me, and my own social class, gender, 
and cultural milieu meant that I stood to be on the receiving end of the 
belief system’s benefits. My great-grandparents immigrated from Nor-
way with little to their name. They had done okay materially and other-
wise by playing by the rules and were able to provide for their children. 
Although my parents are ethical, progressive, and honorable people, there 
was not a lot in my personal history to cause me to critically interrogate 
the American Dream and its link to notions of personal and material 
success. However, beginning in the 1980s, many cultural critics emerged 
who argued that the American Dream had become synonymous with con-
sumerism, self-interest, and a set of social indicators commensurate with 
historical domination at the hands of what author and feminist bell hooks 
(1981) has called a “white-supremacist-capitalist-patriarchy.” And I soon 
became exposed to new people and different views in my life as well as 
various books and experiences that encouraged me to reexamine what the 
American Dream meant and whose interests it served. 

 As a result, I now see the American Dream in far more ambivalent 
terms—probably somewhere in the middle of the two extremes I just 
described. It still resonates in some ways as the hopes and possibilities 
for a democratic ideal inherent in the promise of the United States. But it 
also stands as a hegemonic myth or ideology that keeps the masses in line: 
that dangles material success and eternal happiness in front of people like 
prizes in order to discourage them from revolting or opting out of domi-
nant, often oppressive norms, values, and social practices in this country. 

 How did this looming tower of my own personal history affect my 
teacher identity? Well, that’s an easy question for me to answer. I was 
raised at home and in school to believe that my success or failure in life 
hinged primarily on me. Academic achievement (or its absence) depended 
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Leveraging Your Teacher Identity 69

primarily on individual initiative, not on the ways in which schools were 
organized or on cultural factors. In other words, I was encouraged to 
believe that success was not about the degree to which my belief system 
corresponded to that of the dominant culture; it was, instead, about me—
how well (or badly) I did in school, how hard (or not) I worked to become 
the person I was expected to be. IQ tests purported to measure my smarts. 
I “earned” various grades and scores that located me on hierarchical step-
ladders of GPAs, SATs, and even the ASVAB. 

 My parents, teachers, and the society around me told me to study harder, 
not cheat, believe in myself, and accept no limits on what I was capable 
of achieving. I was socialized to believe that the system in place in this 
country—the laws, norms, schools and other institutions, and various social 
structures—treated everyone equally and according to merit. If I respected 
the system, it would respect me. If I supported it, it would support me. 

      Textbox 4.2  Terminology 

  GPA  is grade point average.  SAT  originally stood for Scholastic 
Aptitude Test; the test has since been renamed and is currently 
called the SAT Reasoning Test.  ASVAB  is the Armed Services Voca-
tional Aptitude Battery. 

 I was therefore predisposed as a young teacher to view social success 
and failure, academic achievement and mediocrity, in these same terms 
for my students. Students were more or less autonomous individuals who 
rose or fell in the classroom based on their own individual wills. If they 
were not succeeding, it was their fault, and my job as a teacher was to do 
my best to motivate them, and then to evaluate them. The same was true 
for classroom behavior. If their actions didn’t correspond to the norms 
and rules of the school, I was supposed to straighten them out. It was their 
fault (or perhaps the fault of their parents or other caregivers, who could 
then be disparaged for “not raising those kids right”). If their actions did 
correspond to what the school and, by extension, the society desired, then 
these hardworking (and obedient) students were to be congratulated and 
promoted along. 

 A year or two into my teaching, however, I developed a different view 
of how discrimination and liberation operate within the educational prac-
tices of the United States. These critical, more sociopolitical views, which 
resulted from conversations I’d had with others, reflections on my own 
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70 Leveraging Your Teacher Identity

teaching, and a series of critical readings (e.g., Samuel Bowles and Her-
bert Gintis’s  Schooling in Capitalist America  [1975], Jonathan Kozol’s 
 Savage Inequalities  [1991], and Paul Willis’s  Learning to Labour  [1981]), 
caused me to reconsider both the American Dream and my own teacher 
identity—and ultimately helped me to create a deeper, more effective set 
of teaching practices. As a teacher I began recognizing that students are, 
in their own ways, responding to larger family, cultural, and political 
influences as they’re developing their selves in and out of the classroom. 
I began asking students how they thought social history shapes which 
knowledge is validated and which is marginalized in schools. I encour-
aged students to think about working for  their own  educational successes 
and life goals instead of conforming merely to get good grades or other 
kinds of extrinsic reinforcement. I opened up the curriculum and put 
more responsibility for classroom success on the students themselves. 

 I don’t wish to belabor this perhaps obvious example. And I’m not 
suggesting that this happens to all new teachers—or that I am some kind 
of super-teacher (which I am not). And of course it’s not as simple as this 
gloss suggests. But I want to say that it took time to begin to understand 
these social influences and their impact on my teacher identity. With time, 
a few provocative books and experiences, and rigorous self-examination, 
I was able to reconstruct this aspect of my professional identity into a dif-
ferent view of how culture, race, economics, and sociohistory operate in 
schools. I began to embrace a more student-centered, critical model that 
shares the power with students and includes honest examination of ways 
that dominant groups perpetuate their power. I still have work to do on 
the journey. Like all teachers, I’m still becoming. 

 There are countless examples like this one in my own teacher develop-
ment, where now I recognize that I was still learning how to interpret and 
navigate the complex social and learning worlds of my classrooms: how 
to interpret gender dominance in my classroom, how to react to authority 
conflicts in the classroom, how to understand students who seem disen-
gaged or resistant, how to simultaneously support and challenge students. 
All students—mine and yours—deserve a teacher who has made his or 
her influences-and-effects the objects of sustained, critical examination. 

 Your Own Schooling as Influence 

 Family and early socialization experiences have surely been intertwined 
with your own  K–12 school and college experiences  such that all of them 
now overlap and confirm each other, or, perhaps, clash and create con-
flict for you as an early-career teacher. I recommend that you conduct 
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Leveraging Your Teacher Identity 71

a critical inventory of the kinds of beliefs, values, and understandings 
about teaching and learning that you absorbed from your own schooling 
and that you may now rely on in subtle but profound ways. As we saw 
in  Chapter 3 , Liz’s views of teaching and learning were strongly shaped 
by her own schooling experiences. I presume that you have already spent 
considerable time reflecting on the kind of learner you were in elementary 
and high school and pondered how that currently shapes your teaching. 
Try engaging in this kind of reflection again, this time through the lens 
of this book, and push yourself to be critical and probing of the vestigial 
lessons you’re still carrying around with you. It may be that your default 
teacher identity privileges students who learn the same way you did—
and inadvertently penalizes or neglects those with learning styles different 
from yours. The same is surely true—as I will take up in  Chapter 6 —for 
issues of race, culture, sexuality, and gender. 

 Your time at the university also contributed, both directly and indi-
rectly, to your current understandings of teaching and learning. Ahead we 
look at the example of a beginning teacher named Azar, a young Iranian 
woman raised in California. Her story shows how one’s high school and 
college experiences combine to strongly inform the kind of teacher one 
becomes. 

 Azar’s Schooling 

 In her high school, Azar found acceptance through academic success. The 
small private school she attended was a close community that valued the 
kind of serious academics with which she was already comfortable: “Part 
of [why I felt included there] was because academics was very much a 
part of the culture. There wasn’t a sense of, like, segregation because 
you like to read, or because you did well.” Azar valued the teachers there 
who “related to us as people,” “formed a personal connection with a lot 
of students,” or “related to students on more than just a teacher-student 
relationship.” While there she began to equate effective teaching with 
forming candid, personal bonds with students and caring about them 
deeply. She also located her own sociable nature in her family: “It’s very 
personable in my family. Friends come over and my family’s like, ‘Stay 
for dinner!’ I think that’s why it’s so easy for me to connect to students 
in the classroom.” 

 During her time at university, Azar underwent an awakening that radi-
calized her politically. She already had a personal interest in the power 
of community, but this interest was now transformed into an educational 
philosophy. Specifically, there were six sources of influence on her teacher 
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72 Leveraging Your Teacher Identity

identity that came from her college experience: her education minor, her 
psychology major, her tutoring work, her community outreach participa-
tion, her martial arts classes, and the university’s overall political climate. 
These college influences, both separately and together, helped to develop 
her views of community and her desire to, in her words, “create a revolu-
tion” through teaching. Of particular influence was the community out-
reach work she did during college. Going into local group homes and 
talking with teenagers caused her to begin to link  communities  as her 
learning theory of choice with  political empowerment  as her primary 
goal as a teacher. It also convinced her that many non-culture-of-power 
teenagers face systematic discrimination that is not their fault. This is the 
mind-set she brought with her into her graduate teacher-education pro-
gram, which she entered not six weeks after finishing college. 

 There isn’t the space here to go into great detail about Azar’s schooling 
experiences or exactly how they influenced the kind of beginning teacher 
that Azar became. But her example might offer a quick lesson into how 
to look for—and examine—high school and college experiences that may 
be actively yet quietly shaping your own current view of yourself as a 
teacher. 

 Kim’s Tutoring 

 Another powerful influence on many early-career teachers is time they 
have spent working with children in informal learning contexts. Tutoring 
kids, working as a summer camp counselor, being an athletic coach, and 
working with young people in other recreational or educational settings 
can serve as an introduction to what it means to be a role model, how 
learning works, and the like. These experiences are valuable—tutoring 
and camp counseling jobs recruit young adults into the teaching profes-
sion; they offer teens powerful mentorship opportunities; they can intro-
duce future teachers to what it means to form personal relationships with 
children or let them see kids succeed outside the classroom. Yet, uninter-
rogated, they can also allow in certain conceptions of teaching and learn-
ing that can lead to teacher-identity conflicts in the classroom later on. A 
first-year middle school teacher named Kim, a young Chinese American 
woman from California, found this to be true for her. 

 Upon graduating from university, Kim took a job working in an after-
school tutoring program for middle school students. She wasn’t neces-
sarily planning to become a teacher; she just needed a job and found the 
posting online. As it turned out, she loved her year of work as a tutor, and 
as a result she decided to become a middle school language arts teacher. 
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Leveraging Your Teacher Identity 73

The job also set in motion some views of education that ended up causing 
Kim difficulty as a first-year teacher: 

 As a tutor I had thirty students for three hours every afternoon . . . 
kids in sixth and seventh grade dealing with gangs and a lot of those 
issues that go on in junior high and middle school but that adults dis-
miss as petty. I decided to change the after-school program into more 
of a social-justice program. We researched our community in terms 
of stereotypes about race and gangs. It went very well, and after that 
whole experience, I felt like I wanted to do this forever. 

 Embedded in this experience was an identity transformation that shaped 
Kim’s teaching views. During her subsequent teacher-education year, she 
defined herself as “a social justice teacher” and said this was because of 
her prior work in the after-school program, and she described herself as 
an ‘anti-teacher teacher’: “During the after-school program I developed a 
bad impression of teachers because, [listening to students, I learned that] 
a lot of the teachers they had were not the type of teacher I wanted to be. 
So when I [decided to] be a teacher, I had this idea of being the cool one, 
being more on the students’ side than the teachers’ side.” 

 These particular views of teaching, however—being friends with stu-
dents; raising topics like race, bias, and hegemony; striving to be the “cool 
one” at the expense of “typical” teachers—became problematic during 
Kim’s first year of teaching, when she was working in a traditional, aca-
demically focused public school: 

 Now I’m finding that it’s really hard to draw that line where, even 
though students and I have a lot in common, like [a love of] video 
games, it doesn’t mean that we’re automatically going to be friends, 
even if we get along well outside the classroom. In the classroom I’m 
still their teacher, still an authority figure. Just because they’re goof-
ing off and I think it’s funny doesn’t mean they’re going to get away 
with it. For me it’s been really difficult this year and really difficult for 
students to realize that I’m the teacher and not their friend. It’s hard 
for me to set them straight sometimes because my [tutoring] back-
ground allowed me to be a friend, and I think I like that relationship 
better, but as a teacher I can’t do that. 

 Kim’s incoming emphases on informal learning and social justice edu-
cation led to some identity conflicts for her as a teacher. One was that 
she had difficulty reconciling her internal tendency to be a fun friend to 
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74 Leveraging Your Teacher Identity

students with her professional role as authority in the classroom (akin to 
Fuller and Bown’s preteaching concern from  Chapter 1 ). A second con-
flict was that Kim concluded that her social justice commitments were 
incompatible with her school district’s emphasis on high test scores. The 
mandated focus on academic standards and test scores left almost no 
room in the curriculum, Kim believed, for her social justice interests. In 
fact, the last time we spoke, Kim told me she felt frustrated working at 
this school and did not know how long she would remain there. 

 Current Personal Experiences 

 The important work of developing your teacher identity should also lead 
you to examine your social relationships with others and your current 
personal experiences. Spend time thinking about your teacher identity 
against the educational philosophies and teaching practices of your col-
leagues and friends. 

      Textbox 4.3  Talking Teaching with Colleagues 

 Who do you “talk teaching” with? What do you talk about? Are 
there particular patterns that can be identified in your own com-
ments about your teaching when you are talking with others? Do 
you find yourself circling back to the same topics, the same issues or 
debates, over and over again? If so, what could that mean? What are 
the underlying perspectives about education that  sit below  your com-
ments and those of your conversationalists? Serious consideration of 
these questions will allow you to begin to notice your teacher iden-
tity. Dig for the  deeper conceptions  of teaching and learning held by 
you and by educators who surround you. Look for conflicts—places 
where you disagree, or where others’ perspectives don’t quite sit 
right with you. Might these disagreements or misalignments illumi-
nate something significant going on? Maybe differing assumptions 
about education or different professional identities? 

 How about other aspects of your life? What do you do for fun? How 
do your relationships with family and friends affect who you’re becom-
ing (or will become) in the classroom? Those things you do that at first 
glance may seem to have little to do with you as a professional educa-
tor are undoubtedly influencing your teacher self. In some cases, you’re 
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Leveraging Your Teacher Identity 75

drawing from these personal activities and relationships for lesson ideas—
activities, questions, and examples for use in the classroom. I can’t tell 
you how many activity ideas and writing prompts I have received from 
eavesdropping on conversations on buses, from people-watching in sub-
ways, or from reading newspapers or signs on the street. If you’re look-
ing for them, teaching ideas are everywhere! Some ideas for educational 
activities that I picked up from childhood games and popular culture are 
mentioned in  Textbox 4.4 . 

 Your moods, the things you think about, and the daily life you’re lead-
ing can all find their way into the classroom in productive ways for your 
students. The general point is that the more conscious and reflective you 
can be about the life experiences happening around you and how the vari-
ous aspects of who you are as a person enter into your teacher identity, 
the more intentional and thoughtful a teacher you will become. And the 
fact is, as you will see ahead, your personal life definitely influences who 
you are in the classroom. 

 Elena’s Neighbor 

 I knew a fifth-grade teacher in her sixth year of teaching in California 
who found herself being ornery and impatient with her students. Her 
name was Elena, and she wondered what was happening; this was not 
the kind of teacher she had always been in the past. Eventually, I asked 
her about her personal life. It turned out that a dear friend, her neigh-
bor who lived in the apartment below, was in the hospital dying from a 
protracted illness. Elena was sad and a little angry at having to see such 
a good person leave the world early. As we talked more, she recognized 
that this experience was leaving her with a kind of resentment toward life: 
the world isn’t fair—why do the good people have to leave us early? And 
without consciously realizing it, her mood had overtaken her teaching self 
and was coloring her interactions with students. 

      Textbox 4.4  Activity Ideas 

  Learning-Review Baseball.  Go outside and play “baseball” with 
real bases but no bats or balls. Divide students into two or more 
teams. You’re the pitcher. Each batter can choose the degree of dif-
ficulty of the pitch (a single, double, triple, or home-run attempt), 
and you “pitch” by asking the batter a question of corresponding 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

N
at

io
na

l L
ib

ra
ry

 o
f 

th
e 

Ph
ili

pp
in

es
] 

at
 2

3:
36

 0
1 

N
ov

em
be

r 
20

17
 



76 Leveraging Your Teacher Identity

 Although I’m no therapist (and would never claim to be one), I did 
want her to remember all the positive aspects of her friendship with her 
neighbor, so I asked questions to learn about this neighbor’s life. It turns 
out that dozens of people had known and cared about and been cared 
for by this person over the years. According to Elena, everyone who 
knew this woman was better off because of it. A new way of including 
this friend into Elena’s teacher identity was revealing itself. We talked 
about what the children might have learned had they spent time with 
her friend. 

 Before long, Elena was thinking about how to honor her neighbor and 
include this neighbor’s life-affirming example in her own teaching. Elena 
talked to her students about her friend, hung a photo of the friend in the 
classroom, and modeled some of her friend’s characteristics in the class-
room: Elena wrote “Carpe Diem!” on the classroom wall (her friend’s 
favorite maxim), and encouraged students to take on new challenges 
daily and always be good to others. She hung posters of famous Euro-
pean expressionist paintings in the room because that’s the art her friend 
loved. Though it took some time, as well as some soul-searching, Elena 
had found a way to use her own personal experience to continue to work 
toward becoming the teacher she wanted to be. And I’m certain that these 
children benefited from Elena’s ability to reconstruct how her experience 
was shaping her teacher identity. I know that I did, and I still think of 
Elena’s neighbor every time I see a picture of Gustav Klimt’s painting  The 
Kiss , even though I never met her myself. 

difficulty. A right answer sends the player to the requisite base; a 
wrong answer is an out. Three outs and the next team is up. Teams 
alternate taking turns at bat until the game ends. I used to play this 
game with students to review for the final exam on Shakespeare. 

  Learning-Review Duck Duck Goose.  Go outside, sit in a circle, 
and play duck duck goose, but with a twist: the student who taps 
another person on the head also asks a learning-related question 
and then slowly circles the group. If the person tapped fails to 
answer the question before the questioner completes the circle, then 
the tapped student becomes “it.” I used this game to review units on 
Greek mythology, poetry, and writing rules. 

  Jeopardy.  Develop your own game and set up teams. 
  Scavenger Hunts.  Have students search for items around the school 

with academic questions as clues. 
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Leveraging Your Teacher Identity 77

 Organizing, Examining, and Talking about 
the Interrelated Parts of Teacher Identity 

 Using the notes you’ve taken thus far on the sources of your teacher 
identity, you can now begin to organize and reassemble your understand-
ing of your own identity development. Again, think about it in terms of 
 influences-and-effects . What strands of your past and present, personal 
and professional experience are subtly but perhaps profoundly shaping 
how you think teaching and learning are “supposed to” happen? How are 
your various influences interacting with (perhaps confirming or maybe 
conflicting with) each other? Use the worksheet included at the end of this 
book. Perhaps draw and fill out your own version of Figure 2.2. 

 One goal is to consciously consider which influences benefit you as a 
teacher and which ones work against you. Each of us carries remnants 
from our youth that are incompatible with who we are now and who we 
want to become. These remnants generally take the form of old ideas and 
views that we haven’t yet gotten around to fully shedding—even though, 
when we view them soberly in the light of day, we don’t believe them. 
Howard Gardner (1991) calls these “naïve learner theories.” Consider 
novelist Wallace Stegner’s great line: “A prejudice is a principle its owner 
does not intend to examine” (1990, 156). It’s hard to acknowledge these 
parts of ourselves. And it’s all too easy to ignore these tendencies that so 
many of us still possess, because the society we live in has done a number 
on us: it’s convinced us that certain ways of being are “normal” or “natu-
ral” while others are “deviant,” “wrong,” or “inappropriate.” 

 Vestiges from our personal history carry embedded views of concrete 
aspects of teaching and learning, too: what a “successful” classroom 
looks and sounds like, how to decorate our classrooms, how to use new 
technologies in the classroom, how we assess students, why and how to 
tell students to “be quiet,” what homework to assign, and how to grade it. 

 Direct and Mediating Effects of Influences 

 As you explore these issues you should recognize and address both the 
direct and indirect influences on your teacher identity. A  direct influence  
is an influence that derives from some part of your personal or profes-
sional history, your schooling, or your teacher preparation that contains a 
specific understanding or perspective on teaching that you have accepted 
or adopted as part of your identity. An education professor who taught 
you to put a learning agenda on the board for students each day—and 
also explained some of the theory behind such an action—is offering you 
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78 Leveraging Your Teacher Identity

a bundle of information that you might take and begin using. It’s more 
straightforward than an indirect influence. These direct influences are 
easiest to notice, monitor, evaluate, keep, modify, or reject. 

 But influences on teacher identity can be mediating, too.  Indirect influ-
ences  are harder to tease out because they become interwoven with others. 
Knowing where one influence ends and the other begins, as you reflect 
on your professional self, is not easy. Indirect influences are less visible 
and less certain than direct influences. But this may be where the real 
work is required. For example, an education professor might teach you 
about Lev Vygotsky’s theory of learning. You may be taught about the 
zone of proximal development; you might have read about how higher-
order reasoning develops out of children engaging in culturally grounded 
activities with others in authentic social situations; you may have listened 
to your professor talk about how students rely on previous learning to 
engage with others in learning tasks. But  how you actually make sense  
of Vygotsky’s theory of learning also invokes your own preexisting ideas 
about learning—coming from sources such as your own experiences as 
a child, the ways your teachers taught you, and even some of your feel-
ings about the particular professor who’s teaching Vygotsky to you. Your 
learning of Vygotsky’s theories does not involve direct internalization of 
educational theory but is rather a mediated, multifaceted construction 
of your interpretation of Vygotsky’s ideas in relation to your own ideas 
about and experiences in the world. To notice and thoroughly examine 
these indirect influences—and how they affect the different parts of your 
teacher identity—requires patience, but it’s worth the effort. 

 Conclusion 

 There is only so much that we can learn about ourselves by ourselves. 
It’s important to engage others, too, in collective reflection about your 
teacher identity. Teaching requires that you become a reflective practi-
tioner, someone who engages in continual collective reflection and col-
laborative practice. Identify peers in your teaching program or colleagues 
at your school whom you trust and who might be willing to engage in 
regular conversations about teacher identity. Ask them to join you in a 
dialogue about teacher development. Each person involved in this dia-
logue should be willing to candidly explore his or her own teacher iden-
tity and help others do the same. Create teacher-identity inquiry groups at 
your school, or encourage your professors and teacher-mentors to engage 
already-existing groups (e.g., classes or cohort meetings) in coordinated 
teacher-identity reflection. 
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Leveraging Your Teacher Identity 79

 Whatever the setting, find ways to initiate substantive conversations 
around questions such as those included ahead, and take notes on the 
results so that you can return to the insights later, on your own, to deeply 
consider how to acknowledge, evaluate, and adjust the ways in which 
your personal history shapes your teacher perspectives. 

 Discussion Questions 

 1. What do my personal influences offer me in terms of specific mod-
els of teaching on which I might be relying? Which influences-and-
effects should I retain? Which should I jettison? 

 2. What are five facets of my own teaching philosophy, and where do 
those beliefs come from? 

 3. How do my personal politics enter into my teaching? Do they limit 
or enhance the learning of my students? 

 4. How do my own past experiences in schools shape the way I think 
about my students? Do they limit or enhance the learning of my 
students? 

 5. Which of my current, now-visible teacher-identity features do I want 
to retain? Which do I want to eliminate? And which do I want to 
adjust? 

 6. How, specifically, will I make the changes I need to make? And what 
evidence will I look for to evaluate the success of those changes? 

 7. How will I be sure to continue this kind of teacher reflection and 
identity adjustment in the future? Can I find others to do it with me? 

 Further Reading 

 Ayers, B. 2001.  To Teach: The Journey of a Teacher . New York: Teachers College 
Press. 

 Brookfield, S. 2006.  The Skillful Teacher . San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 
 Lipka, R., and T. Brinthaupt, eds. 1999.  The Role of Self in Teacher Development . 

Albany: State University of New York Press. 
 Vygotsky, L., and M. Cole. 1980.  Mind in Society: The Development of Higher 

Psychological Processes.  Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 
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 I believe we teach who we are. And so as a teacher you must find ways 
to be who you are in ways that benefit your students. 

 —Randy, a third-grade California teacher who has 
been teaching for thirty-five years 

 What Kind of Teacher Are You, or How Do 
You Go about Finding Out? 

 It has come up again and again in this book: who you are as a person has 
a lot to do with who you are as a teacher. From this truism come many 
themes that are important to your teacher development. One theme is the 
need to recognize the fact that  your personal self is a significant source of 
your professional self . This is probably both good and bad, and making 
successful use of this fact hinges on your ability to purposefully manage 
how you allow aspects of your personal self and your personal history to 
enter into your professional self. 

 A second theme revolves around the fact that  your professional life will 
inevitably affect your personal life  (and vice versa). Teachers report that 
their good days at school often lead to improved moods in the evenings 
and on weekends. Conversely, those bad days at work—and all of us 
teachers have them, lots of them in fact, as they’re a natural part of the 
job description—can leave you in a foul mood after the school day ends. 
In  Chapter 3  we learned that Liz’s difficulties as a first-year teacher placed 
a strain on her personal life. In  Chapter 4 , I wrote about Elena’s per-
sonal sadness creeping into her professional interactions with children. 
I recommend that you actively manage the ways in which your teaching 
work seeps into your personal life. Randy, the third-grade teacher whose 
quote appears at the beginning of this chapter, told me that “teaching is 
exhausting. You get exhausted by the end of the day. You need to talk 

 Chapter 5 

 The Human Dimensions 
of Teaching and Identity 
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82 The Human Dimensions

with your partner and explain that there are particular things that you 
need when you get home. For me, it’s a pot of tea and a quiet corner for 
thirty minutes. I don’t want to be asked how my day was; I don’t want to 
talk about anything; I just want half an hour to relax by myself and then 
I can rejoin the world.” 

 Successful teachers also find ways to ensure that negative events in their 
personal lives don’t carry over into the classroom in ways that make them 
cranky or impatient with students. I remember a difficult day of my own 
in the 1990s, when during lunch I received a letter with sad news (I was 
teaching abroad and using the school as my mailing address). Having 
about ten minutes to process the information and compose myself before 
my fifth-period class began, I found an unused office and sat by myself 
for a few minutes, working to separate my suddenly terrible mood from 
the two dozen wonderful students I was about to greet; I knew that they 
didn’t deserve to have me dampen their learning that day just because I 
was hurting. I convinced myself that I could put aside my negative feel-
ings until the end of the day and focus instead on the students in front of 
me. Not only was it the right thing to do as a teacher, but also it lifted my 
spirits a bit so that later, when I returned to the sad news, I felt somewhat 
better. In addition, this event and my reflection upon it reminded me that 
I must see my students as whole people too! Just as teachers lead complex 
lives that can affect their work, so too are students grappling daily with 
the slings and arrows of their own lives, both inside and outside of school. 
It’s important for me not to forget that. 

 A third theme that follows from the truism about teaching and life 
being inextricably linked is the core fact that, in many ways, the suc-
cessful teaching-learning relationship is a strongly personal endeavor on 
both sides—the teaching part and the learning part. For all the profes-
sional training, specialized knowledge, research implications, and policy 
demands of education work, teaching and learning are at their heart 
largely human processes. This means that education is about human rela-
tionships as much as it’s about evidence-based curricula, learning-sensitive 
assessment, and effective reform policies. Throughout the modern history 
of teaching, there have been hundreds of books and articles emphasiz-
ing ways in which teaching can be informed by love, passion, and other 
fundamentally human dimensions (see, e.g., Freire 1970; hooks 1994; 
Palmer 1998). This isn’t, of course, to say that teaching is not a specialized 
profession requiring technical knowledge and focused training; it is. But 
alongside the specialized, technical dimensions of teaching is the need to 
enact one’s humanness in ways that create a rich, rigorous, comfortable 
learning environment that supports children in their own growth. 
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The Human Dimensions 83

 Almost 150 years ago, Horace Mann (1868) wrote that “a teacher 
who is attempting to teach without inspiring the pupil with a desire to 
learn is hammering on a cold iron.” Maybe the authoritarian imagery 
of this blacksmith metaphor is a little rough (I’d hate to consider stu-
dents as metal to be pounded), but we might interpret it to mean that 
the job of teaching is partly about inspiring learning—which requires 
honest, respectful, reciprocal human relationships between teacher and 
students. 

 In an interview with Bill Moyers, educator and author Mike Rose 
talked about teaching as a kind of romance, not toward another person 
per se but in terms of fostering loving relationships with knowledge and 
curiosity: 

 MOYERS: You write that teaching is a romance. 
 ROSE: Yes it  is  a romance. It’s a romance, the terms of which are language, 

mathematical formulas, facts, dates, theories, opinions. It’s easy to 
lose faith in that. . . . The way I view education is as an invitation. It 
is an attempt to bring people into a kind of conversation, into a set 
of ideas, into ways of thinking, talking, writing and reading that are 
new to them. If you see education as an attempt to bring people in, 
then you automatically see it as a relationship. And if the relationship 
works right, it is a kind of romance. 

 (Moyers 1990, 218) 

 Similarly, many of educator Paulo Freire’s writings focus on his belief 
that true love for humanity is a necessary precondition for enacting 
education as liberation. A teacher becomes an authentic educator for 
liberation only once he has recognized in himself a true love for all 
people, especially those he is teaching. And, finally, building off Freire 
and making an explicit link to teachings from Buddhist monk Thich 
Nhat Hanh, educator and author bell hooks argued that an effective 
teacher is in part a “healer” helping students to integrate mind, body, 
and spirit amid a splintered, hurtful world. But not only must teachers 
help their students, says Thich Nhat Hanh: they must help themselves 
too. In hooks’s words, “Teachers must be actively committed to a pro-
cess of self-actualization that promotes their own well-being if they are 
to teach in a manner that [heals and] empowers students. Thich Nhat 
Hanh emphasized that ‘the practice of a healer, therapist, teacher or 
any helping professional should be directed toward his or her self first, 
because if the helper is unhappy, he or she cannot help many people’ ” 
(hooks 1994, 15). 
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84 The Human Dimensions

 In this chapter I use the teacher-identity model to highlight significant 
ways in which teachers can acknowledge and make productive use of 
their “humanness” in their professional work. By “humanness” I mean to 
invoke those many aspects of our personal selves, including our relational 
selves and the emotional sides of us, that enter into our teaching. Of 
course, everything that humans do is, by definition, “human.” However, 
I use the term here to foreground those aspects of successful teaching 
that don’t always appear in the technical research literature or in formal 
textbooks about education, but that any practicing teacher knows are 
always in play, actively shaping the work of teaching and learning. It’s 
our responsibility to ensure that our personal characteristics don’t act 
as negative influences but rather become productive, empathetic parts of 
our work. 

  Textbox 5.1  The “Caring Professions” 

 Few occupations rest as centrally on personal relationships for their 
professional success as teaching. But there are others. Researchers 
and educators have written about similarities between teaching and 
preaching, or about teaching’s connections to therapy, midwifery, 
being a football quarterback, and medicine (Belenky et al. 1986; 
Coles and Testa 2002; Gladwell 2008; Grossman et al. 2009; Nod-
dings 2003). Can you think of other professions whose core work 
centrally hinges on its personal relationships? 

 I begin by considering the legacy of Carl Rogers and  humanistic psy-
chology  for teaching. Next I discuss the role of your  language use  in the 
classroom since that affects the climate of learning and how your students 
will relate to you. And third I examine  emotions in teaching and teacher 
burnout  so that you can think about how your own emotions and those 
of your students affect your teaching and your career. I recommend that 
as you read this chapter and the one that follows—which focuses on 
the political and cultural aspects of your teacher identity—you attempt 
to place yourself inside the discussions. Have these things happened to 
you? How adept are you at noticing how your human qualities interact 
with your professional self? What will you do to integrate both sides in 
ways that serve students successfully, and to do this more often and more 
deeply? 
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The Human Dimensions 85

 Humanistic Psychology and Teaching 

 Humanistic psychology emerged in the 1960s as a branch of psychol-
ogy focusing on sensitivity to the whole person. Unlike psychotherapy 
and behaviorism, the popular strands of American psychology at the 
time, humanistic psychology focused on the holistic self-actualization 
and creativity of an individual. Whereas traditional psychology was 
mostly concerned with what  limits  people, humanistic psychology 
emphasized self-empowerment, creativity, and nonconformity. Carl 
Rogers is considered the founder of this branch of psychology and did 
the most to outline humanistic psychology and explicitly identify the 
conditions under which humans can achieve their full potential (see, 
e.g.,  The Freedom to Learn , 1969). Though its influence on teaching 
and human development has waned over the decades or has been swal-
lowed up into other movements (e.g., Gestalt psychology or the cur-
rently popular positive psychology), it continues to offer teachers some 
powerful ideas. 

 Humanistic psychology views individuals as inherently good. People are 
innately cooperative, trustworthy, empathetic, and interested in improving 
themselves. But Rogers and his contemporaries believed that these tenden-
cies need to be actively released—they’re not just activated by themselves. 
The immediate environment must encourage trust, self-confidence, and 
comfort. If these conditions are met, a person can work toward becoming 
what Rogers termed a “fully functioning person.” To be fully functioning, 
a person would be open to experience and always looking for the newness 
and possibility of each moment. She would be confident enough to take 
chances, would accept occasional failure as part of learning, and would 
be able to talk honestly with others. As an approach that emphasizes 
trust, concern, empathy, and sensitivity to the whole person, humanistic 
psychology can become a good foundation for your teacher identity. 

 Unlike educational researchers who focus on highly technical methods 
of instruction, psychometric testing, and clinical research settings, Rogers 
was interested in real people doing real things in real contexts. In educa-
tion, he emphasized the people and attitudes of teaching, not the experi-
ments and statistics. In fact, he cared little for the  products  of learning and 
focused instead on the  process  of facilitating human growth. Since we live 
in a complicated, ever-changing world, what is needed is not mastery of 
facts and equations so much as  learning how to learn  and how to move 
oneself toward “wholeness” as a person. 

 Several key principles about teaching emerge from Rogers’s humanistic 
theories. Rogers argued—as did John Dewey before him—that humans 
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86 The Human Dimensions

  Textbox 5.2  Stuart Little 

 Let us not forget the character Stuart Little in E. B. White’s (1945) 
children’s book of the same name. During one of his adventures, 
Stuart offers to substitute-teach in a school, but the superintendent 
asks him how he is going to take care of classroom management; 
Stuart is, after all, a tiny mouse. Confidently, Stuart replies, “I’ll 
make the work interesting and the discipline will take care of itself.” 
That’s a good (though incomplete, of course) answer for the rest of 
us as well. 

 Rogers also believed that people don’t learn very well when there’s dis-
comfort present. Instead, children and adults learn better when they feel 
comfortable and trusted. This means that external threats, such as harsh 
critique, personal attacks, or an atmosphere of fear, should be avoided 
in the classroom. Recall Liz in  Chapter 3  recounting how her girlfriend 
grew to hate school because she was always being harshly corrected for 
pronunciation and grammar. As teachers, part of what we can do is create 
a learning climate and develop educational activities in ways that increase 
students’ self-esteem, guide students into their own learning, and invite 
them into  productive  (not destructive) knowledge conflicts that lead to 
growth and new understandings. This idea is similar to linguist and edu-
cation researcher Stephen Krashen’s (1987) notion of the  affective filter  
(introduced in  Chapter 3 ): his hypothesis that language learners have 
a harder time with their own learning if the educational environment 
makes them emotionally uncomfortable. 

 Rogers described successful teachers in humanistic terms. Good teach-
ers are “real” (i.e., genuine, authentic, and honest); they emphasize trust 
and respect with students; they develop caring understandings of stu-
dents; they’re open-minded. Being “real” as a teacher, for Rogers, meant 
focusing more on the process of becoming a fully functioning human 
than on the products of predetermined, fixed curricular goals. Rogers is 
urging us to trust that young people have the capacity to develop to their 

possess a natural inclination toward learning, but only if the learning 
is seen as relevant and authentic by students. This encourages teachers 
to find ways to make the material interesting and relevant to students’ 
own lives. 
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The Human Dimensions 87

full potential with our help. As teachers, we can create the conditions 
for this and lead students into their own processes of holistic growth 
and human development. Humanistic teaching doesn’t mean accepting 
all student responses as equal or any answer as correct—and promoting 
self-esteem can be overdone—but rather allowing students to know that 
they are heard and understood. Students will inevitably rise or fall to the 
level of expectation we hold for them. Teachers should also recognize that 
corrections, respectful debate, and supportive probing for clarification 
are part of the process of student self-growth. 

 Finally, humanistic psychology suggests that teachers should develop 
an empathetic understanding of students, striving to find ways to get to 
know their students and trying to see the world through each student’s 
eyes: “The attitude of standing in the other’s shoes, of viewing the world 
through the student’s eyes,” wrote Rogers in 1969, “is almost unheard of 
in the classroom. One could listen to thousands of ordinary classroom 
interactions without coming across one instance of clearly communi-
cated, sensitively accurate, empathic understanding. But it has tremen-
dous releasing effects when it occurs” (Rogers 1969, 112). 

 This is very important in teaching. Ask yourself how many students 
in any large high school today get to talk individually with adults on a 
daily basis. Is it only when they’re in trouble and facing a disciplinary 
situation? Is it only when they’re asking a question about an assign-
ment? Your ability to understand your students, to empathize with them 
and their perspectives, is necessary if you are going to offer them valu-
able, relevant, interesting lessons and activities. What might this actu-
ally look like in your classroom? Inviting your students to decorate the 
classroom with you; allowing them to bring in posters, artwork, and 
other items from their own lives; paying close attention to how the con-
ditions of your classroom invite free thought and individual expression 
(not just obeying school rules and predetermined instruction); finding 
ways to chat with individual students before or after class to learn more 
about their lives. 

 It’s important, as well, to allow your students to see you as a real 
person who becomes joyful and excited about learning new things. 
Whether we are teaching five-year-olds, fifteen-year-olds, or fifty-five-
year-olds, designing learning activities in which students find their own 
ways into preselected topics and explore the content in relation to their 
own lives is crucial. Humanistic psychology reminds us to always con-
sider how the conditions of learning in our classroom can encourage 
and motivate students (not just us teachers) and must be for  all  students 
(not just some). 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

N
at

io
na

l L
ib

ra
ry

 o
f 

th
e 

Ph
ili

pp
in

es
] 

at
 2

3:
36

 0
1 

N
ov

em
be

r 
20

17
 



88 The Human Dimensions

 Humanism also promotes a focus not only on students but also on the 
 teacher’s  own process of achieving full-functioning status. We are all still 
in the process of growing, and Rogers wanted to remind us of that. He 
stressed that teachers, too, need encouraging conditions in order to con-
tinue to develop. Just as students need an environment that’s both com-
fortable and challenging, and that is self-directed (not only ends-justified), 
so, too, do teachers need working conditions that are self-fulfilling and 
respectful and that lead participants up the arc of their own learning. Be 
sure to attend to your own learning and do what you can to maximize 
the conditions of your own professional growth—choosing a compatible 
school to teach in, befriending thoughtful colleagues, and pursuing your 
own curiosities. 

 Harnessing Your Personality in Your Teaching 

 Using your personality in teaching can be an exciting aspect of your edu-
cation work. What’s important is not to let this process go unacknowl-
edged. If the role of your personality in your teaching is left unrecognized, 
your personality will probably carry both benefits and detriments for 
your students. Adopting a teacher-identity approach demands that you 
pay close, honest attention to the pluses and minuses of the parts of your 
personality that impact your daily planning and appear in your teaching. 
This won’t always be easy, or fun. On the contrary, it may be painful. For 
example, you may have to recognize that your sharp, sometimes sarcastic 
sense of humor that family and friends enjoy may very well hurt the feel-
ings of, and perhaps disempower, some of your students. In fact, an edu-
cator who has worked in the United States and on three other continents 
once mentioned to me that he has seen teacher sarcasm negatively impact 
more students, regardless of cultural background, than all other negative 
teacher behaviors combined. 

 Perhaps you can benefit from some sustained reflection on how you 
react to high noise levels and chaos in life. This might reveal new dimen-
sions of your approach to classroom management, such as whether you 
become anxious or uncomfortable when multiple, frenetic conversations 
occur simultaneously in your classroom. Is such a situation the students’ 
fault, or could it be more about your own tolerance for disorder? Notic-
ing this about yourself may mean that you need to become more tolerant 
of the discomfort that arises during these situations, since your profes-
sional self knows that although energetic students working together can 
be loud—and can seem unruly—this is often a sign of authentic learning 
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The Human Dimensions 89

in children. But, then again, perhaps some of your students, too, become 
distracted by noise and chaos in the classroom. Perhaps it would be help-
ful for you to candidly explain to students that you personally have a 
hard time with noise and chaos in the classroom, even though you know 
it sometimes makes for engaged learning. Naming it and being explicit 
about it with students can pave the way for compromise. Maybe you can 
invent a signal or word to use when the noise level is making you uneasy, 
and students will know to lower the volume. 

 Nancy, a high school teacher I quoted earlier in this book, told me this: 

 The bad parts of me show up in my teaching sometimes. I like things 
to be controlled, and I like to have control. In my classroom, I need to 
have everyone in a circle, everyone doing what they’re supposed to 
be doing. If they’re not, it drives me crazy. That’s my own thing—it’s 
not their problem. I’ll find myself jumping on a kid who, it turns 
out, is just getting a piece of paper out of his bag or something. I’m 
strict in my classroom—it’s an academic environment. Part of that 
makes sense, but part is just that I like to have control in my room. I 
know that, and talk to students about it. Also, some teachers swear 
with their students, or use lots of slang. Or talk with students like 
they’re their buddies. I’m not necessarily opposed to that. But that’s 
just not me. I care about academic language. I’m still silly in the 
classroom, and joke around with them, and let them know about 
my personal life. But somehow it’s different. For example, I don’t let 
students use my first name. 

 Another common aspect of teachers’ personalities that emerges in the class-
room is their sense of humor. Laughter in the classroom can be great: it 
creates some fun and authenticity within learning; it strengthens personal 
relationships; it reveals a teacher’s humanness. But if you’re going to use 
humor, do so carefully. Avoid jokes that come at students’ expense. Always 
avoid sarcasm and mocking. Don’t tell jokes that rely on stereotypes, cul-
ture, or biology for their meaning. Make fun of yourself, not others. Pay 
close attention to  all  students’ reactions, and always check in afterward 
with any student whose feelings you believe might have been inadvertently 
hurt or who perhaps didn’t understand the joke. Don’t allow students to 
make fun of each other unless it’s mutually understood to be in good taste. 
And remember, you’re not there for attention or applause, but for the sole 
benefit of your students’ learning and personal growth. Over time, you’ll 
find your own natural yet appropriate teacher’s sense of humor. 
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90 The Human Dimensions

 There are likely many other dimensions to your personality that are actively 
shaping your teaching. You have a unique set of personal dispositions—
combinations of things such as your degree of reflectiveness, your com-
fort with uncertainty or experimentation, your organizational skills or 
their absence, your level of extroversion/introversion, and how you typi-
cally cope with adversity. 

 Since there’s no single “best” way to be a teacher, you must fashion a 
successful professional self out of the traits you possess. This is not to 
lament that you’re one kind of person or another: “Gosh, I sure wish I 
could perform and be funny in the classroom like Ms. So-and-so.” Or, 
“Shoot, I’ll never be as universally loved as Mr. Such-and-such.” And 
it’s not to conclude that you cannot teach well because you don’t have a 
particular kind of personality that you believe is well suited to teaching. 
It would be a mistake for you to try to be like those other teachers instead 
of capitalizing on your own best traits. In the end, students connect with 
and respect authentic teachers who are knowledgeable and passionate 
about what they do, and who work hard to make learning enjoyable and 
worthwhile. 

     Acknowledging your personality characteristics isn’t about limiting 
yourself but about realistically working with the attributes you possess 
in service of your goals and your students’ success.  This is an exciting 
part of teacher development: looking candidly at yourself and figuring 
out how to employ your personality as part of your version of the “per-
fect teacher.”  With creative teacher-identity reflection, you can reframe 
perceived weaknesses as teaching strengths instead. Your hobbies and 
personal interests will inevitably carry over and become parts of your 
professional practice. Acknowledge this and become certain that you’re 
translating your own interests into productive learning practices, not ones 
that exclude students or impose a particular ideology on them. 

 Randy, the third-grade teacher quoted earlier, told me how his passions 
are part of his teacher self: 

 It sounds like a bumper sticker, but you must be passionate. In 
some ways being a good teacher is about finding and translating 
your passions. Showing kids your passions, letting them see you be 
passionate about things. For example, I have a  boulangerie  in my 
classroom, right over there. I teach the children how to bake bread 
and they do this with their classmates on their birthdays—it’s bet-
ter than moms bringing in cupcakes. The kids can see my passions 
and they can join me in them or at least recognize them as passions 
and say, “Oh, that’s Mr. B going crazy over words.” And I do. I 
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The Human Dimensions 91

love the roots of words; I want to marinate the children in words 
and their meanings; I want them to love poetry! They know I’m 
passionate about this. These children might think I’m a little crazy, 
but that’s fine with me. I tell them to find their own things to be 
crazy about. 

 A Note about Language in the Classroom 

 An important part of who you are is how you talk and respond to the talk 
of others. Your language use is an expression of your personality. Each 
of us uses language in particular ways—and, as well, language uses us. It 
shapes our realities, affects our relationships with friends and colleagues, 
and in part defines us. This is true for us not only as regular people but 
also as teachers. New teachers are often taught to pay some attention 
to talk in the classroom. They’re encouraged to use gender-inclusive 
pronouns, prohibit students from interrupting each other, and allow an 
eight-second wait-time after asking a question before calling on students. 
These are important adages, but the power of language use on teaching 
and learning processes in classrooms is deeper and often more nuanced 
than that. In fact, there’s a whole field of study that seeks to apply les-
sons learned from linguistics, sociolinguistics, and discourse analysis to 
teachers and students. Sharing some of those recommendations here may 
be useful. 

Textbox 5.3  Encouraging Equitable Classroom Talk

 One useful technique to get all students talking equitably is the  Pop-
sicle Stick Trick.  Write each student’s name on a popsicle stick 
ahead of time, and during class discussions, pull sticks randomly to 
designate who speaks next. This not only offers equity in speaker 
choice but also keeps students on their toes because they never 
know when they’ll be asked to chime in (though I recommend that 
you let students ‘pass’ occasionally when they truly don’t wish to 
talk). Another good technique is  Think-Pair-Share . After you ask a 
deep or provocative question in class, ask the students to think to 
themselves for a minute or two (jotting down notes if applicable). 
Then have them pair up with the person sitting next to them and 
relate their thoughts to each other.  Finally, have all students share 
their views with the whole class.
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92 The Human Dimensions

  Become conscious of how you use language in the classroom.  Just as 
humor can be an effective tool or a destructive feature for a teacher, so 
too can a teacher’s language use help or hurt the dynamics of the class-
room. Begin noticing your own language use and monitor its effects on 
students. Do you too often use masculine examples or pronouns when 
explaining concepts? If so, shift to more gender-inclusive linguistic prac-
tices. Instead of continually saying “you guys” to refer to your students 
(half of whom are likely female), use “everyone,” “you all,” or “wonder-
ful folks.” Notice which students readily participate in class discussions 
and which students fall silent; could that be a result of your conver-
sational dynamic in the room? Reflect at the end of each day on who 
was silent and why, and who overtalked and why—and consider the 
possibility that your own language use had a hand in that. Experiment 
with different ways of including students in conversations, and monitor 
the results. 

  Develop and use hypothetical examples in your speech that draw 
on different ethnicities, lifestyles, and hobbies.  Every teacher doesn’t 
need to talk about Johnny throwing a baseball or Mary learning how 
to bake. Instead, create examples around Gabriel, who designs awe-
some greeting cards, Aamira, who’s a fantastic knitter, or Demarco, 
who loves immersing himself in science projects. Teachers too often 
rely on their own culturally situated biographies to imagine examples 
and make up names when they’re explaining material to students. If 
we don’t interrupt that process, we run the risk of representing the 
classroom as full of hypothetical people with culture-of-power names 
who do stereotypical things. Such representations at best preclude your 
students from seeing themselves in your examples and at worst subtly 
communicate that students who don’t fit your norm cannot succeed in 
your presence. 

  Pay attention to who’s being privileged and who’s being silenced 
in the language patterns you oversee.  Many researchers have studied 
interconnections between gender or race and language use in class-
rooms. For example, Catherine Krupnick (1985) found that in the col-
lege classrooms she studied male students typically talked more often 
and longer, while female students talked less frequently and, when they 
did, often spoke in a “machine-gun style”—spitting out their words 
in rapid fashion because they had become accustomed to being cut 
off before they were finished. Conversely, men typically talked more 
slowly, and when they encountered an overlap (a point in which two 
or more people spoke at once), they often simply raised their voice and 
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The Human Dimensions 93

kept going, while female students were more likely to simply stop when 
they faced interruption. What also interested Krupnick was that it was 
the  women  cutting off the women far more frequently than the men 
doing it. Perhaps over time they had simply accepted their location “at 
the bottom of the conversational heap,” as Krupnick wrote, which made 
them highly sensitive to being interrupted and yet also apt to interrupt 
each other. 

 To ward off these and other conversational inequities, I suggest that 
you never let students interrupt each other, do not overprivilege the tra-
ditional (and often easier) technique of calling only on students who vol-
unteer to speak, and be sure to talk openly with students about linguistic 
inequities and the power of language in learning. Invite a colleague into 
your classroom every now and then and ask him to pay attention to only 
the conversational dynamics, broken up by gender, race, and location 
in the classroom—and then report his findings back to you. Become a 
teacher who models equitable, careful language use herself, and thinks 
deeply about the effects of language in the classroom. 

 Teaching Is Emotional Work 

 Another area to explore in developing your teacher identity is your emo-
tions and their impact on your teaching self. Though emotions and teach-
ing haven’t received a lot of research attention in education, they have 
received some. Topics examined include the emotional disappointments 
of reform-minded teachers (Huberman 1993; Little 1996), emotions and 
teacher effectiveness (Haberman 1990; Zehm and Kottler 1993), the 
emotions of social justice teaching (Chubbuck and Zembylas 2008), and 
even why research on emotions in teaching is so limited and what can be 
done about it (Sutton and Wheatley 2003). 

 When education researcher Andy Hargreaves investigated the emo-
tional dimensions of teachers, he found that successful teachers were 
“emotional, passionate beings who connect with their students and fill 
their work and their classes with pleasure, creativity, challenge, and joy” 
(Hargreaves 1998, 835). But how, specifically, should we treat and reflect 
on our emotions within teaching? 

 I believe there are two ways that teacher identity helps us with the 
connection between teaching and emotions. One is by pointing us 
toward a focus on emotions  in  teaching. This is to say that teachers’ 
emotions intertwine with their pedagogical practices and interactions 
with students. At its heart, there’s nothing problematic about that. But 
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94 The Human Dimensions

emotions in your teaching should not be left unexamined. If, as this 
chapter has attempted to argue, teaching is built out of personal rela-
tionships and humanness, then the emotional dimensions of teaching 
and learning must be recognized, talked about, and used productively, 
not destructively. 

  Textbox 5.4   “Emotional” Does Not Equal 
“Feminine” 

 Let’s detach the topic of  emotions and teaching  from historical views 
of teaching as predominantly women’s work, or teacher as mere 
nurturer. Such linkages de-professionalize teaching, insult women, 
and cheapen the value of acknowledging the presence of emotions 
in education. Instead, a teacher-identity focus frames teachers as 
whole persons engaged in high-quality professional work and 
encourages treatment of emotions as part of the holistic interre-
latedness of all dimensions of a teacher, whether male or female. A 
teacher’s emotions are one piece of a complicated puzzle, yet every 
piece of that puzzle impacts students on a daily basis. 

 The second way I view emotions and teaching is to highlight the emotions 
 of  teaching. This is about the fact that teaching itself can be emotional 
work—it creates and heightens various feelings in teachers. I hear expe-
rienced teachers talk of “growing a thicker skin” or telling newcomers, 
“Don’t let the work get you down.” They’re speaking about protecting 
themselves from some of the emotional intensity that regularly accompa-
nies teaching. 

 Teaching can be stressful at times and can entail feelings of guilt, sad-
ness, disappointment, or despair. Alternatively, it can be positively sub-
lime and lead to feelings of joy, happiness, pride, and hopefulness. A 
teacher-identity focus opens up the possibility for you to reflect on some 
of the emotions that teaching stirs in you, and can to some degree guide 
you in consciously addressing and managing those emotions. As a result 
you can learn to teach in ways that increase positive feelings for you and 
your students. But attending to the emotions of your teaching requires 
acknowledging them first. 
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The Human Dimensions 95

 The Role of Emotions in Your Teacher Identity 

 It’s not hard to imagine how any one emotion or some combination 
of them might play out in your teaching on certain days. For example, 
whether it’s their first year of teaching or their twentieth, something many 
teachers talk about is the potent mix of fear and happiness that accom-
panies the first day of class each year. We all experience a combination 
of anxiety and excitement when we meet our class for the first time. Will 
they like me? Will I like them? Will my comfort as a classroom leader sud-
denly abandon me? How nice for all of us to have a fresh start! I suggest 
that you accept and celebrate these feelings; they’re an exciting part of 
the teaching cycle. This is vibrant, meaningful work, and it’s only natural 
to feel both excited and nervous as you begin a new year. You may even 
want to share these emotions with your new students. It might put them 
at ease (perhaps they’re feeling something similar), it will humanize you 
in their eyes, and it may lessen your own nervousness simply by virtue of 
naming it. 

 Another way that emotions affect teaching is that students will inspire 
certain emotions in you that influence how you respond to and treat 
those students (or other students). This is tricky because, as already 
mentioned, personal relationships in the classroom or school are key to 
successful teaching and learning. Your goal should always be to attempt 
to conjure up the positive, productive emotions with students (e.g., sur-
prise and happiness) and contain or siphon off the negative ones (e.g., 
anger and contempt). I suspect we all know what it’s like to suddenly 
feel angry at one student or a whole class. And sometimes it’s unavoid-
able. What is important, however, is for you to notice a potentially 
harmful emotion at its onset (or before), identify its source, and quickly 
decide how  not  to act on it. It doesn’t benefit anyone for students to see 
your anger, contempt, or disgust—and once they see it, depending on 
the group, they might even try to make it a game among themselves to 
produce it again. 

 One recommendation is to spend some time before you are in the class-
room predicting students’ reactions to your planned classroom activi-
ties, discussions, and topics—as well as your own reactions when certain 
events transpire, controversial beliefs surface, or challenging comments 
emerge. Outside the teaching situation you may want to identify and even 
role-play possible emotionally laden circumstances with colleagues or in 
your teaching courses. What triggers your own emotions, and what does 
it feel like when the emotions first appear? Does your face feel hot? Do 
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96 The Human Dimensions

you suddenly get tongue-tied or defensive? What will you do to redirect 
or replace those negative emotions with positive responses instead—such 
as honest and thoughtful comments, a deep breath, or a brief classroom 
activity that affords you five minutes to regroup? Play out possible sce-
narios in your head while driving to school in the morning or sitting 
on the bus. Develop and write down a few different plans of action to 
employ when necessary—and perhaps fasten that page inside your class-
room desk drawer to look at in the heat of the moment. As you become 
a more experienced teacher, you will have encountered more and more of 
the possible emotions in teaching—and the situations that trigger them—
and so you’ll be better able to acknowledge and address them before 
negative emotions cause trouble. Early in your career, though, you can 
easily be jolted into unfamiliar territory that triggers, for example, fear or 
anger—so be prepared. 

 If you’re teaching a lesson that you expect will lead to a heated discus-
sion about, say, gender, immigration, or politics, you should expect that 
emotions will run high. Students may be parroting opinions or preju-
dices coming from parents or grandparents. A student may be inten-
tionally trying to rile you for effect. Perhaps some students are trying 
out new, half-formed ideas and honestly aren’t sure what they believe, 
or how to articulate their thoughts in productive ways. And it’s also 
likely that some students don’t share your personal views on the topic. 
Anticipate these scenarios; play them out ahead of time; identify the 
emotional and pedagogical reactions you hope to exhibit. You should 
also plan some kind of introductory discussion or activity to acknowl-
edge that the topic might produce strong feelings among students; this 
will give them a structure and some interpersonal tools to use in deal-
ing with those emotions in productive ways in the classroom. Everyone 
gains in proactive and honest discussions like these. (John Gaughan’s 
[2001] book  Reinventing English: Teaching in the Contact Zone  pre-
pares secondary school teachers for emotionally and politically difficult 
classroom conversations.) 

 I tell beginning teachers that when a comment or behavior suddenly 
makes the classroom dynamic heated and tense, there are a few produc-
tive ways to react. If you’re prepared for it, you may wish to suspend the 
formal lesson and treat this new situation as a “teaching moment” of 
its own. Without focusing on the student whose comment initiated this 
moment (because that kind of blame often causes defensiveness), address 
the comments—or, better yet, the underlying logic of the comments—
and lead a conversation about the perspectives or beliefs related to the 
dustup. Ask questions that encourage students to dig below the surface 
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The Human Dimensions 97

and identify the clash of perspectives that gave rise to the present conflict. 
Don’t lecture them on what the “right” view or behavior is; instead, facili-
tate a conversation that encourages students to deconstruct for them-
selves what’s going on. Is it an ethical disagreement about competing 
belief systems? Is it a legitimate political debate on which opposing sides 
can reasonably disagree? Is it a conflict between a collective good (e.g., 
keeping the schoolyard free of litter) and an individual’s freedom (“I can 
litter if I want; it’s a free country!”)? Is it perhaps about an interpersonal 
conflict outside of class between students that’s rearing its head inside 
your lesson today? 

 Again, it’s important to take the pressure off the particular student 
who initiated the conversation—you don’t want to make him or her 
feel fearful or singled out—and instead reframe it as an interesting, 
useful topic for discussion. Perhaps tell a personal anecdote about how 
your own views have changed and grown over time. You could initiate 
a pedagogical activity, such as “Four Corners.” Or you could quickly 
create some kind of reflection assignment for students to complete 
overnight and bring with them—such a move not only gives them time 
and an activity to deepen their thinking but also gives you a chance 
to reflect on the topic; you can then return to it the next day better 
prepared. 

  Textbox 5.5  Four Corners 

 Designate each corner of the room as one of the competing posi-
tions in question. Ask students to go stand in the corner that 
best represents their view (no in-between positions allowed!), and 
invite them one at a time to articulate and defend their views. 
Encourage students to move from one corner to another as their 
opinions change or to move to another corner to show under-
standing by defending that position. Conclude by offering or 
summarizing some useful ways to frame the debate and celebrat-
ing students’ willingness to shift positions as the conversation 
deepened. 

 All of this is helpful if you’re prepared for a sudden, emotionally 
loaded teaching moment. But what if you aren’t ready for it? In that case, 
you’re better off pausing the lesson that was underway, acknowledging 
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98 The Human Dimensions

what has just happened, making a general comment or two about it, and 
then telling students that you’d like everyone to think about what has 
been said or what has just occurred, and that the group will return to it 
in the next class meeting or the next day to discuss it. This approach has 
several benefits. One is that it gives you time to diagnose what happened 
and how you want to handle it, instead of having to act on the fly. The 
time lapse offers the students themselves a chance to cool down and pre-
pare to reengage in the topic at a time when they can do it intellectually, 
not just emotionally. The third benefit is that it creates some distance 
between the event and the student who initiated it, making it easier for 
you to frame the event as a clash of ideas that can be considered and 
addressed rather than a personal response to a specific student. 

 All this is not, of course, to advocate some kind of ethical relativism. All 
views and practices in life are not morally equal. You should not accept 
every opinion your students put forward. There are better and worse, 
admirable and deplorable ways to live a life, and many ideas and social 
practices can rightly be condemned in a modern democracy such as ours. 
If you are not sure about how to handle a sensitive topic in class or need 
advice on an explosive discussion that occurred, then be sure to talk with 
several of your colleagues who might be able to help you navigate the 
issue with sensitivity. As a teacher you’ve been entrusted not only with 
the task of guiding students toward academic and intellectual growth 
but also with the privilege of helping them understand and embody the 
democratic values of our society. You shouldn’t shirk that moral purpose 
of teaching. That said, however, lecturing to students dogmatically about 
wrong and right and singling out students who disagree with you—or 
with the bulk of the class—for humiliation or abject punishment are not 
practices aligned with the constructivist views of teaching that this book 
advocates. 

 Teacher Burnout 

 Some teachers experience chronic negative emotions, and this is frequently 
due to the conditions of their work. Research has documented the fre-
quency of teacher burnout. Teacher burnout is a persistent sense of 
exhaustion, hopelessness, or powerlessness that decreases one’s effective-
ness and satisfaction with teaching—and can lead to a departure from the 
profession. Walter Gmelch (1983) prefers the term “rustout” to burnout 
because it’s more indicative of the slow, corrosive nature of the process. 
Teachers sometimes report elevated levels of stress, attributing them to 
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The Human Dimensions 99

the demands of their work and a perceived lack of control over their 
daily activities. And many educators and researchers lament the amount 
of “overwork”—the excessive time demands on schoolteachers. Over-
work is nevertheless inherent to many teaching assignments, especially in 
struggling schools. It is important to learn how to manage these negative 
emotions. 

 These states of emotional frustration are akin to the occupational stress 
found in other lines of work. Researcher Yvonne Gold (1993) believes 
that teacher burnout results from two sources: the teacher’s personality 
and the workplace conditions. She found that risk factors for burnout 
included the young and inexperienced, those whose parents were achieve-
ment-oriented, and people who tended to be alone frequently. Working 
conditions found to contribute to teacher burnout include little or no 
opportunities for collaboration, working days governed by strict sched-
uling and the constant ringing of bells, and a lack of autonomy in one’s 
daily work. Some of these factors are organizational conditions of schools 
that are in need of wholesale reform: many educational reformers spend 
their careers attempting to make schools better suited for teacher reten-
tion and for high-quality teaching and learning. 

 Some of these factors are beyond your control, but others are things 
that you can adjust. At the end of  Chapter 7 , I write more directly about 
what you can do to improve your working conditions, teacher effec-
tiveness, and identity disposition within the contemporary educational 
landscape. But some factors related to teacher stress can be addressed 
by pursuing exactly the opposite of what causes burnout. If one factor 
of burnout is loneliness, be sure to find professional allies and spend 
sufficient time with friends. If you lack opportunities for professional 
collaboration, seek to create ways for teachers at your school to col-
laborate, even if it takes dogged persistence to do so. If your personal-
ity characteristics are not a good match for the school where you are 
working, find work in a school that fits your particular teacher-identity 
contours. And, of course, every teacher should pursue common stress-
reduction strategies, such as relaxing often, sleeping sufficiently, eating 
nutritiously, exercising regularly, and managing time efficiently. I often 
recommend that beginning teachers choose one weekend day every 
week during which they promise not to do any schoolwork. This can be 
a hard promise to keep, but it’s a necessary step for teachers to take in 
order to preserve the stamina and emotional balance they need to get 
through an entire school year (and it helps to preserve one’s personal 
relationships too). 
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100 The Human Dimensions

 Conclusion 

 A teacher’s professional identity is composed of personal, humanistic 
elements as much as formal, technical skills and specialized knowledge. 
I do not wish to instigate any kind of battle about which side carries 
more weight. Successful teaching is both a personal, often emotional set 
of productive human relationships and a product of specialized knowl-
edge, rigorous training, and proven methods. My point is that one part 
of your professional self cannot succeed without the other. Your teacher 
identity is an active collection of both, and therefore you must pay atten-
tion to the personal, “human” sides of your teacher self as well as the 
professional, technical sides. And as the next chapter shall demonstrate, 
your political, racial, and cultural sides are an active part of your teacher 
identity, too. 

 Discussion Questions 

 1. How would family and friends describe your general personality? 
How would you describe your personality? 

 2. What aspects of your personality do you want to include in your 
professional identity? Which aspects do you think you should leave 
out of it? 

 3. Can you think of examples in your own schooling where a teacher’s 
care, concern, trust, and compassion were powerful parts of the expe-
rience for you? What was this like? Conversely, can you think of 
examples where a teacher’s lack of concern, or downright antipathy, 
had a powerful effect on you? What was that like? 

 4. What, generally, triggers your own strong emotions, and what does it 
feel like when those emotions first appear? What will you do to redi-
rect or replace those negative emotions in the classroom with positive 
responses instead? 

 5. How will you address your fears or perceived professional insecuri-
ties in your teaching and/or reframe them as positive aspects instead? 
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 When I first began teaching, I thought that a teacher gets up there and 
lectures. I knew my subject, I was going to lecture and use the text-
book, and give tests. I was going to be fun and young and funny—and 
students were going to be into it and love me! But then I started teach-
ing and realized how much of me and my own history was wrapped up 
in what I thought a teacher was. My own personal stuff is all wrapped 
up in my teaching, and I needed to find a way to figure all that out. My 
politics, my views of people and the world, my biases. So many teach-
ers are teaching their own personal belief systems. And I don’t know if 
that bothers me or not. I guess it’s good and it’s bad. But what scares 
me is when teachers don’t realize they’re doing it. 

 —Nancy, a ninth-year California high school 
social science teacher 

 A teacher identity is both the  active mechanism that organizes  your prior 
and current experiences into coherent understandings of and for yourself 
as an educator and the  actual, resulting bundle  of those experiences and 
understandings. It’s both the process and the product of your ongoing 
teacher development. This is why it warrants the kind of attention this 
book advocates. Early chapters examined how teachers’ pasts, their entry 
into the profession, and their professional preparation reciprocally cre-
ate their teacher identities. Middle chapters investigated specific identity 
influences on teacher practice, including embedded roles of biography, 
emotions, and personality. This penultimate chapter addresses the  cul-
tural and political dimensions of teacher identity . With this chapter and 
the one that follows, I hope to bring to a close our extended conversation 
about teacher identity by focusing on teaching in the twenty-first century. 
If the book began with histories of teaching and teachers, it can conclude 
by pointing out that  you  are teaching’s future. 

 First, I outline a way for you to conduct a teacher-identity inventory 
in relation to race, culture, power, and social justice. Second, I ask you 

 Chapter 6 

 The Political Dimensions 
of Teaching and Identity 
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104 The Political Dimensions

to consider critical pedagogy: a politicized view of education as an ongo-
ing struggle between oppression and liberation. And third, in  Chapter 7 , 
I close with a look at the contemporary policy culture of schooling in 
the United States in order to contextualize how you can be the teacher 
in today’s classrooms that you desire to be, and that your students need 
you to be. 

 Race, Class, Culture, and Power—and Your 
Teacher Identity 

 The Race, Culture, and Power Inventory  1   

  Chapter 4  presented a method for taking inventory of your personal his-
tory in order to examine how your past shapes your present, and sug-
gested ways to make necessary adjustments. This section offers something 
similar but with a focus on race, class, gender, power, culture, and lan-
guage.  An explicit focus on topics of oppression and liberation, discrim-
ination and privilege, and the role of power in teaching and learning 
is often neglected or mishandled because it’s a difficult conversation to 
broach.  Talking about ways in which—for example—the color of our 
skin, our religious orientation, or our sexual identity might afford us 
special privileges or deny us equal rights poses emotional, political, and 
linguistic challenges. 

 For one thing, many of us don’t often find ourselves in mixed company 
in settings where we can talk openly about discrimination and privilege. 
If we are honest, then we probably will find that, too often, “birds of 
a feather flock together.” In other words, many people spend much of 
their personal time with like-minded folks. As a result, many of us have 
a false sense that everyone more or less shares a common worldview—
 our  worldview—which in turn lends a kind of self-confirming character 
to the conversations and perspectives of the groups we are in. It’s hard 
to confront differences when friends and family, on the surface at least, 
are mostly similar. In education this is also true. Teachers in a school 
frequently faction off into like-minded subgroups, whole schools faction 
off (in the form of charter or private schools) from the larger system, and 
“shared vision” sometimes becomes a proxy for social segregation. 

 A second reason that candid conversations around race, culture, and 
power are rare is that they’re difficult to carry out. It’s hard to find the 
words to talk accurately about one’s own history of privilege and dis-
crimination (or lack thereof) without lapsing into generalizations, anger, 
or pathos. It’s tricky business to talk about and attempt to characterize 
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The Political Dimensions 105

other groups of people, other cultural practices, and other belief systems 
without tripping over deficit views, stereotypes, or misunderstandings. 
Words, phrases, or even whole conversations can easily get twisted as 
they’re carried out—and are always liable to misinterpretation. It’s emo-
tionally difficult to talk about things such as white privilege, social class, 
racism, or heteronormativity—just to name a few—without tumbling 
into combinations of defensiveness, guilt, blame, and confusion. 

  Textbox 6.1  Heteronormativity 

 The term  heteronormativity  draws attention to the whole social 
system of the “compulsive heterosexuality” (Rich 1978/1993) and 
discrimination toward homosexuality that shape (and enforce) 
human activity in our society. By using this term, we can transcend 
the shortcomings of more commonly used language. For example, 
the term  homophobia  focuses attention on fear (and is therefore 
made to seem almost natural) rather than on systematic oppression. 
 Heterosexism  does not put enough emphasis on the way that the 
dominant, heterosexual culture of the United States imposes stereo-
types and subjugating practices on persons who are gay, lesbian, 
bisexual, transgender, or questioning (GLBTQ). 

 Participants in any conversational setting, whether it’s a recreational get-
together, a classroom, or a teachers’ meeting, are often reluctant to engage 
in potentially heated, emotional, highly personal discussions where rela-
tionships could become threatened and identity structures made vulner-
able. Partly that’s because we might be fearful of what these conversations 
might tell us about ourselves. In his short 2009 essay entitled “We Can’t 
Stop Talking about Race in America,” author David Mamet opined that 

 race, like sex, is a subject on which it is near impossible to tell the 
truth. In each, desire, self-interest and self-image make the truth 
inconvenient to share not only with strangers (who may, legitimately 
or not, be viewed as opponents) but also with members of one’s own 
group, and, indeed, with oneself. 

 (Mamet 2009, 12) 

 For these reasons (and many others), beginning teachers are rarely offered 
the chance to talk deeply about issues of culture and power in supportive 
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106 The Political Dimensions

settings led by a well-prepared facilitator. Frankly, it’s just easier for a 
teacher educator or school principal to recommend books or articles for 
teachers to read and then refer people to printed school policies and state 
laws, or to repeat bromides about equity and multiculturalism. But that’s 
not enough. Oppression, discrimination, unearned privilege, and power 
continue to wield undue and unequal influence on our schools, on society, 
and on our children. There are clear, documented patterns of mistreat-
ment and abuse and woefully inadequate educational support of certain 
populations in the United States and around the world. 

 The majority of teachers in the United States are white Anglos, yet 
the student population in U.S. schools is increasingly diverse (Banks and 
Banks 2005; Sleeter 2005, 2007). Debates rage about whether that dis-
crepancy matters, whether it should matter, and what should be done 
about it (Achinstein and Ogawa, 2011). But those are broad debates 
about policy and other large-scale dimensions of teaching and learn-
ing; while not unimportant, they are not the focus of this book. Instead, 
you are one person with your own set of biological, cultural, ethnic, and 
racial characteristics, and you are (or will be) teaching a set of equally 
unique human beings. Hopefully, you will take pains to ensure that you 
have looked closely at your own identity in relation to race, culture, and 
power—and identified where your own prejudices reside, where they 
came from, how they’re potentially destructive, and how exactly you will 
replace them with more sensitive, forward-looking, equity-minded teach-
ing perspectives. 

 Given the continued nature of oppression in U.S. society and schools, it 
is essential for any educator to do this kind of work. Just as in  Chapter 4 , 
where you drew the strands of your own personal history on paper and 
thought about ways that your “life themes” may be shaping your concep-
tions of teaching and learning, so, too, should you critically interrogate 
your cultural, racial, ethnic, gender-based, and power-sensitive history. 
The sections ahead offer a teacher-identity focus for how teachers might 
think about their teaching in relation to race, culture, power, and social 
justice. 

  Racial Identity Development.  Drawing on work by psychologists and 
sociologists, Beverly Tatum—a developmental psychologist herself—in her 
1997 book  Why Are All the Black Kids Sitting Together in the Cafeteria? 
And Other Conversations about Race —outlined some of the processes 
by which people gradually become aware of their own race and develop 
their own racial identities. The general point Tatum made was that our 
race-based understandings of ourselves and others change and grow over 
time, but only if we actively confront and work on them. This process is 
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The Political Dimensions 107

“developmental” in the sense that one’s forward movement, while neither 
fully linear nor guaranteed, is a kind of expected growth that’s encour-
aged or impeded by both external factors and our own willingness to 
engage in the process. If we do nothing, we’re liable to become “stuck” 
at an early stage in the process—a stage in which we feel guilt, insecurity, 
or defensiveness about our race, for example. But if we talk with others, 
read the relevant research, and engage in candid, sensitive self-reflection, 
we’re able to mature into increasingly sophisticated and healthy human 
beings who are both culturally proud and racially sensitive. 

 Such a process is important for everyone in life but especially for teach-
ers, since teachers work with young people in potentially intense, life-
changing ways and their work exists inside close relationships with 
students and families. Some teachers teach students whose cultural iden-
tities match their own. That’s one thing. Other teachers teach students 
who are culturally or otherwise very different from them. That’s another 
thing. In both cases, however, teachers have a responsibility to critically 
examine and thoughtfully adjust their own teacher identities in relation 
to race, ethnicity, culture, and power—and the particular social charac-
teristics of their students. 

 It’s important to begin the process of political-identity teacher reflec-
tion by admitting that we all have prejudices. No matter where one is 
in the process of becoming the person he or she wants to be, prejudices 
still exist. Admitting that about yourself upfront takes the pressure off 
because it eliminates your need to put up defenses, and helps others to 
engage honestly too. As Tatum pointed out, the “smog” of racism is in 
the air that all of us have breathed our whole lives. It’s all right to admit 
that as we’ve developed into who we are now, we’ve been breathing in 
some smog along with the rest of the air. We can hope that we’ve expelled 
most of it from within us. But some surely remains. Acknowledging this 
both to yourself during reflection and to others during conversation is a 
useful first step. 

  Textbox 6.2  Shared Identity 

 Education researcher Philip Jackson (1986) coined the phrase  pre-
sumption of shared identity  to refer to teachers assuming that their 
students are just like them. Teachers who presume shared iden-
tity are usually wrong, and relying on a false sense of sameness 
in the classroom carries potential harm. However, it’s also prob-
lematic to presume too much distance from your students. They’re 
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108 The Political Dimensions

 So, reading books on the topic is essential (see the recommendations at 
the end of this chapter). So, too, is engaging in personal reflection, conver-
sations with family members and colleagues, and professional discussions 
similar to those that I recommended in  Chapter 4 , but with a focus this 
time on issues of race, class, culture, and power. 

 Your Racial and Cultural Autobiography. To give shape to your race 
and culture inventory, I recommend writing a shortened form of your 
autobiography. Years ago, education professor Madeleine Grumet (1994) 
wrote an article entitled “Reading the Relations of Teaching.” I’m oversim-
plifying here, but it’s about the fact that beginning teachers, when think-
ing back on their own lives as students, often underestimate the social 
nature of their learning and overestimate its individualness. They believe 
that they more or less taught themselves. In fact, however, Grumet argued, 
we learn socially. We learn to be literate, learn what it means “to know,” 
or learn how the world works by way of our social interactions with 
others: family, peers, teachers, and society. To remind oneself of that is a 
powerful learning experience of its own.  If teachers can identify and learn 
to reframe some of the social dimensions of their own educational events, 
their teaching practices will change in ways that benefit their students.  

 Not only does Grumet believe that teachers can learn from reframing 
social aspects of their prior learning, but also she argues that writing  deeply 
and analytically  about one’s past offers greater potential for teacher reflec-
tion than simply keeping a descriptive teaching journal. Grumet wrote, “It 
is critical that autobiographical studies in teacher education not be con-
fined to journals that [simply] record the students’ teaching experiences. 
Telling a story does not constitute reflection. Reflexivity requires think-
ing about your own thought” (Grumet 1994, 255). Grumet assigned her 
teacher-education students to write their own learning autobiographies and 
critically analyze them through their developing teacher lenses afterward. 

 Taking a cue from Grumet, I suggest that you write your own auto-
biography that focuses on your personal history around race, gender, 

not another species or genus altogether, and framing yourself as 
very distant from them carries potential trouble, too. Finding an 
informed, effective balance is the key. (For more on this topic, see 
Lisa Delpit’s [1995]  Other People’s Children: Cultural Conflict in 
the Classroom , Cristina Igoa’s [1995]  The Inner World of the Immi-
grant Child , and Gloria Ladson-Billings’s [1994]  The Dreamkeep-
ers: Successful Teachers of African American Children .) 
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The Political Dimensions 109

heteronormativity, language use, religion, class, and other dimensions 
of privilege and oppression. Begin with discussion of your family, other 
adults in your life during your childhood, and your childhood commu-
nity. Describe the various events and memories of your early years—when 
you first began to notice bigotry, social inequality, and other dimensions 
of “difference.” And then take it from there: 

 • How (and why) have you changed since then, if at all? 
 • How do you suppose your history might be shaping your ideas about 

education and your teaching practice? 
 • What kind of racially and culturally sensitive educator do you strive 

to be—and what might currently be obstructing that goal? 

 It’s important that you attend to your own history in a  critical  way. That 
is, do not merely look with bemused detachment at the various contours 
of your cultural autobiography, but instead critique yourself. Look for 
your own bias and discrimination; ferret out various dimensions of your 
relationship to power, race, and culture that are potentially destructive (to 
yourself, to others, and to your students). Apply perspectives and belief 
systems different from your own to push yourself to concede some of the 
things about you that still need work. 

 Tell your story chronologically—from childhood until now. Ask your-
self the hard questions, write down your answers, and ultimately share 
and talk about your autobiography with others who are engaged in a sim-
ilar process. Analyze what you learn about yourself and make concrete 
changes to your instructional practices accordingly. Invite colleagues to 
observe your teaching with a critical (but constructive) eye on your cul-
tural, gendered, and racial practices in the classroom. After you have writ-
ten your autobiography, use the questions at the end of this chapter to 
guide your subsequent critical self-reflection. 

  A Note About “Intersectionality.”  There’s a danger associated with teas-
ing apart the racial, cultural, gendered, and religious parts of ourselves and 
subjecting them to scientific analysis: we run the risk of making a false 
separation among the many parts of each of us. Just like dissecting a frog 
shows us the discrete parts of the animal but tells us nothing about how all 
parts work together, so too does a dry analysis of our racial and cultural 
selves leave out the active interaction among all the parts of us. As a solu-
tion, several sociologists have written about “intersectionality.” It’s a good 
way for us, too, to acknowledge the holistic interplay among all the parts 
of a person acting—and being acted upon—in today’s complicated world. 
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110 The Political Dimensions

Textbox 6.3  A Note About Intersectionality

  Intersectionality holds that it’s the interplay  between  the various 
systems of discrimination that construct our complex racial and 
cultural identities.  For example, if a person is black, female, and 
poor it’s not possible to consider her race separate from her gender, 
nor either of those separate from her socioeconomic status. Instead, 
these three parts of her combine (along with other parts) to form 
her cultural identity. The world treats her not just as black or female 
or poor but as all four simultaneously—and each of these dimen-
sions of her alters the way the others do their work. This means 
that histories of racism, sexism, and poverty actually intertwine to 
influence how she’s been defined previously and how she might 
define herself now. Intersectionality encourages us to consider that 
multiple forms of discrimination and privilege intersect with each 
other to create the complexity of our cultural selves. 

     For us as teachers, this means that we must never reduce our students 
to their one or two most visible identities and exclude all the rest, but 
rather see them as complex, multifaceted people with lots of intersecting 
influences, characteristics, and participation in various social histories. 
This allows us to see them as whole people with rich inner lives. It also 
reminds us that we, ourselves—as persons and educators—have multiple 
parts to our identities. We are not just our race or our gender. We’re not 
just our family upbringing. We are not just teachers—or husbands or 
skateboarders or Sudoku fanatics. We are multiple things simultaneously, 
and a teacher’s professional self is therefore an active, dynamic collection 
of several parts of our identity, folding in and out of each other in daily 
practice. As has been mentioned already, the important thing is for you to 
take conscious control of your teacher identity so that you can produc-
tively manage how all the parts operate in service of your teaching . . . 
rather than become an inefficient consequence of it. 

 Critical Pedagogy 

 Critical pedagogy is an approach to education that emphasizes critical 
issues of race, economics, culture, and power—and advocates a politi-
cally radicalized form of teaching practice. At its center is the belief that 
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The Political Dimensions 111

teaching is always political work and that learning in schools is steeped 
within histories of oppression and liberation, discrimination and empow-
erment. Yet its adherents believe that education can be transformed. Criti-
cal pedagogy is an apt topic to raise when integrating issues of culture and 
power into your teacher identity because it offers a helpful preexisting set 
of complementary ideas and teaching approaches. (For more information 
on critical pedagogy, see Darder et al. 2008; Freire 1970, 1985; McLaren 
and Kincheloe 2007; Wink 2004.) 

 Critical pedagogy emerges out of views of education that derive from 
Marxism and neo-Marxian thought, critical theory, and recent traditions 
such as multiculturalism, culturally responsive teaching, and social justice 
education. Its characteristics include the following: 

 • From Marxism and neo-Marxian thought, a belief that in a capitalist 
system the ruling class mostly controls society’s economic means of 
production as well as social institutions, such as government, media, 
and schooling. 

 • From critical theory, a belief that social and cultural institutions (e.g., 
Hollywood, marriage, education) are composed of ideological belief 
systems—and that, therefore, participating in cultural institutions 
(e.g., moviegoing, schooling) leads a person to accept their ideolo-
gies and to conform to accompanying values and perspectives. Fur-
thermore, participation in the institution reinforces the ideological 
system it represents. 

 • A view of schools as frequent sites of oppressive social action, but 
with the potential to be transformed into more humanizing, liberat-
ing, empowering places. 

 • An emphasis on recognizing how embedded, systematic processes 
of power and discrimination shape what happens in schools and 
classrooms—and on working to change those systems. 

 • A loosely assembled approach to teaching that stresses individual and 
collective student empowerment through culturally sensitive, politi-
cal, problem-posing forms of instruction, growth, and activism inside 
and outside the classroom. 

 Critical pedagogy can help support teachers in multiple ways as they 
develop successful teacher identities. Teacher identity requires that we 
treat all the complex dimensions in play for any single teacher—and 
that includes vigilant attention to matters of race, class, culture, and 
power. You’re unique; your own ethnic, racial, gendered background has 
shaped who you are, but you are not wholly determined by those cultural 
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112 The Political Dimensions

characteristics. We err if we neglect to consider the embedded, active 
parts of our professional identities that derive from race, class, gender, 
and other sociopolitical dimensions. It’s rarely easy, but all teachers will 
benefit from a critical focus on their own teaching self—and, accord-
ingly, a thoughtful adjustment of their professional approach. As Freire 
wrote, “Those who authentically commit themselves to the people must 
re-examine themselves constantly” (1970, 60). 

 So the first way that critical pedagogy can inform teacher identity 
is by insisting on this kind of critical self-analysis. A second way is by 
giving us the constant reminder that we must view every student as 
unique and full of potential. Each of your students has had various 
experiences with oppression, privilege, discrimination, and empower-
ment. Those experiences have a hand in shaping who they’re becom-
ing. Acknowledging your students’ complex individual social identities 
should discourage you from treating them in broad, stereotypical ways. 
Achieving an effective balance is key. On the one hand, to group stu-
dents in your mind and in your teaching practices by way of broad 
strokes, such as gender, personality type, race, or ability, deprives them 
of the chance to show you who they really are; it limits their ability 
to be themselves. You wouldn’t want that for yourself as a teacher, 
and your students don’t deserve it either. On the other hand, though, 
you must not ignore the effects of their socioeconomic and cultural 
characteristics. The world has treated your students in particularized 
ways that require your sensitivity and that call out for your thoughtful 
empowerment of each student. Recognize, honor, and build on your 
students’ cultural and racial lived experiences. This can be done by 
bringing specific examples from their out-of-school lives into your les-
sons. Or by asking them to share aspects of their backgrounds with you 
and their peers. Or by explicitly and honestly connecting your lessons 
to questions of power and social transformation in the contexts of stu-
dents’ own cultural and racial lives. 

 An emphasis on identity—the whole person existing inside the lived 
world, continually growing and changing—underscores the need for 
teachers to attend to the social, political, moral, and cultural dimensions 
of the planet in their classrooms. Teaching is indeed always a political 
act. We shouldn’t narrow our vision so much that we think education 
is just about kids learning academic information in a closed classroom. 
Participating in a classroom (as a student or a teacher) activates not just 
intellectual and subject-matter dimensions but also many other aspects 
of human development: personal relationships, increased or decreased 
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The Political Dimensions 113

empowerment, redefinitions of oneself in relation to the larger world, and 
many emotional and psychological responses. 

 A person’s whole self is invoked in the process of teaching and learning—
and so the holistic nature of teacher identity fits nicely. Even though teach-
ers sometimes speak of it this way, a classroom is never really a sealed 
world of its own. It participates in the larger practices and perspectives of 
the school, the community, the state, and the world. As they’re learning in 
your classroom, your students are actively using (and adjusting) views of 
themselves in relation to power and race, class, gender, sexuality, religion, 
and many other cultural markers. They are continually developing their 
own ideas about what it means to be successful in ways informed by their 
experiences outside the school and with people other than fellow students 
and their teachers. Critical pedagogy and a teacher-identity perspective 
encourage teachers to acknowledge and confront those powerful social 
factors inside the classroom as they design curriculum, plan lessons, lead 
classroom activities, and conduct the additional work of teaching.  A suc-
cessful teacher doesn’t only teach reading, writing, and arithmetic, but  
teaches the world  in her classroom.  

 However, critical pedagogy isn’t limited to what teachers do inside the 
classroom. Like identity, it accepts that boundaries—between work and 
home, between self and others, between school and the larger world—are 
blurry or even illusory, if you dig deeply enough. Critical pedagogy there-
fore implores teachers to extend their work into the larger communities 
where they live and to seek to effect democratic change in ways big and 
small, global and local, collective and individual. In  Textbox 6.4 , I include 
a list like the one I hand out to students at the end of my undergraduate 
Critical Pedagogy course. It’s not about how to pass the class or even 
how to be effective teachers in the classroom, but about ways that critical 
pedagogy might operate as a way of life. 

  Textbox 6.4   Critical Pedagogy: How to Make 
a Difference in the World 

  1. Change yourself. It starts within. Monitor your language use, 
how you treat others (strangers included), what ideologies you 
accept for yourself and place onto others. 

  2. Become a teacher-leader, an education activist, a teacher whose 
influence extends past the classroom. Never stop learning; con-
tinue your critical pedagogy education. Question everything. 
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114 The Political Dimensions

  3. Get involved in other aspects of education. Help reform teacher 
education, become a policymaker, become a principal, start a 
school. Write education articles, blogs, letters to the newspaper. 
Get active in the community. 

  4. Get active in a social justice organization or two. There are lots. 
Ask around; search the Web. Organize with others to make a 
difference. 

  5. Find allies. It’s isolating to do this kind of work alone. Hook 
up with like-minded people and join groups. One receives sup-
port, energy, solace, and community from being part of a group. 
Recruit other individuals into your group. 

  6. Encourage friends, family, and people you meet to understand 
the importance of all this. Don’t stay silent (and therefore com-
plicit) in the face of oppressive interactions, jokes, practices, or 
policies. Don’t underestimate the effect that language has on 
identity development. Small details carry big influences. 

  7. As a parent, citizen, friend, employee, church member, or neigh-
bor, rebuild your own institutions around critical pedagogy 
principles. Create your family, your relationships, and your 
communities around humanizing principles. Always speak out 
against dehumanization. 

  8. Become an active and knowledgeable voter who always partici-
pates in elections, especially those seemingly mundane ones at 
the local level: that’s where differences get made. A responsible 
citizen learns the details of elections and ballot measures and 
always votes. 

  9. Run for a seat on your local school board. 
 10. Make your own film about issues you care about. Digital video 

is cheap and easy. Final Cut Pro allows you to edit on your com-
puter, and there are many local independent film festivals for you 
to enter as well as online sites on which you can show your film. 

 11. Be conscious of yourself as a citizen and member of society: 
choose your news and entertainment sources wisely. Rather 
than just taking what’s easy to find (e.g., your TV, CNN.com, 
or YouTube), seek out alternative news sources, such as BBC, 
Mother Jones , the  Utne Reader , National Public Radio, and 
Pacifica Radio. Visit the websites of social critics, artists, and 
activists, such as Michael Franti (www.michaelfranti.com), Peter 
McLaren (www.gseis.ucla.edu/~mclaren/), Kara Walker (www.
learn.walkerart.org/karawalker), and Cornel West (www.cornel
west.com). 
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 The Future of Your Teaching 

 I’ve tried to offer teacher identity as a tool that you can use to reflect on 
the teacher you are becoming—and to better direct the contours of your 
professional growth. I hope that at this point you are asking, “What does 
all this mean for me right now as a teacher? What will my future work 
hold for me?” To begin to answer those questions, the final chapter of this 
book considers the current teaching climate in many public schools in the 
United States and elsewhere. 

 Discussion Questions 

 1. What events and attitudes related to race, ethnicity, class, gender, sex-
uality, religion, language fluency, physical ability, and other cultural 
dimensions were dominant during your upbringing? 

 2. When did you first begin noticing issues of race, class, culture, and 
other dimensions? What were the circumstances? Who was involved? 
What do you think you took away from those early encounters? 
What, specifically, were the attitudes held by family, friends, and your 
community? 

 3. What aspects of your own views on race, culture, poverty, religion, 
and sexual orientation probably enter into your teaching? In what 
ways do they influence your teaching practices? Are you all right with 
that? Would the parents of these children be all right with that? 

 4. What are some social justice–related practices, conversations, and 
activities you would like to do with students in the classroom, but 
are reluctant to do? Why are you reluctant? What, specifically, do 
you think you need to learn about social justice teaching in order 
to become better prepared and more comfortable doing such things 
with your own students? 

 Note 

 1. In using the term race, culture, and power, I do not mean to exclude other sig-
nificant social strata, such as sexuality, religion, language, nationality, physical 

 12. Be a critical consumer who votes with his wallet and shops with 
his conscience. Don’t buy things that are egregiously linked 
to oppressive practices. Buy products from companies whose 
business practices and politics you can be proud of. And tell 
others what you learn about products and politics. 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

N
at

io
na

l L
ib

ra
ry

 o
f 

th
e 

Ph
ili

pp
in

es
] 

at
 2

3:
36

 0
1 

N
ov

em
be

r 
20

17
 



116 The Political Dimensions

ability, gender, or ethnicity, to name just a few. Readers should consider the 
multitude of cultural and social dimensions in play for their own teaching. But 
for reasons of succinctness and clarity I sometimes truncate the full list in this 
chapter. 

 Further Reading 

Banks, J., and Banks, C. 2005. Multicultural Education: Issues and Perspectives, 
6th edition.  Hoboken, NJ: Wiley. 

Denner, J., and B. Guzman, eds. 2006.  Latina Girls: Voices of Adolescent Strength 
in the United States . New York: New York University Press. 

 Leonardo, Z. 2004. “The Color of Supremacy: Beyond the Discourse of ‘White 
Privilege.’ ”  Educational Philosophy and Theory  36, no. 2: 137–152. 

 McIntosh, P. 1998. “White Privilege, Color, and Crime: A Personal Account.” In 
C. R. Mann and M. Zatz, eds.,  Images of Color, Images of Crime . Los Angeles: 
Roxbury. 

 Pollock, M. 2005.  Colormute: Race Talk Dilemmas in an American School . Prince-
ton, NJ: Princeton University Press. 
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 I knew teaching would be hard, though I didn’t realize just how many 
distractions and competing demands there would be. But I love it a lot 
more than I thought, too. The quality time with students, seeing them 
grow both academically and emotionally—working with children and 
being a part of their lives make it all worth it. 

 —Otis, an elementary teacher who has been teaching 
for thirteen years in New York and overseas 

 The Current Policy Climate in Education 

 As complicated as teaching is even under the best of circumstances, it’s 
particularly difficult these days as a result of the current public-education 
culture in the United States and abroad (see Olsen and Sexton 2009, 
Ravitch 2011, or Spring 2013, for discussion of some of these challenges). 
Political debates, new education initiatives, technological changes, and 
economic turmoil over the last decade threaten to transform teaching 
into simplistic, unskilled, curriculum-delivery work. In the face of this, 
teaching absolutely needs more well-prepared, self-reflective iconoclasts 
who will teach well and demonstrate that teaching must not be a rote 
profession of unthinkingly accepting mandates, delivering prepackaged 
teaching scripts, and adhering lockstep to some fill-in-the-bubble future 
for ourselves and our students. To those of you who are already profes-
sional teachers, I hope that you’ll remain and speak out for the kinds of 
teaching principles and methods that you’ve witnessed making a positive 
difference in the lives of students. To those of you currently considering a 
career in teaching, I hope you won’t be dissuaded by some of the current 
negativity in education: teaching needs you now more than ever! 

 Today’s professional landscape for teachers in many schools and dis-
tricts is marked by tangles of public policy debates, reform disagree-
ments, and funding woes in which competing views, constituencies, and 

 Chapter 7 

 Teacher Identity and 
the Contemporary 
Landscape of Teaching 
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118 The Contemporary Landscape of Teaching

educational philosophies vie with each other for supremacy. This land-
scape is in constant flux and, because it’s diffuse, can be hard to define, 
but it has a few prominent aspects. In this final chapter, I consider four 
such aspects of contemporary education: testing, technology, the Com-
mon Core State Standards, and renewed attacks on teachers as profes-
sionals. Attention to your teacher identity is needed to guide you through 
these complex aspects and at the same time help you to adapt and grow 
your professional self in response to beneficial aspects of reform. How 
do you know when to hold tight to your views and when to change in 
the face of new information? Acknowledgment of your professional self 
can be the determining factor. Conscious focus on your teacher identity 
should hold you steady in times of professional turbulence yet also allow 
you to be flexible enough to grow and change in the swirling winds of 
continuous cycles of education reform. 

 But before we examine some contemporary reforms in education, let’s 
consider the broader underlying histories and tensions that shape modern 
debate around teachers and teaching. Policies, debates, and reforms for 
improving teaching and learning are contentious partly because there’s 
no consensus on what education is for. When you understand the deeper, 
philosophical reasons people don’t easily agree on why education exists, 
it’s easier to contextualize the current, concrete disagreements. 

 Purposes of Education 

 Any discussion of the reform landscape of teaching and learning draws 
us back to contemplate the foundational question,  What’s the purpose 
of education?  For example, since the current policy culture frequently 
has educators “teaching to the test,” we must be clear on what the test is 
because, in a top-down testing policy culture, that’s what will shape what 
happens in classrooms and schools. Is knowing correct dates, formulas, 
and word definitions the test? Or is the test about interpreting and ana-
lyzing complex bodies of information for oneself? Is the test about one’s 
ability to articulate the dominant beliefs of our society? Or could the test 
perhaps be something more collective or cooperative instead—such as 
an informed and compassionate public citizenry, or a workforce full of 
productive, self-actualized human beings? 

 Educational historian David Labaree (1997, 2006) has argued that 
much of the disagreement about modern schools derives from the fact 
that there is no single answer for the question  What’s education for?  
There are three, and each answer sets in motion a different—and some-
times competing—conception of how education should be organized 
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The Contemporary Landscape of Teaching 119

and what teachers ought to do. One purpose of education that Labaree 
puts forward is  democratic equity : schools teach the next generation of 
citizens to accept, advance, and improve on the values for which our 
nation stands. A second purpose according to Labaree is  social efficiency : 
schools prepare workers so the United States can compete successfully 
in the global economy. Laboree’s third purpose for education is  social 
mobility : schools provide children the means and opportunities to pursue 
their own individual success in the world. 

 One thing that makes education extremely difficult in practice is that 
each of these three purposes is defined differently by different people (and 
political groups). For example, some people might believe that welcoming 
immigrants and offering them the best public education possible are con-
sistent with U.S. values—and therefore part of democratic equity—while 
other people might believe that democracy requires keeping undocu-
mented families out of our country at all costs. 

 A second complexity is that the purposes of education—however they’re 
defined—don’t always align. For example, if you believe that education’s 
primary purpose is to prepare workers for our economy, it makes sense 
to narrow the focus of the curriculum to include more hard science and 
vocational training and less liberal arts. Or if you believe that individual 
social mobility is the goal of schooling, you may be less interested in 
broad notions of equity that you don’t believe directly benefit the par-
ticular students in front of you. And if you view education as primarily 
about promoting the collective health of our democracy and encourag-
ing collaboration among people, then you’d find our current system of 
grading and ranking students destructively competitive and built on false 
assumptions about individuals as autonomous configurations of abili-
ties and characteristics. In short, how groups in society define education 
shapes the organization of our schools. Different views of the purposes of 
education lead to different—and competing—beliefs about how schools 
should proceed. Similarly, how you define education has a lot to do with 
how you’ll teach. Therefore, you must continually and critically plumb 
the depths of your own educational beliefs. 

 These philosophical musings about education’s fundamental purposes 
bring us back to a statement presented in  Chapter 1 : David Cohen and 
Barbara Neufield (1981) writing that schooling is a grand theater in 
which any society plays out its cultural conflicts. I used to believe that 
once we fixed education, society would follow. Then, after a few years 
in the teaching profession, I came to believe that it was the other way 
around: schools will improve only when we get our society in order. But 
now, having worked in education for over twenty-five years, I realize it’s 
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120 The Contemporary Landscape of Teaching

actually an ongoing tension in which each side—schools and society—
affects the other, and change comes by way of an active interdependence 
between the two. Education can push society to improve at the same time 
that society is pushing education to improve. That’s why self-reflective, 
excellent teachers are such an important part of the world. 

 However, any look at the current climate in education reveals that there 
are powerful institutional and policy constraints on the effectiveness of 
even the best teachers. How schools are organized, funding equations 
and resource allocations, curricula and testing policies, and institutional 
procedures for hiring and supporting teachers are all powerful structural 
characteristics that affect who teaches, where they teach, and how they’re 
permitted to conduct their work. In addition, education historians call 
our attention to many unquestioned, traditional practices from the prior 
centuries that still have subtle but significant effects on what happens 
in schools. Putting desks in rows with the teacher up front, separating 
knowledge by traditional subject-matter labels, such as “language arts,” 
or “world history,” breaking up the school day with periods and bells, and 
closing the school for three months every summer are just a few examples 
of what researchers David Tyack and Larry Cuban (1995) called “the 
grammar of schooling.” With that term they mean to expose the historical 
system of barely visible, built-in rules that continue to subtly shape what 
teachers and students do. 

 It’s with these deeper, more philosophical questions about how to 
improve teaching and learning in mind that we can now consider four 
prominent characteristics of the current landscape for teachers. 

 Increased Student Testing 

 Beginning in the 1990s with President Clinton’s  Goals 2000 , gaining 
steam during President Bush’s  No Children Left Behind , and bursting 
open with President Obama’s recent  Race to the Top  federal initiative, 
standardized testing of students in public schools has become ubiqui-
tous. And controversial. The stated goal underlying this movement is 
to use achievement testing as an educational reform tool: as a way to 
develop high expectations for what students should learn (often called 
“standards” or “learning outcomes”) and then administer prepackaged, 
standardized tests at regular intervals to children to measure whether 
they’re meeting the expectations. Proponents see the test results as a use-
ful way to diagnose how U.S. education in general and individual schools 
more specifically are doing. This is understood as a kind of system-wide 
quality control, and makes sense in theory. Some proponents also see this 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

N
at

io
na

l L
ib

ra
ry

 o
f 

th
e 

Ph
ili

pp
in

es
] 

at
 2

3:
36

 0
1 

N
ov

em
be

r 
20

17
 



The Contemporary Landscape of Teaching 121

as a valid mechanism for use in judging and rating schools, states, and 
even teachers against one another. Again, in theory, this may make sense 
to some (though not to me, because I have seen the harm caused by the 
divisiveness that this kind of competition spurs, and I believe if far out-
weighs any improvements). In practice, however, many educators believe 
the testing movement has moved far past its intended usefulness and has 
become a draconian tool used to punish schools, de-professionalize teach-
ers, set up public education for failure, and waste a lot of people’s time 
and money. Let’s examine five critiques of the current testing movement. 

 Some educators contend that this high-stakes testing movement  nar-
rows what gets taught —that it forces teachers to sacrifice deeper and 
broader learning goals in order to focus their teaching only on what the 
test questions will ask. In other words, it’s seen as a system that pushes 
teachers to ‘teach to the test’ and little more. The tests, in turn, are said 
to privilege what’s easy to measure: vocabulary, facts, mathematical for-
mulas, superficial understandings of things. This means that critical and 
creative problem solving, deeper understandings of the world, and cur-
ricular areas such as ethics, art and music, community service, and physi-
cal education are pushed to the margins. Speaking logically, the only thing 
the multiple-choice, standardized tests actually measure with any validity 
is, in technical fact, how well students can take tests like these—and so 
education becomes reduced to simply teaching students how to master 
the tests. 

 Second, many educators  do not believe the tests accurately measure 
student learning . Students can have a bad day during the day the test 
is administered; the test might not capture the kind of learning that the 
school and teacher have emphasized all year; and not all students are 
proficient test-takers. Additionally, to use just one instrument to measure 
what is in fact a highly complex, often subjective process of learning 
about the world and oneself strikes many educators as flawed. For exam-
ple, one assessment type currently  en vogue  is value-added modeling as a 
way to measure teacher effectiveness by way of student test scores (New-
ton et al. 2010, Olsen 2010). This teacher-accountability tool has recently 
become popular in big city districts, such as New York, Los Angeles, and 
Chicago. In some cases teachers are even named and ranked (e.g., in the 
 Los Angeles Times  or the  New York Times ) or find their employment 
or pay tied to how well their students do on these standardized tests. 
Yet, assessment specialists point out that the statistical method behind 
value-added analyses is flawed: there’s too much “statistical noise” in 
the algorithm (e.g., the assessment formula doesn’t fully control for out-
of-classroom variables affecting student test scores), different teachers at 
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122 The Contemporary Landscape of Teaching

the same school work with varying levels of students, and single-variable 
performance measures are notoriously inconsistent over time. At best, the 
tests can be useful measures that offer partial guides about where students 
are succeeding and where they’re not. But the high-stakes consequences 
that have become attached to these imperfect test scores—such as housing 
prices in school districts, teacher and administrator employment deci-
sions, and merit pay bonuses—are incongruent with the actual accuracy 
of the tests. 

 Some critics also argue that our current emphasis on test taking  removes 
the joy, magic, and autonomy  from teaching and learning. Educationalist 
Sarah Lawrence Lightfoot has talked in the past about the need for teach-
ers to avoid “training students to get the [right] answer quickly” (Moyers 
1989, 157). Instead, she encourages teachers to lead children on rich, 
curiosity-laden, sometimes unplanned journeys of their own in which it’s 
the questions that are important (not the answers), and in which learn-
ing is seen as both “deadly serious and wonderfully playful.” She wants 
teachers to develop in students an authentic love of learning, an affin-
ity for “turning ideas over in their minds,” and a playful comfort with 
the magic of language. She’s not necessarily against the testing of stu-
dents if done carefully, but, for her and many other educators—including 
myself—there’s a concern that our current overreliance on factual recall-
based tests pushes teachers away from a student-centered, humanistic 
philosophy and toward one that includes only the ability to recall closed 
information and perform simplistic intellectual tasks. 

 Not only does this form of pedagogy flatten student learning but also, 
for many students and teachers, it deflates the joy from what happens 
in classrooms. The pressure of constant testing and test prep, the exter-
nally mandated nature of the tests, and the bureaucratic feeling that a 
test-heavy school produces all conspire to remove delight and authen-
ticity from classrooms. Furthermore, standardized testing cheapens the 
development of mind. Because it reduces learning to the mere acquisi-
tion and regurgitation of factual matter, it pushes a knowledge structure 
tilted toward preserving the status quo. When students are expected to 
accept predetermined truths rather than engage in scaffolded investiga-
tions into understanding and transforming the world for themselves, 
they’re basically taught that it’s someone else’s world, not their own. This 
fossilization of learning echoes long-standing sociopolitical concerns by 
educational philosophers such as John Dewey or Paulo Freire, described 
earlier in this book. 

 A fourth area of concern many have about the current testing culture 
is the  amount of time and money it requires . The Council of Chief State 
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The Contemporary Landscape of Teaching 123

School Officers and the Council of the Great City Schools (2014) found 
that students in large school districts take an average of 113 standardized 
tests between prekindergarten and twelfth grade. This amounts to about 
thirty hours per year spent taking tests. And we might presume at least 
that much time is spent preparing students for those tests, so this means 
conservatively that in a given year teachers might feel required to spend 
over two full weeks on testing. Another study, this one sponsored by the 
American Federation for Teachers, found that 

 the time students spend taking tests ranged from 20 to 50 hours 
per year in heavily tested grades. In addition, students can spend 60 
to more than 110 hours per year in test prep in high-stakes testing 
grades. Including the cost of lost instructional time (at $6.15 per 
hour, equivalent to the per-student cost of adding one hour to the 
school day), the estimated annual testing cost per pupil ranged from 
$700 to more than $1,000 per pupil in several grades that had the 
most testing. 

 (Nelson 2013, 3) 

 Many educators wonder whether that amount of time and energy is 
worth it, and they’re skeptical about the motives of corporations that 
profit from this new rise in testing (see  Textbox 7.1 ). 

  Textbox 7.1  Student Testing Is Big Business 

 Standardized testing in the United States is a $2 billion per year 
industry, and the four companies that rule this market (Pearson 
Education, McGraw-Hill, Houghton-Mifflin, and ETS) spent over 
$20 million between 2009 and 2014 lobbying state and federal pol-
iticians to favor policies that support or increase standardized test-
ing in schools (CMD 2015). Given that these companies are focused 
on making enormous profits, they may not be very interested in 
quality teaching and learning in classrooms if it diverges from their 
own profit motives, and so perhaps they should not be the ones to 
shape, set, or influence educational policy. 

 A final concern with the contemporary testing culture is that the high-
stakes nature of how districts, schools, and even individual teachers are 
judged based on these test scores sometimes  leads educators to cheat . 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

N
at

io
na

l L
ib

ra
ry

 o
f 

th
e 

Ph
ili

pp
in

es
] 

at
 2

3:
36

 0
1 

N
ov

em
be

r 
20

17
 



124 The Contemporary Landscape of Teaching

We know that there are multiple factors that lie outside the school that 
influence how students perform on standardized tests: economic status, 
language ability, learning differences, and homelife are just a few. And 
yet, teachers and school leaders are under incredible pressure to ensure 
that their schools do well on these standardized tests; this pressure can 
take the form of threats to close down low-performing schools, firings 
for school principals or superintendents, and teacher evaluations and pay 
linked to student test scores. As a result, there have been dozens of cases 
over the last few years—in over forty states by my count—in which teach-
ers or school leaders have broken the law in order to raise test scores in 
their classroom, school, or district. A recent highly visible example is the 
2015 conviction of eleven Atlanta, Georgia, teachers and testing coordi-
nators (the superintendent was also indicted but died before the case went 
to trial). These educators were found to have conspired to alter or falsify 
test answer-sheets and were convicted of felony crimes that carry up to 
twenty years in prison. Many believe that high-profile cases like this one 
are just the tip of the iceberg and that, in fact, educators manipulating the 
tests is a rampant, growing phenomenon. 

 What does all this mean for us as teachers? For me, it comes down to 
hard questions that I must continually ask myself: What are the actual 
goals of testing today, and do I agree with them? Are the tests reliable, 
and are they properly aligned with the goals they’re expected to sup-
port? Can testing be accomplished in a less invasive manner so that 
teachers and students can more readily get on with the important work 
of teaching and learning? Accountability, testing, and some standard-
ization are surely needed in education. Like any profession, especially 
one as critical as educating our children, teaching should be continually 
scrutinized and systematically reviewed to strive for the best possible 
outcome. A teacher is only as good as the growth demonstrated by 
his or her students, and a school is only as good as the success of the 
children it serves. However, there’s heated disagreement on what we’re 
educating students for, what achievement actually looks like, and how 
to accurately measure the kinds of personal and academic growth we 
want our schools to support. 

 Until we get the testing system right, and until we spend the money to 
fully support our students and teachers, these tests will not offer accurate 
indications of what’s happening in classrooms and won’t lead to wide-
spread improved teaching and learning. Like with other contemporary 
reform movements and pressures, you will have to decide for yourself 
where you stand on the issue. That’s good. Don’t shirk this responsibility. 
Conclude for yourself which position that you might take is the one that 
will best support student success as you (and your school) define it. Once 
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The Contemporary Landscape of Teaching 125

you take a position, become an advocate for your view at your school and 
in your professional communities. 

 The Digital Classroom 

 Look at most any education magazine or website these days and you’ll 
find prominent articles about, advertisements for, and reviews of the 
latest digital technology for teaching and learning in classrooms. Walk 
into most any school and you’ll find scores of laptops, e-books, and 
smartphones intended to make learning more interactive, provide real-
time checks-for-understanding, move record-keeping online, and spruce 
up lectures and student presentations with a multimedia sheen. Some 
schools are even contracting with companies that install tiny wireless 
receivers in teachers’ ears and then, from a location outside the classroom 
watching a video feed, instruct them how to teach. Additionally, so-called 
big data has found its way into education, as detailed information on 
students and families is captured, stored, and analyzed in an effort to 
gain insights related to improving education. There are even fully digital 
high schools opening up in the United States and abroad—and grow-
ing numbers of Internet courses, MOOCs, digital universities, and online 
teacher-preparation programs for those who wish to pursue their educa-
tion without stepping foot in an actual, on-the-ground campus or class-
room at all. Leaving aside for now these totally transformed, fully digital 
schools or classrooms, let’s examine the claims made about integrating 
digital technology in traditional K–12 classrooms; this new practice is 
commonly called  blended learning . 

 Proponents of blended learning say that technology-supported instruc-
tion personalizes learning for each individual because teachers can collect 
and analyze data on their students’ learning and use online learning pro-
grams to tailor the curriculum for each learner, who then moves along at his 
or her own pace. Proponents also say that digital learning expands the geo-
graphical range of education, reaching students in unpopulated, rural areas 
and supporting learners who wish to make friends across the globe. Sup-
porters say that embracing digital learning in schools better prepares stu-
dents for the digital future they’ll live and work in. Because computers are 
now ubiquitous, they argue, it’s paramount to teach young people how to 
use technology in smart, ethical ways: how to use the technology, in a sense, 
and not let the technology use them. Additionally, supporters claim that 
technology-supported instruction is more fun and more interactive, which 
better motivates students to want to learn or—in the case of digital learn-
ing games (sometimes called  edutainment  or  gamification )—learn without 
even realizing they’re doing it. And, finally, it’s claimed that technology in 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

N
at

io
na

l L
ib

ra
ry

 o
f 

th
e 

Ph
ili

pp
in

es
] 

at
 2

3:
36

 0
1 

N
ov

em
be

r 
20

17
 



126 The Contemporary Landscape of Teaching

education will lower costs of schooling (because record-storing, informa-
tion retrieval, and publishing can be done by machines rather than employ-
ees) and safeguard the environment (by using less paper). 

 Conversely, critics contend that most technological offerings being 
touted are merely cosmetic paint jobs that add a high-tech shine to what 
are essentially the same kinds of teaching and learning materials that have 
been offered for decades. This argument holds that most digital learning 
tools are simply slicker versions of traditional curriculum binders, col-
ored learning blocks, filmstrip projectors, paper-and-pencil workbooks, 
and the like. These critics worry that all the high-tech gimmickry distracts 
from the fundamentals: preparing knowledgeable, creative teachers who 
oversee learning communities full of curiosity, social responsibility, and 
knowledge. Likewise, critics fret about this newfound emphasis on mak-
ing learning fun. They worry that attempting to make learning fun for 
students all the time, or ‘gamifying’ teaching, dooms learning because such 
an approach essentially teaches children that if it’s not fun, it’s not worth 
doing. Occasionally, learning (like many things in life) must be somewhat 
tedious or serious—and a subtle shift away from the  work  of learning into 
learning-as-play ultimately dilutes the power of rigorous education. 

 Critics are also very concerned about privacy and surveillance issues 
associated with big data in education. They’re fearful about who is col-
lecting all these personal data on students, families, and teachers and how, 
exactly, the data will be used (and whether they’re being sold to third-
party advertisers or turned over to the government). And they dismiss 
the argument that digital education is cheaper and more environmentally 
responsible, arguing that any savings in costs and paper are offset by 
the rare-earth minerals, plastics, and undercompensated overseas labor 
required to make the billions of personal computers in existence. 

 And, finally, critics worry that technology in education is largely just 
a way for large corporations and private start-up companies to increase 
market share. Technology in education is currently a $1.3 trillion per 
year industry and growing exponentially (Kauffman Foundation n.d.). 
Though entering the notoriously regulation-heavy educational mar-
ket can be risky, many tech companies will jump at the chance to make 
money off of teaching and learning if they can. Likewise, hooking chil-
dren onto particular brands of computers at a young age using the tacit 
imprimatur of the school is good marketing. As a result, some educators 
worry that many digital learning companies’ bottom line is not improved 
educational opportunities but profit margins instead: the goal of making 
money may run counter to education’s goals for deep learning, human 
development, and socially just principles. 
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The Contemporary Landscape of Teaching 127

 In terms of the actual effectiveness of digital technologies in the class-
room, it’s too soon to tell. There’s some research that has been conducted, 
but it’s mixed in its findings, and many of the studies employ methodolo-
gies that aren’t particularly trustworthy (often because they’re conducted 
by the e-learning companies or consortia themselves). Essentially, digitally 
supported education is at this point too new for us to be certain whether 
it’s working or, more specifically, what exactly it’s doing to students and 
schools. It remains to be seen whether this era of increased use of technol-
ogy in the classroom is the revolution that its proponents believe it is, or 
a damaging misdirection of funds, effort, and attention. 

 In terms of your own teaching, again, your teacher identity is important 
as both a guide for stability and a location for new learning. Digital solu-
tions for education will only be as successful as the educational perspec-
tives and practices of the people who design and use them. Take the time to 
evaluate for yourself the pros and cons of various models of digital teach-
ing and learning. Become part of your school’s technology team so you can 
discuss with others what specific needs your school expects technology 
to address and help decide what programs and tools to adopt. Always 
consider technology as a tool that can enhance good pedagogy but not 
replace it. In my opinion, there will never be a complete replacement for 
knowledgeable teachers forming supportive relationships with students in 
learning-rich settings. If a certain technology helps you to be the teacher 
you wish to be, then it’s worth adopting; if it doesn’t, then it’s not. 

 Many—although not all—digital tools for teaching or learning do offer 
some promise. They can save a teacher time. For example, teachers can 
download or upload useful lessons or research arcane topics quickly; 
teachers can set students up on computers in individualized learning sta-
tions, which frees the teachers up to circulate the room, offering one-on-
one instruction; they can use data analytics to diagnose their students’ 
learning needs and tailor instruction accordingly. 

      Textbox 7.2   Some Good Teacher-Sharing Websites 

 One of the benefits of an online community for teachers is that educa-
tors can post lesson plans of their own that they’ve tried, tested, and 
refined—as well as find high-quality lessons and teaching content 
that others have developed and uploaded. I recommend these web-
sites for teachers: www.sharemylesson.com, www.goorulearning.org, 
www.knowmia.com, and www.whyfiles.org. 
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128 The Contemporary Landscape of Teaching

 Like so many innovations in teaching, technology should be seen as a 
tool that knowledgeable, thoughtful, self-reflective teachers can use to 
complement their existing professional capacities. This means that  how  
teachers use technology is at least as important as whether—or what—
technology gets used. I recommend that teachers pause often to reflect on 
what their own teaching philosophy is and how (or whether) particular 
digital tools for teaching and learning can be used in service of those 
deeper commitments. I’ve seen far too many classrooms in which form 
displaces content. What I mean by this is, for example, students who 
create impressive-looking slide presentations with color, animation, even 
embedded audio or video, but that contain no context or evidence of deep 
thought related to the topic. As a teacher I will always prefer a monochro-
matic, dry but deeply personal, substantive student presentation over a 
glitzy but hollow music video. Another unfortunate example I’ve seen is 
the teacher who sets students up on digital learning devices and then sits 
at her desk, grading papers or checking e-mail for an hour. And I believe 
that putting wireless bugs in teachers’ ears and microcontrolling their 
teaching from afar is unreasonable. These are not good uses of technol-
ogy for teaching. 

 As my friend Liz Arney—who has written thoughtfully about blended 
learning—would say, teachers need to learn the  values  around using tech-
nology in the classroom (Arney 2015). For example, they should become 
knowledgeable about what kinds of online uses are acceptable for kids 
and what kinds are not. They should put limits on screen time (Internet 
addiction is emerging as a real clinical disorder in parts of the world). 
They should teach children how to be savvy, critical users of digital tech-
nology, and communicate regularly with parents—offering ways to sup-
port productive use of technology at home, even assigning tasks that are 
complementary to what the teacher’s doing at school. And Liz would 
likely point to the need for teachers to take the time to become adept at 
analyzing data on their own students’ learning so they can take a tech-
nologically developed dataset, look closely at it, and use it accurately to 
inform their teaching. 

      Textbox 7.3  The Digital Divide 

 Another educational concern related to the rise of digital learning is 
“the digital divide.” This is the gap between those families that have 
computers and high-speed Internet access versus those that don’t. 
Because of personal finances some families cannot provide their 
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The Contemporary Landscape of Teaching 129

 The Common Core State Standards 

 Another new reform in education is the Common Core State Standards. 
As a prospective, new, or practicing teacher you may wish to learn as much 
as you can about this educational initiative so that, like with increased 
testing culture in schools or the rise of technology in education, you can 
decide for yourself when, how, and why to use it in your teaching. 

 The Common Core State Standards (CCSS herein) are the recent itera-
tion of twenty-five years of emphasis on standards and accountability in 
education. As I mentioned previously, in the early 1990s many educators 
and politicians began to believe that the best way to improve learning 
in schools was to identify exactly what skills and knowledge students 
should learn at each grade level, articulate these learning standards, and 
set up a testing system to ensure that schools and teachers are support-
ing students to meet the standards. This early attempt at standardizing 
learning outcomes across the country, however, was unsuccessful. Some 
people objected to the content of the standards, criticizing what they con-
sidered to be a largely meaningless (or worse: un-American) focus on 
so-called soft topics, like multiculturalism; critical views of U.S. history; 
and life skills such as cultural diversity, ethics, or home economics. These 
“back-to-basics” proponents demanded a singular focus on traditional 
approaches to reading, writing, arithmetic, and science. Others objected 
to the very concept of standardization, arguing that it should be up to 
each state or district, not the federal government, to decide what local 
students should learn. For these and other reasons, the national standards 
were ignominiously shelved. 

 However, a little over a decade ago, a renewed attempt was made. Learn-
ing from the divisiveness of the 1990s, authors of the CCSS attempted to 
find middle ground between traditionalists (who emphasize the learning 

children with computers or tablets, or they might be able to pro-
vide a computer but either cannot afford or do not have geographi-
cal access to high-speed Internet connections. If their children are 
expected to become computer literate, complete homework assign-
ments requiring digital devices, and compete academically against 
students from more resourced households, then they are being dis-
advantaged. Offering computer labs at schools for after-school use 
does not solve the problem. Until this gap is closed, educators must 
contend with the socioeconomic and geographical equity concerns 
that result. 
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of concrete facts, established skills, and prescribed knowledge) and con-
structivists (who emphasize conceptual thinking, learning how to learn, 
and process over product). And they tried to avoid the culture wars of 
the 1990s by focusing only on literacy and mathematics. Overall, the goal 
was to move away from expecting students to learn reams of content in 
short periods of time and instead have them focus on fewer topics but in 
more depth and recursively. 

 The result of this work is the CCSS: a new set of comprehensive stan-
dards in language arts and mathematics. Wishing to sidestep the states’ 
rights issue of requiring adoption of the standards, the National Gov-
ernors Association instead invited the fifty states to adopt them volun-
tarily. This voluntary offer, however, was not without strings. The Obama 
administration’s  Race to the Top  initiative, which provides large amounts 
of education money for states whose applications are accepted, made clear 
that states agreeing to adopt the CCSS would receive favorable treatment. 

 Alas, the CCSS initiative has been overtaken by politics in many parts 
of the country. As much as there are valid concerns with the CCSS them-
selves and legitimate questions around standardizing our educational sys-
tem in this way or relying so heavily on standardized assessment, many 
of the states rejecting the CCSS appear to be doing so for purely political 
reasons. Political opponents of CCSS object to federal intrusion into their 
state’s education system. Rick Scott, the current governor of Florida, for 
example, directed his state’s education board to withdraw support for the 
CCSS, saying, “This is our state. We’re not going to have the federal gov-
ernment telling us how to do our education system” (Fox News 2014). As 
of this writing, forty-four states have adopted the reform, though twenty-
one of them have begun efforts to repeal or delay their adoption, or have 
opted out of parts of the CCSS. This means that, at present, only twenty-
three states are steadily moving forward—and that number may fall as 
the accompanying assessment systems are fully rolled out. One thing that 
I find particularly noteworthy is that, of the states that are either not 
adopting the CCSS or working to repeal them, several are governed by 
someone who is currently running for president. This suggests to me that, 
sadly, these state leaders are playing politics with our education system. 

 Whether the CCSS looms large in your own professional life depends 
on where you are teaching (or will teach), as well as how your school 
chooses to make use of the CCSS. It seems to me that rigorous, carefully 
determined standards that focus on deep content (not superficial knowl-
edge) and support students’ ability to think for themselves can be a very 
good professional development tool. But if the CCSS are going to work, 
significant support for teachers is needed so that they can learn how to 
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The Contemporary Landscape of Teaching 131

teach in new ways, and the student assessment component will have to 
be carefully administered and its results sensitively used. Using the CCSS 
to strengthen your teaching is a useful endeavor if it’s done in tandem 
with your own professional thinking. If you use your teacher identity to 
ground your learning and implementation of the CCSS, you should be in 
good stead. 

 I recommend that you learn the standards well—reading and rereading 
them several times over and being sure to step back often to reflect on 
the larger purposes for them and for your students. Figure out how to 
integrate them into  what you already know to be good teaching practice  
at the same time you use them to experiment with new ways of teaching. 
Taking the CCSS seriously requires that you make a conscious break with, 
or at least conduct a critical examination of, your own experiences as a 
K–12 student. Teaching the new standards in old ways will not change 
teaching and learning in the way that this reform seeks. The standards 
are designed to support new approaches to teaching and learning; they’re 
going to be most successful if you unearth and critically consider how 
you were taught to be sure that you’re not blindly teaching your students 
based on erroneous theory, personal history, or so-called conventional 
wisdom from the past. Instead, retain the good, jettison the bad, and 
adjust the rest. 

 Teacher Professionalization 

 All this talk of policy reforms, testing pressures, and learning standards 
might lead one to believe that teachers are simply cogs in the colossal 
machinery of education. But that isn’t true. Teachers are not passive, 
empty, interchangeable automatons in education but active, unique indi-
viduals, often well prepared, with great influence over how student learn-
ing unfolds. It’s likely that you chose teaching at least partly because you 
want to make a lasting difference: you want to support young people to 
become the best they can be and you want to improve the world while 
you’re at it. It is a central theme of this book to exhort you not to lose 
sight of that goal, even in the face of the uncertainty, competing beliefs, 
and reform upheaval present in education today. You will absolutely 
make a difference in the lives of the students you teach. 

 Yet I encourage you to think of yourself not only as a classroom teacher 
but also as an educational leader. Your job as a teacher of children offers 
you a ringside perspective into how young people learn, which teaching 
practices work best, and how schools should be run. Education stake-
holders such as politicians, community groups, researchers, professors, 
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132 The Contemporary Landscape of Teaching

and policymakers are significant parts of school reform, but it’s teachers 
who are at the center of children’s schooling. 

 The widespread adoption of high-stakes standardized tests, prescribed 
‘teacher-proof’ curricula, and top-down surveillance of teachers and 
schools demonstrate that over the last few years public sentiment and 
policy treatments related to teaching have become dominated by simpli-
fied, efficiency-heavy, hyperlinear perspectives about teaching and school 
reform (e.g., Rhee 2014). Additionally, it seems these days that there’s 
an almost constant public onslaught against teachers in some quarters: 
politicians, journalists, and business leaders who tell us that our teachers 
are inept, intellectually unprepared, or lazy. As a result, some studies have 
found that fewer young Americans are interested in entering teaching as 
a profession (ACT 2015), or that those who do are leaving the classroom 
at higher rates than before (Olsen 2008). Indeed, in some ways it is a 
dark time for teaching: there’s a popular image of teachers as having little 
control over their work and having to fight for resources in the classroom 
and respect in society. Such a picture makes teaching out to be thankless 
work. But it’s not quite an accurate image, and it’s certainly not immu-
table. Most teachers surveyed continue to report that they find their jobs 
incredibly rewarding. And teachers, teacher-advocacy groups, and pro-
gressive educationalists continue to argue for thoughtful, constructivist 
views of education—and they have considerable strength. 

 As always, teaching is demanding work and, yes, these days it may be 
even harder than before in some settings. But to that I offer two responses. 
One: you and your thoughtful, student-centered teaching peers have the 
ability to remake teaching and learning for the twenty-first century—
ensuring that it’s a high-quality profession that meets needs for systemic 
improvement and objective accountability but not by sacrificing human-
istic, holistic, deep learning for children and autonomy for well-prepared 
teachers. You are education’s future. And two: regardless of the beating 
that teaching’s public image has been taking in some quarters, it remains 
an incredibly rewarding profession in which adults have the chance to 
find deep satisfaction through their meaningful work with children and 
the world. That shouldn’t be overlooked. 

 For teachers, the heart, mind, and all five senses are always engaged. 
And when the top-down pressures of education policy or the severity of 
budget cuts threatens the quality of the daily work, it can feel demoral-
izing. When this happens, it can be helpful to focus on the people in your 
work, not the structures and policies. What I do when I feel discouraged 
is zero in on my wonderful students—and my ability to be of use to them 
as they study hard, make good choices, and work toward fulfilling their 
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The Contemporary Landscape of Teaching 133

dreams. I maintain my own professional hopefulness by shifting my goals 
back and forth between the  people  in education (who make me proud and 
let me believe that my efforts matter), and the  structures and policies  in 
education (which can seem intractable but nevertheless are important to 
continually push against). It’s my belief that the next couple of decades in 
U.S. education will undergo a welcome embrace of holistic, humanistic, 
teacher-led learning located in brand-new kinds of twenty-first-century 
schools and classrooms. I hope that you’ll find your own way to preserve 
your optimism and efficacy in education by balancing a focus on your 
students and colleagues alongside your role as an innovative educational 
reform leader. 

 Teaching Careers Are Changing 

 Not only is the policy landscape for teaching presently in tumult, but also 
teaching careers are undergoing a sea change. Unlike in the twentieth 
century, teaching is not seen as a long-term career by as many young 
people considering the profession these days. It used to be that teachers 
(most of them female, middle- or working-class, and content to live in one 
place all their lives) would remain in teaching their whole adult lives (or 
leave to have children but then return to teaching once their kids were 
school-aged). Nowadays, many young people think about their careers 
differently. Many millennials expect to have multiple careers during their 
lifetime; many of them are willing to relocate; they don’t expect their 
employers to show career-long loyalty (nor do they believe their own 
loyalty is expected); and they will readily look for something else if they 
find themselves unchallenged or unappreciated in their work (Quartz 
et al. 2010; U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 2002). Many of them consider 
themselves to be, essentially, professional freelancers in whatever area of 
work they choose. 

 What does this mean for you? How should you approach this post-
modern professional environment in education? Again, it comes down to 
your teacher identity. Your unique hopes and needs for a career in educa-
tion have been formed in large part by your own personal history. Use a 
close inspection of that to understand what kind of future you want to 
have. Ask yourself what the non-negotiables are. Is it paramount that you 
live in one place, or would you like to move around? Do you need con-
stant intellectual challenge, or do you prefer to get good at something and 
then settle into it? Do you want to make a lot of money, or are intrinsic 
rewards, such as happiness, working with children, and a success-oriented 
profession, enough for you? Be honest with yourself. Ask friends and 
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134 The Contemporary Landscape of Teaching

family their opinions of you in relation to these questions and—though 
accounting for the fact that you will change and grow as you develop as 
a person—chart a career path accordingly. At the same time, do not fall 
victim to the false narratives about teachers popular today: that teachers 
aren’t smart enough, that they won’t last long, that teaching is just a step-
ping stone on the way to something ‘more important.’ 

  Textbox 7.4   Your Future Cannot Be Predicted 

 Don’t presume that the life you expect to have is the one that you 
will actually have. First, our selves change over time, so you don’t 
really know what you’ll be like in twenty years. And, second, one 
of the best parts of life is that the unexpected always alters our 
path. For example, right after college I didn’t know whether to be 
a journalist or a poet. A combination of choice and chance got me 
working in a high school classroom in Maine and I was very happy 
as an English teacher. I figured that I would stay there and enjoy 
a successful career. But various things happened: a random road 
trip across the country, meeting someone special, the chance to 
teach abroad, and changes in my professional focus all combined 
to put me here in California fifteen years later, teaching teachers 
and conducting educational research. I couldn’t be happier, but I 
never could have plotted out this particular journey in advance. 
Being open to change and capitalizing on new directions when they 
appear are a large part of a healthy adulthood. 

 Know that no matter how well-planned your path is there will be 
difficult times in your teaching career. Perhaps you have, like Liz from 
 Chapter 3 , already experienced some of them. You will likely experience 
periods of self-doubt in your work and wonder if you chose the right pro-
fession. These phases of professional reassessment are part of the bargain. 
I recommend that you embrace and learn from them; in some cases they 
might really be telling you to shift out of the classroom into another edu-
cational position, like school administrator, teacher educator, or curricu-
lum coordinator—or even leave the education profession altogether. That 
happens. But in many other cases, the best way to respond to these phases 
of professional frustration is to be patient—they will often pass—and 
experiment with new teaching techniques or initiate new projects in your 
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The Contemporary Landscape of Teaching 135

school or community. Studying 160 teachers in Switzerland, researcher 
Michael Huberman (1993) found that many teachers experience regular 
periods of self-doubt but that these phases of disenchantment were often 
followed by periods of exciting professional renewal and growth as they 
took on new challenges in their teaching. If you can be patient when you 
feel frustrated, and look for new educational opportunities in or outside 
the classroom rather than considering a full career move, your teacher 
identity will continue to grow and bring you deeper personal and profes-
sional satisfactions. 

 In fact, I suggest thinking of your career not as a forward-moving line 
that begins when you enter teaching, travels along during your career, 
and then stops, but rather as a kind of circle in which all the parts of your 
teaching life continually combine: your biography, your reasons for enter-
ing teaching, your professional preparation, your daily work as a teacher, 
the dozens or hundreds of students you’ve known, and your future plans. 
Imagine, instead, an image of the teaching career that is more like a spring 
washer that you might purchase in a hardware store (see   Figure 7.1  ). 

   A teacher’s career certainly proceeds chronologically; that is, the teacher 
lived part of his or her life before entering teaching (“one’s biogra-
phy”), started formal teacher learning at the beginning of the teaching 
career (“teacher ed experience”), and will work as a teacher one year at 
a time (“being a teacher”)—growing incrementally along the way. This 

Figure 7.1 The parts of a teacher’s career interrelate.
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136 The Contemporary Landscape of Teaching

connectedness, represented in   Figure 7.1   by the outside arrows, suggests 
chronological movement for sure. (The circle does not close, however, 
because a teacher’s career actually ends at some point in time.) But in 
terms of a teacher’s knowledge and professional identity—those deeper 
ways in which you as a teacher are at any given moment interpreting, 
enacting, and reflecting on your work— all the parts are always in use . 
This interconnectivity of the parts is represented by the arrows inside 
the figure. As you teach and think about your teaching every day, you’re 
automatically drawing on past goals, memories, and reasons for entry; 
your biographies, present perspectives, and work contexts; and predic-
tions for your professional future. 

 This more circular notion of professional growth highlights the inter-
dependence of phases of a teaching career: each phase is continually influ-
encing and being influenced by the others. All these parts of a teacher’s 
identity are constantly in play—sometimes receding into the background 
and other times becoming dominant, but always interacting to influence 
how, in the flow of activity, a teacher conceives of and enacts his teaching 
and shapes her career. As a result, we should think of a career in teaching 
as comprising integrated parts of who we were, who we are, and what 
we can become. Such a holistic framing of careers in teaching aligns well 
with this book’s teacher-identity model because it emphasizes the whole 
teacher as a deep, complicated human being of multiple sources and influ-
ences that are continually being assembled and reassembled in ways that 
shape a teacher’s view of his work, not just during the first year or two 
but throughout a whole career. 

 Where Do We Go from Here? 

 So, today’s educational climate has made teaching and careers in educa-
tion both particularly complex and more important than ever. This means 
that your ability to be an excellent educator is pivotal. How will you do 
so even in the current, sometimes unaccommodating professional climate 
this chapter has described? As a way of bringing this book to a close, I 
offer five recommendations. 

 Analyze and Maximize Your Teacher Identity 

 Treat your teacher identity as the primary unit of your teacher devel-
opment. Your teacher identity is the place where all your personal and 
professional, social and individual, past and present experiences combine 
into a productive tangle of beliefs, values, practices, and predictions for 
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The Contemporary Landscape of Teaching 137

your teaching work. It’s the whole ball of wax, so to speak. This makes it 
a useful location for your teacher reflection, your professional develop-
ment, your collegial conversations, and your ways of leveraging change 
in the kind of educator you are becoming. Engage in the strategies and 
activities of this book by yourself and with others in order to excavate, 
interrogate, and modify the many parts of your professional self. 

 Choose Your School Site Wisely 

 Working in a school that doesn’t fit your teacher identity benefits neither 
you nor your students. It may even burn you out or push you out of the 
profession. Instead, you should make the effort required to find and join 
a school where the predominant practices, the majority of the people, and 
the preferred philosophies of education mostly match your professional 
talents and goals. I’ve seen teachers who flourish in one school and feel 
miserable in another. 

 This is not to suggest, however, that you should avoid people who are 
different from you, perspectives that are not exactly like your own, or 
educational settings that use methods you are not used to. Diversity is a 
valuable part of any healthy educational community. Embracing differ-
ent and new ideas will develop your teacher identity and improve your 
teaching. Students benefit from different teachers and from exposure to 
a heterodoxy of perspectives. So do teachers. I suggest you identify for 
yourself which specific facets of “fit”  require a close match  in order for 
you to thrive (e.g., a like-minded approach to classroom organization 
and school discipline, or a shared view of the purposes of education); 
the dimensions in which you will  actively seek diversity  (perhaps faculty 
political viewpoints and cultural backgrounds); and issues that  do not 
matter that much  to you (e.g., commute time, grade-level assignment). 
You will likely not find a school that meets every one of your desired 
characteristics, so decide for yourself which ones you’re willing to sacri-
fice and which ones you’re not. 

 Career coaches sometimes recommend that people thinking about their 
careers make a point of remembering wonderful, powerful events of their 
past and identify what they were doing at the time—and why it seemed 
so satisfying. “If you write those things down,” one career counselor says, 
“there’s a good chance you’ll find the thread tying them together. And 
that will tell you a lot [about what kind of work to pursue].”  1   Teachers 
contemplating their own career choices and where to teach should do the 
same: What has made me feel successful and satisfied? How can I best 
make a difference for students? What do I need in order to be successful? 
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 Employ Teacher-Identity Strategies to Stay Positive 
and Satisfied in Your Work 

 It’s been said that “teaching is a long-term struggle sustained by hope.” 
In my own research I’ve found again and again that most teachers have 
a somewhat ambivalent relationship to their chosen profession. Teaching 
can be wonderfully rewarding and life-affirming, and it offers decent pay 
as well as work that allows you to grow and find your own challenges. 
But it can also be impossibly difficult, thankless, and energy-draining at 
times. You must not neglect the personal sides of your life. Since your 
personal self is implicated in your professional self, it follows that your 
professional self will be strengthened by care for your personal self. Be 
vigilant and dedicated as a teacher, but don’t overdo it—you should plan 
on a long and productive career in education, not a short, fiery burst that 
ends in burnout and cynicism. 

 Find support, solace, and happiness in your work and in your life 
wherever you can. Work collaboratively with others and find teacher-
allies. Passionately pursue those professional development activities and 
educational projects that can reenergize you. Take on new educational 
roles in addition to teaching (but find ways to receive release-time or 
extra pay for them: your new roles should not come  on top of  an already 
full teaching assignment—that’s a recipe for burnout). Learning to teach 
takes commitment, patience, and a certain kind of faith in the future. 
Keep your sense of humor. Be fearless, yet thoughtful. Pay attention to 
the past but don’t be afraid of change. And focus on using your talents to 
support the success of others; it will not only improve the world but also 
give you lasting happiness.  2   

 View Yourself as Part of a Larger Team 
or Network of Educators 

 The kind of teacher-based, educational activism that goes above and 
beyond the classroom walls, and that this book calls out for, is hard work, 
and often emotionally taxing. Success is incremental—frequently of the 
two-steps-forward-one-step-backward variety. You don’t want to feel 
like you’re doing it alone, that you’re a solitary voice in the wilderness. 
Instead, join like-minded groups of educators. If you can’t find any, start 
your own. Encourage your teacher-education program and mentorship 
groups to set up teacher support groups so that new teachers can stay 
connected to their peers, keep abreast of current education research and 
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The Contemporary Landscape of Teaching 139

practices, and benefit from the emotional and political support those sys-
tems provide. 

 To get back to the “birds of a feather” point from the previous chapter—
the concern that people in life tend to surround themselves with like-
minded folks—I believe that teachers should look for voices that do not 
merely reflect their own. As teachers navigate the tricky political issues 
in school and the events in their classrooms, they should seek out alter-
native viewpoints and experiences. Handling sensitive professional situ-
ations with a couple of like-minded peers might cause you to neglect 
the broader perspective that developing your teacher identity requires. 
Conversations with non-like-minded others can help build the kinds of 
professional relationships that will lead to positive change. Again, bal-
ance is the key: like-minded colleagues can offer comfort and support, 
while diverse-thinking colleagues can encourage growth and change. 
Seek out both types. 

 Always Work for Change 

 No matter how good a teacher you believe you are, or how well-performing 
your school is, there’s always room for improvement. Continue to exam-
ine and develop your professional identity. After a few years in the pro-
fession, as you stabilize as a teacher, look for new challenges and begin 
to define your sphere of influence more widely. As your competence and 
confidence as a teacher increase, so, too, should your motivation to take 
on issues of your whole school’s climate and significant education matters 
in your district and state. Who’s better positioned to speak for students 
and articulate smart ways to improve schooling than teachers? If you 
don’t take this on, who will? 

 Develop your ability to argue persuasively for the kind of teaching you 
believe in. I have been present in staff meetings, school board hearings, 
and other forums where teachers have argued effectively for particular 
educational practices or teaching policy changes. The successful argu-
ments are often those that are eloquent, articulated in terms of research 
and educational logic, and always stated in terms of success for the stu-
dents. Become knowledgeable about education reform, practice making 
arguments in public venues, and let listeners see your professionalism 
and your passion for supporting student success. I’m not suggesting that 
this is simple, or for everyone, and probably not always for beginning 
teachers (who have yet to demonstrate their own educational excellence). 
The brand-new, idealist teacher who raises the torch in a faculty meeting 
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140 The Contemporary Landscape of Teaching

of veterans could lose more than gain in that interaction. A school is not 
changed overnight, and neither are the broader influences that impact 
policy issues in education. 

 Be patient: find opportunities to make small differences, and then build 
on those efforts in the next arena. At first, become known in the school 
as a person with a passion who can unite a few others to create posi-
tive change. Larger leadership roles will follow as you produce successful 
outcomes. And always focus on what’s best for students, their learning, 
and their school environment, because that’s the type of activism that 
builds confidence and support at the administrative and policy levels of 
the school. 

 Conclusion 

 A productive, healthy teacher identity is a rich, exciting thing to behold. 
It’s long-lasting; its many parts work together (not against one another); 
it’s the basis for successful, satisfying work with both children and adults; 
and it contributes to a successful, meaningful personal life. After these 
many pages on the topic, I don’t really need to say it again, but I can’t 
resist: your personal self and your teacher self work together in dozens 
of subtle, profound ways to produce the well-rounded and continually 
changing assemblage that I call your teacher identity. Take care of it! 

 Discussion Questions 

 1. What are the opinions about schools and teaching that the non-
educators around you hold? From where do you suppose those views 
come from? 

 2. What are three things you’d like non-educators to understand about 
the teaching profession? 

 3. What are some concrete ways that you believe contemporary politics 
is influencing school reform? Which of those ways do you agree with, 
and which do you disagree with? 

 4. What are three things you will do this year to improve the quality of 
your professional life? 

 Notes 

 1. These quoted remarks come from a magazine article about career choices 
(“Time Out,”  New York , August 1, 2009, 45). 

 2. These last maxims come from the Barry Mills Manifesto,  Bowdoin Magazine , 
Spring/Summer 2015, vol. 86, no. 3. 
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 Further Reading 

 Arney, L. 2015.  Go Blended: A Handbook for Blending Technology in Schools . 
San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

 Grubb, N., and L. Tredway. 2010.  Leading from the Inside Out: Expanded Roles 
for Teachers in Equitable Schools.  Boulder, CO: Paradigm. 

 Quartz, K., B. Olsen, L. Anderson, and B. Lyons. 2010.  Making a Difference: 
Developing Meaningful Careers in Education.  Boulder, CO: Paradigm. 
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the Danger to America’s Public Schools.  New York: Vintage. 
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 Part One 

 Use each prompt to reflect on your relevant lived experiences and, on 
your own paper, provide brief summaries of the categories listed. 

 1. Think about and describe significant events, characteristics, aspects, 
and lessons of your  personal history  and  entry into teaching  .  

 A. Family/home 
 B. Neighborhood(s) growing up 
 C. Friends and others in your life 
 D. K–8 schooling experience 
 E. High school experience 
 F. College and university experience 
 G. Why did you decide to become a teacher? 
 H. How did the people around you react to your career decision? 

 2. Thinking about what you have already written, identify and write down 
five or six of the larger  themes or aspects of your own personal history . 
We might call these  life themes . Examples might include “a strong com-
mitment to equity and fairness in life,” or “a constant desire to see the 
good in everyone,” or “a nagging pessimism about the future.” 

 My life themes are the following: 

 3. Now, reflect on and describe (in as much detail as you can) your 
teacher-preparation program  and your  experience there . 

 A. What were the dominant theories, attitudes, and professional char-
acteristics of your teacher-preparation program (i.e., your univer-
sity teacher-education program or alternative teacher-preparation 

 Appendix 
 Your Teacher Identity Worksheet 
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144 Appendix

program  1  )? Put another way, what kind of teacher does (or did) 
your preparation program want you to be? 

 B. How did your own incoming ideas and identity fit with your pro-
fessional program? Was it mostly a confirming relationship, a dis-
confirming (or conflicting) relationship, or maybe a little of both? 

 C. Identify ways in which your personal history has overlapped 
and/or conflicted with the various characteristics of your teacher-
preparation program and your experience there. 

 D. Return to the life themes you listed earlier, and consider how they 
(and other aspects of your personal history) may have shaped 
(or are currently shaping) your teacher-preparation experience. 
How do they interact with your own beginning teacher learning 
to influence the teacher you are becoming? 

 Part Two 

 Consider the ways in which your personal history and your professional 
preparation have combined to make you into the teacher you are now. 

 1. Let’s move to how these  life themes  you’ve identified, and their  con-
nections to your teacher preparation , may have become aspects of 
your  current teacher identity . In other words, what influences from 
your personal history, mixed with your teacher-education experience, 
are active parts of your current teacher self? 

 A. Ways that I conceptualize my subject matter as a teacher 
 B. Ways that I view and treat my students 
 C. The kinds of instructional practices I favor (and why) 
 D. The kinds of instructional practices I reject (and why) 
 E. My teaching purposes and how I define “success” for myself and 

students 
 F. My relationships with colleagues and administrators 
 G. My predictions for my future in education 

 2. Now, to conclude, reflect on  aspects of your teacher identity that in 
fact you want to adjust or improve . What are some things about your 
professional self that you now realize may derive from your personal 
history and that—in the light of day—you realize need adjusting? 

 A. What are some aspects of your teaching or teacher identity that 
you wish to adjust or improve? 

 B. Where do you suppose those identity characteristics of yours 
come from? 
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Appendix 145

 C. What will you do, concretely and purposefully, to alter or adjust 
those aspects of your teacher identity? 

 D. What will you look for, afterward, in order to know whether 
your intended changes have succeeded? 

 Note 

 1. By “alternative teacher-preparation program” I mean nonuniversity paths into 
teaching (e.g., Teach for America, a particular teacher internship program, 
emergency certification, or some other teacher entrance program). 
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