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ABSTRACT 

ROBIN PHILBECK TILLOTSON 
A PARALLEL EDUCATION: AN AUTOETHNOGRAPHY OF MS. ROBIN AND 
MRS. TILLOTSON 
Under the Direction of Dr. Karen W. Swanson 

As the mother of a first-year-teacher, I began thinking of ways in which to 

provide encouragement and support to my daughter and to other beginning teachers. I 

believe that successful teachers should not only share their knowledge and expertise with 

novice teachers, but also their struggles, their frustrations, and their methods of managing 

the complexities of teaching. 

The purpose of this study was to describe the milieu that self-authorship plays in the 

personal and professional development of a veteran teacher (Baxter Magolda, 1998, 

2009; Kegan, 1994). Conceptually, my study was framed by the theories of 

transformation—self-authorship (Baxter Magolda, 1998, 2009; Kegan, 1994) and 

transformative learning theory (Mezirow, 1997, 2003) and by my status as a first-

generation college graduate. Methodologically my study was an autoethnography, which 

falls under the Ethnography Approach to qualitative research (Creswell, 2007). 

Autoethnography is the vehicle to drive ethnography "away from the gaze of the 

distanced and detached observer and toward the embrace of intimate involvement, 
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engagement, and embodied participation" (Ellis & Bochner, 2006). I served as both the 

research subject and the researcher. 

Moving toward a position of self-authorship requires an epistemological, 

interpersonal, and intrapersonal evolution—a shift from "'how you know' to 'how I 

know'" (Meszaros, 2007, p. 11). In this study 1 traced the path I followed from being a 

"silent woman" with little knowledge of her own to the woman I am today—a woman 

who "integrate[s]" personal knowledge with outside knowledge to create a "unique and 

authentic voice" (Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, & Tarule, 1986, p. 134). These 

transformations were the result of moving away from wholly accepting external voices 

toward creating my own internal voice. 

Understanding the transformations that I have undergone over the years, helped to 

explain what attributes of my personality provided the ability to remain in the. My 

research resulted in the identification of the following themes: (1) facing challenges with 

courage; (2) finding my own voice; and (3) providing support and scaffolding to students. 

Within these frameworks, 1 followed the paths of my transformation from the woman 1 

was groomed to be into the woman 1 am. 
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PROLOGUE 

Australia, the land where contradictions 

confront you at every corner. 

Climb mystical Ayers Rock 

or explore the Australian Safari. 

Sightsee by sailboat 

on a beautiful Sydney harbor 

or abseil down the side of a misty mountain. 

~International Travel Tours, 2009 

While sitting front of my computer, formulating and refining my dissertation, I stop 

and take a step back for a second to marvel at my present situation: I am sitting in front of 

my computer writing my dissertation. Who am I to be exploring my life as the basis of a 

dissertation study? 1 am Robin Philbeck Tillotson, daughter of Ben and Carrie, wife of 

Phil, mother of Paige and John, and mother-in-law of Andrew. I am a baby born in the 

last years of the Baby Boom, a girl of the sixties, a teenager of the seventies, a young 

teacher in the eighties, a young mother in the nineties, a reinvented teacher in the new 

millennium. I was the first in my family to go off to college. I am the first member of my 

family to pursue a degree beyond the Masters level. At 53,1 am the oldest member of my 

Ph.D. cohort. I am a career teacher with a total of 29 years of experience in both high 

18 



19 

school and pre-school. I am the mother of a novice middle school teacher. I appear to be 

a traditional woman living a traditional woman's life. However, I am more contradiction 

than tradition. I am a woman of contrasts. I find that my voice is in constant juxtaposition 

against the tradition of my upbringing. I was born into a gentleman farmer's family, but 

was not taught to farm. I was considered a Southern girl, but raised to be a professional 

woman. I should have identified with my mother, but bonded more closely to my Daddy 

instead. Teachers considered me "smart", but I did not qualify for the gifted program 

when it began in my eighth grade year. I should love the Beatles and the Rolling Stones, 

but love Pink and Katy Perry. I am moving into menopause, but still work out like a 

twenty-year old at the gym. I was raised to be a rule follower, but listen to my own voice 

instead. Raised by Republican Southern Baptists, I should view the world through a 

traditional, conservative lens, but I find myself at odds with those views. I am often scared 

to attempt something new, but cannot resist doing so. 1 was born a teacher, but enjoyed 

the opportunity to not work for a few years. I began teaching in a rural setting, but now 

teach in a large urban school. I am a digital immigrant, but strive to speak without an 

accent. I should have become a principal or district Director, but chose to remain in the 

classroom. I am a scientist but chose to undertake a qualitative dissertation study. I 

should be looking toward retirement, but I enrolled in a Ph.D. program to prepare for a 

new chapter in my career. I should be content to complete my career in my current 

school, but am attempting to move into the online education world. I should go to work 

every day, but I go to school every day instead. 

The tensions arising from these juxtapositions have caused me to evaluate the 

contrasts of my life so that I know my positions and myself well, so that I understand 
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why my choices are my choices. This knowledge produces stability within both my 

personal and professional lives, resulting in longevity. It is the knowledge of myself that 

gives me the longevity to remain in the classroom after 30 years, to remain in my 

marriage after 30 years, and to remain an advocate for public education. As a career 

teacher, it is incumbent upon me to mentor novice teachers, to show them how to not 

only survive their first five years, but also how to thrive as an educator. 

The difficulties my daughter faced in her first year of teaching served as the impetus for 

my study. A wonderful principal of a school comprised of a stable teaching force hired 

her. Because of the stability of the school personnel, she was the least experienced 

teacher by six years and because of her teaching assignment, her situation was often one 

of isolation. From her comments and through her tears, I began to wonder if she would 

become another statistic—would she be another teacher who left the profession? 

Currently, nearly 50% of teachers leave the profession within the first five years of 

their career (Alliance for Excellent Education, 2008). So what keeps me remaining a 

teacher in the classroom for 30 years? The answer to the question of why have I stayed in 

the classroom so long could possibly lead us to find ways in which to help other effective 

teachers remain in the classroom. It is imperative to retain effective teachers for they 

produce greater gains in student achievement (NCTAF, 1997; Wong, 2009), are 

responsible for greater than 90% of the differences in student achievement (NCTAF, 

1997; Wong, 2009), and their presence in the classroom positively affects the lower 

achieving students first (Hanushek, Kain, & Rivkin, 2004; Wong, 2009). 

The knowledge of the necessity to place a quality teacher in every classroom coupled 

with the experience of my daughter's first year caused me to evaluate what it is about me 
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that keeps the love of teaching present after so many years. How have I made this journey 

for so long and why do I wish to continue the journey for many more years? Can the 

story of my journey help beginning teachers to see the value of continuing in the field of 

education? 

The Travel Guide 

In autoethnography, the dissertation may take the form of a story, a collage, a dance or 

other performance, or as a dissertation document (Holman Jones, 2005). My dissertation 

takes the form of a travel guide symbolizing my transformational journeys through my 

personal and professional lives. This transformation guide is organized by voice; 

beginning with the voices of others and ending with my own conscienization as I move 

from girl to woman to wife to teacher to mother and back to teacher. As we progress, we 

meet my parents, aunts, daughter, son, colleagues, and mentors. 

My dissertation has taken the form of a travel guide through Australia; symbolizing 

my transformational journeys through my personal and professional lives. In many ways, 

my trip to Australia in 2010 epitomized my autoethnography. In particular, the challenges 

I faced as I fought to overcome the fear of the unknown in many of the activities I chose 

to experience. These fears began with the 21-hour flight, continued through the visit to 

the outback, and culminated in the snorkeling adventure on the Great Barrier Reef. My 

Australia trip was transformational. I found myself so mesmerized by my trip to Australia 

that I decided to use a trip though Australia as the metaphor for my dissertation. Through 

this metaphor, I will travel from the modern, dazzling city of Sydney, to the barren, 

austere Red Center, to the tropical rainforests of Cairns, to the primordial Great Barrier 

Reef, and back to Sydney. I see Australia as a fitting metaphor for my journeys because, 



22 

like me, Australia is filled with juxtapositions; I see Australia as a land filled with 

contradiction, as I am a land filled with contradictions. The following page continues this 

metaphor presenting a snapshot of my dissertation theory and analysis as a travel 

brochure. 
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Teacher Longevity 
It requires time and effort to fashion oneself as a teacher. For this self to be constructed—"as author, maker, critiquer, and remaker of its 
experience, the self as a system or complex, regulative of its parts"— requires the "fourth order consciousness" (Kegan, 1994, p. 133). 

Pinar (2004) enjoins that the educational community must "study teaching and learning autobiographically" in an effort to "resolve vexed 
relations among education, culture, and politics" (p. 228). This is where I see my research study contributing to the curriculum of teaching. It is in 
my development as an advocate for students and as a provider of the scaffolding for thdur success that I see my strengths as an educator. These are 
the attributes that I have gained through my experiences as a career teacher. 

in 

How my Study fits into 
Teacher Longevity 

; iKs. !• *. : i- x i *i.i,i'-•".l"-' 

*  . . . K  i  >  I  

k ' I.1 V 1 <• \ '••• \ ' : i: ' • ^ . 

\ !  .  

: ' .U • •. .f, - • • ;! ' r I 
K "'HI • : Zt ; • 
* I s -••!;• ,J, -.Ul-U's 
l( : .H;!., , .'HI. . " ! 
* .C . '.'V-V. "f ,1' 

i •' r;,tr ? J. ^ . 
* i I v c u '-.i- ii • • u . •, >! ...tr i 
[LMt 
•'! jinn ) 

! i u \ r c: .V ' 



Research Quest ions 

taearch Questions 
I l|Wh* n»Aeu don Mlf-Mhonl«e pfey « the pmotal 
«td profesvonai dcvetoemm of a veteran teacher? 
(Li]WKit crossroad** m» person*! Wc cncourage* 
trjmformaoon? 
(lb) Wh*crossroadi m m/ professonai Me encowaged 
transfonnjition? 
(2) How d«S the «voiueon of pefSoneidmtKy influence 
the process of becomn( a transformed practxwner? 

Background 
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2010; Kegm, 1994) 

This 
antoethnography 
examined my adult 
development as I 
moved toward self-
authorship in both 
my personal and 
professional lives. 
(Cretwell, 2007). 

Small sample size 
renders the 

findings rvon-
generalizable. 

It adds to the 
body of 
knowledge of 
professional 
educators and 
their journeys 
through adult 
life. 

Phase 1: narrative writing. 
Allowed me to gather my 
memories and re-memoriee 
(Morrison, 1993) ail 
reflected upon the 
development of my personal 
epistemology 

Phase 2 consisted of 
interviews and 
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allowed me to identify 
themes that emerged 
from the data. 

This a method in whsch"tre study the 
forms of our own experience.. .we work to 
remember, tmagfne, and realize ways of 
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chasm presently separating our public and 
private worlds" (Grumet, 1988, p-xv). 

As I wrote, I "engaged in a fanning 
metankalogDe, a constant conversation 
with [my}self, a perpetual 
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meaning (Kmrheloe, 2005) 
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#1: Events that affect a student's self-
esteem in school, may affect her throughout 
her life. 
#2: Consider the lasting consequences of 
allowing social pressure to drive the 
curriculum. 
#3: Sometimes students are not treated 
fairly in school. 
#4: In college, my success resulted 
from overcoming the challenges that forced 

me to chart a clear path to success 

01: To be heard in my marriage and my life. 
02: To be more Involved as a mother. 
03: To be courage and face every challenge. 
04: To know when to lead, when to protect, 
when to guide and when to trust your child. 
#S: To encourage your children to experience 
the larger world beyond. 

#1: Every child deserves an advocate. 
#2: Do the little things. 
#3: Teachers should work for the good of 
students. 
04: Meet students where they are 
developmentally and support them on their 
way to the end goal of passing the class. 
#5: Teachers should be kind, compassionate, 
and consistent, to every student, every 
moment, everyday. 
#6: Teachers can only control what occurs in 
the classroom. 

Face EVERY Challenges Finding My Own Voice Providing Necessary Support 

There is no barrier to doing what is right 
for kids. (Mimi) 

You fight for kids always. (Mane) 

You asked the question, Is this right for 
kids or not? Then you took a stand. 
(Mi mi) 

You pushed the limits. (Auntie) 

You don't stress over the minute details as 
much. (John) 

You have an understanding and high 
tolerance for student mistakes. It is much 
higher than your tolerance for adult 
mistakes. (Marie) 

You get into their world and by doing so, you 
earn their permission to teach them. (Mimi) 

You also take on the role of encourager. 
(Marie) 

You are very good at turning 
moments into learning opportunities. (Paige) 



CHAPTER 1 

BEGINNING AT THE END—WHERE AM I NOW? 

Sydney Opera House is a masterpiece 

of late modern architecture. 

It is admired internationally 

and proudly treasured 

by the people of Australia. 

It was created by a young architect 

who gave Australia a challenging, graceful piece of urban sculpture 

in patterned tiles, glistening in the sunlight and invitingly aglow at night 

~Sydney Opera House, 2011 

Introduction 

I arrive in the beautiful, cosmopolitan city of Sydney. It is a bright and shining city 

filled with a youthful exuberance that makes me think that anything is possible here. The 

people are friendly, the streets are clean, and the buildings are tall. I walk down to 

Sydney Harbor and immediately see the Opera House with its iconic shells and the 

majestic Harbor Bridge that faces it. The shells of the Opera House are beautiful in the 

day, lovely at night, but extraordinary during sunset as the brilliant reds and oranges of 

the setting sun reflect on their surfaces. The exquisiteness of the shells during the 
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transition of sunset is more beautiful to me than daytime or nighttime. It is in the 

transition that the marvelous nature of their engineering is most apparent. As I stand here 

at sunset gazing in awe at the Sydney Opera House, I realize that I am in transition as 

well. 

It is Sydney Opera House lore that if the shells that adorn the top of the Sydney Opera 

House were removed, they would fit together to produce a single, perfect sphere. This is 

because "the final shape of the shells derived from the surface of a single imagined 

sphere" (Sydney Opera House, 2011). The realization that the shells could come together 

to form one perfect sphere reminds me that the sum of the events of my life come 

together to produce a single individual, the person that I am today. If one of the shells 

were to be damaged or lost, the sphere could not be formed. Likewise, if any event in my 

personal and professional lives were lost, I could not be the person or the teacher I am 

today. 

I stand down under between the Sydney Opera House and the Sydney Harbor Bridge, 

a farm girl from rural North Carolina and I wonder at how far I have come from my 

beginnings and how far I have yet to travel. I realize that I am no longer that farm girl; I 

am a cosmopolitan woman who has faced many obstacles in her life to arrive at this 

juncture. I realize that the journey of this Ph. D. program and this dissertation study has 

had a transformative effect on me to refine me even more. God said in Isaiah 48:10, 

"Behold, I have refined thee, but not with silver; I have chosen thee in the furnace of 

affliction" (King James Bible Online, 2012). For me the word "affliction" in this verse 
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Figure 1 Standing Between the Sydney Opera House and the Sydney Harbor Bridge 

represents the challenges that I have faced in both my personal and professional lives. 

Transformation occurs through facing and surviving the challenges of life. Following 

transformation comes the peace associated with the confidence that I faced that challenge 

and I won. That peace carries over into all aspects of my life because overcoming 

challenges changes the very core of my being. It is this refining that has shaped me. Thus, 

the exploration of this dissertation was to determine how my responses to the challenges 

of my life have shaped me into both Ms. Robin and Mrs. Tillotson. 

This transformation is not unlike the transformation that I experienced in my personal 

and professional lives as I journeyed from immature college-graduate and first-year 

teacher and wife to veteran teacher, 30-year wife, and the mother of two adult children. In 

all cases, I had to trust myself in order to become the person, teacher, wife, mother, and 
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traveler that I desired to be. I had to learn to let go of others' expectations for me and 

make my own way on the journey (Baxter Magolda, 1998, 2009; Kegan, 1994). 

Scheduling The Itinerary 

Originally I had planned to complete a quantitative dissertation involving data that 

was already collected and awaiting someone to analyze it. However, since this may be 

my final educational journey, I did not want to cross a lazy, meandering river of data and 

numbers concerning the Georgia High School Graduation Tests. The adventure I was 

looking for was in producing a dissertation using the cutting-edge, postmodern qualitative 

methodology of the autoethnography. I chose autoethnography as my methodology 

because it is an empowering process (Jones, 2010), enabling me "to write [myself] into a 

greater sense of wholeness by integrating multiple identities" (p. 235), and, therefore, a 

self-authoring and transformative activity in itself. 

Impetus for Study 

I first began thinking about examining my personal and professional development for 

my dissertation when my daughter started her first teaching job. As all first-year-teachers 

do, she has faced struggles that she did not anticipate. From her first-hand knowledge of 

living with a teacher as a mom, she expected long hours, less than wonderful pay, lots of 

paperwork, and having to deal with students and their families. However, she had never 

experienced the times when I struggled as a first-year-teacher or as a first-year-back-to-

teaching-teacher. My daughter had only experienced my funny stories about silly students 

and the love I have for the profession. That set her expectations for a smooth and easy 

transition from college student to full time teacher very high. As a parent to a millennial 

daughter, I just could not let her suffer without trying to help. Sweeny (2005) defines the 
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millennial generation, "the second largest generation in U. S. history" (p. 166), as 

comprised of people "born between 1979 and 1994" (p. 165). The millennial generation 

"grew up in an era that placed high value on children" an era which also gave rise to 

'"helicopter parents,' [parents who are] always hovering, ultra-protective, unwilling to let 

go..." (Howe & Strauss, 2003, p. 1). It was very difficult to abstain from calling her 

principal and trying to work this out for her. The more anxious, frustrated, and 

disappointed my daughter became, the more I examined my experiences as a teacher. 

That was what led me to begin focusing on this topic. I wanted to document, evaluate and 

qualify my journey from scared, disappointed first-year-teacher to the relaxed, 

comfortable veteran teacher I am today. 

Therefore, my autoethnographic dissertation began as a way to re-examine my 

teaching journey in order to help my daughter (and other first year teachers) along in her 

journey. As the years of experience build up for a teacher, she often moves from blindly 

accepting others' notion of teaching and curriculum and relies more on her own internal 

values—she becomes self-authored (Baxter Magolda, 1999; 2009; Kegan, 1994). 

However, the more I thought about the history of my teaching and the evolution that 

occurred throughout my career; I realized that 1 could not focus solely on my professional 

life. The professional life of a teacher informs and is informed by her personal life as 

well. This realization led me to explore the journey toward self-authorship in both my 

personal and my professional lives. 

This autoethnographic study delved into my journey toward self-authorship. In fact, 

two journeys were investigated: my personal journey, Ms. Robin, and my professional 

journey, Mrs. Tillotson. By exploring these journeys I traced the paths I followed in 
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going from a "silent woman" with little knowledge of her own to the woman I am today--

a woman who "integrate[s]" personal knowledge with outside knowledge to create a 

"unique and authentic voice" (Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, & Tarule, 1986, p. 134). 

My study was a qualitative investigation of my personal and professional lives. 

Inherent in any qualitative study are ontological, epistemological, and axiological 

assumptions. The ontological assumption present in this study came from the interviews 

and discussions that I conducted with colleagues, friends and family. While one would 

expect an autoethnography to present only one reality, I hypothesized that multiple 

realities may exist within a single individual based on timeframes, experiences, and 

situations. Epistemologically my study came from "first-hand knowledge" 

(Creswell, 2007, p. 18) as I served as both the only participant and as the researcher. 

Acknowledging that qualitative studies are "value-laden" by nature is to accept the 

axiological assumption that the values I present represented my own (Creswell, 2007, p. 

18). 

My study was situated within the social constructivist framework. As such I looked to 

"generate or inductively develop a ...pattern of meaning" (Creswell, 2007, p. 21). My 

analysis depended upon emerging patterns and themes from which I was able to make 

meaning. The postmodernist, feminist, and critical views further framed my study. 

Looking through these lenses, I was able to see my evolution from a person who accepted 

the hegemony inherent in Southeastern American society into a person who desires to 

"chang[e] [her] ways of thinking" (Creswell, 2007. p. 25). 
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Conceptual framework 

Self-authorship 

Modern America is a complex, diverse, dynamic society, which places great, demands 

upon her adult citizens. "The capacity for life-long learning is necessary to keep pace" 

with our ever-changing technologies and our ever-evolving multicultural dimension 

(Baxter Magolda, 1998, p. 143). The demands on adults in our society are myriad and 

include the capacities to: "take on responsibility, manage affairs effectively, and make 

informed decisions as they interact with their fellow citizens" (Baxter Magolda, 1998, p. 

143). In addition to the previously mentioned demands, adult citizens are expected to 

show a maturity about the differing cultures that surround them. This maturity involves 

the capacity to "understand cultural differences, accept and not feel threatened by cultural 

differences, and function interdependently with diverse others" (King & Baxter Magolda, 

2005, p. 574). In order for adults to acquire the abilities to meet these demands of modern 

American society, a transformation must occur. One transformative model that involves a 

mental organization, which provides adults with the ability to critically examine their 

beliefs and values systems, is self-authorship. 

Kegan (1994) first posited the idea of this transformation from an external belief 

system to an internal one. In this work, he "proposfed] a view of human being as 

meaning-making and exploring the inner experience and outer contours of our 

transformations in consciousness throughout the lifespan" (1994, p. 2). Kegan posited 

that human consciousness evolves through a series of four orders of consciousness, with 

each order encompassing and engulfing the abilities of the previous one (1994). This 



34 

"transformation is one of self-authorship, of becoming the definer of one's acceptability" 

(Kegan, 1994, p. 301). 

The process of self-authorship results in a person's transformation from an external 

belief system to an internal belief system (Baxter Magolda, 2010; Kegan, 1994; King & 

Baxter Magolda, 2005; Meszaros, 2007; Pizzolato, 2005). This transformation is essential 

for 21st century adulthood. The demands placed on adults in contemporary America are 

so multifaceted that relying on an external belief system is no longer sufficient (Kegan, 

1994). Because our society has changed from areas of homogeneous populations to 

multiracial, multiethnic, diverse communities, the demands placed on the adult member 

of those societies have changed as well. Therefore, the manner in which we make 

meaning of our world must transform (Kegan, 1994). No longer can our beliefs and 

values come solely from our community. Our community presents us with a vast supply 

of varying ideologies from which we must create our own beliefs and values. 

Self-authorship is a theory about the manner in which people derive meaning from 

their experiences (Baxter Magolda, 1999, 2009; Creamer & Laughlin, 2005; Kegan, 

1994; King & Baxter Magolda, 2005; Meszaros, 2007; Pizzolato, 2005). This theory 

"integrates the epistemological, intrapersonal and interpersonal development to 

conceptualize the way people interpret and analyze what happens to them and draw 

conclusions about what experiences mean to them" (Creamer & Laughlin, 2005, p. 16). 

Becoming a Transformed Practitioner 

The journey toward self-authorship leads to large-scale transformations both 

personally and professionally. Mezirow states that "[a] defining condition of being 

human is that we have to understand the meaning of our experience" (1997, p. 5). As I 
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reflect upon my parallel lives, I find that there are definite periods of transformation. In 

many ways, these periods reflect the suppositions inherent in transformative learning 

theory. This theory posits that adults must make meaning from their experiences and that 

if the meanings do not fit within one's personally accepted frames of reference, a 

transformative process may begin (Cohen, 1997; Grabove, 1997; Mezirow, 1997, 2003; 

Pilling-Cormick, 1997; Taylor, 2008). Questioning what has always been held as truth is 

a first step in this transformation. 

"Transformative learning is understood as a uniquely adult form of metacognitive 

reasoning... it transforms problematic frames of reference" to become more open and less 

restrictive (Mezirow, 2003, p. 58). It "is the process of effecting change in a frame of 

reference" (Mezirow, 1997, p. 5). Transformative practitioners, like transformative 

learners, seek "to become autonomous thinkers" who make meaning based on "their own 

values.. .and purposes" as opposed to being content to "uncritically act on" the values and 

purposes of others (Grabove, 1997, p. 89). A transforming practitioner is no longer 

content to blindly follow the pedagogy presented from an external source. She 

internalizes the information and reflects upon its place in her value system. As this 

reflection "becomes more critical, the potential for transformative learning exists" 

(Pilling-Cormick, 1997, p. 76). A transforming practitioner takes in the pedagogy and 

evaluates it in terms of her own internal values, consciously choosing the parts of the 

pedagogy that are consistent with her beliefs. 

Facing perspective-changing crises can result in the evolution from rule-follower into 

a transforming practitioner. There are periods of time in one's life that result in great 

upheaval and change. These times, "[often occur[ing] either through a series of 
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cumulative transformed meaning schemes or as a result of an acute personal or social 

crisis," (Taylor, 2008, p.6) are ripe for transformation to occur. Examples of these crises 

include death of a loved one, a culture change, or a job change (Taylor, 2008). During 

these times of crisis, adults experience intense pain and grief (Scott, 1997). This pain can 

cause a person "to question the very core of their existence" (Mezirow, 1997, Taylor, 

2008). This "self-reflection can lead to significant personal transformations" (Mezirow, 

1997, p. 7); transformations that affect every aspect of a person's life both personally and 

professionally. 

While this transformation is critical for adults, it is essential for teachers in places in 

which many ways of knowing and many value systems exist. The ability to take in facets 

of the many different value systems, to critically reflect upon them and form their own 

internal value system (Cranton, 2002) produces transformed practitioners who can meet 

each student and facilitate her/his development. 

First Generation College Graduate 

First generation college students face many challenges. These students are defined as 

"those students whose parents did not graduate from college" (Ishitani, 2003, p. 433). Not 

only do they face the challenges that all entering college freshmen face, but they also face 

cultural and social challenges (Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniak, & Terenzini, 2004). They 

are often less prepared for college both "academically and psychologically "(Inman & 

Mayes, 1999), they are more likely to have deficient reading and math skills (Terenzini, 

Springer, Yaeger, Pascarella, & Nora, 1996) and have lower SAT scores (Inman & 

Mayes, 1999). First generation students do not have the parental expertise that traditional 

students have in negotiating the college experience. This lack of parental college 
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experience may result in less knowledge about the demands of college. This lack of 

knowledge may in turn influence the success of first-generation students (Inman & 

Mayes, 1999; Pike & Kuh, 2005). 

Because college is a culture all its own, a form of culture shock may await first-

generation college students (Inman & Mayes, 1999). Without parental knowledge and 

advice, it is more difficult for these students to face this new situation. They will 

undoubtedly be exposed to new cultures and new values that may challenge their 

previously held beliefs. This challenge could result in a transformative event, or 

crossroad, helping to lead the student toward self-authorship (Baxter Magolda, 1998, 

2010; Cohen, 1997; Grabove, 1997; Kegan, 1994; Mezirow, 1997, 2003; Pilling-

Cormick, 1997; Taylor, 2008). Unfortunately, many first-generation students cannot or 

do not choose to continue through this process. In fact, "first generation students [are] 

about twice as likely as those whose parents had bachelor's degrees to" fail to return for 

their second year in college (Choy, 2001, xxxii). 

Feminist Theory 

My gender goes along with me through all my travels. I cannot escape being female, 

nor would I want to escape being female. Therefore, feminist theory informs my study 

and my life as it is centered on "women's diverse situations and the institutions that 

frame those situations" (Creswell, 2007, p. 25). Many people would be surprised to 

discover that my life is informed by feminist theory. After all, I wear make-up, have 

medium-length hair, and love to wear dresses. This is the antithesis of what many people 

imagine feminism and feminist theory to be (Brooks & Hesse-Biber, 2007). 
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Stemming from the milieu "of the second wave feminist movement," Brooks & 

Hesse-Biber (2007, p. 5) attest that feminist research "challenges the basic structures and 

ideologies [within our society] that oppresses women" (p. 4). According to Brooks and 

Hesse-Biber (2007), feminist research practices and ideologies sprung up in response to 

positivist research practices and ideologies. They assert that in contrast to the positivist 

belief in the one truth, feminist theory elucidates the fact that women's issues dislocated 

the one truth as defined by the male-dominated research community. Feminist researchers 

appear to fall into one of two camps. One group seeks to ensure that women are included 

in positivist research methodologies. Olsen (1994) maintains that these researchers 

represent feminist empiricism. The second group seeks to discover new methodologies to 

replace the positivist paradigm (Brooks & Hesse-Biber, 2007). From this second group 

the branch of feminist research known as feminist standpoint epistemology (Brooks, 

2007; Smith, 1974, 1992) formed. 

Abigail Brooks (2007) tells us "feminist standpoint epistemology" is predicated on 

placing "women at the center of the research process... to begin with women's lives as 

they themselves experience them''' (p. 57). This epistemology informs my study in that my 

exploration is completely centered upon my lived experience. 

Problem Statement 

Moving toward a position of self-authorship requires an epistemological, 

interpersonal, and intrapersonal evolution—a shift from "'how you know' to 'how I 

know'" (Meszaros, 2007, p. 11). The purpose of this autoethnographic study was to 

describe the milieu that self-authorship plays in the personal and professional 

development of a veteran teacher. The four areas that I explored: self-authorship (Baxter 
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2003), first-generation college graduates, and feminist theory, provided the theoretical 

framework for my study. This was a social constructivist autoethnographic study as 

viewed through the postmodern, feminist and critical lenses. Serving as both the 

participant and the observer, I was the subject of the research as well as the researcher. 

Within these frameworks, I followed the path of my transformation from the woman I 

was supposed to be into the woman I am. 

Significance or Importance of Problem 

With the current concerns over the attrition of teachers (Alliance for Excellent 

Education, 2008, Borman & Dowling, 2008), the story of a teacher with a long and 

successful career is especially significant. The culture of a successful teacher who has 

enjoyed a long career is a culture that few people, even educators, have experienced. 

Showing the manner in which I have met the challenges of teaching in the public schools 

for 30 years, perhaps a future first-, second-, or fifth-year teacher can find strength to 

meet the challenges that she faces. 

Purpose of the Study 

Data for my study consisted of interviews/discussions with fellow teachers, 

conversations with family and friends, family photographs, and my own recollections 

(Wall, 2006). I employed the practices of "discussion, introspection, and thought" as I 

analyzed the data allowing for the emergence of themes and patterns (Wall, 2006, p. 5). 

I hoped to discover how major events have shaped both my personal and my 

professional lives. I hoped to trace my road to self-authorship for both my own personal 

information and to possibly help young teachers just starting out on the journey. 
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Research Questions 

The following questions framed the study of my journeys. 

(1) What milieu does self-authorship play in the personal and professional 

development of a veteran teacher? 

(la) What crossroads in my personal life encouraged transformation? 

(lb) What crossroads in my professional life encouraged transformation? 

(2) How did the evolution of personal identity influence the process of becoming 

a transformed practitioner? 

Limitations 

Sparkes (2000) considers autoethnography to be "on the borderline of disciplines ... 

caus[ing] problems for those concerned with criteriology...a constant search for 

...universal criteria forjudging research" (p. 36). The limitations of this study are 

inherently found in self-study narrative research—the researcher's "gendered biography" 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 1994, p. 11). Burnard (2007) suggests that the solo researcher views 

her world "through a particular lens" which determines her interpretations. Denzin & 

Lincoln (1994) agree and assert that "the gendered, multiculturally situated researcher 

approaches the work" with a set of questions dictated by her position in society and 

academia (p. 11). The autoethnographer "faces the difficulty of representing, presenting, 

legitimating, analyzing, and reporting [her] own experience as data" (Bullough & 

Pinnegar, 2001, p. 15) which may limit 'the depth and breadth of interpretive and analytic 

perspective" (Jones, 2010, p. 239). 
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Data was produced from only one primary source with additional data coming from 

conversations and photographs. The extremely small sample size (n=l) does not allow for 

the results to be generalizable. Rather, it is for the individual reader to determine the of 

the applicability results. It is a story to be told. 

Key Terms 

Autoethnography—"a self-narrative that critiques the situatedness of self with others in 

social contexts" (Spry, 2001, p. 710). 

Critical Theory—focused upon "empowering human beings to transcend the constraints 

placed on them by race, class, and gender (Creswell, 2007, p. 27). 

Feminist view—focused upon "women's diverse situations and the institutions that frame 

those situations" (Creswell, 2007, p. 25). 

Feminism—"the struggle for equality of women.. .to emphasize the value of women as 

they are.. .that women are already as valuable as men" (Moi, 1988, p. 5) 

Feminist Standpoint Theory—"a theory of knowledge building and a method of doing 

research...that challenges us to (1) see and understand the world through the eyes and 

experiences of oppressed women and (20 apply the vision and knowledge of oppressed 

women to social activism and social change (Brooks, 2007, p. 53) 

First-generation College Students--"those students whose parents did not graduate from 

college (Ishitani, 2003, p. 433) 

Milieu—"a French word that means a social environment or setting" 

(yourdictionary.com, 2012). "The people, physical and social conditions and events, 

which provide the environment in which someone acts or lives" 
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(dictionary.cambridge.org, 2011). In my case the environment is the culture of teaching 

and teachers. 

Postmodernist—"knowledge claims must be set within the condition of the world today 

and in the multiple perspectives of class, race, gender, and other group affiliations 

(Creswell, 2007, p. 25) 

Self-Authorship—the developmental journeys along which adults move as they changed 

from being dependent on external voices to becoming independent; listening to their own 

internal voice (Baxter Magolda, 1998; Kegan, 1994; King & Baxter Magolda, 2005; 

Pizzolato, 2005). 

Transformed practitioner—a practitioner who has evolved to be able to make her own 

meanings from the information provided to her (Cohen, 1997; Grabove, 1997; Mezirow, 

1997; Mezirow, 2003; Pilling-Cormick, 1997; Taylor, 2008). 

Summary 

This was an autoethnographic study into the paths I have taken as I have ventured 

toward self-authorship in both my private and professional lives. Conceptually, it was a 

social constructivist study, framed by the theories of transformation—self-authorship 

(Baxter Magolda, 1998, 2010; Kegan, 1994) and transformative learning theory 

(Mezirow, 1997, 2003) and by my status as a first-generation college graduate. To further 

situate my study it fell under the postmodernist, feminist, and critical theory milieux that 

helped to shape the person I am today (Creswell, 2007). As I am the only participant, the 

extremely small sample size rendered the findings not broadly generalizable. It adds to 

the body of knowledge of professional educators and their journeys through adult life. 
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Now that I have arrived in Sydney, I find there is much to investigate. I need to 

discover what natural and man-made wonders await me in every area of Australia I plan 

to visit, to determine what additional items I need to add to my suitcase, and to decide on 

the mode of transportation in which to travel throughout the country. 



CHAPTER 2 

WHAT TO PACK 

The Australian sun is very harsh 

and you should also consider clothing 

that protects you from sunburn. 

Label your suitcase inside and out 

and perhaps attach a ribbon 

to your luggage to make it easier to spot. 
~Contiki.com, 2012 

The Travel Itinerary 

The purpose of this social constructivist, postpositivist study was to illustrate the role 

that self-authorship played in my psychological evolution as I moved from having my 

values defined by the outside world to constructing my own internal values (Baxter 

Magolda, 1999, 2009; Kegan, 1994). Based in the postpositivist paradigm, this study 

utilized interactive, dynamic interviews in which the interviews "take a conservational 

tone" (Ellis, 2004, p. 61). I endeavored to elucidate how certain intersections along the 

roads I traveled enhanced or impeded my development into a self-authored adult (Baxter 

Magolda, 2009). The study was grounded in feminist theory; it was further framed by the 

social constructivist and postpositivist contexts. 

44 
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The study was an autoethnography examining the evolution of my journey toward 

self-authorship in both my private and personal lives (Baxter Magolda, 1999, 2009; 

Kegan, 1994). The following research questions were investigated: (1) What milieu does 

self-authorship play in the personal and professional development of a veteran teacher? 

(la)What crossroads in my personal life encouraged transformation? (lb) What 

crossroads in my professional life encouraged transformation? and (2) How did the 

evolution of personal identity influence the process of becoming a transformed 

practitioner or alternatively, how did the process of becoming a transformed practitioner 

influence the evolution of my personal identity? 

The itinerary I planned was more of a suggestion than a true daily plan. Often, the 

most enlightened and special parts of my travels involve taking an unexpected detour, 

such as realizing that I could go to a performance at the Sydney Opera House in jeans or 

deciding to stay longer in two special places, Uluru and Cairns, rather than following the 

original plan to drive down the Gold Coast of Australia. It is with this in mind that I was 

excited to discover hidden gems that emerged from my study. 

Packing for the Journey 

Once the destination was decided and the route mapped out, I had to choose what to 

pack to take along on my journey; what clothes were appropriate for the weather as well 

as how many things to pack. Since I was traveling by airplane, I had a luggage limit of 

one carry-on bag, a backpack, and a purse. Therefore, my packing was quite efficient. I 

packed this way so that I could carry-on rather than check my baggage, which ensured 

that my luggage would not be lost en route to my destination. This also provided the 

freedom to shop at my destinations, for Australia was a destination with many special or 
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culturally unique items, such as an opal necklace and earring from Sydney or a 

boomerang from Cairns. Then, if necessary, I could either check my additional items for 

the trip home or ship them home. Checking my bags on the trip home was acceptable—if 

the airline lost my luggage on the return trip, they must deliver it to my house. However, 

I packed my opals in my purse in order to carry them onto the plane to ensure they 

arrived home safely. 

Searching for the Items to Pack 

In Chapter 1,1 decided the destination for my journey. The next step was deciding 

what to pack to take along and what to leave home. I began my search with Google 

Scholar. I searched for the keyword for each of the theories that frame my study: self-

authorship, transformed practitioner, feminist theory, and first-generation college student. 

I did not stop here, however. Next, I investigated the reference list of each article, book, 

and book chapter I read to gather more source material (Randolph, 2009). In order to 

decide what specific items to pack, I used the following criteria; I would only pack 

publications (articles, books, and book chapters) that were: 

1. Written in English. 

2. "Published in peer-reviewed journals, books, or reports published by reputable 

educational organizations" (J. Randolph, personal communication, January 

13, 2011) 

3. Published within the last 25 years, unless the material was foundational and 

pivotal. 

I was also open to finding hidden treasure, cultural items unique to the destination, along 

the way, adding richness to the items from home. 
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As I examined each theory I planned to pack, I noticed that there was a commonality 

among them: life in the postmodern era. The postmodern era is characterized by the 

deconstruction of dominant theories to open up the cultural and historical contexts in 

which a life is lived; to situate theory among the "multiple perspectives" of living a life 

(Creswell, 2007, p. 25). 

As Belenky and Stanton (2000) phrase it, life "in a world that is changing at an ever-

accelerating rate... [where] there are no fixed truths" (p. 71). Each article in my suitcase 

seemed to represent my personal methods of living in this world, ways of coping with the 

changes, and my knowledge of my own epistemology. As I critically reflected upon these 

theories and interconnected them with the challenges of life in the postmodern age, I 

identified the assumptions I have concerning my personal and professional journeys. 

Thus, those items represented what I believed I would need on my journey. 

As I discovered more and more crossroads that were transformative I found that I 

either needed a larger carry-on to accommodate these new revelations or that I needed to 

leave some items behind. As transformation occurred some items that were important to 

carry along no longer deemed significant. This shift in the contents of my suitcase came 

from visiting the places recommended by the travel guides as well as those places that I 

discovered along the way. 

This autoethnographic study elucidated positions of educational experiences and 

personal reflections as I sought out and approached self-authorship both as a private 

person, Ms. Robin, and as a career teacher, Mrs. Tillotson (Baxter Magolda, 1998, 2009; 

Kegan, 1994). For this journey to be successful, I required the following theories to be 

packed into my suitcase: (1) self-authorship (Baxter Magolda, 1998, 2009; Kegan, 1994); 
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(2) transformative learning theory (Mezirow, 1997, 2003); (3) first-generation college 

graduate (Inman & Mayes, 1999; Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniak, & Terenzini, 2004; Pike 

& Kuh, 2005); and (4) feminist theory (Brooks & Hesse-Biber, 2007; Olsen, 1994; 

Smith, 1974, 1992). These theories were packed in the special suitcase I use for air travel. 

It is bound together with a postmodernist and social constructivist framework. Each 

theory will be discussed in the order that it is removed from the suitcase to be examined 

and hung in the closet. 

Feminist Theory 

De Beauvoir's (2009) famous quote, "One is not born, but rather becomes, woman" 

(p. 283) invites the question: Does this thought allow for the separation of sex from 

gender? Sex is anatomy, but gender "is the cultural meaning and form that that body 

acquires, the variable modes of that body's acculturation" (Butler, 1986, p. 35). We 

cannot be born women we must become women. The position of females in our culture 

affects this process of becoming women, as it is "an active process of appropriating, 

interpreting, and reinterpreting received cultural possibilities" (Butler, 1986, p. 36). Once 

our gender is defined and accepted, the task of women in 21st century America is to 

engage in the continued fight for equality. 

It's a Girl! 

Upon those words a mother knows that her child will travel a winding road through 

the mountains of her life. Mother knows that her daughter will face moments of exquisite 

joy and intense sorrow. Some of her triumphs will occur simply because she is female; 

some she will share with all humankind. She will be encouraged by supporters and 

limited by opponents. She will be considered less than boys in many areas of her life. For 
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a girl, it is acceptable to be unable to understand and apply mathematical concepts and 

processes. She is expected to perform poorly in science. She is considered weaker, and 

yet, the weight of her future family depends upon her. These predictions and others can 

be formulated simply because she was born a girl. 

Although this is the 21st century, women continue to experience hegemony in simple 

everyday situations. I experience a tacit, passive hegemony each time I enter a computer 

store. Most often I find that not only will no sales associates offer to assist me but also 

that they will not make eye contact with me so that I can ask for assistance. My career is 

part of a profession that is largely feminine. Perhaps the feminization of the education 

profession is what allows male legislators to feel they are qualified to make educational 

decisions. Because of these examples and the many other examples that regularly occur, I 

believe that to live the life of a 21st- century female in our society, every girl must be a 

feminist. 

It is theorized that one starting point for the rise of feminine equality was the 

publication of Simone de Beauvoir's The Second Sex. Judith Thurman (2009) likens this 

publication with the Prometheus' theft of the gods' fire. Thurman (2009) supports her 

opinion that de Beauvoir spurred the beginning of the movement by asserting that de 

Beauvoir's "insights... breached the solitude of countless readers...who thought that the 

fears, transgressions, fantasies, and desires...about being female were aberrant or unique" 

(p. xv). 

I Never Expected to be Considered a Feminist 

It is generally accepted that the feminist movement can be broken into generations, 

which are often referred to as waves. The first wave of feminism attacked the "education, 
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employment, the marriage laws, and the plight of intelligent middle-class single women" 

(Georgetown College, 2010). The second wave of the women's movement of began in 

the late 1960s (Meyer & Whittier, 1994). The slogan of the second wave was "the 

personal is political" (Georgetown College, 2010) and set in motion events that produced 

cultural changes whose effects we see daily. The third wave of feminism continues today 

building on the work of the earlier waves and attempting to build "a lasting foundation 

for social activism around the country" (Georgetown College, 2010). 

1 never identified with "women's lib" as the feminist movement was called in the 

1970s and 1980s. I did not wish to be equal with men. What I did not realize at the time 

was that the feminist movement is not so much as being equal with men as it is with 

establishing equality with men. It was about opening the eyes of the world to see the 

value of women and to acknowledge that "we were already as valuable as men" (Moi, 

1988, p. 5). Honestly, I gave the women's movement very little notice. It was only when 

my son called me a feminist that 1 really began to look at my personal epistemology and 

how it fit within the framework of feminism. It was then that I grasped the fact that I was 

a feminist and embraced this moniker. I believe that as I became more and more self-

authored, I also became more and more feminist. I was able to see that 

"everyone...benefitted from the cultural revolutions put in place by contemporary 

feminist movement" (hooks, 1984/2000, p. xiv), "that most feminist views and 

perspectives [were] rooted in the very real lives, struggles, and experiences of women 

(Brooks, &Hesse-Biber, 2007, p, 3). Therefore, it is through the lens of feminism that I 

conducted my study. 
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It was from the second wave of feminism that "feminist research originated" (Brooks 

and Hesse-Biber, 2007). Since feminism informed my research, I had to decide into 

which of the two camps of feminist research theory I would situate my study. Empiricist 

feminist research seeks the inclusion of women into the traditional positivist research 

paradigm (Olsen, 1994). The easy choice for me would be to follow my scientific, 

quantitative research training to construct a study in the positivist tradition involving 

women. Although this type of research is well within my comfort zone, it would not 

allow me to get to the rich data that I sought for my study. Therefore, I am among the 

second group of feminist researchers: feminist standpoint epistemology (Brooks, 2007; 

Smith, 1974, 1992), which placed women and their lived experience at the heart of the 

research process. According to Brooks (2007) beginning with women's lived experiences 

at the center of research allowed us to "achieve an accurate and authentic understanding 

of what life is like for women today" (p. 56). 

According to Brooks and Hesse-Biber (2007) the choice of research paradigm and 

methods is based upon "the assumptions that influence [both] what [was] studied...and 

how" (p. 5) it was studied. These assumptions comprise the researcher's epistemology; in 

my case, feminist standpoint epistemology. This epistemology is predicated upon 

women's experiences, stereotypes, and oppression (Brooks & Hesse-Biber, 2007). Smith 

(1992) asserts that feminist standpoint epistemology "situates inquiry in the actualities of 

[women's] living" (p. 90). She continues to state that "inquiry starts with the knower who 

is actually located; she is active; she is at work; she is connected with particular other 

people in various ways;...a knowing subject is always located in a particular spatial and 

temporal site, a particular configuration of the everyday/everynight world" (p.91), and 
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that "the standpoint of women never leave the actual" (p. 91). Brooks maintained that 

feminist standpoint epistemology seeks to dissolve the confines "between theory and 

practice...to give voice to oppressed groups...and to translate women's knowledge into 

practice" (p. 72). The research paradigm as seen from the "standpoint of women doesn't 

stand by itself as a theoretical construct; it is a place to begin inquiry" (Smith, 1992, p. 

91). Therefore, I began my inquiry from my standpoint, located in my own place within 

the communities to which I belong. 

Southern Living 

The life I experienced as a girl growing up in a rural, Southern town continues to color 

the way in which I view the world (Belenky et al., 1986) and how I construct meaning 

(Hofer & Pintrich, 1997). Because feminist standpoint theory is predicated upon seeing 

life from the lived experiences of a woman, it is important to understand my experience 

as a Southern Girl. The Southern girl life that I experienced revolved around family, 

church, school, and community. 1 was a cheerleader, Sports Editor of our yearbook, and 

was in the top five percent of my graduating class. I was a member of the Southern 

Baptist Church that stood in the center of our community, singing in the youth choir and 

participating in youth activities. The people who lived around me were either family or 

friends of my parents. The children with whom I played were the children with whom 

went to school and the children with whom I attended church. When necessary, their 

parents could and did reprimand me and my parents reprimanded them. I guess you could 

call us a clique, but I am not sure that it would be a viable label to place upon us. We 

were similar in so many ways that we seemed to naturally group together. We were not 

exclusionary, admitting into our group new friends who moved into our community. 



53 

At the time I did not realize that there were other groups of people that were not like 

my group was. 1 thought that those other groups were just like my group only from a 

neighboring community. It did not occur to me that some other students might not be 

enjoying high school as I was. It was only after beginning to teach high school students 

that I saw and recognized those other students who were not enjoying their high school 

experience; students who did not choose to play school well. Throughout my career, it is 

those students who have truly touched my life and my heart. They are the students whom 

I choose to teach. 

As a part of my Southern upbringing, I vividly remember myself as the farm girl, who 

was often admonished to be "self-less" (Belenky et al., 1986, p. 46) and to put others' 

needs ahead of my own (Belenky et al., 1986). The girl, whose mother constantly 

compared her to others in terms of housekeeping, and found her lacking. The girl, who 

only saw herself as worthwhile when she saw herself through her daddy's eyes, the girl 

who "tr[ied] hard to live up to the images that [he] held up to [her]" (Belenky et al, 1986, 

p. 49). I am not that girl any longer, but she continues to lie just beneath the surface and 

to wait for the opportunity to help color my views and to help influence my decisions. 

However, the farm girl who looked to outsiders for her sense of self would be at a serious 

disadvantage in the modern, rapidly changing society in which I live and teach. To fully 

embrace the world that I encounter "[I] must look inward for self-truths, abandon the 

notion that [I]...should rely on others for knowledge, direction, and care. [I] must listen 

to [my] own voice...to become clear and confident and to move on in [my] life" 

(Belenky et al., 1986, p. 51). The farm girl is perpetually the starting point for my lived 
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experiences. It is the transformations from the farm girl to the urban woman that has 

resulted in my becoming more self-authored. 

My parents initiated my life of contradictions. My mother taught me how to be a rural, 

Southern woman; my daddy taught he how not to be. My daddy gave me many of the 

tools I needed to become a self-authored woman. While still a "received knower" 

(Belenky et al., 1986, p. 35), the image he held up for me to emulate was an intelligent, 

self-sufficient woman. I think he recognized that, while he loved and adored my mother, 

if I became a woman similar to my mother, I would not have the necessary skills for the 

21st century. One example of this is his comment to my then-fiance to put me in charge of 

the money so that, unlike my mother, I would know how to do things. The foundation 

that he laid for me provided ample support for me to move from Belenky et al.'s 

"received knower" listening to outside authorities (p. 35) to "subjective knower" (p. 68) 

listening to my inner self. 

First-Generation College Graduate 

A first-generation college student is most commonly defined as a student whose 

parents are not college graduates (Bui, 2002; Hottinger & Rose, 2006; Ishitani, 2003). 

Therefore, I am a first-generation college graduate. My mother barely graduated from 

high school and my father attended a part of a semester of college while he was in the Air 

Force and stationed in Missouri. I am the first person to graduate from college on my 

father's side of the family and the second on my mother's side. (My cousin, Donna, 

graduated from college three years ahead of me.) However, for both sides of the family I 

am the first person to "go away" to college. This was a milestone for our family and a 

first step in my journey toward self-authorship. 
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Preparing for College 

As I considered being a first-generation college graduate, I found that in some cases 

the research mirrored my experience and in some cases the research was diametrically 

opposed to my experience. Although I investigated this phenomenon over 30 years after 

the fact, I was surprised to find that many recent research findings were still able to 

describe portions of my experience. 

Throughout this autoethnography I continued to be impressed by the way in which my 

father (whom I still call Daddy) ignored convention to raise me to be more than a 

"Southern belle." I wish he were still alive for many reasons, but I would really like to 

ask him why he parented me the way he did. From my earliest memory, my daddy spoke 

about when I went to college. He recognized and praised the intelligence he saw in me, 

helping me to see it as well (Belenky et al., 1986). He knew that "[g]irls can learn, and 

they deserve to be taught" (Pierce as cited in Farnham, 1994, p. 11). This is an area in 

which my experience is different from the research. Research indicates that many 

families of first-generation college students are not supportive of the decision to attend 

college (Pascarella, Pierson, Wolniak, & Terenzini, 2004). 

There are factors that I have in common with other first-generation students. My 

parents were less knowledgeable about the application process, (Hottinger & Rose, 2006; 

Inman & Mayes, 1999; Lohfink & Paulsen, 2005); they were less knowledgeable about 

the procedures of transitioning to college (Hottinger & Rose, 2006; Inman & Mayes, 

1999; Lohfink & Paulsen, 2005; Pascarella et al., 2004; Pike & Kuh, 2005), my SAT 

scores were lower than my peers (Hottinger & Rose, 2006; Inman & Mayes, 1999), I had 

a difficult time learning how to self-regulate in order to be academically successful 
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(Choy, 2001; Hottinger & Rose, 2006; Inman & Mayes, 1999; Pascarella et al., 2004; 

Pike & Kuh, 2005) and I was very fearful of failure (Bui, 2002). 

You 're Going Where? Why? 

While it was taken-for-granted that I would attend college, it was also assumed that I 

would attend a college fairly close to home. Although my college choice and my father's 

college choice were different, both did allow me to stay in state and within 200 miles of 

home. Contrary to some studies (Hottinger & Rose, 2006), it was my choice to attend 

college closer to home (80 miles) and not my parents' choice (180 miles). My choice 

was Appalachian State University, a mid-sized, four-year institution regionally known for 

its teacher education department. This was really the only college that I considered. I had 

spent my academic career under the tutelage of graduates from Appalachian and they 

influenced my choice of college (Hottinger & Rose, 2006). My daddy wanted me to 

attend the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill because he was a diehard Tarheels 

fan. I remember that one of my teachers remarked that while he believed I could succeed 

academically at UNC, he did not believe that I could survive the culture shock of 

attending a large, research institution (Hottinger & Rose, 2006; Inman & Mayes, 1999; 

Pascarella et al., 2004). I remember being offended by his statement. However, in 

retrospect, he was right; I was not psychologically prepared to attend such a large, diverse 

school. I also did not have the social or cultural capital necessary to navigate UNC as a 

first-generation student (Hottinger & Rose, 2006; Inman & Mayes, 1999; Pascarella et 

al., 2004). 



57 

Can I Survive? 

My parents drove my possessions and me to Appalachian. My possessions included 

clothes, shoes, a television, a mini-refrigerator, and a stereo. Once I was settled into my 

dorm room (Option-A for no male visitors!), I needed to go to the gym for drop/add 

registration. I was so shy and intimidated that I made my mother stand in line with me 

and help me talk with the official. To her credit, she stood there looking poised and 

purposeful. Looking back, I realize that she was probably as scared and intimidated as I 

was. 

Once enrolled at Appalachian State University I struggled with engagement (Pike & 

Kuh, 2005) and was not psychologically prepared (Pascarella et al., 2004) to manage my 

newfound freedom and to make choices that would result in my passing all my classes 

my first semester in college. 1 lacked the self-efficacy (Hottinger & Rose, 2006) to 

approach my Professor for help with my chemistry class. It appeared that the prediction 

of lower success in the first year of college by my lower SAT score was correct (Morgan, 

1989); I had failed a class. Within three months, my father had a devastating heart attack 

and open-heart surgery for quadruple bypass. These two traumatic events almost derailed 

my course. I considered quitting college and working at the industrial plant in which my 

father worked and I had a summer job. I almost became a statistic; first-generation 

students are more likely not to return following their first year (Choy, 2001; Pascarella et 

al., 2004). Thankfully, my daddy survived and we decided that quitting school would not 

provide me the life that I wanted. I returned to college and had three very successful 

years. Although several research studies indicate that first-generation college students are 

less academically prepared (Bui, 2002; Choy, 2001; Hottinger & Rose, 2006; Inman & 
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prepared (Pascarella et al., 2004), have lower SAT scores (Hottinger & Rose, 2006; 

Inman & Mayes, 1999), have less social and cultural capital (Hottinger & Rose, 2006; 

Inman & Mayes, 1999; Pascarella et al., 2004), and graduate at half the rate of non-first-

generation students (Choy, 2001, Gonzales, 2010), I was eventually successful in college, 

having four 4.0-semesters and graduating cum laude with a 3.59 out of 4.0 GPA. 

Can I Go Home Again? 

One fear that many families of first-generation college students have is that their 

student will not return home following their college degree. 1 did not return home. The 

experience of college changed me. This transformation was the product of increasing 

self-authorship (Baxter Magolda, 1998, 2009; Kegan, 1994), increasing self-efficacy and 

self-esteem (Hottinger & Rose, 2006), and surviving painful events (Cohen, 1997; 

Grabove, 1997; Mezirow, 1997, 2003; Pilling-Cormick, 1997; Taylor, 2008). 

The expectations set by my father, his novel approach to parenting me to be more than 

a Southern belle, my abilities, my competitiveness, and my desire to please my father all 

worked to give me the necessary tools to be successful in college. So successful, in fact, 

that 30 years later, I am still in college seeking the ultimate degree. 

Those educational expectations set by my father have not only benefitted me but also 

my children. Before his death, he instructed my mother to set up college funds for the 

grandchildren. This fund allowed my children, his grandchildren, to attend the colleges of 

their choice without becoming burdened with student loans. But the expectations instilled 

in me caused my children to use that money for college. My nephew used his college 
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fund to buy a new car. Clearly, my brother and I grew up under different expectations 

from our father. 

Self-Authorship 

Riding in the Backseat 

Growing up in the 1970s, I played the traditional role I felt I was expected to play. I 

spent my years in high school days being a cheerleader and idolizing the latest sports 

heroes in my school. I learned how to act so that I was not seen as a threat by being 

"smarter than the boys." I daydreamed about my husband and how he would look after 

me and take care of me. I looked longingly into the future when I would become a wife 

and mother, when it would be my turn to rule my house (Farnham, 1994). I looked 

forward to this time. Little did I know that when Bob Dylan (1964) sang "the times they 

[were] a-changin'," those changes would directly impact my future. This is the story of 

how one "little ol' farm girl" became an accomplished urban educator and Ph.D. 

candidate. . 

The locus of control over a girl's life changes as she grows from a child into a 

teenager and then into an adult. As a child her parents have control over her. As she 

moves into her teenage years, the locus of control gradually shifts to allow her more 

opportunities for control. As a single adult woman she maintains primary control with 

input from her parents. Once married, she must share of locus of control with her 

husband. This represented the Southern upbringing 1 experienced in the 1970s and 1980s. 

This is the life I expected. This is not the life I have experienced. 

The world in which I grew up centered around homogeneous communities filled with 

families that where directly or indirectly related to one another. I was prepared for living 
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in this type of community. However, I did not get the chance to live this way. I made 

choices that moved me away from my rural, family-centered community to the 

urban/suburban community of metropolitan Atlanta. I chose to live in a community filled 

with non-native Georgians of every ethnic and racial group. My intentional choices made 

me into a different woman, a woman I did not intend to be. 

Changing Directions at the Crossroads 

My choices threw me into situations that tested the homespun family values on which 

I was raised. These situations threw me into periods of contradiction, in which my past 

did not provide adequate answers for my present. These periods of conflict, called 

crossroads by Baxter Magolda (1998), forced me to examine my beliefs and values to 

formulate new beliefs and values that worked in this new world and set me on the journey 

toward my own self-authorship. This journey began with "a reliance on external 

formulas, progresse[d] through developmental crossroads, and [lead] to epistemological, 

intrapersonal, and interpersonal maturity" (Baxter Magolda, 2001, 2004a, 2004b, 

Creamer & Laughlin, 2005). This process was transformative (Baxter Magolda, 1999, 

2009; Kegan, 1994; & Mezirow, 1997, 2003). These transformations were and continue 

to be crucial for my journey toward self-authorship (Baxter Magolda, 1999, 2009; Kegan, 

1994; & Mezirow, 1997, 2003). 

The theory of self-authorship began with an analysis of how human consciousness 

develops in Kegan's In Over Our Heads (1994). Here Kegan examined the crises people 

experienced when the world was different than they expected it to be. These crises force 

us to rely on our epistemological sense, our "inner logic" (Kegan, 1994, p.32), to make 

informed decisions, to know not only what we know, but also "how [we] ...know what 
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we know" (Kegan, 1994, p. 24). In order for humans to "know what we know" an 

experience must force us to change our minds, to alter our consciousness. 

These changes, according to Kegan (1994), are developmental and roughly follow 

maturation. He identifies three levels of consciousness through which humans move as 

they learn to make meaning for themselves. In the first order of consciousness, young 

girls organize their world into "independent elements," which we egocentrically relate to 

"the momentary, the immediate, and the atomistic" (p.29), resulting in irrational actions. 

In the second order of consciousness, which usually begins between the ages of seven 

and ten, girls begin to organize a broader conception of the world, to see enduring needs 

and desires, to recognize separate identities and separate points of view. Often in the late 

teens or early twenties, young women enter the third order of consciousness in which 

they gradually become able to organize a more abstract view of the world, to have 

feelings that originate from "inner states and self-reflexive emotion," and to recognize a 

"loyalty and devotion to a community of people" (Kegan, 1994, p. 29-32). As the girl 

matures into a late adolescent or young women, the complexity of her thoughts and 

feelings matures as well. 

As she acquires new mental and emotional skills, she accretes those into her existing 

system, subsuming the previous organization into the new one. According to Kegan 

(1994), this process is "transformative, qualitative, and incorporative" (p. 33). He (1994) 

conceptualizes that the demands of modern life created the need for a fourth order of 

consciousness, requiring the mental organization capable of self-evaluating. Women 

enter into this level when the tasks and trials of life necessitate the formulation of an 

internal belief system, causing their value systems conflict. This results in the creation of 
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a new value system that melds the previously conflicting systems. This "transformation is 

one of self-authorship" (Kegan, 1994, p. 301) and it allows a woman to "transform [her] 

epistemologies, liberating [her]self' (p. 34) "from near total reliance on authority 

figures.. .to a place where [she] can consider multiple views and make [her] own 

decision" (Creamer & Laughlin, 2005, p. 16). "Self-authorship, or the internal capacity to 

define one's beliefs, identity, and social relations" (Baxter Magolda, 2008, p. 269), 

provides the onus for "becoming the definer of one's acceptability" (Kegan, 1994, p. 

301). 

Self-authorship provides a framework for the complex development 

epistemo logic ally, interpersonally, and intrapersonally that is necessary for women to 

meet the demands placed upon them by work, family, and society (Baxter Magolda, 

2008; Creamer & Laughlin, 2005; Kegan, 1994; King & Baxter Magolda, 2005). This 

development comes when a woman encounters situations in which her values and beliefs 

no longer fit. Baxter Magolda (1999, 2009) calls these crossroads, Pizzolato (2005) calls 

them "provocative moments" (p. 624), and Kegan (1994) calls them "values about 

values" (p. 90, italics in the original). For Baxter Magolda, the Crossroads form the first 

phase of self-authorship, followed by Becoming the Author of One's Life and finally 

Internal Foundations (Baxter Magolda, 2009; Pizzolato, 2003, 2005). Pizzolato (2005) 

envisions the provocative moment as a compilation of crossroads that attain sufficient 

inertia to force the individual into discontent. According to Pizzolato (2005), as women 

move along the self-authorship continuum, they move from having experiences that 

thrust them into a state of disequilibrium (The Crossroads), toward committing to 

resolving the disequilibrium via internal self-definition (The Provocative Moment 
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and subsequently Becoming the Author of One's Life). (Pizzolato, 2003, 2005, 

p.637) 

Incorporating, integrating, and synthesizing the epistemological, interpersonal, and 

intrapersonal dimensions of development, the framework provided by self-authorship 

affords women the ability to meet the demands of post-modern life (Kegan, 1994, King & 

Baxter Magolda, 2005). The movement toward and the development of self-authorship 

are important to an adult life integrated into our heterogeneous, multicultural 

communities. The epistemological dimension is responsible for knowing how knowledge 

is constructed and how to judge information for credibility (Creamer & Laughlin, 2005). 

From this dimension a woman is able to identify and define her own view and create her 

own way of using and gaining knowledge. From the interpersonal dimension she 

develops her sense of herself in relation to others and her social behavior. The 

intrapersonal dimension provides her with an understanding of her personal beliefs and 

values, which she uses as a standard in choosing her behaviors (King & Baxter Magolda, 

2005). The abilities afforded by the journey toward self-authorship allow women not 

only to function, but also to thrive in the multicultural communities in which we live. Her 

epistemological development allows her to recognize other cultures as different, but not 

wrong. The intrapersonal development of a woman results in her ability to maintain her 

sense of herself within culturally diverse situations. Interpersonal development allows her 

to interact, respect, and understand others' diverse cultures while remaining true to her 

own. These abilities are vitally important in today's global society. A well-developed 

understanding of herself and her beliefs help a woman to alleviate feeling intimidated or 

threatened by multiculturality (Kegan, 1994; King & Baxter Magolda, 2005). 
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The move toward self-authorship involves the examination of my personal 

epistemology to understand not only what beliefs I hold, but also how I came to hold 

those beliefs. Kuhn identifies three groupings of epistemologies, "absolutist, multiplist, 

and evaluative" (Hofer & Pintrich, 1997, p. 104). Absolutists are analogous to the 

"external formulas" (Baxter Magolda, 2009, p.4) group of self-authorship. Both rely on 

external authorities to provide the "certain and absolute" (Hofer & Pintrich, 1997, p. 104) 

facts and meanings that forms the substance of their knowledge. Multiplists question the 

ability of experts to form certain knowledge and begin to question the presence of certain 

facts. Although similar to the crossroads (Baxter Magolda, 2009, p.4) of self-authorship 

in questioning external authority, the multiplists are more radical and see their knowledge 

as equal to the knowledge of experts (Hofer & Pintrich, 1997). "Becoming the author of 

your life" (Baxter Magolda, 2009, p.4) finds a commonality with evaluatives in the 

acknowledgement of more than one viewpoint and the willingness to examine and 

evaluate those viewpoints (Hofer & Pintrich, 1997). In fact, Hofer and Pintrich (1997) 

explain that "Baxter Magolda's initial work began as an attempt to quantify students' 

ways of thinking " (p. 97); their personal epistemologies. The fact that those 

epistemologies did not fit in the schemes Baxter Magolda expected initiated of her 

longitudinal study of college students that eventually continued for 21 years (Baxter 

Magolda, 2001). It is from the data of this study, along with the writings of Kegan (1994) 

that the concepts of self-authorship emerged. In many ways the basis of the journey 

toward self-authorship is a journey filled with the examinations of personal 

epistemologies 
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There are so many life-changing experiences 

to be had all over our amazing country 

and no one knows them better than 

the people who have travelled here. 

-Tourism Australia, 2011 

Becoming a Transformative Practitioner 

Reading the Map 

My personal and professional journeys led me toward self-authorship. In my personal 

life, being self-authored affects how I relate to my friends and family. It also determines 

the kind of influence and potential role model I am for my children. As the mother of a 

daughter, I want to show her that she can be both a mom and a career woman and that she 

can be successful at both. I want her to see in me a willingness to disagree with her father 

on philosophical issues, to have my own stance of gun control, abortion, and other issues. 

My desire is to show her how to be a strong independent woman while also being a part 

of a life-long loving relationship with my husband. The burden I feel for her is in giving 

her permission to be both a part of a couple and a separate individual with her own ideas. 

As the mother of a son, I feel a heavy burden to help him to understand how to love, 

value, and support his wife in her journeys. My desire for him is that he becomes a man 

who is capable of sustaining his own household, a man comfortable with housework as 

well as with his career. I want him to be a man who supports his wife in her endeavors 

and who breaks down stereotypes to allow her the freedom to become self-authored. 
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As I move toward self-authorship in my professional life, the manner in which I relate 

to my superiors and to my colleagues changes. A self-authored teacher does not blindly 

follow. She is secure enough in her self-authorship and in her abilities, her beliefs, and 

her values to create her own meaning-making system. She works from her internal 

foundations to make the best decisions for her students, her colleagues, and her school. 

This move from external foundations to internal foundations is the crux of self-

authorship. The fact that this shift from external to internal affects her practice is 

becoming a transforming practitioner. 

Taking Detours 

As I planned for my trip to Australia, I wanted to see as much of the country as 

possible, Therefore, I originally planned to stay only a few days in each major location 

and to move daily as I made my way along the Gold Coast. However, I found that the 

austere beauty and cultural significance of Uluru to be so powerful that I made time to 

allow me to remain there for three additional, unplanned days. This provided me with 

time to hike around the base of Uluru, which is analogous to running a 10-K road race, 

time to explore portions of the unique topography of the monolith itself, and time to visit 

and to explore other nearby natural wonders such as the Kata Tjuta and Olga Gorge. This 

additional time provided the luxury to simply enjoy the beauty of the sunset and how the 

colors play on the surface of Uluru. Once the sun set, the lack of a power-rich civilization 

allowed the stars of the southern sky to burn brightly and to show me a view of stars I 

had never seen. Spending unexpected time in this area allowed the spirit of the land to 

invade the senses and to transform the mind. 
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Transformative learning theory builds upon foundations supplied by Kuhn, Freire, 

Habermas, and Dewey (Hicks, Berger, & Generett, 2005). Bruner's four modes of 

meaning making (Bruner, 1996; Mezirow, 2000) and the Kitchener's (1983; Mezirow, 

2000) levels of cognition provided additional support. Kuhn, a science historian, 

proposed the idea that change does not happen gradually, but rather, in response to a 

"breakdown in intellectual systems... called a paradigm shift "(Hairston, 1982, p. 76). 

This paradigm shift can be thought of more like a replacement: the old theory no longer 

explains the new discovery, therefore a new theory is necessary. Freire's (2000) concept 

of conscientization, the idea of man being both in the world and with the world, allows 

humans to work toward transforming their world. Habermas (1984) described two 

learning domains, which Mezirow (2000) explains the domains as instrumental—problem 

solving for performance improvement, and communicative—to "understanding what 

others mean when they communicate with you" (p. 8). Dewey's ideas of educating 

children democratically, being sensitive to their diverse cultures (Hicks et al., 2005) 

complete the foundation. From these foundational theories, Mezirow proposed 

transformative learning theory as a model for adult learning. 

Bruner (1996) hypothesized four modes of meaning making: (1) intersubjectivity, 

based in negotiating and context; (2) actional, based in relating actions to events; (3) 

normative, based in required conformities and general standards; and (4) propositional, 

based in rule following (Bruner, 1996; Mezirow, 2000). To these four, Mezirow adds a 

fifth model of making meaning: critical awareness, the knowledge of the expectations 

and assumptions of ourselves and of others (Mezirow, 2000). Kitchener (1983) identified 

three levels of thought processing: (1) basic cognitive function, i.e. rote memorization; 
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(2) metacognition or thinking about thinking; and (3) epistemic cognition in which 

individuals attempt to solve problems that have multiple answers (Mezirow, 2000). 

Learning is the integration of prior experiences with new contextual interpretations 

producing a controller for future behavior (Mezriow, 2000) and often occurs when new 

ideas clash with old values causing inner conflict. Since transformative learning results 

from this conflict it is a tumultuous experience based in our assumptions, beliefs, values, 

and emotions. 

Transformative learning theory utilizes critical awareness of the intricacies of solving 

obtuse problems by democratic individuals that are both of the world and with the world 

to produce a paradigm shift that results in learning (Bruner, 1996; Freire, 2000; Hairston, 

1982, Hicks et al., 2005; Kitchener, 1983; Mezirow, 2000). This transformation is often 

triggered by the inadequacy of current understandings to answer an inimitable problem 

(Cohen, 1997; Grabove, 1997; Mezirow, 1997, 2003; Pilling-Cormick, 1997; Taylor, 

2008). Mezirow (2000) further defines transformative learning as "the processes by 

which we transform our taken-for-granted frames of reference.. .to make them more 

inclusive, discriminating, open, emotionally capable of change, and reflective" (p. 7) into 

new perspectives that results in new beliefs and values. It is a metacognitive form of 

reasoning through which adults "transform [their] problematic frames of reference" 

(Mezirow, 2003, p. 58). 

Mezirow (2000) defines a frame of reference as " the structure of assumptions and 

expectations through which we filter" (p. 16) our meaning making. He further elaborates 

that these are constructed of two parts: "habitfs] of mind" (p. 17) which are based on our 

assumptions, i.e. cultures, morals, learning styles, religion and values, and point[s] of 
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view" (p. 17), which are the expressions of our habits of mind. Much of the time our 

habits of mind are inculcated into us by virtue of the society and culture in which we live. 

These are the assumptions that we accept as true because they are a part of the very fabric 

of our cultural beings; they are all we know. Growing up in a conservative, Baptist, 

Republican, Southern household in the 1960s and 1970s resulted in my assimilation of 

certain habits of mind. These were exemplified by many of my choices in early 

adulthood. I went off to college after high school, I registered to vote as a Republican and 

campaigned for Reagan, I continued to attend a Baptist church and I dated "boys back 

home" so that 1 would eventually return to live on our farm and teach at our local high 

school. These are examples of "a line of action[s]" (Mezirow, 2000, p. 18) that I 

followed blindly and automatically. Without critically examining and reflecting upon 

these actions I followed the habits of mind ingrained in me by the societal and cultural 

norms of my community. 

In many ways my father broke the cultural norms of the day. He never saw me as 

someday merely becoming someone's wife or mother, he saw me as an intelligent 

woman; he told me so on many occasions. He is probably responsible for beginning my 

journey toward self-authorship. By his actions, he tacitly showed me that I could be more 

than a woman who takes care of her husband and children. For if I was merely to be 

"received knower" (Belenky & Stanton, 2000, p. 83), requiring someone else to explain 

things to me, why expect excellence. Perhaps unknowingly he provided me with 

experiences that allowed me to begin to transform my habits of mind and points of view. 

He instilled in me a deep love of learning by his example of continually being interested 

in acquiring new knowledge, by our conversations at the dinner table about contemporary 
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issues and new information, and by the academic expectations he set for me; he expected 

excellence in everything I attempted. He accepted nothing less from me and neither do I. 

According to Kegan (2000), frames of reference inhabit multiple dimension of our 

"psychological sel[ves]" (p. 46). In order to change frames of reference and habits of 

mind, epistemological changes must occur. This can only occur through critical self-

reflection, which requires a metacognitive examination of my personal epistemology; 

how I construct knowledge, how that knowledge interprets the way I conceptualize the 

world (Stewart, 2005), and of "the beliefs [I] hold about knowledge and knowing" 

(Hofer, 2008, p. 3). In other words, what truth is my truth? The process of reflection 

forces me to both name my beliefs and to critically re-evaluate those beliefs. Looking 

back, I believe that I was continually involved in self-reflection, but I do not believe I 

was cognizant of the reflection while it was occurring. 

Following art Internal Compass 

In this way, a transformative practitioner views herself as a change agent, keenly 

aware that every curricular and instructional decision has profound moral and ethical 

repercussions for students (Hicks et al., 2005). Furthermore, Hicks and his associates 

assert that in order to begin the transformative process, I must be able "to step outside 

[my]sel[f]" and to examine "the hegemonic structures that surround and influence [my] 

thinking and practice" (p. 61). Becoming a transformative practitioner is a natural side 

effect of moving toward self-authorship. As I reflect on my values and how those values 

fit or do not fit into my paradigm, I become more internally directed. This, in turn, 

redefines my values resulting a different person and a different academic practitioner. It 

also forces me to consider how my personal epistemology may confirm or contradict 
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those of my students. Understanding how my way of knowing affects my students' ways 

of knowing challenges me to become a transformative practitioner who strives to meet all 

students at their current level and help to move them along in their journeys. 

For me, at least part of this transformation is a move toward critical pedagogy; a move 

toward teaching my students to envision a better world; and a move toward working to 

bring that better world into being. In other words, I am transforming into a Social 

Reconstructionist, who, as defined by Schiro (2008) holds to a curriculum ideology in 

which members attempt to improve their culture by educating their students with "the 

ability to interpret and reconstruct their society" (p. 176) to work toward the realization 

of a "future good society" (p. 177). Being raised on a small family farm in a 

homogeneous community in rural North Carolina did not expose me to other cultures, nor 

did it prepare me for the multicultural communities of the 21st century. Being awakened 

to the understanding that many of the views I held were hegemonic, yet so deeply 

ingrained that I believed myself to be blind to race and ethnicity completely changed my 

practice. I now question everything I thought I knew was truth. 

The Suitcase 

Filled with these theories my suitcase is awaiting the departure date for my journey. 

The suitcase itself is rather unique; it is one that I can easily recognize on the luggage 

carousel at the airport. This suitcase is structurally reinforced—grounded with the ideas of 

social reconstructionism. Creswell (2007) explains that social reconstructionism is based 

in the views and lived experience of the research participants. The paradigm of 

postmodernism represents the idea that knowledge must be situated within the real, day-

to-day, experiences of the participants, including the manner in which "the multiple 
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perspectives of class, race, and gender" affect that experience (p. 25). Social 

constructionism is also informed by the lived experiences of the participants. The 

objectives of social constructionism research relies upon how the participants "view the 

situation" (p. 20). Both postmodernism and social constructionism inform feminist 

standpoint epistemology (Brooks, 2007; Smith, 1974, 1992). Postmodernism situates or 

places women in the heart of the research process and social constructionism 

acknowledges women's lived experiences to be at the heart of the research process. 

Together these theoretical frameworks encased my study as I investigated how I (my 
9 

participant) view the world within the interpretive communities of which I am a member. 

Taking Along a Security Blanket 

I have been teaching since I was approximately three years old. I began teaching in a 

one-room schoolhouse filled with all of my dolls. My classroom was very technologically 

advanced for its time as it contained a record player, a television, and a chalkboard. I 

truly began to see myself as a teacher at this young age and I never strayed from that 

path. Therefore, my security blanket is teaching and learning. 

Whenever and wherever I travel, I look for departments of education, universities, and 

high schools imagining myself living and teaching in this new locale. When I return 

home from the journey, I use the Internet to investigate teaching openings and salary 

scales. 

Summary 

This was an autoethnographic study into the paths 1 have taken as I have ventured 

toward self-authorship in both my private and professional lives. Conceptually, it was a 

social constructivist study, framed by the theories of transformation—self-authorship 
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(Baxter Magolda, 1999, 2009; Kegan, 1994) and transformative learning theory 

(Mezirow, 1997, 2003) and by my status as a first-generation college graduate (Hottinger 

& Rose, 2006; Inman & Mayes, 1999; Lohfink & Paulsen, 2005; Pascarella et al., 2004; 

Pike & Kuh, 2005) and as a woman (Brooks & Hesse-Biber, 2007; Butler, 1986; Olsen, 

1994; Smith, 1974, 1992; Thurman, 2009). To further situate my study it fell under the 

postmodernist, feminist, and critical theory milieux that informed the person I am today 

(Creswell, 2007). 



CHAPTER 3 

METHOD OF TRANSPORTATION 

Great Adventures is based in Cairns 

and operates an exciting range of day tours to 

the Great Barrier Reef. 

Our modern high-speed catamarans 

whisk guests away for a day of discovery 

and adventure in this natural wonder of the world. 

~Quicksilver Group, 2012 

I traveled on a Great Adventures catamaran to Green Island in the middle of the Great 

Barrier Reef (GBR). It was a difficult trip. Following several days of offshore storms, my 

trip still felt the effects of high seas. People all around me were becoming sea sick as we 

were all sequestered below decks because of the cold air temperatures. It was a rough 

couple of hours and I was really glad to arrive at Green Island. I was grateful for the 

opportunity to spend the day on the GBR and I was grateful that the boat ride was over. 

Sometimes a traveler has a choice of transportation and sometimes there is only one 

way to get to a given destination. The only way to get to the GBR is by some form of 

74 
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floating transportation. Regardless of rough seas or cold temperature, to see this natural 

wonder I had to overcome the fear of seasickness and brave the boat ride. 

Introduction 

As a traveler there are many decisions that must be made. One important decision that 

I made was: What mode of transportation would provide me with the greatest experience 

and when does it depart? A car allows you to see more of the countryside and to mingle 

with the natives. A train could be fan, but you are limited by the positioning of the track. 

An airplane gets you to your destination quickly but removes you from the countryside 

and the indigenous population. 

Then I must decide how much time I expect to spend on the traveling portion of the 

trip and what type of transportation will get me to my destination efficiently with as little 

boredom and disinterest as possible. Using a car to cover large distances limits the 

amount of time I have to enjoy the location once I arrive. A train is faster than a car, but 

again it limits my travel because the train must follow the tracks. An airplane is often the 

best choice. Although it does remove me from seeing the local sights and meeting the 

people along the way, it is the most rapid form of transportation and it allows me a 

greater amount of time exploring the location I have chosen. 

Likewise, in examining my parallel lives, I had to decide which research methodology 

I wanted to utilize. As a science major, I was trained in the positivist tradition of 

quantitative, empirical research. The concepts of control groups and dependent and 

independent variables seemed to be a part of the very fiber of my academic being. 

However, I threw off those positivist tendencies and embraced postmodernism, which 

illuminated the problems inherent in the "collecting, [analyzing, and] reporting of'data,'" 
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of remaining the detached observer (Richardson, 2000, p. 253). I used a research method 

that is on the cusp of postmodern qualitative inquiry, an autoethnography. This departure 

from the positivist approach to the postmodern was what made my research project so 

exciting to me. By critically examining my experiences as a life-long educator I hoped to 

provide support and encouragement for other teachers, particularly beginning teachers. 

Teaching is such a wonderful profession, but many times teachers feel so alone in their 

concerns and challenges that they abandon the profession as a destination rather than pick 

an alternative form of transportation. 

Problem and Purpose Overview 

My goal was to identify crossroads that I have encountered during my journeys and to 

explore the consequences of arriving at those crossroads in both my personal and my 

professional lives (Baxter Magolda, 2010). Many of those crossroads I recognized from 

the start. However, during my study I discovered other crossroads of which I was 

unaware as well as other times when a crossroads was not apparent because I felt that I 

did not have a choice to make. 

Research Questions 

As I traveled through this experience in qualitative inquiry I searched to the find the 

answers to the following research questions. 

(1) What milieu does self-authorship play in the personal and professional 

development of a veteran teacher? 

( l a )  Wha t  c ross roads  in  my  pe r sona l  l i f e  encouraged  t r ans fo rmat ion?  

(lb) What crossroads in my professional life encouraged transformation? 

(2) How did the evolution of personal identity influence the process of becoming a 
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transformed practitioner or alternatively, how did the process of becoming a 

transformed practitioner influence the evolution of personal identity? 

Population and Sample 

In autoethnography, the I served the role of both the researcher and the participant 

(Anderson, 2006; Denzin, 2006; Ellis & Bochner, 2006; Muncey, 2010; Spry, 2001). 

Here it was impossible to remain a detached observer as I was the "group" being 

observed. As an auto ethnographer, I was "simultaneously a member of [my own] context 

... and working to conduct structured research activities" (Karra & Phillips, 2007, p. 

554). Data was produced from only one primary source. This extremely small sample 

size (n=l) does not allow for the results to be generalizable. It was my story to be told. 

Data Collections and Instrumentation 

This study was an autoethnographic inquiry into the journeys I have taken toward self-

authorship in both my personal and professional lives (Baxter Magolda, 1998, 2009; 

Kegan, 1994). I chose autoethnography as my methodology because I wanted to examine 

the world of teaching both "holistically and naturalistically" (Ellis, 2004, p. 26) to write 

my personal story and situate it within the teaching culture (Ellis, 2004). 

A utoethnography 

"Autoethnography is a unique methodological approach that utilizes narrative writing 

to illuminate both the individual lived experience and the larger sociocultural conditions 

in which these stories are nested" (Jones, 2010, p. 224). Autoethnography is "a distinctive 

genre of ethnographic writing" (Ellis & Bochner, 2006, p. 436) in which I will utilize 

"creative analytical practices (CAP)...to learn about [my] topics and [myself] that which 
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was unknowable and unimaginable using conventional analytical procedures" 

(Richardson & St. Pierre, 2005, p. 962-963). The use of CAP processes frees me from the 

constraints of "getting it right" and proving this Tightness by using triangulation. 

According to Richardson and St. Pierre, CAP practices use crystallization rather than 

triangulation. This image of the crystal indicates that there are more than three legs for 

the stool of ethnography. The ethnographic crystal is multifaceted, reflective, refractive, 

and can grow and change (Richardson & St. Pierre, 2005). 

"Autoethnography can be defined as a self-narrative that critiques the situatedness of 

self with others in social contexts" (Spry, 2001, p. 710). Further, it is a "highly 

personalized account that draw[s] upon" the participant/observer's experiences (Sparkes, 

2000, p. 21), it "constructs] narratives that connect [me] to [my] social world and back 

again" (Jones, 2010, p. 228). The autoethnography is beyond the realm of self-study as 

self-study is primarily an action research process through which teachers refine their 

practice (Phillips & Carr, 2010), an area of research in teacher education (Bullough & 

Pinnegar (2001). Therefore, "[self-] study is always about practice" (Bullough and 

Pinnegar, 2001, p. 15). 

Employing autoethnography allows the researcher to "use [her]self to get to culture" 

(Pelias, 2003, p. 372); to relate "the personal to the cultural" (Richardson, 2000, p.l 1); to 

"hold self and culture together" (Holman Jones, 2005, p. 764); and to "[explore] personal 

connections to culture" (Wall, 2006, p. 11). This qualitative inquiry is designed to move 

beyond ethnography, being used as a tool for the realist ethnographer to generalize her 

findings; "it creates charged moments of clarity, connection, and change" (Holman Jones, 

2005, p. 764). According to Richardson and St. Pierre (2005), "[t]he core of 
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postmodernism is the doubt" that surrounds any presentation of what is right (p. 961). In 

light of this doubt, Ellis and Bochner (2006) brought autoethnography into being as a 

method of knowing that does not seek to generalize or be the "right" answer. They view 

the use of autoethnography as the vehicle to drive ethnography "away from the gaze of 

the distanced and detached observer and toward the embrace of intimate involvement, 

engagement, and embodied participation" (p. 433). The current postmodern environment 

provides the freedom for autoethnography to flourish. However, the current wisdom 

concerning autoethnography is "lacking in concrete information about the method and 

how someone new to it might proceed" (Wall, 2006, p. 5). Therefore, in the words of C. 

Wright Mills "Every [wo]man is [her]own methodologist!" (as cited in Bullough & 

Pinnegar, 2001, p. 14). 

Data Collection 

A novel approach was used in the collection of data. Data was collected via self-

narrative biography, conversations with family members and colleagues and 

examinations of family photographs. Following a pilot study, the first methodological 

phase was a self-narrative inquiry (Chase, 1994). The second phase consisted of 

interviews and conservations with family members, colleagues, and friends. The final 

phase of data collection was the examination of and conversations about family 

photographs. 

Pilot Study 

An expert in self-authorship conducted the first interview, which served as a pilot 

study to set the stage for the interviews and conversations to follow. The themes that 

emerged from the pilot study form the early foundations of my analysis. This interview 
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occurred on November 17, 2010. The expert, Ms. Tessmer, and I share many qualities, as 

we are both career teachers raised during the 1960s and 1970s in the Southern United 

States. These commonalities were important to my study because interviews are 

"historically, politically, and contextually bound" (Fontana & Frey, 2005, p. 695). Our 

interview quickly became a collaborative conversation as Ms. Tessmer "[became] an 

advocate and partner in [my] study" (Fontana & Frey, 2005, 696). From the pilot study, I 

identified three themes in my journey toward self-authorship: (1) Southern Submissive 

Woman; (2) Locus of Control; and (3) Conscious Choice. (For more information on the 

pilot study, see the Appendix.) 

Following the pilot study, other interviews and conversations occurred. These 

included conversations with my aunt, my daughter, and my teaching colleagues. I 

considered interviewing my husband but I decided against it because often, male voices 

tend to silence female voices (Belenky, et al., 1986). For this study I needed my voice to 

speak firmly and with clarity. 

Self-Narrative Inquiry 

The first phase of data collection was self-narrative inquiry. I used writing as a form 

of inquiry into the crossroads (Baxter Magolda, 2009) and provocative moments 

(Pizzolato, 2005) that have shaped both the person and the teacher 1 am today. 

Richardson (1994) describes writing as "a method of discovery and analysis" (p. 516). 

She asserts that writing allows her "to learn something that she didn't know before she 

wrote it" (p. 517). Writing is "a way of making sense of the world" grounded in 

"experience, time, history, and life itself' (Georgakopoulou, 2006, p. 1). Ochs and Capps 

(1996) assert that "personal narrative.. .is born out of experience" (p. 20), while Chase 
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(2005) defines narrative inquiry "as an amalgam of interdisciplinary analytic lenses, 

diverse disciplinary approaches, and...innovative methods—all revolving around an 

interesting biographical particulars as narrated by the one who lives them" (p. 651). 

Because of the interconnectedness between the narrator and the narrative, it is impossible 

to separate the narrative from the self (Chase, 2005; Ochs & Capps, 1996; Richardson, 

1994). 

Life history narrative, invigorated and supported by the second wave of feminism, is 

the specific type of narrative inquiry I employed (Chase, 2005). Narrative, which is 

informed by the phenomenology that the self receives meaning through experience, is a 

method of bringing experiences into "conscious awareness" (Ochs & Capps, 1996, p. 21) 

by telling the story, which allows old experiences to produce new meanings (van Halen-

Faber, 1997). Therefore, exploring my personal and professional history via narrative 

inquiry, allowed me to make new meaning by recalling, re-experiencing and reordering 

past events (Chase, 2005). As I reflected upon my personal and professional journeys I 

wrote those into a narrative biography of myself. Once completed, I shared parts of the 

biography with the people I interviewed to obtain their perspectives of my biographical 

narrative. This was an important step as recording memories is fraught with inaccuracies. 

Toni Morrison (1987) uses the term "rememory" to indicate that how we remember 

events are not necessarily the way in which others remember them. 

To launch this process, I organized my narrative around five initial themes. These 

themes represent facets of my personality as I explore who I am as a: (1) Southern girl; 

(2) woman; (3) mom; (4) teacher; and (5) student. I examined if, how and when these 

facets came together to produce the crystals that are Ms. Robin and Mrs. Tillotson. 
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Interviews and Conversations 

Interviews and conversations constituted the second phase of my data collection 

methodology. The dialogue between interviewer and participants became a collaborative 

exchange that produced a "contextually bound and mutually created story" (Fontana & 

Frey, 2005, p. 696). In using an emergent technique, no question set was prepared for the 

interviews, only prompts to help move the conversation from one category to the next. 

This "allow[s] [me] to focus on the particular phenomena being studied which 

may...require individually tailored methods" (Maxwell, 2005, p. 80) because 

"unstructured interviewing provides a greater breadth ... given its qualitative nature" 

(Fontana & Frey, 1994, p. 365). Two benefits of unstructured interviewing were that the 

interviewer "(a) ...answers questions asked by the respondent, and (b) ...lets [her] 

personal feelings influence [her]" (Fontana & Frey, 1994, p. 366). 

To organize the content of the interviews and create prompts to move the 

conversations from one category to the next, tables were created. Tables 1 and 2 display 

the organizational schema for the interviews and conversations. 

Table 1 shows how the interviews and conversations concerning Ms. Robin were 

planned. The initial themes mentioned above are displayed on the left. The first column 

represented my personal narrative. Analyzing this biographical narrative allowed me to 

create prompts for use in the interviews and conversations with others. These prompts 

were intended to move the discourse from one theme to the next, not to control the 

conversation. Since additional participants have knowledge of my development in only a 

few of the facets of Ms. Robin, a mark in the participant's column indicates the 

classification(s) on which our discussion focused. For example, I discussed the categories 
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of woman, mom, and teacher with Paige, while I discussed the categories of woman and 

student with Kim. 

Table 1 

Organizational Matrix for Interviews Concerning Ms. Robin 

Categories Robin Kim Paige John Auntie 

Southern 
Girl 
Woman 
Mom 
Teacher 
Student 
k-12, BS, 
MA, EdS, 
PhD 

X 
X 
X 
X 

X X 
X 
X 

X 
X 
X 

X 

X 

X 

Code for themes then create prompts for other conversations 

Photos Photos Photos 

Note. Representative people present during some portion of my personal development 

Table 2 shows how the interviews and conversations concerning Mrs. Tillotson were 

planned. Each participant listed in Table 2 had knowledge of my professional 

development during a particular time in my career. There is no one who had known me 

professionally for the entirety of my 27 years in the classroom. Each teacher in the table 

below had knowledge of only a portion of my teaching career. Therefore, they had 

different information about different portions of my professional development and 

different perspectives from one another. 



Table 2 

Organizational Matrix for Interviews Concerning Mrs. Tillotson 
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Crossroads or 
Teacher/Colleagues Section of Career Provocative 

Moments 

Marie Move from teacher 
(relative newcomer) to department chair 

Mimi Middle to End 
(veteran teacher to 

Assistant Principal to 
Curriculum Director) 

Professor Knox 
University Faculty Beginning 

from undergraduate 
degree program 

Note. Representative colleagues, administrators, and professors who have witnessed my 
professional development. 

Visual Data 

Photographs provided visual memory. They represented a snapshot of one moment in 

time that could stimulate memories of long-forgotten events. These photos, which are 

often referred to as visual data, were used as an adjunct to the interviews, conversations, 

and narratives previously discussed (Harrison, 2002). As a separate section of my 

inquiry, I used photographs to further enrich the data of my narrative. To enhance the 

interviews and conversation, I discussed family photographs with the family members 

who were participants in my study. 

Schwartz (1989) characterizes photographs as "inherently ambiguous" since the 

meanings they hold develop during the act of viewing them (p. 122). She sees this 
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ambiguity as an advantage in that the viewers provide rich visual data often resulting in 

"multiple meanings" (p. 122). Schwartz (1989) used photographs in a manner similar to 

how I plan to use them, as "photo-elicitation" (p. 151), using the analysis of photographs 

will produce insights and stimulate discussion. The viewing of photographs induces 

participants to speak about the experiences of others, which can illuminate their "personal 

orientations" (Harrison, 2002, p. 92) and meaning making systems. Similarly, I wanted to 

show photographs to my family and invited them to comment. My study was informed 

from both their comments and from my insights from the photographs. The comments 

created by viewing the pictures lead our interviews and conversations in novel ways. 

Data Analysis 

Now that three initial themes: (1) Southern Submissive Woman; (2) Locus of Control; 

and (3) Conscious Choice, were identified from the pilot study, I used both refection and 

reflexivity to situate my data. Additional conversation, memory journals, a blog, and 

family photographs were also used as reflective and reflexive tools. I used these practices 

as I conducted interviews and conversations with family members and fellow teachers to 

help mine memories from my life and career. I used family photographs and high school 

yearbooks as artifacts as well. The interviews, reminisces, conservations and artifacts 

provided an intricate crystal in which to sit my autoethnography (Richardson & St. 

Pierre, 2005). I used these interviews to supplement my personal narratives in an effort 

to "cross-check [my] reports" (Haenfler, 2004, p. 414). 

The data analysis began by focusing on the crossroads (Baxter Magolda, 2009) and 

provocative moments (Pizzolato, 2005) described and illuminated by the data of the 

narrative biography and the interviews and conversations. Once identified, I investigated 
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how these pivotal events affected and informed my interpersonal, intrapersonal and 

epistemological development. The third part of the analysis for question 1 emphasized 

how the pivotal events and the subsequent developmental evolution redefined my 

personal and professional journeys toward self-authorship. 

Once the data was initially analyzed, the next investigation was to determine where 

connections between my private and professional lives existed. In an effort to answer 

research question 2, how did the evolution of personal identity influence the process of 

becoming a transformed practitioner or alternatively, how did the process of becoming a 

transformed practitioner influence the evolution of personal identity, I attempted to 

ascertain the presence and strengths of these connections. This data may be important as 

it helped to explain what aspects of my personal and professional psyches supported my 

longevity in the classroom. The aspects that supported my longevity in the classroom 

could inform considerations of what caused me to stay in the classroom and what causes 

another teacher to leave it. 

My generation is the Jones Generation, individuals born between 1954 and 1965, at 

the end of the baby boom from World War II (Pontell, 2009). We Joneses expected to 

find a job and stay in it for 30 years, then retire. This was the expectation of work under 

which we were raised; however, that is not the way the world of work is today. How does 

this transfer to the Millennial generation of my daughter? Is understanding what factors 

help to contribute to the longevity of a teacher important information for Millennials or is 

teaching just one of many professions they will participate in over the course of their 

lives? Will there be longevity for the Millennials who become teachers like Paige? These 

are questions for future research. 
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Summary 

My study served as a heuristic for the process of autoethnography. Ellis (2004) defines 

autoethnography as "research, writing, story, and method that connect the 

autobiographical and personal to the cultural, social, and political" (p. xix). We 

continually dialogue with our friends and family concerning our heritage, discussing 

"stories [that] not only reveal, but also shape identity" (Abes & Jones, 2004, p. 615). 

Therefore, the process of writing my story and analyzing my journey toward self-

authorship was an autoethnography, the methodology of my study. 

Likewise, this process informed and affected my self-authorship as I revisited 

crossroads (Baxter Magolda, 1998) and provocative moments (Pizzolato, 2005) in both 

my personal and professional lives. Examining my transformation from a submissive 

Southern woman to an independent modern teacher evoked old memories, which 

continue to influence my self-authorship even today. 

As I am the only participant, the extremely small sample size rendered the findings 

non-generalizable. It added to the body of knowledge of professional educators and their 

journeys through adult life. Interviews were chosen as the data collection method for both 

the pilot study and the larger study. Following the pilot study, I used personal reflexivity 

to examine memories of both personal and professional milestones (Ellis, 2004). 



CHAPTER 4 

THE DREAMTIME 

It is estimated that the first Australians 

entered the continent approximately 40,000 years ago 

and that they were the first humans to inhabit this land (Tacon, 1989). 

The descendants of those first Australians were 

the "ancestors [of] all subsequent generations of Aboriginal people (p. 318). 

The A borigines refer to this first habitation of their lands as 

the Dreamtime (Taeon, 1989), the remembered past. 

The Aborigines speak to their children about the Dreamtime 

as all generations speak to their young about their shared past. 

For Grumet (1988), this is the very definition of curriculum, 

"what the older generation chooses 

to tell the younger generations" (Grumet, 1988; Pinar, 2004, p. 20). 

The following stories represent 

my personal, educational, and professional Dreamtimes. 

88 
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They are the stories of the habitation of my life 

and I will pass them along to my grandchildren one day. 

Introduction 

The purpose of this research study was to explore the conditions that contributed to 

the personal development of Ms. Robin and professional development of Mrs. Tillotson. 

Data was gathered in two distinct phases: narrative writing and conversations and 

interviews. Visual data provided additional support to the data gathered from the first two 

phases. The first phase of data collection was narrative writing, which "creates a context 

for learning" (Kegan, 1994, p. 3). This learning was the discovery of how the events in 

my past have affected my present and may impact my future. The second phase of data 

collection was interviews and conversations with family, friends, and colleagues to obtain 

an outside view of my lives. Lastly, I examined family artifacts as visual data alongside 

the first two phases, to increase the richness of the data. 

Organization of Data Analysis 

Chapter four is organized in three distinct sections. There is a presentation of 

representative data of my personal and professional lives connected by data from my life 

as a K-12 student in public education. This section is the memory...re-memory 

(Morrison, 1987) sections, which contains descriptions of salient events that resulted in 

episodes of epistemological growth. Insights provided by my friends, family, and 

colleagues comprise the second section of this chapter. These insights are used to further 

exemplify the personal, professional, and student truths identified from the narrative 

writing. Visual data are also used as further explications of the data presented. 
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The data presented support the research questions of the study. Since the research 

questions address my personal and professional lives separately, they were individually 

examined. Once the data were individually analyzed, I consolidated the data to determine 

how my personal and professional lives intertwined and how each supported the other. 

Descriptive Characteristics of Participants 

As is often the protocol in autoethnographic research, I was the primary participant in 

this study. The first section of this chapter deals exclusively with my narrative, reflective 

writing. These writings allowed me to explore provocative moments (Pizzolato, 2003, 

2005) that affected my personal and professional development. It is divided into three 

sections: (1) personal truths; (2) educational truths; and (3) teaching truths. 

The second phase of my research methodology called for interviews and 

conversations with family, friends, and colleagues. The people I interviewed have known 

me for many years—some continuously, some intermittently—and all of them were 

gracious to volunteer their time in order to help me complete my research. I was able to 

interview some of the people that I identified in my methodological plans and some I was 

not able to interview. I also added in additional people that I did not originally plan to 

interview. I have given pseudonyms to my participants who are not in my immediate 

family. It does not appear logical to give my daughter and my son pseudonyms; they are 

whom they are, regardless of what name I call them. 

Let me introduce you to my outside collaborators 

Mimi. 

Mimi is an educator in her mid-fifties. She and I have the longest continual 

professional history together. I first met Mimi in 1995 when we were working at different 
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schools in the same district and we were serving on county committees for our individual 

schools. When I wanted to transfer to the school at which she taught, she was 

instrumental in helping me do that. For approximately three years, she and I were 

colleagues on equal footing, each having taught for at least a decade. We became closer 

as colleagues and as friends when I changed my teaching focus from Biology to 

Chemistry. She became a mentor to me as I learned how to teach Chemistry. She later 

became our Science Department Chair and had the opportunity to begin evaluating my 

teaching abilities first hand. We worked together at Suburbia for seven years. Mimi was 

the primary influence in my moving to Four Square. She was going to Four Square as an 

administrator and I knew that with her guiding the establishment of the school, it would 

be a special place in which to work. We worked together for seven years at Four Square. 

Mimi has now left our school for other opportunities. 

Mimi and I have shared more than a love for teaching. We have shared our lives with 

one another. We have watched our children grow up, graduate high school and college, 

move away from home and get married. We have supported each other through our 

families' medical issues and celebrated with each other over the happy, exciting times of 

our lives. In Mimi's words, "we have done life and school together; we have seasoned 

together." 

Marie. 

Marie is an educator in her mid-fifties and we have also known each other for many 

years. She joined Mimi and I at Suburbia and moved with us to Four Square. She and I 

were teachers together for the beginning of her tenure at Suburbia. Then she moved to 

become co-department chair with Mimi our last two years there. When we moved from 
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Suburbia to Four Square, she was a classroom teacher and I was the department chair, so 

our roles reversed. Currently, she is an assistant principal at Four Square and I am 

moving back into full-time teaching. Therefore Marie and I have known each other for 

approximately 13 years and during that time our positions within the school setting have 

changed and evolved many times. When I realized that I no longer wanted to donate so 

much time outside my family, Marie was instrumental in encouraging and allowing me to 

resign the department chair position. 

We also have watched each other's children grow over the years. Her children are 

close in age to my children. Her son graduated the year between my children and her 

younger daughter graduated the year following my son. 

Auntie. 

My father had three sisters; I chose to interview the middle sister. Her family lived 

next door to my family for most of my childhood; her daughter and I are first cousins and 

were best friends growing up. I chose to interview this Auntie because she is the most 

like my daddy and myself. She has known me since the day I was born. She just 

celebrated her 75lh birthday on March 16. According to her son, Auntie is the type of 

person who cleans her shower in white linen pants (E. Guffey, personal communication, 

March 29, 2012). She is a professional woman and works as a CPA at the local bank. 

Paige. 

Paige is currently a second-year middle school teacher. As 1 expected, she is more 

relaxed in her teaching now and is more confident in her job. She was recently married 

and lives approximately 45 minutes away. We either talk or text almost every day. 

During our conversation we discussed the similarities that we share in both our personal 
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and professional lives. Paige indicated that she would not be surprised if I chose to try a 

different teaching situation. She felt that the change would be difficult for a month, but 

that I would have a moment when I would fall in love with teaching all over again. While 

she does not expect me to become an administrator, she thought that a job at the district 

office might be something that I would like to do. 

Paige described me as funny, encouraging, patient, energized, and that I have a love of 

learning. She mentioned that I love technology; that I am the only mom she knows with a 

twitter account. She mentioned that I was tech-savvy with the motivation to connect 

using the manner in which people connect in today's world. 

John. 

John is a 23-year-old doctoral student. He graduated in four years from the Georgia 

Institute of Technology. He is one of only two children his age that I know who has had a 

cardiologist his entire life. He has an artificial aortic heart valve but he does not let that 

hinder him from doing whatever he desires to do. He and I either talk or text almost every 

day. We think that we are probably the only mother and son duo who are both in graduate 

school working on a Ph.D. degree in the United States. 

When we began talking about me as a mother, he immediately related two stories. 

First, that when he was small and we would go into a store, if he called "Mom," every 

woman in the store would turn around except me. He decided to try calling me "Ms. 

Robin" and I turned around. From that time on, I have been either Ms. Robin or Robbie 

to my son. The second story involved a time when we were discussing inappropriate 

language in movies. Rather than shielding him from mild bad language by not allowing 

him to watch certain movies, Jurassic Park is the one he mentioned, I used the existence 
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of language as a teachable moment to help my children discern what language was 

appropriate and what was inappropriate. At some point in this language conversation I 

said, "You can say that beaver dam, but you cannot say that damn beaver!" That phrase 

has become a legend in our family and I am excited to see if it shows up again when there 

are grandchildren. 

Professor Knox. 

My undergraduate science methods Professor Knox was also willing to be interviewed 

for my study. He began his teaching career as a junior high school teacher during the 

days following integration. Constantly seeking a position within the educational 

community that could affect the greatest change, he obtained his Ph.D. and began 

working at Appalachian State University in the 1980s. He has been a friend to my 

husband and I for many years. My husband and I met in his science methods class. 

Following my graduation and our marriage we worked for his Summer Science Program, 

a National Science Foundation funded summer program for gifted and talented students 

for two summers (1981 and 1982). He attempted to convince us to stay at Appalachian 

and enter graduate school there. But we wanted to enter the world of public education. 

Looking back, that was such a wonderful offer and opportunity, but we were not ready 

for graduate school at that point in our lives. Professor Knox continues to work at 

Appalachian State University, now focusing his energies solely in the graduate program. 

Phase I, Narrative Writing 

The first phase of my autoethnography involved narrative writing. The process of 

using narrative writing as a methodology (Richardson, 1994) involved writing the 

memories of my past experiences both personal and professional. As I wrote, I "engaged 
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in a running meta-dialogue, a constant conversation with [my]self, a perpetual 

reconceptualization of [my] system of meaning (Kincheloe, 2005). As Pinar (2004) 

would say, I used currere to symbolize my lived experience (Harding, 1986, 1997; 

Harding & Norberg, 2005). Pinar (2004) coined the word Currere to represent the 

"autobiographical method [that] provides a strategy for self-study" (p. xiii). In other 

words, a method in which "we study the forms of our own experience...we work to 

remember, imagine, and realize ways of knowing and being that can span the chasm 

presently separating our public and private worlds" (Grumet, 1988, p. xv). Combining the 

concepts of currere (Pinar, 2004) with the basic concepts of Gardner's (1985, 1999) 

intrapersonal intelligence provides "not only the ability to discriminate among feelings, 

isolate and define emotions,...in an attempt to shape one's behavior, but also the ability to 

analyze the social and political dimensions of those emotions and feelings" (Kincheloe, 

2005, p. 159). Both the Aboriginal Dreamtime and Morrison's (1987) rememories are the 

vehicles through which traditions are handed down, as one generation's memories are 

transcribed to the next. 

Despite the diversity of their homelands -

from outback deserts and tropical rainforests to snow-capped mountains 

- all Aboriginal people share a belief in 

the timeless, magical realm of the Dreamtime. 

According to Aboriginal myth, 

totemic spirit ancestors forged all aspects of life 

during the Dreamtime of the world's creation. 
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These spirit ancestors continue to connect natural phenomena, 

as well as past, present and future 

through every aspect of Aboriginal culture. 

-Tourism Australia, 2012 

Memories And Re-Memories 

Morrison (1987) uses the word re-memory to indicate that when we remember an 

event, we re-live it. Memories are an interesting phenomenon. Memories represent the 

very essence of contradiction; they belong at once to everyone and to only the 

individual. They belong to everyone who experienced the event and to everyone who 

hears the story of the event. 

When I remember something I had previously experienced, I am merely having a 

new present experience. 1 do not re-experience the prior experience; 1 have a quite 

different experience, which I claim is a replication, a copy, of the earlier one. So 

remembering the past is exactly like perceiving the external world. (Allen, 1986, 

p. 29; Hirsch, 2002, p. 321) 

Memories are personal and dependent upon the perceptions of the individual; they are 

shared and become ingrained in the greater culture, which can often been seen to as 

contentious. How I remember an event is not necessarily how my mother, father, 

husband, son, daughter, or colleague remembers the event. They are my personal 

memories of an event. 
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In Beloved, Toni Morrison (1987) refers to memories as rememories to indicate that 

everyone has personal memories of an event and that each event is a shared memory 

between participants past, present, and future. 

Rememory is a noun and a verb, a thing and an action. Communicable, shared, 

and permanent, because it is spatial and material, tactile, it underscores the deadly 

risks of intergenerational transmission...[it] is the same for the one who was there 

and the one who was never there. (Hirsch, 2002, p.74) 

As I delved into the memories of my personal and professional lives, I reflected upon the 

anamnesis of my life. Those events that I chose to remember and re-examine represented 

my "primal scenes—events of such significance that [I] would recollect that episode, and 

not another, at the crucial moment when driven to re-evaluate [my] life... producing an 

opportunity and affective agency for self-discovery through memory" (Rushdy, 1990, p. 

303). Following Rushdy's (1990) directive, as I sifted through my memory banks, I 

honed in on those transformative memories that helped me move from accepting others' 

knowledge to constructing my own knowledge (Baxter Magolda, 1998, 2009; Belenky, 

Clichy, Goldberger, & Tarule, 1986; Kegan, 1994, 2000; Mezirow, 1997, 2000, 2003) 

The following stories represent my recollection, memories, and rememories 

(Morrison, 1987) from my professional, personal, and educational lives. I have not 

included every memory or every event that occurred. The stories that I have chosen to 

share represent events that come quickly to my mind, those memories that caused an 

internal struggle for meaning, those events that Rushdy (1990) would call "primal 

scenes" (p. 303). Many of these "primal scenes" (Rushdy, 1990, p. 303) have been 

especially painful and have resulted in my habit of attempting to remove emotion from 
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the incident. This aspect of my personality developed as a coping device, for if I allow 

myself to become emotional, I could quickly be overcome by the sadness of some of the 

times in my life. 

Data 

The data is organized as a presentation of how I came to know the things I know, in 

other words, the data represents the formation of my personal and professional 

epistemologies. The events described in these data sets form the backbone of "[my] very 

epistemology—the way in which [I] know and make meaning" (Parks Daloz, 2000, p. 

104). Epistemology is "the grounds for knowledge" (Brookfield, 2000, p. 135). It allows 

for metacognition, providing me with "the ability to think about [my] own thought" 

(Parks Daloz, 2000, p. 114). It is not the information I know, it is the way in which I 

know (Kegan, 2000, p. 52). These memories are shared as data and are represented in 

more of a sterile manner than they have been considered. I have spent countless hours 

weeping as I typed at my computer. To safeguard my heart, I cannot allow the pain or the 

joy to be too self-evident within this work. The data is presented in the following 

organizational manner. Because I began life as Ms. Robin, the evolution of my personal 

epistemology is presented first. My personal epistemology is then followed by my 

experiences in education from the perspective of a student. The last section presents the 

formation of my professional epistemology from my experiences as a career educator. As 

I moved through the events of life and identified the truths that emerged from my writing, 

some of the truths were repeated. Therefore, it may seem as though 1 am not moving 

through the truths chronologically. However, as the truths reappeared via different 

incidents, I gave the truth the same number as the first time it appeared. 
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Personal Epistemology 

The memories included in my narrative writings are those I recall first. The memories 

of events that Rushdy (1990) identified as "primal scenes" (p. 303). These events 

provided me with an opportunity for growth. In other words, these memories were 

transformational for me; their occurrence resulted in a different Ms. Robin. Therefore, 

they added to the development of my personal epistemology. 

Each memory and re-memory (Morrison, 1987) written during the narrative writing 

phase of data collection represented an event that caused a change in my values or 

beliefs. Each data section is correlated with a personal truth that I gained from that 

experience. These truths or epistemologies are identified at the end of each section. Some 

of these repeated as I progressed through the narrative. The five epistemologies identified 

from Phase One of the data are presented in Table 3 below. 

Table 3 

Personal Epistemology 

#1 To be heard in my marriage and my life. 

#2 To be more involved as a mother. 

#3 To be courageous and face every challenge. 

#4 To know when to lead, when to protect, when to guide, and when to trust my 
children 

#5 To encourage my children to experience the larger world beyond. 
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I was the first-born of the next generation on my father's side of the family. I was 

three weeks premature and weighed only five pounds at birth. For both of these reasons, 

everyone—parents, grandparents, great-grandparents, aunts, and uncles—doted upon me. 

It was the early 1960s and ours was a one-income family. My mother stayed at home and 

my father worked in an industrial plant. We also farmed. I do not know whether we 

farmed to supplement my daddy's income or because that is just what was expected of 

them. We raised cattle for sale, food for the cattle, and vegetables and fruit for us. In fact 

I do not remember my mother buying canned vegetables at a grocery store until I was in 

college. We lived on a country road on 40 acres of family land. Bordering us on the right 

were my aunt and cousin, bordering us on the left was my daddy's first cousin, and 

bordering us across the road were my paternal great-grandparents. No one lived behind 

us, our land stretch to the next road. 

My Mother, Carrie 

I have thought a great deal about how to describe my mother. In earlier drafts of this 

work, she was absent, but she was never absent from my life. My mother was a beautiful 

young woman and is a pretty, elderly woman. Her family was not indigenous to our 

community. In fact, according to my first-cousin-once-removed, the arrival of my mother 

and her sisters to the community and to the local church family caused quite a stir among 

the young men of the county because "they were the most beautiful girls in the county" 

(C. DeBrew, personal communication, July 26, 2011). There were six children in her 

family and three of those were beautiful teenage girls. The young men of the community, 

my daddy included, competed to gain the affections of those Hoyle girls. In the 
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photographs below, Figure 2, you can see the three Hoyle girls in the late 1940s, 

circa 1948. 

Martha Carrie Joan 
(Aunt Martha) (My Mother) (Aunt Joan) 

Figure 2 Photograph of the Hoyle girls 

My mother's family had moved to Cleveland County so that my grandfather could 

work on the Blanton farm. Both Martha and Carrie married young men from our 

community. Since almost everyone in the community was related in some fashion, those 

young men were first-cousins-once-removed, my father's mother and my uncle's father 

were first cousins. 

My mother's family would probably have been considered tenant farmers, Grandpa 

Hoyle did not own his own land, but lived on and worked the land of others. Because of 

this, their family was somewhat itinerate; making several moves throughout the time my 

mother was growing up. She moved so many times one year that she had to repeat a 

grade. (This was the reason she gave me when I asked her why she married my daddy 

before she graduated high school.) My impression has always been that my mother was 
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raised to be a farmer's wife, to work in the fields and gardens alongside him, to raise the 

children, and to defer all decisions to her husband. As a farmer's wife and a stay-at-home 

mom, my mother was in perpetual motion. Whenever you needed to find her, she was 

either working in the barn, or the field, or in the garden, or in and around the house. 

My mother seemed to disappear into her marriage and her family. I never really heard 

my parents argue, I think she accepted my daddy's opinion as her own; or at least, she 

never let anyone see that she disagreed with him. Looking for my mother in the literature, 

I found her as a woman in transition. As Belenky and her associates (1986) assert, she 

"relied on a mixture of received and subjective knowledge, looking to feeling and 

intuition for some of [her] answers...and to external authorities for others" (p. 88). It is as 

if my daddy "who [was] more immersed in the public world, represented] an external 

presence" (Grumet, 1988, p. 13), and existed outside of my parents, but my mother did 

not. Although she was an active participant in our family, as I reflect back, I cannot hear 

her in my memories. She is omnipresent in them, but silent. 

It took a great deal of urging from my committee members for me to include a section 

on my mother. As I reflected on her marriage and on how I saw her within her marriage, 

I realized that I wanted to be a more vocal part of my own marriage and my life. This 

realization led me to the first personal truth: I want to be heard. 

As 1 reflected upon my mother's role in our family and in my life, 1 remember her as 

being set apart. According to my aunt, "Carrie was a tough taskmaster." (P. Guffey, 

personal communication, March 12, 2012), and this could account for my feelings of her 

being set apart from me. Although she loved babies and toddlers, she seemed more 

comfortable with the adults than with the children. She was never absent or uncaring. Her 
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job was to take care of everything around the house—the cooking, the cleaning, the 

gardening, the canning, the child rearing. Those tasks kept her too busy to just play. 

For Momma, taking care of Daddy was her number one priority. She was definitely a 

caregiver and made certain that my daddy was taken care of at all times, especially 

following his heart attack and cardiac bypass surgery. Looking through her old 

photographs through the lens of a wife rather than the lens of a girl, I realized that many 

of the pictures of her early marriage were either of my mother alone or my father alone. 

My father was in the Air Force and was stationed in Japan. I realized that she was 

probably so preoccupied with taking care of Daddy because she spent so much of her 

early marriage separated from him. 

Learning more about my mother through her collections of memorabilia and 

photographs, I think I understand better why her priorities were more toward the wife 

persona than the mother persona. Being a wife first and a mother second caused me, the 

child, to long for a closer relationship with my mother. That longing led to my second 

personal truth: To be more involved as a mother. 

As I researched my personal history for this study, I recently discovered that, in many 

ways, my mother was an ethnographer. I always knew that she had a myriad of things 

hidden away all around the house. Following her recent stroke and move into a nursing 

home, I gathered a great deal of her treasures and brought them home with me; partly for 

research purposes and partly to ensure that they were safely kept within the family. Going 

through just a small portion of her treasure, I realized that she had hidden away almost 

every memento of her life. She had boxes of wedding invitations, newspaper clippings 

for weddings, birth announcements, funeral programs and funeral announcements, the 
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PTA handbooks from my first and second grade classes, my report cards, and even the 

construction paper tickets to my high school graduation. In short, I believe that she kept 

everything. As I reflected upon this I became amazed at her caring spirit. I came to 

understand that she cared enough about the people she lived among, the members of her 

community, that she kept artifacts about the milestones of their lives. 

I hope to honor my mother by one day organizing all her data and artifacts in an 

attempt to recreate her life. While completing this project, I want to send copies of the 

wedding announcements and similar artifacts to the people they describe. I want to craft a 

note letting the subjects know that my mother cared enough about them to save this item 

about an important moment in their lives. 

My Daddy 

My daddy was born into a farming family. The oldest of four children, he was a 

typical gifted male student, he started school and performed very well and then one day 

he stopped. According to my aunt, "Daddy [my grandfather] said that no amount of 

punishment or reward could get Ben to do his schoolwork once he had decided not to 

complete the work" (P. Guffey, personal communication, March 12, 2012). My aunt, who 

is now a CPA, was appalled to overhear my grandfather refer to my father as the "smart 

one." She worked hard in school and received good grades, while my father coasted by 

with below average grades. He exhibited his exceptional abilities in a variety of areas and 

he could do just about anything to which he set his mind. He could take apart and 

reassemble an engine. He could do complicated arithmetic in his head. He understood 

and was successful in the stock market. Though Daddy did not have the degree, he had 
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the thought processes. From my conversation with my aunt, I learned that when my 

daddy retired from the industrial plant, they replaced him with an engineer. 

In our community it was Daddy's generation that made the move from the fields into 

the factories. He once commented that everyone in our community had heart attacks. I 

believe that was because eating habits did not reflect that change in the manner of their 

everyday lives. They continued to eat and live in very similar ways to how their families 

ate and lived when everyone completed manual labor for their livelihood. In other words, 

the cooks of our community continued to cook meals for the families that were rooted in 

the cultural and historical traditions—high fat Southern cooking. In generations before 

Daddy's these high fat meals were necessary to maintain the work in the fields. In 

Daddy's generation, the work moved inside and became more skilled labor versus 

manual labor; no longer were high fat meals necessary to sustain the workers. This 

allowed the extra fat from their meals to coagulate in their arteries resulting in heart 

disease. He was also pretty high-strung and was unable to teach himself how to handle 

stress productively. Because of factors such as these, he had a major heart attack, what 

cardiologists call "the widow-maker" (T. Harris, personal communication, March 18, 

1978) at 48 years old. He should not have survived and I feel really lucky that he was 

able to live 13 additional years. Those years gave him the opportunity to see me graduate 

from college, to participate in my wedding, to see my brother graduate from high school, 

get married, and graduate from college. He was also able to meet three of his four 

grandchildren. 
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Daddy's Girl 

I was very much a daddy's girl. In fact, my aunt has told me that my daddy changed 

once I was born. That he was very judgmental and impatient, but once I was born, she 

said that it was like he just decided to become a better person because he was my dad (P. 

Guffey, personal communication, December 24, 2008). Daddy and I did so many things 

together. He would go bird hunting every Saturday during the dove and quail seasons. 

When he returned with the dead birds, I was invited to help him clean them. This 

involved plucking the feathers and gutting the bird. We would always examine the 

gizzard and stomach to see what the bird had been eating. I would hold the feet so that he 

could cut the legs off at the knee joint. We did this for years and years during both 

seasons. I even helped him skin a rabbit once (I did not like that very much). I believe 

that one of the reasons that I chose to major in Biology for my undergraduate degree is 

because of those hours of cleaning birds and examining their entrails. 

He also took me to high school athletic events and American Legion baseball games 

with him. He was a member of the athletic booster club, paying for the highest level of 

membership. This provided admission to all events for the entire family and a special 

section of seating. When we got to the games—really just football and basketball— 

Daddy would go to the booster club section and sit with his buddies and I would go to the 

bottom of the bleachers to watch the cheerleaders. I guess, he could always see me, 

because he never seem to be worried about where I was. I went to ALL the games with 

him—home games, away games, tournament games—you name it, and we were there. I 

think I began going with him probably during the 1964 or 1965 high school football 

season. I know that 1 went with him to football games before our local high school 
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stadium was completed because I remember going to the games when they were held at 

the nearby junior college. I really enjoyed the independence of being allowed to sit where 

I wanted in the bleachers rather than having to sit with Daddy. 

He always wanted me to be an athlete—about the only thing for girls then was 

basketball and track. Even though Title IX was enacted in 1972, there were not very 

many opportunities for girls' athletics in my school. My passion was cheerleading and he 

never really said anything against it, but he wanted me to be a more traditional athlete. 

Daddy made me try out for the basketball team at the first opportunity and I did. I was 

in the seventh grade and our school had both a girls' and a boys' basketball team. He had 

taught me how to dribble and shoot a basketball when I was much younger. I would 

practice dribbling on our driveway and shooting at our basketball goal hanging on the 

front of our barn. I tried out and was chosen for the team—one of only two seventh 

graders to win a spot. I was already a cheerleader; having made the squad and cheered for 

the football season. Unfortunately, the school would not allow me to play basketball for 

the girls and re-join the cheerleading squad for the boys' game. I never understood why 

and I do not know if my parents questioned the decision or just accepted it. So, I had to 

choose between cheerleading and basketball. My daddy let ME choose. He did not put 

any pressure on me and he did not try to talk me into playing ball. Of course, if you know 

me, you know that I chose cheerleading. I am sure he was disappointed and he probably 

at least asked me if I was sure, but I do not remember him showing his disappointment or 

being angry with me about my decision. Looking back, his allowing me to make that 

decision was a remarkable thing. He could have just told me which one to choose and I 

would have whined and cried a little to try and get my way, but I would have accepted his 
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choice. He did not do that to me—he allowed me to make that decision and to choose the 

activity that I loved the most. He was quite the daddy! 

Daddy did not think that I would like being a teacher. He tried multiple times and in 

multiple ways to talk me out of it. He wanted me to be a pharmacist and for us to open a 

drug store. He planned to run the front of the store and I would run the pharmacy. Again, 

he allowed me to choose. This time I think he believed that I would hate teaching and go 

back to school to become the pharmacist he wanted me to be. 

There were plenty of instances in which my daddy told me what to do, but there were 

also many instances in which he let me choose my path. There is a fine line between 

being involved as a parent and being over-bearing. Therefore, I discovered my third 

personal truth, the importance of knowing when to lead, when to protect, when to guide, 

and when to trust a child. 

My Brother 

It is important to note that I am not an only child; I have a baby brother. However, I 

often feel as though we were two only children raised by the same parents. My brother is 

almost nine years younger than I so we really did not grow up at the same time. My 

daddy's heart attack occurred when my brother was only nine, so in many ways the 

parents who raised each of us were different parents. Unfortunately, he and I have never 

been close. We have made such different choices in our lives that we do not have very 

much in common with one another. However, since our mother's stroke we have been in 

contact more. My brother has been wonderful with my mother and has been able to visit 

her more often and spend more time with her than I have been able to do. I am very 

grateful that he has been able and willing to do so. 
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Because of the chronological and emotional distance between my brother and I, I was 

determined that my children would be close in age. My husband and I also chose to take 

long family trips in the summer and to arrange other family outings to try and forge a 

strong bond and a strong friendship between our children. Therefore, it makes me truly 

happy when I realize that my children are very close friends today. 

Wife 

I met my husband, Phil, in a Science Teaching Methods course and I later discovered 

that we also had a Bacteriology class together. My husband had graduated with a Wildlife 

Biology degree from North Carolina State University in 1978 and had enrolled at my 

college, Appalachian State University, to obtain his teaching certificate. He was there one 

semester. We started dating in October, were engaged at Christmas, and were married in 

May. My distraction with my new boyfriend is the sole reason I did not graduate magna 

cum laude. I was too busy dating to keep my schoolwork at the highest level, I ended up 

with a B+ in a music appreciation class rather than an A"; which accounted for the 0.001 

difference between my GPA and the GPA cut-off for magna cum laude. 

At first my parents were appalled that I was dating a 25-year-old man (I was merely 

21), but once they met Phil, they accepted him into our family. In the different degrees 

with which they accepted my husband, you can see a difference in my parents' 

personalities. Daddy and Phil became fast friends, they enjoyed many of the same 

activities and enjoyed doing these activities together. My mother was more reticent. I felt 

like she was uncomfortable with the changes in her family. She required a greater amount 

of time to incorporate another man into our family. 
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My husband, being an older man, already had a house in his hometown; three hours 

away from my family. Therefore, we moved there after our wedding. I had a difficult 

time adjusting to living in a place where I basically knew only a very few people. 

Looking back, I think I became slightly depressed and spent several years this way. At 

that time, I had not found my voice so I did not articulate my feelings. I just continued 

living my day-to-day life. Finally, I found an outlet for my frustrations in exercise. I 

began with Jane Fonda's Workout in 1982, and I have been committed to and benefitted 

from exercise nearly every day since. A secondary interest that also has helped to save 

my sanity has been reading. Being able to lose myself within the pages of a good book 

has allowed me to weather several personal tragedies. 

Stubbornly facing the challenges that have arisen throughout my life has resulted in 

my growth as a wife. Sometimes I wondered if my curiosity might be somehow causing 

these challenges to occur. I specifically remember inquiring as to whether a fellow 

teacher who had miscarried at two months would physically feel the loss at such an early 

point in the pregnancy. I did not mean to be cruel or uncaring, I had no experience around 

pregnant women and I was interested in understanding her loss. A couple of years later, I 

was destined to truly understand her sense of loss as I lost my own first pregnancy around 

the eighth week and again when 1 lost my fourth pregnancy around the twelfth week. I 

was completely devastated. I also was left to wonder whether my earlier questions had 

led to my need to experience this tragedy first hand. Although that experience was 26 

years ago, I can still remember and re-feel that devastation, sense of loss, and self-

loathing. I believe that challenge transformed me into becoming a better mother—a truly 

child-centered mother. 
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Mother 

Paige. 

Unfortunately, I have faced numerous challenges as a mother. As I mentioned above, I 

lost my first pregnancy. Again, a depression-filled era ensued. I exercised two to three 

hours a day and I read approximately ten books in three months. I was in the best 

physical shape of my life, when, eventually, I became pregnant with my daughter, Paige. 

She was the light of my life and I fell madly in love with her. Occasionally, she was, and 

continues to be, a strong-willed child/adult (Dobson, 1970). When she was a child, a 

number of people described her as strong-willed, using this label scathingly. However, I 

did not see being a strong-willed child as a detriment. I believe that being strong-willed 

allows a person to be able to stand against peer pressure and it gives them the strength 

necessary to make their own decisions. I continue to be glad that she sometimes fits that 

label. Being strong-willed can help her as she journeys toward self-authorship and 

finding her voice. 

Paige presented me with unexpected challenges. We had planned to deliver Paige 

naturally with no medication and were well on our way to our goal, when she developed 

complications—her heart rate began dropping during contractions. Eventually, her heart 

rate went so low it was practically zero. At that point, my doctor changed our plans and I 

had an emergency caesarean section. That event was devastatingly horrifying and 

physically and emotionally challenging. 

During the first weeks of her life, Paige was a happy baby during the day. However, at 

night, when we placed her in her cradle, she would cry incessantly; a cry that indicated 

that she was in pain. When she was 11 weeks old, we discovered that she had an inguinal 
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hernia and needed surgery to repair it. The doctors assured me that the hernia was not 

what caused my daughter to cry out in pain at night; my mother's intuition knew 

otherwise. From the day of her hernia repair, she did not cry at night unless she was ill. 

Paige grew up to be a beautiful young woman and is now a second-year teacher. Her 

struggles in the classroom during her first year of teaching were the impetus of my study. 

John. 

My son, John, was born 29 months after Paige. He, too, was born by Cesarean section. 

He was such a good baby, he hardly cried. Later I discovered that cardiac babies do not 

cry very often because they do not have sufficient stamina to do so. John was born with a 

severe form of aortic stenosis, a congenital heart defect in which the aortic valve cannot 

open wide enough to allow for a normal flow of blood from the heart to the aorta. A 

doctor once said, "John will have to sit and watch other children play" (Weasoner, 

personal communication, June 27, 1989). John did not sit by and watch other children 

play, he was an active, interested little boy. He had three surgeries and three heart 

catheterizations before his sixth birthday. During his kindergarten year, his aortic valve 

was replaced with a mechanical one. His growth normalized following the valve 

replacement. For the most part, he became a normal boy. It was interesting to see him 

play in a group of friends. If someone was going to hit him or tackle him, all his friends 

would jump in front of him and yell No! He was very active in school and even competed 

in speed events for his high school track team. 

I came to see the challenges I faced with Paige in a positive light. Because Paige was 

delivered by caesarean section; any subsequent children would be delivered in this 

manner as well. (That was the insurance rule in the 1980s.) I believe that the emergency 
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Cesarean-section surgery performed to deliver Paige saved John's life. Because of his 

aortic stenosis, 1 do not believe that his heart could have survived birth. Her hernia 

surgery also helped me deal with the surgeries and procedures that John has required over 

the years. It is almost as if the challenge of Paige's surgery was a warm-up for the 

surgeries to come. 

Ms. Robin has developed the ability to meet challenges head-on. Once, when the 

doctors were trying to relieve the pressure in John's heart nonsurgically, they attempted a 

balloon valvuloplasty. It was not successful. There were friends waiting with us in the 

waiting room and watched us discuss the results of the procedure with the doctor. My 

friend told me later that day that it had been interesting to watch my demeanor change as 

the discussion continued. She said that at first my shoulders slumped and I dropped my 

head. But then she watched me take a deep breath, square my shoulders, lift my head, and 

ask the doctors what our next course of action was (D. Yancy, personal communication, 

1993). 

Other challenges resulted in my growth as a wife, a person, a teacher, and a student. 

The extended illness and subsequent death of my daddy made a big impact on my 

perspective from every angle. It made Ms. Robin more determined to be a truly good 

mother and wife. It made Mrs. Tillotson a more compassionate and caring teacher. I 

began to wonder what kinds of challenges and sadness awaited my students when they 

returned home each day after school. It caused me to stop worrying about what students 

were not accomplishing outside the classroom and to begin concentrating on what the 

students were accomplishing inside my classroom. I began to see that everyone has 
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tragedies and challenges in their lives and that the only place I could ensure an 

atmosphere conducive to learning was within my classroom. 

Becoming a mother also transformed my practice as a teacher. I began to see my 

students as other people's children and it became my mission to treat my students, as I 

would want my children's teachers to treat them. Perhaps because of the loss I felt 

following two miscarriages, I tend to adopt my students and they become my kids. Often 

in conversations with friends who are not teachers, I have to stop and clarify whether I 

am speaking about my children or my students because I refer to them all as my kids. 

My life seems filled with challenges, from my beginning as a premature baby to my 

participation in this doctoral program. Challenge was one of the guiding principles of my 

adult development. As I reflected on the experiences of facing myriad struggles and of 

overcoming them to move beyond, I developed my fourth personal truth: to be 

courageous and face every challenge. I see this truth as a theme in my life that shows up 

time and time again. Not only in terms of health issues, but also in the way I face every 

challenge every day. 

Productive Distractions 

My educational journey has also been influenced by the challenges in my life. 

Following the loss of my last pregnancy to miscarriage, I enrolled in a Master's Degree 

program through Piedmont College. I discovered that placing my energies into learning 

rather than dwelling on misfortune is a cathartic experience for me. It allows me to 

occupy my brain with pleasant activities and to push the bad memories and sad feelings 

to the side until the pain is not so fresh. This is similar to the way I use exercise. Both 

exercise and learning allow my brain a time of rest from the emotional events occurring 
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in my life. By taking my focus away from the problem, I can deal with the emotional 

aspects of the issue in a manner that is better for my emotional health. 

When Paige moved to Nashville, Tennessee to go to college, I knew that I needed 

something to occupy my brain so that I would not fall into a depressed state upon her 

leaving. Therefore, I enrolled in an Educational Specialist program through The 

University of Georgia. I was, again, able to partition the sad feelings from my working 

memory until I was ready to deal with them and the emptiness of Paige's absence was not 

so fresh. Unfortunately, I did not do this when John left for college and I believe that I 

spent his freshman year depressed and searching for meaning. As a mother, I felt that my 

job was finished. For a woman who identified herself as a teacher and a mother, it was as 

though half of my identity was gone. 

They Still Need a Mom 

This past year has shown me that even though they no longer live under my roof, my 

job as a mother is not finished—that I still have important work to do for my children. 

This realization came to me in two very different forms; one joyful and one frightening. 

Our joyful event this year was Paige's wedding. It was a wonderful event, very 

different from what I would have imagined or planned on my own, but totally Paige. In 

the beginning, I was worried that the differences in our choices for the wedding would 

alienate us from each other. I had always pictured a traditional wedding for her; her 

choices were anything but traditional. Our first discussion began when she asked me if I 

would consider being her Matron of Honor. At first, I worried about being a member of 

the wedding party and what people would think. But then I realized what a special honor 

it was for my daughter to ask me to be a part of the wedding—what this simple request 
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said about our mother-daughter relationship. I was elated. It was at this point that I 

resolved to put aside my traditional wedding ideas and really listen to hers; to embrace 

the wedding of a millennial Southern Woman. The traditional Southern Woman within 

me cringed at many of her ideas, especially the burlap table overlays. I was mortified— 

"you use burlap to bind your bales of cotton, not to decorate your wedding!" I told her. 

She assured me that it would be beautiful and found pictures in magazines to show me, 

but that piece was hard to accept. The photograph in Figure 3 shows a table from the 

wedding. A square of burlap covers the white tablecloth and the effect is lovely, 

'i: 

Figure 3 Photograph of Burlap Table Overlay 

Paige also decided that the bridesmaids would wear navy dresses. Rather than 

choosing a navy dress for all the bridesmaids to buy, she asked them to buy a navy dress 

that they loved and that they could wear again. This was very different from my 

traditional thoughts, but the effect of the bridesmaids as individuals was very nice. I was 

even able to find the courage to choose my own path by deciding to wear the only long 

gown among the bridesmaids. 
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Figure 4 Photograph of the bridesmaids showing the different dresses 

Not having the wedding inside a church was also difficult for me. Being a raised as a 

Southern Baptist Girl, I grew up in the church and, honestly, had never attended a 

wedding not held in a church before. But Paige's church does not have a building of its 

own and she did not want to be married in just some random church. As with any major 

event, there were times of challenge and strife during the months planning the wedding. 

I did what I usually do when faced with challenges involving my either of children. I 

made up my mind to face the challenge, put her welfare first, and worked with my child 

to help her have the wedding day of her dreams. After a rocky beginning, we found a 
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common ground and had a wonderful time planning. During those beginning days, I 

really agonized over tradition versus Paige's wishes. Once I realized that my concern 

about tradition was more of a concern over what people would think about not having a 

more traditional wedding, I realized that I was being superficial. It was a difficult 

transition to make, but I feel like I benefitted from making that transition. Not only was 

Paige happy, but also I grew more confident as a person and as a mom. 

The second event to show me my purpose as a mother was not finished was not 

joyous. My son, John, contracted a serious, life-threatening infection a month prior to the 

wedding. He spent nine days in the hospital and I spent almost every moment there with 

him—I only left to shower and change clothes or to run an errand. In fact, I spent eight of 

the last ten days before the wedding sleeping in the hospital, ensuring that the hospital 

staff properly cared for John. It was an excruciating time for everyone. John was so ill, 

Paige was worried about her brother and how this would affect the wedding, Phil and I 

were worried about both John and the wedding and Paige. I was exhausted from sleeping 

at the hospital. (I always worry about Paige when John is sick because it has occurred so 

many times and he always requires our total attention during those times.) We were very 

lucky and blessed that John was able to leave the hospital with all his internal organs the 

day before the rehearsal dinner. There were times during his hospital stay when his 

leaving intact was not guaranteed, but he was given outstanding medical care by our 

doctor and improved enough to avoid the surgery that was previously discussed. As I 

reflect back on that time, I am amazed that everything worked out. I did not allow myself 

to cry nor to dwell on the worst that could happen, but those experiences definitely took 

their toll on me both emotionally and physically. I am just realizing now what things I 



119 

have forgotten to do as the cloud of despair lifts from my shoulders a little bit more every 

day. 

It often seems to me that there is definitely a divine plan in place. However, 

sometimes I wonder why this plan has been so full of difficulties for me. Was that the 

plan from my conception, or did the plan unfold as life unfolded and my experiences 

provided me with the strength I needed when I needed it? I have often wondered if the 

emergency C-section at Paige's birth and her subsequent hernia surgery were a type of 

boot camp for me to prepare me to face the challenges that John has presented. Did the 

experiences of my daddy's by-pass surgery and Paige's hernia surgery provide me with 

the ability to withstand the pressures of having a six-week old in emergency surgery? If 

those earlier health issues in my family created a stronger me for the experience of being 

John's mother, then I am thankful for them. 

Sometimes / wonder, "Why me? " But those times only lead to self-pity and self-pity is 

not a productive emotion for me. I cannot spend my time asking why. / have to gather up 

the courage I need to face another day and sometimes that is a lot of courage indeed. It 

continues to be important to know when to lead, when to protect, when to guide, and 

when to trust a child. 

The Personal Life Takes Over 

In the past, my professional life has influenced my personal one. Job opportunities 

caused changes for my family that were unexpected and not well received at first. When I 

decided to leave Suburbia for Four Square, it was very difficult for my children. This was 

an easy decision for me professionally but a difficult decision for me personally. 

Professionally I was going to get the chance to start a school, to work in a place where no 
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one could say, "this is how we always do things;" to shape the way that things would be 

done for years to come. Personally it was more difficult because it required that Paige and 

John move to the new school as well. Because Paige was a sophomore at Suburbia, she 

had the option to remain there. John, an eighth grader at Creekland Middle School, did 

not have the option to go to Suburbia. Our home is in the Four Square district, therefore, 

without a permissive transfer, John could not attend Suburbia. John especially found it 

difficult to accept the fact that we were changing high schools and that he would not 

graduate from the school in which he had played every day for seven years and in which 

he knew the majority of the teachers by name. At first, he was not happy about my 

professional choice. Eventually he came to see that the opportunity to be a pioneer 

student in a new school was as great an opportunity for him as it was for me to start the 

science department in a new school. Paige understood the opportunity moving to Four 

Square represented for me. She was also very excited to help determine the path of the 

new school. When it was time to move, they both embraced the unique occasion of 

helping to create the foundations of a new high school. 

As I associated a memory with a particular epistemology, I did so based on the 

epistemology in which I had the greatest learning and growth. However, all the 

epistemologies are intertwined and weave in and out of each event I related. This lead me 

to begin to see commonalities among them. These commonalities became my five 

personal epistemologies and they form the foundation of my personal life. They are the 

truths that guide my life From the incidents that I have related above along with a myriad 

of other events, I have identified five things that I hold true in my personal life. 
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Educational Epistemology 

The narrative writing phase of data collection is filled with memories and re-memories 

(Morrison, 1987), which represent events that formed the foundations of my educational 

values or beliefs. Each data section is correlated with an educational truth that I gained 

from that experience. Some truths formulated from my experiences as a student; others 

derived from my experiences as a teacher. These truths or epistemologies are identified at 

the end of each section and some repeated as I chronicled these experiences. From this 

portion of the narrative, I identified four educational epistemologies. These are presented 

in Table 4 below. 

Table 4 

Educational Epistemology 

#1 Events that affect a student's self-esteem in school may affect her throughout her 
life. 

#2 Consider the lasting consequences of allowing social pressure to drive the 
curriculum. 

#3 Sometimes students are not treated fairly in school. 

#4 In college, my success resulted from overcoming the challenges that forced me to 
chart a clear path to success. 

Elementary School During the Days of Integration 

I have been in school since August, 1965. Because of the timing of my childhood, I 

lived through several major changes in education. As a child of the sixties, I experienced 
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integration first hand. My memories of the integration of our county are virtually non

existent. There were no big incidents that would burn into my memory. My community 

school was closed and I was bused ten miles to a newly integrated school with a larger 

building. I do not remember my parents being concerned about the integration issue, I do 

not remember it being mentioned at all. The only comment they made was that the PTA 

had just bought new curtains for the closing school's stage and that was a waste of 

money. I have read many articles and seen many films about the integration of Southern 

public schools, but I do not remember that being what 1 experienced. I asked my first 

cousin-once-removed about the events around integration and he agreed that our 

community experienced no problems. I asked what happened to the African American 

teachers teaching in the segregated Black schools and he said that those teachers were 

given jobs in the newly integrated schools. His wife went on to say that one of those 

teachers had just recently retired (J. DeBrew/ C. DeBrew, personal communication, 

December 24, 2011). 

As I reflected on this change in my school, I found that my mother had saved all of my 

report cards. When I examined my first two report cards, I noticed that there was a 

section that indicated the school to which I would be assigned the following year. Figure 

5 shows the scanned images of my first and second grade report cards indicating the 

school to which I would be assigned the next year. We left our community school that 

held one classroom per grade level and moved to a larger school where there were at least 

two, sometimes two and a half, classrooms per grade. We also changed from an all-white, 

European-American class to a racially integrated class. It was racially integrated, but not 

ethnically integrated. As you can see in the report card on the left, 1 was assigned to the 
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same school for my second grade year. The report card on the right shows that at the end 

of my second grade year my assignment had changed to Boiling Springs School. This is 

the first year of integration. 
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Figure 5. Scanned first and second grade report cards. 

As you look at those two reports cards, there is another interesting aspect to them. 

Notice the paragraph at the bottom of the report cards. This paragraph only appears on 

these two report cards and it is stamped with a rubber stamp; it is not a permanently 

printed portion of the cards. It makes me wonder if the county had considered integrating 

a year earlier, but could not accomplish the redistribution of students and therefore, 

integration occurred the following year. 

The following three class pictures illustrate how my classes changed through the years 

from before integration to during integration to two years after integration. This was an 
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integration of two races only. Notice that in all three pictures, there were no other races or 

ethnicities in our classes. You can see in Figure 6, which is my second grade class, that 

there was no diversity; all the students were white, European-American students. My 

third grade class, Figure 7, was taken the year of integration; there is one child who is 

non-white, European-American. Figure 8 is a photograph is of my fifth grade class. This 

is two years following integration. As you can see, my teacher was an African American 

woman and several of my classmates were African American. Technically, there was also 

a multi-racial student in this class. However, in 1970s rural North Carolina, we were not 

acquainted with multi-racial as a demographic term. 

It is interesting to note that the class with the African-American teacher is also the 

class with the greatest number of African-American students. I wonder if this was a 

coincidence or was it planned. I also remember that our African-American teacher was 

especially demanding of the African-American students in our class. Mrs. Arnold was a 

very creative teacher. We completed art projects at least once every two weeks and we 

wrote, produced, and presented a state beauty pageant in which my classmates and I 

chose a state to represent. We researched that state and then presented out findings as 

though we were contestants in the Miss America pageant. 
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Figure 6. Photograph of Miss Patrick's Second Grade Class 

Figure 8. Photograph of Mrs. Elliott's Third Grade Class 
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Figure 9. Photograph of Ms. Arnold's Fifth Grade Class 

During my elementary and middle school years in public school, integration caused no 

negative impacts that I can remember or identify. There were no protests or sit-ins or 

anything else that occurred in other cities. For my class, it was school as normal. Even 

though the school was larger than my community school, there were still only two classes 

for each grade. Sometimes the number of students was so small that one class and a 

combination class was all that was necessary. 

Middle School 

I did not attend a true middle school. It was actually an upper elementary school; 

housing only seventh and eighth grades. My friends and I were appalled to still be 

considered in elementary school and we had heard about middle schools, so we decided 

that our school was a middle school. However, it was organized more like a junior high 
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school, the school day divided into six independent class periods. There was no teaming 

among the teachers. 

Our school district started a gifted and talented program my eighth grade year. An IQ 

of 125 was required for admission into the program. My IQ score was not this high and I 

was, therefore, not invited to join the program. Almost all of the students in my usual 

classes and social groups were considered gifted. Luckily, there were not enough gifted 

students to fill a classroom, so 1 was assigned to be in the gifted class anyway. 

Not being considered gifted while most of my friends were identified gifted was a 

heavy blow to my self-esteem and my self-confidence, even though I was eventually 

included in the class To this day, I still question my ability to achieve in school. Even 

though I have successfully completed three degree programs, I still doubt my ability to be 

successful in the next program I consider joining. 

To be perfectly honest, it is still difficult for me to believe that I am mere months away 

from attaining my doctorate. In fact, upon receiving my acceptance to the Ph.D. program 

at Mercer, I emailed a thank you note to Dr. Gilmore, the Associate Dean for Graduate 

Teacher Education. In the deepest recesses of my heart, I was afraid that when she read 

my thank you note, she would realize that she had sent me the wrong letter; that I was 

supposed to receive the rejection letter. Thankfully, she did not. It is amazing that 

something that happened 40 years ago still influences my feelings of self-worth today. 

The analysis of this memory led me to formulate education truth #1: events that affect 

self-esteem in school, may affect them throughout their life. 
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High School 

Integration did not cause any issues in high school. The student body of our high 

school was the amalgamation of three community schools. There was more difficulty 

getting to know and accept students from the other communities than there was getting to 

know and accept our African American classmates. However, the principal of the high 

school used the issue of integration to forbid high school dances. Our high school prom 

was the only dance allowed and it was exclusively for the senior class. No outside dates 

were allowed unless your engagement announcement had appeared in the local 

newspaper. This is because our principal felt that dances were the places where racial 

issues began; therefore, no dances equaled no racial problems. 

Our school board used the issue of integration to change the social studies curriculum, 

which continues to affect me today. Rather than teach Black History as a part of 

American History, our district taught Social Studies mini-courses. To satisfy my U. S. 

History requirement, I took Roaring Twenties, Courts and Law, History of Sports, and 

Famous Persons. While the knowledge gleaned from these mini-courses has served me 

well in games of trivia, I have a knowledge gap in terms of American History. I have 

since taught myself about American History and Geography by reading and researching 

destinations for family vacations. / continue to be embarrassed by my lack of knowledge 

in history and geography. I am careful to remain silent during most conversations 

concerning history and geography. The times when I was courageous enough to ask a 

question about geography have only reinforced my embarrassment. This embarrassment 

led me toward educational truth #2: consider the lasting consequences of allowing social 

pressure to drive the curriculum. 
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Habits and Attitudes 

Elementary School 

As you can see from my first three report cards below, I was not always considered a 

model student and I did not always received excellent marks in citizenship. These bad 

marks in Habits and Attitudes were not welcomed in my home. Notice that the low marks 

did not continue throughout the year. I am sure that my parents helped me to understand 

the importance of good behavior. I quickly learned (although it seems I had to quickly 

learn at the beginning of each year) how to match my behavior with the teacher's 

expectations. I became a student who wanted to please the teacher. I was student that 

could be called a teacher pleaser, an honors student who makes up for the lack of a few 

IQ points with interest and hard work. I was always ready to be a helper in the classroom. 

I took attendance, checked who bought lunch, who wanted milk, and general mundane 

chores in the classroom. 

I find it also interesting to take note of what things were addressed in habits and 

attitudes. I understand evaluating students on cooperation, courtesy, dependability, study 

habits and self-control. But it seems a bit odd to me to gauge students on the care of their 

personal appearance. What were they evaluating? Were they looking to discover if my 

hair was brushed, if my clothes were clean and ironed? It strikes me as very odd for a 

teacher to appraise the care of personal appearance. 
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Figure 10 Scanned images of actual report cards 

Middle School 

Middle school was not a remarkable time for me. I remember three things: I was the 

victim of two incidences of corporal punishment, neither of which I deserved and I was 

introduced to the novel, Gone With The Wind. In seventh grade math one day, a student 

leaned back in his desk too far and fell backwards. The class, including myself, laughed. 

Because we laughed, almost everyone in the class received a paddling, two strikes on the 

lower leg. Two students, the top two students in the class, did not receive the punishment. 

Neither did the student who leaned back in his chair. I struggled with this punishment. 

While I could understand that we should not have laughed, I still do not think that 

laughing was serious even to warrant corporal punishment. The fact that two of our class 

members, who also laughed by the way, did not get punished continues to appear unfair 

to me. 
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My Language Arts class in seventh grade was a very good class. We read several 

books and plays, including Romeo and Juliet. We even staged the balcony scene and the 

death scene. We also read choice books and then presented those book to the class. One 

of my classmates read Gone with the Wind. I had never even heard of Gone with the 

Wind. She adapted a screenplay of the scene in which Melanie Wilkes dies. We 

performed that as well and I played Scarlett. I could not understand the excerpt that we 

performed because I had no context in which to place it. This lack of understanding 

caused me to check out Gone with the Wind and read it that following summer. 

Reflecting on this class now, if our teacher's purpose was to incite our interests in the 

books our classmates presented, then that was an ingenious manner in which to 

encourage us to read. 

My second paddling came during eighth grade. Our teacher had to go to a meeting and 

left our class unattended. He told us to work on our homework. He put a classmate in 

charge of the room and she was to take names of anyone who talked. Of course, I talked. 

In my defense, I only did so to ask the name-taking student about a homework 

assignment so I could do what my teacher had asked me to do. However, she put my 

name down and I was paddled with a large paddle that looks a great deal like a baseball 

bat in my memory. Again, I do not think that I deserved corporal punishment for this 

incident. I did not complain to my parents about this unfair treatment for the rule in our 

house had always been, if you are punished at school, you would be punished at home. 

But I still think this punishment was unfair. 

Teachers must remember what it was like to be a student, to put themselves in the 

place of students, in evaluating the need for discipline. This is something that / am 
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constantly examining in my own classroom. I remember what it was like to be Ms. Robin 

therefore, I strive for Mrs. Tillotson to appraise every situation through the Ms. Robin 

lens. This lens led me to educational truth #3: sometimes students are not treated fairly in 

school. 

High School 

High school was a wonderful time for me. I realize that it was not wonderful for a 

great many people, but it was for me. Academically, socially, and athletically, it was 

good. I enjoyed the people with whom I went to school. The teachers were 

knowledgeable and interesting. 

It was during high school, tenth grade to be exact, that I found the subject that was 

perfect for me and I fell in love with Biology. The content was interesting and my teacher 

was extremely knowledgeable in both content and pedagogy. She walked around the 

room giving us notes and I, at least, was enthralled with her words. Her lesson plans 

included many hands-on activities. We looked at Planaria and Daphnia under the 

microscope, we dissected earthworms, crayfish, and frogs. I remember that we received 

extra credit for removing the frog's brain intact. Not only did I remove my frog's brain, 

but also other students asked me to remove the brains from their frogs as well. We looked 

at stem, leaf, and root cross-sections under the microscope and dissected a flower. It was 

glorious. I had always had a passion for becoming a teacher, but never a passion about a 

subject. Now I had that passion as well. From that time forward, my course was set; I 

would be a Biology teacher. I would be Mrs. Tillotson 
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College 

College was a wonderful time. The degree of freedom college provided me was both a 

good thing and a bad thing. It started my journey toward becoming my own woman and it 

allowed me to experience living away from home for the first time. However, living away 

from home meant in the dormitory. My parents did not allow me to live off campus in an 

apartment. For my freshman year, my parents chose the dorm in which I would reside. 

They chose the one dorm that did not allow boys to come to the room at all. After that 

year, I chose the dorm without my parents' help, naturally my choice of dorms included 

visiting hours for boys. 

On the other hand, college life forced me to budget my time for study and for 

enjoyment. Although I was not considered gifted, I had no problems with the coursework 

in high school. Therefore, I had never had to work very hard or to learn how to study. Not 

only had I never needed to study, but also, I had never had the opportunity to budget my 

own time. Consequently, I was not very good at studying or at managing my time wisely. 

In fact, I almost became academically ineligible to return for my second semester. I 

enjoyed the freedom of playing cards and socializing every night rather than studying for 

my coursework. That first semester I received an F, two Cs, one B, and one A. 

Fortunately, I did remain eligible and I was able to learn from my mistakes. I had to teach 

myself how to study. Spring semester my freshman year I performed much better 

academically. I learned what study techniques worked best for me and I used them 

consistently. From that point on, I was a 4.0 student until I met my husband in my last 

semester as I mentioned earlier. 
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The challenges that I faced throughout my career as a student resulted in academic 

struggles that required me to change my values and beliefs. It was the challenge of 

earning an F that caused me to struggle to learn better study habits and better time 

management. As I struggled against those challenges, I realized that it was the struggle 

itself that changed my academic values and beliefs from those that were not working to 

those with which I could be successful. Therefore, educational truth #4 is, my success 

resultedfrom overcoming the challenges that forced me to chart myself a clear path to 

success. 

I graduated from college one Sunday and got married the next. It was during this time 

that my daddy told me that he almost got me back. I didn't understand the statement at 

first, but he explained that I had almost gone all the way through my college graduation 

without meeting someone who would cause me to move away from my home and from 

my daddy. That was the saddest thing he ever said to me. 

Implications of Personal Misfortune on My Graduate Education 

I graduated with my Master's degree almost exactly 20 years following my graduation 

for my undergraduate degree: May, 1981 to December 2001. Had it not been for the 

tragedy of a devastating miscarriage, I might not have begun that first graduate degree 

and therefore, I might not be sitting here analyzing my life story and writing my 

dissertation. I have been successful and, hope to continue, to be successful in graduate 

school. But I always begin a new program feeling like that eighth grader who was not 

intelligent enough to be included in the gifted program at my school. I still seek to prove 

that I am smart enough to deserve to be in a graduate program. 
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The foundations of my educational epistemology illustrates those truths formulated 

from being a student for 46 years. It continues the theme of facing and overcoming 

challenges. The educational truths that I identified as a student correlate well with the 

educational truths that I identified as a teacher. Ms. Robin developed into Mrs. Tillotson. 

Professional Epistemology 

The professional epistemology presented here represents the values and beliefs that 

have evolved during the course of my tenure as an educator. I began in the tradition of the 

Scholar Academic ideology—it was all about the subject (Schiro, 2008). I lectured and 

the students took notes; my first classrooms were almost completely teacher-centered. 

Very soon, I discovered a passion for teaching students who found school more 

challenging that enjoyable. 1 quickly became their advocate and, often times, their voice 

to the faculty. As I became a stronger advocate, my classroom began to evolve into a 

more learner-centered (Schiro, 2008) environment. My professional epistemology 

informed this focus on students and this ideological shift. 

Not only has there been a shift in the focus of my classroom, but there has also been a 

shift in the culture within which I teach. I began my career teaching in rural high schools. 

These schools were in small towns and rural communities. I moved from the culture of 

the small country school to the culture of an urban school, with students speaking 60 

languages. From there I moved to a suburban school of 4000 students in an upper middle 

class area of the county. There the majority of students were white. Finally, I am 

currently serving in a suburban school in a more affluent area. This school has no 

majority race. It is fairly evenly split between European-Americans, African-Americans 
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and Asian Americans. Therefore, 1 have experience teaching in schools of differing 

cultures. It is through my experience with teaching among differing cultures that my 

professional epistemologies formed. These truths delineate my beliefs about teaching and 

students. The six tenants of my professional epistemology are listed in Table 5. 

Table 5 

Professional Epistemology 

# 1 Every child deserves an advocate. 

#2 Do the little things. They mean so much to students and their families. 

#3 Teachers should work for the good of students. 

#4 Meet students where they are developmentally and support them on their way to the 
end goal of passing the class. 

#5 Teachers should be kind, compassionate and consistent to every student, every 
moment, every day. 

#6 Teachers can only control what occurs in their classrooms. 

Although I believe that I have been a teacher from the day of my birth, I formally 

became a teacher in the spring of 1981 when I began my student teaching experience in 

rural North Carolina. I have been continuously employed as a teacher for the past 29 

years, with the exception of a year and a half during which I did not formally teach., 

A Rural Student Teacher 

My teaching experience begins with student teaching. I student taught at the rival high 

school in my hometown. My cooperating teacher taught four classes of biology and one 
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class of chemistry. We decided that since my degree was in biology, I would only teach 

those four classes. This was probably not the best decision as a teacher with a broad-field 

science certification must be capable of teaching any science class offered to her. My 

cooperating teacher gave me no real direction. We basically discussed where he was and 

where he needed me to be by the end of my experience and he gave me the book— 

Modern Biology. Either there was no curriculum guide or he did not choose to give me 

one, so the content that I taught was pretty much up to me. Basically, I used my own high 

school and college notes to determine what I taught. My student teaching experience 

went well and I graduated cum laude (0.05 points from magna cum laude) on May 17, 

1981. 

A First Year Teacher 

My next step was to find a job. It was 1981 and teaching jobs were not very plentiful. 

I went on several job interviews and was asked in one if I could coach the football team. 

I replied that yes, in fact, I could. But that principal never called me back. The principal 

at County High School hired me. County was the rural high school in the county. 

County's attendance zone included all the rural, country areas on the northern position of 

the county. The demographics of the school was strikingly different than the high school 

I attended and the high school at which I student taught. Where my previous schools had 

a large African American population, County had a very small one. It was definitely a 

majority white school. I remember being shocked by this in general, and by the lack of 

African American student athletes in particular. 
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Thinking back, I believe I was the only new hire at County High School that year—I 

know I was the only one in the science department. With the addition of myself, our 

science department consisted of six teachers. 

My position was a newly created one; 1 did not replace anyone. This caused a couple 

of issues for the school. New classes had to be made for me. Rather than dispersing all 

the students who failed Biology and Physical Science the previous year, they just lumped 

them all together and gave them all to me with a sprinkling of "first-timers" mixed in. 

There 1 was, 22 years old, fresh out of my teacher preparation program, and placed in a 

classroom filled with disgruntled, previously failed students. It was a "sink or swim" 

situation for all of us and I was the lifeguard. That first year was extremely difficult but I 

never considered giving up and leaving the profession. I just squared my shoulders and 

soldiered on, facing every challenge those students could throw at me. 

When I reflect back upon this situation, it epitomizes the Social Efficiency Ideological 

Model (Schiro, 2008). It was expedient for the administration to form my classes this 

way, but it was not the best situation for the students or for their scared, first-year teacher. 

These classes were filled with what the faculty called, "the smoking area kids," students 

for whom education was a chore, not an adventure. I noticed how my colleagues often 

referred to those students. I listened as they discounted their issues and complained about 

their attendance and their work habits. I listened and I hurt for them. These were the only 

students that I had ever taught, the only students who were truly my students and I 

became very protective of them. 

Although it was far from an ideal situation, that first year of teaching formed the 

foundation of my teaching practice today. In many ways, it provided a blueprint of what 
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not to do. In other ways, it continues to inform my sense of advocacy. It was not an ideal 

situation, but, I realized that those students did not have anyone else to speak up for them 

in faculty meetings or meetings with counselors or parents. I found that I was the only 

one willing to speak out for them. 

Those students touched my heart and I have been their advocate every day of my 

career since. I believe it was those students who created my desire to work with 

struggling students. Those students scared me and they pushed me to become a better 

teacher. They are still the students of my heart. Those children of my first year of 

solidified teaching truth #1: every child deserves an advocate. 

A second problem existed with my newly created position; there was no science 

classroom for me. The science department consisted of only four rooms. I had to teach in 

the family living area of the home economics department. I remember feeling 

disappointed that my first classroom was only about the size of a large bedroom and had 

no science materials whatsoever. Since it was originally designed to be a part of the home 

economics suite, it was not located near the other science rooms. It required an effort for 

the other science teachers to come to my room to check on me. This caused me to 

sometimes feel isolated, left out, unimportant to the school. It hindered me from 

observing other teachers and from asking for help as often as I should have. But I did not 

have to float and I did not have to be in a trailer, so even though my room was tiny and I 

felt isolated, it could have been worse. 

My classes were filled with repeating students, each of whom brought his/her own 

unique issues to the classroom every day. There was one repeater student who sticks in 

my memory. This memory of him is one of my "primal scenes" (Rushdy, 1990, p. 303) 
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and it serves as a reminder of how little things mean a great deal to students. This 

particular student was a good-natured country-boy who was a class clown and 

continuously seeking attention. It was so easy to lose my temper with him. One day the 

counselors sent for him from my class. I later found out that his father had just died. As a 

good Southern woman, I felt it was my duty to attend either the visitation or the funeral 

and I chose to attend the visitation. There in the receiving line was my student, his mom, 

and his little sister. A few years later I taught the little sister as well. Both students have 

spoken to me countless times about what my presence at the funeral home meant to them. 

I believe this was one of the first teaching crossroads I faced. I could have ignored the 

pain of this student who was often a cause of irritation in my classroom. It was certainly 

easier just to send a card or a floral arrangement. I did not want to go to the visitation; I 

was nervous about it and worried that I would not know how to behave or what to say. 

But I overcame my fear and arrived at the funeral home to provide my student and his 

family with kindness and support in their grief. 

Experiencing the gratitude of this one family reminded me of the importance of 

showing kindness and respect to my students. Simple cultural observances such as 

attending a funeral visitation mean so very much to bereaved students. It takes such a 

little effort on the teacher's part; but it has such an incredible impact on a child's life. 

This experience led me to develop teaching truth #2: do the little things. 

Another memory serves as a daily reminder to me, but it is not a positive memory of 

my actions. It is the amalgamation of my memory and a former student's memory. A 

ninth-grade student in my Physical Science class decided that he did not need to take 

science and therefore, he hid in the library for the first couple of weeks of school rather 



141 

than come to my class. The librarian eventually found him and personally delivered him 

to my room. From then on he received ribbing about his choice of the library over science 

class. It seemed good-natured to me and I know that I would have been treated the same 

way when I was in high school. Although the student never indicated so, I believe this 

hurt his feelings. Years later 1 had an encounter with another student from that class. She 

did not appreciate the treatment of that freshman student. She blamed me for allowing the 

teasing to continue and, rightly so. She bluntly said, "I will never forgive you for that." 

Thinking of this incident continues to bring tears to my eyes. I failed this child; I had not 

protected him, as I should. 

Reflecting on this experience and writing it down for everyone to see was an 

important step in truly evaluating the epistemology of teaching for me. This is another 

example of teaching truth #/: every child deserves an advocate. (I wish it had been me as 

his advocate; rather than the other student advocating against me.) 

I learned many things at County. In those days, schools had teachers' lounges where 

the teachers would congregate during our morning and afternoon breaks and lunch to 

drink coffee, smoke cigarettes, and socialize with one another. During those times I 

listened to the veteran teachers around me and their conversations helped me to 

determine how I wanted to be as a teacher. 

One year during the first week of school, a teacher came into the lounge talking about 

a student who had already failed her Algebra class. I could not imagine how a student 

could have possibly performed so poorly to be already past the point of passing a class. 

She went on to explain (complain) about the student's handwriting and state that she 

refused to grade the student's work until he changed his method of writing. I also taught 
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this student and his manner of handwriting was different from any handwriting that I had 

seen before. His writing looked like he had typed the words in a very small font. The 

height of the letters was probably only a millimeter, perhaps two, but those letters were 

perfectly formed. The hegemony inherent in her statement continues to resonate with me. 

How dare she make that determination about this student! His performance in Algebra 

was the only criterion for passing or failing the class, not his handwriting choices. 

This incident awakened me to the power a teacher holds within her classroom and the 

hegemony that can result from that power. This student did, in fact, fail Algebra that 

year—he never had a chance, he failed that Algebra class on the second day of school. I 

immediately recognized that this student was suffering because of the teacher's power. 

This experience caused me to develop teaching truth #3: teachers have great power 

within their classroom; use that power for the good of students. 

A Preschool Interlude 

My next teaching assignment was working with three-year-olds in a Southern Baptist 

Church Preschool. I decided to teach preschool because my children were enrolled there. 

Since there were two three-year-old classrooms, my son, John, was in the preschool class 

next door to my class. My daughter, Paige, was in the kindergarten class three rooms 

down the hall. I discovered that, in at least one important way, teaching preschool is 

similar to teaching high school. Regardless of age, students always have to go to the 

bathroom right in the middle of a lesson. 

Teaching preschool began the work of changing me from a teacher who just taught her 

lesson plan into a student-centered teacher, intent upon meeting the students where they 

were and moving them along toward an end goal. It was obvious that all the three-year-
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olds in my class were not at the same developmental level. For example, some students 

were able to jump and some were not; some students were able to go upstairs one foot at 

a time and some were not; and some students were more independent in completing their 

tasks and some were not. 

From my time in preschool, I developed teaching truth #4: meet students where they 

are developmentally and support them on their way to the end goals of passing the class 

and becoming lifelong learners. This preschool interlude helped to change me from the 

Scholar Academic mindset to the Learner-Centered mindset (Schiro, 2008). It also helped 

to prepare me for education in the twenty-first century and the current push toward 

differentiated instruction and standards-based education. 

I enjoyed my time as a preschool teacher but when my son entered public kindergarten 

1 left the preschool. But I could not imagine what I would do all day if neither child was 

home. So I returned to my first love, public school teaching. 

An Urban Teacher 

My second high school experience was Urbania High School, an urban school. At the 

time I considered this school to be one of two urban schools within a suburban district. 

However, the entire district is now considered to be an urban school district. 

This was my first full time teaching position following a four-year hiatus to enjoy the 

opportunity to raise my children. I must admit that 1 was not prepared for Urbania. The 

demographic make-up of this school included students who spoke over 60 different 

languages. This was 1994 and discussions of subgroups and demographics were still 

eight to ten years distant. Therefore, I really do not remember whether the school was 

majority white but it was most likely majority minority. These students were the closest 
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thing to Boyz in the Hood (Nicolaides & Singleton, 1991) that I had encountered. There 

was a large percentage of the student population who fell in the low socioeconomic status 

(SES). In fact, there was such a high percentage of low SES students that we were not 

allowed to ask for voluntary contributions as other schools in the county did. 

There was one aspect of my arriving at Urbania I do remember vividly. I was one of 

43 new teachers to the school. We probably represented about one third of the faculty. 

There were five new science teachers alone. This large number of new teachers really 

seemed to set up a split department—the returning teachers and the new teachers. From 

my point of view, the returning teachers were inaccessible. There were science rooms on 

several different hallways and it was difficult to get the opportunity to work with one of 

the returning teachers. This situation had the effect of causing us new teachers to support 

one another and become very collaborative. 

I began my tenure at Urbania teaching as I had always taught. Primarily lectures and 

worksheets with lab activities sprinkled in to support the learning. But the world of 

education in an urban school is far removed from the world of education to which I was 

accustomed. 

I remember one incident in particular that brought me to a crossroad. I was having 

classroom management problems and I decided to ask the students whose behaviors I 

wanted to change to join me in the hall for a conversation. Once we moved out into the 

hall and I was informing them of the type of behavior I required from them, one of the 

students commented that they were all minority students. I was appalled that she would 

suggest that I was singling out minority students, that I was somehow racist. I was so 

devastated that my students could see me as racist. As I reflect on this incident now, I see 
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the hidden curriculum of behavior expectations at work here. I made the assumption that 

every student would know and understand the types of behavior that I expected in my 

classroom. This stands as an example of the hidden curriculum Duncan-Andrade and 

Morrell (2008) explain as "standardized learning conditions, teaching styles, rules of 

conduct, and grading procedures" (p. 33). This incident, in particular, and that first year 

of urban teaching, in general brought me to a significant crossroad: improve my teaching 

to become a better teacher for all of my students, or quit teaching. 

I chose to become a better teacher; to "engage in a deeper analysis of the source of 

[my] students' resistance" (Duncan-Andrade & Morrell, 2008, p. 33); to cross the bridge 

(Baxter Magolda, 1999, 2010) to define my own teaching based on the needs of my 

students. Although I did not know the name at the time, I was becoming a critical 

educator. I began to question those "standardized learning conditions" (Duncan-Andrade 

and Morrell, 2008, p. 33) and to find the teaching practices that worked for me and my 

students. 

As I reflect on this time in my professional career, I feel that it was a period of 

tremendous growth. I believe, and have often stated, that every teacher should spend time 

teaching at a school like Urbania. I found that the students there had been broken by 

education. These students were difficult to impress with my knowledge of science and 

my carefully constructed lesson plans. What impressed these students was creating a 

caring, supportive environment. I remember bringing a few dozen doughnuts for my 

students on exam days and being amazed that they were so excited that someone had 

brought them a treat for no particular reason. During my tenure there my teaching 
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abilities grew at an exponential rate and my attitudes, values, and beliefs about education 

changed. It was a great time of transformation. 

Working in such a diverse environment caused me to evaluate my values, to see my 

culture as separate from my students' cultures. That is probably why I was initially 

unhappy there, my values were being tested and I did not know how to handle that. The 

discomfort I felt was the discomfort of the crossroad (Baxter Magolda, 1999, 2010) I was 

facing. 

It was also the first time I worked with students whose lives outside of school were, to 

say the least, unpredictable. In some cases, the students' lives outside of school were 

horrible. I realized that the school breakfast and lunch some students ate were their only 

meals of the day. My students endured drive-by shootings in their neighborhoods and 

apartment complexes. I began to comprehend that the only thing I could control about my 

students' education was the time they spent with me in the classroom. Therefore, I 

resolved to be a consistent, caring presence in the lives of my students. I wanted them to 

he able to count on me to behave in a definite and consistent way and to treat them with 

kindness and compassion every day. This led to the development of teaching truth #5: 

students need their teachers to be kind, compassionate, and consistent. This commitment 

pertains to every student, every moment, every day. The realization that students' lives 

outside of school were unpredictable and beyond my control forced me to formulate 

teaching truth #6: teachers can only control the portion of a student's education when the 

student is present in the classroom. 
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A Suburban Teacher 

After two years at Urbania, I transferred to Suburbia High School, the newest school 

in the district. I was again one of many new teachers to the school. There were probably 

20 of us. This was different from Urbania because we new teachers were not replacing 

teachers who had fled from the school; we were being added because of rising student 

enrollment. There were three new science teachers that year and there were not enough 

classrooms to go around. One new teacher had a non-science classroom, the other two 

were floaters; moving from room to room, period by period. I was one of the floaters. At 

first I was disappointed, but I believe that floating was one of the best experiences of my 

professional life. Being a floater prevented me from becoming isolated in my classroom 

and forced me to be more outgoing than was natural for me. I believe I met and 

collaborated with many more people because of floating that year. 

Moving to Suburbia was wonderful for me both professionally and personally. It was 

the high school that my children were zoned to attend. I enrolled them in the elementary 

school across the street and in the Little Eagles teachers' kids group. They came to school 

with me every day. During first period, the child development class would feed them 

breakfast and plan activities for them. Then one of the teacher moms would escort the 

Little Eagles to the crossing guard each morning and another mom would receive them 

from the crossing guard and escort them back to the high school each afternoon. For me 

as a working mom, it was an ideal situation. 

Professionally, I was able to work with special education students via inclusion 

classes. I had wonderful special education teacher partners. We planned together and 

worked toward the success of all students. I was allowed to grow and develop in my 
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profession. I was given the opportunity to move from teaching Biology to Chemistry and 

then from Chemistry to Physics. It was also at Suburbia that I was recognized as a 

Teacher of the Year candidate and voted Teacher of the Year in 2000. 

Suburbia was in a much more affluent area of the county. The most startling 

realization I had here was that while the students I taught at Urbania were in economic 

need, the students at Suburbia were in a different state of need. They were in need of 

positive adult attention. Many students would hang around after school with their 

teachers rather than go home to an empty house because their parents were working. 

Sometimes their parents went on business trips and left these students at home alone for 

days or occasionally a week at a time. This realization was startling for me. I kept 

reflecting on why my students wanted to come and visit me after school most afternoons. 

I would mention it to other teachers, but to them it seemed normal. Coming from first a 

rural school, then a low socioeconomic status (SES) school, teaching in a school where 

the majority of students had the ability/luxury to either walk to and from school or who 

had their own car was a different experience for me. This freedom allowed the students to 

stay at school longer by choice; it allowed the students to form relationships with other 

students staying afterschool as well as with their teachers. I believe this freedom and 

these relationships helped to stave off the loneliness they felt in arriving home to an 

empty house. 

Observing students reach out to form positive relationships with their teachers 

reinforced a truth I had already formulated; teaching truth #5. Regardless of 

socioeconomic status, students need their teachers to be kind, compassionate, and 

consistent for every student, every moment, and every day. 
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This experience helped to solidify the teaching truths that I had formulated from my 

previous teaching schools. While I continued to grow professionally, the biggest 

pedagogically transformation I can attribute to this portion of my career was based upon 

my experiences at Urbania and the ability to maintain those teaching truths now that I had 

returned to a school in which those "standardized learning conditions" (Duncan-Andrade 

& Morrell, 2008, p. 33) continued to be in effect. 

Learning from my experiences at Urbania, I continued to move away from the 

teacher-centered model toward a student-centered, hands-on model of education. I began 

to notice that my students had no shared background of experiences to draw upon in the 

classroom. This was the beauty of the hands-on classroom, everyone one could have the 

same experience. 

My professional growth at Suburbia was focused more on content. I was given the 

opportunity to move from teaching Biology to Chemistry to Physics. This shift in content 

also resulted in a shift in instructional strategies. Biology is such a vocabulary-laden 

course that it is often taught using teacher presentation and lecture as the predominant 

delivery mode. Chemistry and Physics lend themselves to a more hands-on approach. As 

I became more comfortable with the content, I could see laboratory applications as well 

as real-life applications for the content the students were learning. The struggle became 

more about how to incorporate connections between the content and the real world. These 

opportunities to teach a variety of science classes provided a wide foundation in content 

knowledge. The foundation became even more important as I reached a crossroad offered 

to me by my mentor. 
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A Chance to Build a High School Program 

As I mentioned earlier, in 2003,1 was given the opportunity to realize a long-held 

dream—I was chosen to be a part of the inaugural faculty of a new school as the science 

department chair. The move into a leadership position resulted in more professional 

crossroads, which led to my continued transformation. This was the first opportunity to 

have a leadership position and I accepted the position with much trepidation. I am more 

of a quiet, lead by example person, so to accept this position required a great deal of 

discussion and introspection. I wondered if I would be able to handle the added pressures 

of the position, if my teachers would respect me, and if I would enjoy the position. The 

first few years of the school were magical for me as we shaped the school to be what we 

wanted. We were forging a new school with a new focus on student leadership. 

One of the greatest things about the new school was the emphasis on student 

leadership. Because of this much of the initial decision-making concerning the school 

were student and community-led. In fact, one of the first activities of the new school was 

to hold a student leadership retreat. The future students and their families chose the 

mascot, the school colors, and designed the school crest. My daughter, Paige, was a 

member of the committee that designed the crest and was asked to present the crest to the 

school in the dedication ceremonies. 

Following the lead of the students, the faculty worked collegially to form the 

foundation of the school. The mission of the school, handed down by the principal was 

"Students will read, write, listen, speak, and problem-solve effectively and they will be 

good citizens" (G. Adkinson, & J. Kahrs, personal communication, January 30, 2003). 
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This is the only time I remember that students and teachers alike knew and could recite 

the school's mission. 

The first several years, serving as science department chair was interesting, rewarding 

and fairly easy. Most science teachers worked together well as we built our science 

department. As the school grew older and larger, more teachers were added. These 

teachers were not always as motivated by student leadership as the inaugural faculty and 

conflicts began to arise. Conflict and confrontation are not strong areas for me and there 

were several times that I contemplated stepping away from the leadership aspect of my 

position. 

The feelings and incidences of conflict grew more prevalent as we underwent several 

years of turmoil within our school. By the time the school was six years old we 

welcomed our third principal. The changes rocked our faculty and threatened to erode the 

sense of cohesiveness that we had built. To make these times worse, No Child Left 

Behind (NCLB) was demanding more and more of schools in terms of student success. 

This added additional pressures to our school. 

The Georgia High School Graduation Tests (GHSGT) were our method of determining 

our Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) in ensuring student achievement. Because we were 

a newly created school, our AYP determination for our first year was attendance. My 

mentor reminded me that during the "first three years attendance, instead of graduation 

rate and GHSGT scores," was the determining factor for AYP (G. Adkinson, personal 

communication, April 4, 2012). After that, we were ranked based upon our passing 

percentages on the math and language arts portions of the GHSGT and our graduation 

rate. As the passing percentages increased, it became apparent that we would have to 
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work with our students to ensure that they passed the tests in order to meet AYP. This 

realization led to my largest, most visible leadership initiative, The Extravaganza 

The Extravaganza was a two-day intensive review for the GHSGT. With a student 

population exceeding 3200, we could not include every student in the Extravaganza 

Therefore, we began a program of singling out students to receive targeted interventions, 

and we began calling these students our target kids. These students were placed in special 

classes to increase the seat time in math, language arts, science, and social studies so that 

increased review time could be used to help those students be successful on the GHSGT. 

During the Extravaganza, these students were invited to attend the two-day intensive 

review. We tried to create a festival atmosphere within the extravaganza having games 

and prizes and special lunches. But some students resented being chosen to participate 

The Extravaganza was successfully run for three years and helped many students pass 

their GHSGT tests and helped the school reach AYP. 

However, due to my participation in my Ph.D. program, I began to recognize what we 

had done to these students. On the one hand, we were helping them to move past a 

required gatekeeper assessment, on the other, we were providing them with a much 

altered high school education. While most students were allowed to choose their classes 

during their eleventh grade year, these target kids were strategically placed in the classes 

that would provide them with additional support toward passing the tests. It was a choice 

based on the traditional manner in which the education community chooses to remediate 

students in an attempt to reduce the achievement gap. But I was really beginning to 

struggle with the program. 
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My intentions were good: help the students; help the school. But with every 

assignment we had in the Ph.D. program, I felt worse and worse for what "helping" was 

actually doing to the students. I began to feel guilty about what educators had to do in 

order to maintain their "instructional authority" (T. Myer, personal communication, 

2009) over their schools. A failure to meet AYP would mean a take-over of the school by 

state officials. This crossroads has been looming ahead of me for some time. As I move 

across the bridge, 1 am not sure of how I will proceed, but 1 know that there needs to be a 

better way in which to support these students toward their graduation and toward the 

success of the school. 

A second way in which moving to Four Square was transformational for me was in the 

structure of the school. We follow a four-by-four block schedule with classes running 90-

93 minutes and students receiving a full year of credit in one semester. This decision was 

not collaboratively made; our founding principal decided that this would be our schedule. 

His contention was that if we change the schedule, we change the way teachers teach (J. 

Karhs, personal communication, 2003). It has certainly changed my lesson planning. 

Students cannot sit and listen to a teacher lecture for 90 minutes nor can they work 

physics problems for 90 minutes. On a block schedule, it is more important than ever to 

plan lessons that are engaging, relevant, and meaningful. Although students receive a full 

year of credit, the seat time is not equivalent to a full-year; therefore, the extraneous 

activities must be removed from the lesson planning. It causes the teacher to focus on 

what knowledge is required and then to prepare lessons that will effectively teach that 

knowledge so that it is useful and relevant to the student. Again my mentor reminded me 

of something that our first principal used to say as we made the choice of which lessons 
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were more important than others. He would say that "not all AKS [curriculum objectives] 

are created equal" (G. Adkinson, personal communication, April 4, 2012) and giving us 

permission be discerning in which lesson to emphasize and which lessons to minimize. 

Five years ago, I attended a session at The National Science Teachers' Conference 

that has been transformational for me. The presenter discussed the lack of a shared 

experience among our students, citing this as a reason for beginning lessons by providing 

them with a shared experience (A. Eisenkraft, personal communication, 2005). This was 

similar to my ideas at Suburbia to provide students with common laboratory experience. 

However, Dr. Eisenkraft was suggesting that teachers begin their lessons by providing the 

shared experience, then reference that experience throughout the lesson so that every 

student was included in the discussion. This was a crossroads that I had skirted around 

many times in the past and my acquisition here was quick. All the pieces of this ideas and 

my own experiences clicked together and changed the manner in which I planned how I 

taught my lessons. 

Together, the block schedule and the idea of shared experience transformed my 

teaching. Teaching on the block schedule has changed my instructional planning. My 

daily goal is to have at least three different activities in which the students participate. In 

this way, I break up the 90-minute class into three-30 minute learning sessions. 

Providing a shared experience means that my first activity provides a shared experience 

for the students and we use the remainder of the activities to build upon those 

experiences. The effect of moving to Four Square High School was a change in my 

teaching. This change supported the previously mentioned teaching truth #4: meet 
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students where they are developmentally and support them on their way to the end goals 

of passing the class and becoming life-long learners. 

The preceding recollections, memories, and rememories represent events in my 

teaching career that have been especially salient for me. These are incidences from my 

professional life that Rushdy (1990) might identify as primal scenes. 

The following table represents the truths that I have discovered by participating in a 

life-long career as an educator. 1 call my professional epistemology, teaching truths. 

These are the tenets of my teaching career and my teaching philosophy. Garnered over 

the course of 29 years in multiple classrooms, these truths represent what I have learned 

about educating students, regardless of age. 

Phase II: Conversations With Others 

These were one-on-one conversations; I met with each of my collaborators separately. 

The majority of these discourses occurred face-to-face, with two occurring over the 

telephone. Most of the interviews lasted approximately 45 minutes. I both recorded them 

with an audio recorder and I took notes during them. Throughout each of these 

conversations, there were times of formal data collections and times of informal 

discussions. 

Professional Conversations 

When asked about my professional life, Mimi responded that I had a focus on students 

and student learning in my classroom. 

Kids are number one. The first thing you do in a very masterful way is you build 
relationships with each and every child that you come in contact with, you find 
something to connect with them, you get in their world, rather than asking them to 
join you in your world, and basically by doing that you earn the permission to teach 
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them. Absolutely, the one thing you can count on is there's going to be warmth, the 
kids are going to feel safe, and 1 mean that on a lot of different levels of safety not 
just physically safe, but emotionally safe and secure. Because they are safe they're 
going to be stepping out of their comfort zone, and doing things that you wouldn't 
typically see going on in maybe other people's classroom. 
It's not just about relationship and connecting with kids, that's the first thing you do, 
but you are a master teacher in every sense of the word, you know your content, you 
know how to deliver your content and you're open to change and growth. Learning 
doesn't scare you, you epitomize learning and because you're taking chances and 
you're learning and you're stepping out of your comfort zone, then it makes it a 
whole lot easier for your kids to do that, you model that for them. (Mimi) 

Marie also indicated that one of my greatest strengths was my ability to build 

relationships with students. 

1 would say I think one of your strongest qualities is your rapport with the kids, I 
think you connect with them, very, very well. I think they connect with 
You. (Marie) 

Since Mimi, Marie, and I have had different interactions based on our different job 

descriptions, I asked Mimi and Marie if they had noticed any changes in me as my job 

changed to include a designated leadership position. Mimi indicated that she had seen 

changes over time. That she had seen leadership potential at our first school together and 

that she watched that potential grow in our second school together 

My observation of you at Suburbia is that, you were a teacher leader without 
realizing that you were a teacher leader. You focused on you and your kids, 
but there were lots of people that were learning from you without you overtly 
encouraging that. You had that skill set that sometimes 1 didn't feel like you 
realized what you had and so what I was hoping with Four Square is that you 
would move from being a master teacher to becoming master teacher leader. I 
saw you really develop your voice and in a very articulate way be able to stand 
up for what you believed in and what was right for kids. I'm not sure you had 
that capacity back at Suburbia. I think you did, I just think you didn't know 
that you had it and so watching you develop in that way and really truly have a 
public voice for kids and what's right in education was really kind of cool to 
experience. (Mimi) 
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Marie indicated that while my job description changed, me, as a person, did not change. 

I think you were you, your job changed but you were still yourself. You know 
again, your strengths were still your strengths. I always thought that another 
strength of yours was kinda that role of encourager. I remember you tried to get 
tailgating things going and there were spirit building things that you did. But 
you did that when you were in the classroom as well as when you were 
department chair so I don't think that you changed. I think you were truly 
yourself, just your job description changed. (Marie) 

When asked what weakness they have noticed in my professional life. Mimi 

responded that one of my strengths was also my weakness. She said, 

Your strengths are your weakness because you are tender that tenderness 
sometimes.. .if it comes down to kids, I don't think there's any barrier that's 
going get in the way of you doing the right thing for kids. But I think 
sometimes in working with adults, some of that tenderness can become a 
barrier, if it's an adult conversation, not a kid conversation, you can elect to be 
silent. (Mimi) 

Marie also saw that I had a different attitude depending on whether the conversation 

was about students or about adults. Marie said, 

I think that your understanding of and tolerance for kid mistakes is much 
higher than your tolerance for adult mistakes. 

I also asked Marie if she had noticed any differences in my voice or demeanor since 

beginning the Ph.D. program. I only asked this of Marie because Mimi has been out of 

our school since I have been in the Ph.D. program so she did not have as great an 

exposure to any growth I may have had as a result of the program. Marie had the 

following observations. 

Absolutely, since you've been in this program I absolutely see a confidence 
increase. The way you shared out with an instrument, was it a culture 
instrument that you brought to use with the department. You were articulate 
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about it. I thought you did a great job introducing it, facilitating the 
department using it, so I definitely see a confidence boost. 

Personal Conversations 

I conducted personal interviews and conversations with my Auntie, Paige, John, and 

Mimi. At the end of our conversation, I asked Mimi if she had noticed any personal 

growth and development over the years of our friendship. She talked about our sharing of 

our faith, our families and our friendship. 

I really think probably a lot of what we've done is just kinda seasoned 
together. I think a lot of times women, as they get older, (and we're so caught 
up in school), that we don't develop. But I mean you've developed as a 
leader, you've developed as an individual. Your world is bigger than your 
family. I can think of ways that you loved on my boy when really not 
anybody else did and I'll love you forever for that. [You] really understood 
where he was coming from when he was not like everybody else's cookie 
mold in where he was. You really reached out and connected and supported 
him, I thank you for that, my sister. 

In conversations with my Auntie, I wondered about how she saw me as a young girl. I 

remember being terribly shy, but she did not remember me this way. Auntie said, 

Whatever I saw was what you were. I never thought about you being shy. 
You pushed the limits sometimes. I remember Ben saying that when you and 
Laney were together, all he had to do was to speak to Laney, but that when it 
came to you it sometimes took a little more force. But when you were with 
me you always did what I wanted you to do. You were never a problem, in 
any way whatsoever. But you weren't shy. (Auntie) 

I also interviewed my children to see how they viewed me as a mother and as a 

teacher and if my two roles influenced the other. Paige gave me a list of attributes that I 

have as a mother and then said that all of those attributes also contributed to my success 

as a teacher. She said, 
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You are patient, you're good at turning moments into learning opportunities, 
you're funny, we look the same, I like talking to you, you're encouraging. I 
don't know any other moms who have a twitter. You're technology savvy. 
You probably do like technology, [for example your] iPad, your tiny 
computer, things like that. I think you probably are more motivated by being 
able to connect with people in the way that the world connects now. You're a 
citizen of the world. (Paige) 

John also spoke about teachable moments. He remembered two funny stories that he 

loves to tell people about me. He said, 

This is not representative of you, when I think of you as a mother, I think 
about the time we were in the grocery store and I called you and called you, 
by calling Mom, but you did not turn around until I called you Mrs. 
Tillotson. I remember when we were discussing bad language and you said 
"You can say that beaver dam, but you cannot say that damn beaver." (John) 

John also mentioned how his friends on the track team saw me as a teacher. He said, 

You probably taught 80% of all the kids I ran track with and they all said that 
if one person wasn't completely understanding something, you would stop, 
and figure out a different way to explain it, and if that didn't work you'd stop 
take a second and find a different way to explain it. And it never seemed like 
you got flustered. 

Because my children were at school with me for most of their lives, the conversations 

with Paige and John are a fitting prelude to the educational conversation with Professor 

Knox. 

Educational Conversation 

I was also able to get in touch with one of my undergraduate professors, Professor 

Knox. I not only was a student in his class but also I worked as his secretary for one 

summer. I asked Professor Knox what attributes that he saw in me that made him think I 

would be a successful teacher. Professor Knox said, 
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You were organized, you had a sense of responsibility, you really cared about 
the kids. You were articulate and well educated and you balanced that with 
creativity. You were a packaged deal. I knew you would be fantastic. 
(Professor Knox) 

These interviews and conversations gave me a new insight into how people see me. I 

look remarkably different from the outside than I feel on the inside. I enjoyed being able 

to spend time with my respondents and I am very gratefiil that they were willing to spare 

some time to spend with me. 

Analysis 

Upon reflecting on my narrative writing I identified the truths in my professional life, 

my educational life, and my personal life that helped to form my personal epistemology 

As I examined and continued to reflect upon these, I noticed that what I learned as a 

student was essentially the same thing I had discovered about my own students, so I 

merged those two data sets right away. Then I began to see that some of the truths could 

be consolidated. This consolidation was enhanced by the interviews and conservations in 

which I had participated. 

Consolidation of Narrative and Conversation 

Following phases one and two, I began to consolidate the truths identified from the 

narrative process with the insights gleaned from my conversations. As I further analyzed 

the truths, 1 found that some of initial truths could naturally be combined. The six original 

professional truths identified were: 

• Every child deserves an advocate 

• Do the little things 

• Teachers have great power within their classrooms; use that power 
for the good of students. 
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• Meet students where they are developmentally and support them on their way to 
the end goals of passing the class and becoming life-long learners 

• Students need their teachers to be kind, compassionate, and consistent to every 
student, every moment, every day. 

• Teachers can only control the portion of a student's education when the student is 
present in the classroom. 

Examining these six truths, I realized that truths one and two could be combined since 

both describe being an advocate for students. I also saw that truths three and five could be 

combined as they both related to the type of learning environments students required and 

that truths four and six could be combined as they both related to how teachers should 

approach their students' learning. Once I had pared these truths down, they began to take 

on the appearance of themes from my qualitative research. Therefore, I have changed the 

heading of the consolidated data tables from truths to themes as they represent overall 

characteristics in my personal and professional lives. The three themes identified from 

my professional life are illustrated in Table 6. 

Table 6 

Condensed Professional Themes 

Theme 1 Theme 2 Theme 3 

Advocacy Learning Environment Scaffolding 
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After condensing the six original professional truths into three themes, 1 examined my 

educational epistemologies to determine if those truths supported or contradicted the 

professional themes. The original four educational truths were: 

• Events that affect a student's self-esteem in school, may affect her throughout her 
life. 

• Consider the lasting consequences of allowing social pressure to drive the 
curriculum. 

• Sometimes students are not treated fairly in school. 

• In college, my success resulted from overcoming the challenges that forced me to 
chart a clear path to success. 

As I juxtaposed my educational truths with my professional truths, I discovered a 

correlation between the two epistemologies. The educational truths supported the 

professional truths and vice versa. Therefore, I merged the professional and the 

educational. Table 7 shows the consolidation of my professional epistemologies with my 

educational epistemologies 
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Consolidation of Professional and Educational Epistemologies 
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Professional 

Educational 

Theme 1 Theme 2 Theme 3 
Advocacy Learning Environment Scaffolding 

Students need an 
advocate 

Teachers should work 
for the good of the 
students. 

Teachers should be 
kind, compassionate, 
and consistent to every 
student, every moment, 
every day. 

Teachers can only 
control what occurs in 
the classroom. 

Do the little things 

Meet students where 
they are 
developmentally 

Events that affect a 
student's self-esteem in 
school, may affect her 
throughout her life. 

Sometimes students are 
not treated fairly. 

Consider the lasting 
consequences of 
allowing social 
pressure to drive the 
curriculum. 

Success comes from 
overcoming 
challenges. 

Upon transcribing and analyzing my conversations, I found that the themes I had 

identified from my writing were supported by comments made by my participants. Table 

8 provides example of these conversations coincide with my narrative writing. 



Table 8 

Consolidated Professional and Educational Themes 
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Advocacy 

Every child deserves an 
advocate who is courageous 
enough to stand up to other 
adults in favor of students. 

There is no barrier to doing 
what is right for kids. 
(Mimi) 
You fight for kids always. 
(Mimi) 

You connect with kids; 
they connect with you. 
(Marie) 

I saw a new maturity, you 
were standing firm, more 
poised, more confident, you 
asked the question, Is this 
right for kids or not? Then 
you took a stand. (Mimi) 

You really cared about the 
kids; that came through 
loud and clear. (Professor 
Knox) 

Learning Environment 

Teachers should use their 
power to create classrooms 
that are kind, 
compassionate, and 
consistent learning 
environments for their 
students. 

There is warmth in your 
classroom. It is safe, not just 
physically, but also 
emotionally. It helps 
students to step out of their 
comfort zones. (Mimi) 

You are a solid, inspiring 
teacher, you are 
enthusiastic, and kids love 
you. (Marie) 

You have an understanding 
and high tolerance for 
student mistakes. It is much 
higher than your tolerance 
for adult mistakes. (Marie) 

You were organized, you 
certainly kept my feet to the 
fire. (Professor Knox) 

Scaffolding 

Teachers can only control 
what occurs within their 
classroom therefore, control 
for student success by 
providing both 
developmental and 
emotional scaffolding. 

You build relationships with 
students and connect with 
them. You get into their 
world and by doing so, you 
earn their permission to 
teach them (Mimi) 

You also have taken on the 
role of encourager. (Marie) 

You don't look your age, so 
it's easier for the kids to 
relate to you. (Paige) 

you had a sense of 
responsibility, (Professor 
Knox) 

After analyzing the data concerning my professional life, I turned to the data 

concerning my personal life. Here I also discovered that I could collapse some of my 
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writing were: 

• To be heard in my marriage and my life. 

• To be more involved as a mother. 

• To be courageous and face every challenge. 

• To know when to lead, when to protect, when to guide and when to trust your child. 

• To encourage your children to experience the larger world beyond. 

Upon further reflection on the truths above and on my conversations with friends and 

family members, I realized that truths two and five could be combined as they both 

pertained to being a mother who is involved in such a way that she seeks the best 

opportunities for her children. The combination of these two truths lead me to strive to be 

a mother who is involved yet, who knows when to take on different roles based on what 

her children need in different situations. Sometimes children need a guide; sometimes 

they need to be trusted. Again, I have changed the heading from truths to themes as these 

consolidated truths represent the themes identified from the reflective and the discursive 

data of my personal life. Table 9 illustrates the remaining themes from my personal 

narrative and conversations along with the comments from my participants in regards to 

my personal attributes. 
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Table 9 

Personal Themes 

To be heard To be courageous To be more To encourage my 
involved children 

[Getting your 
Ph.D.] is a natural 
next step for you. 
(Paige) 

Pretty much what I 
saw was what you 
were. (Auntie) 

You pushed the 
limits. Ben said that 
when you and 
Laney were 
together, it was 
easy to get Laney to 
do what he asked, 
but that you took a 
little more force. 
(Auntie) 

Your world is 
bigger than your 
family. You loved 
on my boy when no 
one else did, when 
he was struggling 
to find his voice. 
(Mimi) 

You never seemed 
shy. Maybe you felt 
insecure at times, 
but it didn't show. 
(Auntie) 

Young people don't 
always realize the 
seriousness of 
things. (Auntie) 

Ben expected a lot 
of you, he wanted 
you to be 
everything you 
could be: to have an 
education, to be 
able to take care of 
yourself, to have a 
better life than he 
had. (Auntie) 

As our school went 
through changes, I 
saw you develop 
your voice. (Mimi) 

The things that 
make you a good 
mother also make 
you a good teacher. 
(Paige) 

You are very good 
at turning moment 
into learning 
opportunities. 
(Paige) 

I was pleasantly 
surprise that you 
accepted the role of 
matron of honor, I 
was hoping you 
would and I would 
have been 
disappointed if you 
didn't feel that you 
could do so. (Paige) 

I appreciated that 
you let me do my 
own thing [with my 
wedding]. (Paige) 

You are a citizen of 
the world. (Paige) 

You are motivated 
by being able to 
connect with people 
in the way people 
connect now. 
(Paige) 

Your daddy may 
have regretted not 
going to [college]. 
When he was a 
senior a teacher, Mr. 
Piercy offered to 
pay for his college. 
Your daddy didn't 
want to go. He 
wanted you to have 
an education. 
(Auntie) 

I almost got you 
home. (Daddy, 
1981) 
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Table 9 continued 

Personal Themes 

To be heard To be courageous To be more 
involved 

You were very 
involved; you came 
to all my track 
meets and only 
missed my first race 
in one of my meets 
because you were 
stuck in traffic. You 
even bought a 
special blanket to 
keep in your car for 
my track meets. 
(John) 

To encourage my 
children 

You pushed me 
academically in a 
joking way, but you 
always deny it, you 
definitely pushed 
me academically. 
(John) 

Conclusion 

This autoethnographic study traced the evolution of adult development in my personal 

and professional lives. It incorporated data from self-reflective narrative writing with 

visual data from family photographs and conversations with friends, family, and 

colleagues. From the data, five truths were identified in my personal life and six truths 

were identified in my professional life. These 11 truths were consolidated, resulting in 

three overall themes to attempt to document my journey toward self-authorship. 

The following chapter examines these three overall themes in terms teacher longevity. 

It investigates how the development of self-authorship in a teacher's professional life can 

help to combat some of the problems that result in teacher attrition. 



CHAPTER 5 

USING KEGAN AND MEZIROW TO INTERPRET THE THEMES OF MY LIFE 

The Dreamtime is the sacred 'time before time' of the world's creation. 

According to Aboriginal belief totemic spirit ancestors 

emerged from the earth and descendedfrom the sky 

to awaken a dark and silent world. 

They created the sun, moon and stars, forged mountains, rivers, trees and waterholes and 

changed into human and animal forms. 

Spirit ancestors connect this ancient past with the present and future 

through every aspect of Aboriginal culture. 

Rock art, craft and bark painting reveal Dreamtime stories, 

mark territory and record history, 

while songs tell of Dreamtime journeys, 

verbally mapping water sources and other essential landmarks. 

Their special lyrics have been passed down 

virtually unchanged for at least 50,000 years, 

168 



169 

and are often accompanied by clapsticks 

or the deep throb of the didgeridoo. 

Similarly, traditional dances reveal creation myths, 

enact the deeds of Dreamtime heroes 

and even recent historical events. 

~Tourism Australia, 2012 

Introduction 

The data gathered throughout my research study is a conglomeration of my own 

personal Dreamtime. They represent my past, present, and future. It is from my 

Dreamtime, provided by my parents and my family, that the foundations of my personal 

life were created. It is the Dreamtime of my personal life that provides a map of 

experiences to be explored. It is the Dreamtime of my professional life that allows me to 

understand what strategies work best for my students and my classroom. It is in the 

Dreamtime that my hopes, challenges, aspirations, and inspirations can be used to help 

novice teachers to understand the challenge that is teaching and to give them the courage 

to accept the challenge. It is in the sharing of Dreamtimes that a new generation of 

educators can be trained and supported as they write their own stories. 

The findings, conclusions, and implications of my research study fill the pages of 

Chapter Five. It is in this chapter that the data from my narrative writings and the data 

from my interviews coalesce to form one image representative of the person and the 

educator I am today. 
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The study was supported by the theories of adult development, self-authorship, 

transformative learning, being a first generation college graduate, feminism, and feminist 

theory. The study consisted of two primary phases: personal narrative writing and 

interviews and conversations, supported by visual data. My personal and professional 

lives were initially examined in isolation and then in consolidation. 

Blended Epistemology Of Ms. Robin And Mrs. Tillotson 

When I set the themes of my professional life against the themes of my personal life, I 

began to see commonalities. Both my personal and professional evolutions have been 

based largely upon challenges and being courageous enough to face those challenges and 

overcome them. I also noticed that the personal theme of encouraging children to 

experience the larger world would fit under courage. It requires courage to allow your 

children and your students to grow and development their own individuation. The 

development of a personal voice as a wife and mother as well as a professional voice is a 

second area in which I observed a common theme. Providing support as a mother and 

scaffolding as a teacher is a third area in which I saw my development occurring in an 

analogous manner. Therefore, three major themes exemplify my development both 

personally and professionally: (1) face every challenge; (2) find my voice; and (3) 

provide the necessary support to allow others to grow on their own journeys toward self-

authorship. 

Face Every Challenge 

In analyzing the data there seems to be a strong pattern of responding to challenges 

and adversity in my life. As Rody (1995) said about Morrison's (1987) Beloved, "the 

cultural transmission requires the retrieval of traumatic memories" (p. 99). The journey of 
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writing this dissertation has, in many ways, been a retrieval of "traumatic memories" 

(Rody, 1995, p. 99). It appears that overcoming tragedies and traumatic events has 

created the person that I am today. As it says in James 1:2-4, 

Whenever trouble comes your way, let it be an opportunity for joy. For when your 
faith is tested, your endurance has a change to grow. So let it grow, for when your 
endurance is fully developed, you will be strong in character and ready for anything. 
(New Living Translation, 2012). 

Those challenges and adversities represent the critical incidents (Kegan, 1994), 

provocative moments (Pizzolato, 2003, 2005), inimitable problems (Mezirow, 1997, 

2003), and crossroads (Baxter Magolda, 1999, 2009) that form the basis for self-

authorship. Responding to the challenges of my life and facing my fears is a recurring 

theme throughout my life. 

When 1 read her discussion of Beloved, it appeared to me that Rody (1995) was 

speaking about of my life rather Morrison's (1987) characters' lives. She writes, "...the 

telling of stories becomes memory's struggle with catastrophe and loss" (p. 99). I 

certainly feel that much of my adult development has resided in catastrophe and loss. It is 

the courage to face challenges that truly defines the woman and the educator I am today. 

In my personal journey, it is this ability that has allowed me to overcome the devastating 

events of my life, to pick myself up, square my shoulders and prepare for the next steps I 

must take. I believe it is also the facing of my fears and challenges that provided the 

manner in which I could find my voice. Once I discovered that I would not fall to pieces 

when misfortune passed my way I realized that I could face challenges and survive. 

Those realizations were important steps to finding my voice. As my voice grew stronger I 

could provide greater support for my family in any situation. 
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Authoring my responses when facing challenges in my life required that I move into 

the fourth level of consciousness. For in the third level of consciousness "what [I] should 

feel is what [I] do feel, what [I] should value is what [I] do value, and what [I] should 

want is what ]I] do want" (Kegan, 1994, p. 275). Constructing my own epistemology, 

forming my own convictions is to question the public conviction; it is to move into the 

fourth level of consciousness. Accepting responsibility for my own family and my own 

classroom forces me on the road to develop "the cognitive sophistication to construct 

complex systems, [which forms the] structure of the fourth order" (Kegan, 1994, p. 286). 

Kitchener (1983) outlines the path toward the fourth order in a hierarchical manner: (1) 

rote behavior, (2) metacognition, and (3) self-authorship. In order words, individuals 

begin following the public truths and values presented to them, gradually they develop 

the ability to think about those truths and values in light of new information and new 

situations, eventually leading them to develop their own truths and values as a result of 

living and facing the challenges inherent in modern life. 

Facing the challenges that arise is just as important in my professional life as it is in 

my personal one. Not only does a teacher need to acquire the ability to face challenges 

that arise, but also she needs to learn the manner in which to face those challenges. For it 

is in how a teacher faces a challenging situation that defines how the student, or the 

administrator, or the parent is going to face her. The transformation that occurs as the 

teacher develops the ability to face challenging situations may "culminate in a 

transformation in habit of mind" (Mezirow, 2000, p. 21); a "habit of mind is a set of 

assumptions—broad, generalized, orienting predispositions that act as a filter for 

interpreting the meaning of experience" (p. 17). Once a teacher develops the ability to 
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face the daily challenges that define teaching, new habits of mind develop and she has a 

greater ability to find her teacher voice. Not the teacher voice that is defined by the stern, 

uncompromising physical timbre of her voice, rather the teacher voice that is her voice 

for social justice, her voice for students. For when a teacher realizes that she can face a 

challenge and she develops her teacher voice, she can truly become an advocate for 

students, creating a learning environment, which both scaffolds their learning and 

provides a safe atmosphere that allows students to begin to develop their voices. 

Once I realized that my adult development in both my personal life and my 

professional life was germinated from the seed of challenge, I blended those two 

epistemologies to form Theme #1: Face every challenge. Table 10 illustrates the blending 

of my personal and professional epistemologies to form the first blended epistemological 

theme. 

Table 10 

Blended Epistemological Theme #1: Face Every Challenge 

Personal life Professional life Blended Epistemological 
Theme #1 

To be courageous and face Each child deserves an Face every challenge 
EVERY challenge advocate who is courageous 

enough to stand up to other 
adults in favor of students 

The interviews and conversation with my friends, family, colleagues, and professor 

provided support for Theme #1. Included within Table 11 are excerpts from the 
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interviews and conversation that illustrate of some of the ways in which others see theme 

one exhibited in my everyday life. 

Table 11 

Examples of How Theme One Appears in My Daily Life 

Examples provided through the interviews and conversations with friends, family, and 
colleagues. These show how others see this theme throughout my life. 

There is no barrier to doing what is right for kids. (Mimi) 

You fight for kids always. (Mimi) 

You connect with kids; they connect with you. (Marie) 

I saw a new maturity, you were standing firm, more poised, more confident, 
you asked the question, Is this right for kids or not? Then you took a stand. (Mimi) 

You never seemed shy. Maybe you felt insecure at times, but it didn't show. (Auntie) 

Young people don't always realize the seriousness of things. (Auntie) 

Ben expected a lot of you, he wanted you to be everything you could be: 
to have an education, to be able to take care of yourself, to have a better 
life than he had. (Auntie) 

You are very caring. You had to be convinced to leave the hospital 
and let Alii stay one night. (John) 

As our school went through changes, I saw you develop your voice. (Mimi) 

You really cared about the kids; that came through loud and clear. (Professor) 
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Find My Voice 

Finding my own voice is important to my development in both my personal and 

professional lives. As a mother and as a teacher finding my own voice provides the 

strength to speak for others who cannot speak for themselves, children and students. The 

development of a voice comes with proficiency in the "four quadrants of the 

psychological self: cognitive", (Kegan, 2000, p. 46) affective, interpersonal, and 

intrapersonal. Cognitive refers to understanding, seeing the how the pieces all fit 

together. The affective relates to knowing yourself, your beliefs and values and accepting 

that those beliefs and values may be in conflict with others; to control your emotions 

rather than being controlled by them. Capability in the interpersonal quadrant defines 

how a person deals with their relationships. The intrapersonal perspective provides the 

means for self-reflection; it diminishes the need to worry about what others think. 

Becoming proficient in these four areas leads to transformation which 

is a shift away from being "made up by" the values and expectations of one's 
"surround" (family, friends, community, culture) that get uncritically internalized and 
with which one becomes identified, toward developing an internal authority that 
makes choices about these external values and expectations according to one's own 
self-authored belief system (Kegan, 2000, p. 59). 

Gaining one's voice is one fragment of evidence that transformation is occurring. Table 

12 represents the development of the second consolidated theme of my development; 

finding my own voice. 



Table 12 

Blended Epistemological Theme #2: Find my own voice 
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Personal life Professional life Blended Epistemological 
Theme #2 

To be heard within my 
marriage: to be more 

involved as a mother: to 
know when to lead, when to 
protect, when to guide, and 
when to trust your children 

Teachers should use their 
power to create classrooms 
that kind, compassionate, 
and consistent learning 
environments for their 

students. 

Find my own voice. 

Examining the transcripts of the conversations and interviews provided support for this 

blended theme. Table 13 includes excerpts from the interviews and conversation that 

reveal how the participants how observed me finding my voice. 



Table 13 

Examples Of Incidents Others Have Observed As I Sought To Find My Own Voice 

111 

Examples of Finding My Voice 

There is warmth in your classroom. It is safe, not just physically, but also 
emotionally. It helps students to step out of their comfort zones. (Mimi) 

You are a solid, inspiring teacher, you are enthusiastic, and kids love you. (Marie) 

You have an understanding and high tolerance for student mistakes. It is much 
higher than your tolerance for adult mistakes. (Marie) 
The track members also said that you never seemed to get frustrated with the 
students you just tried to help them understand. (John) 

[Getting your Ph.D.] is a natural next step for you. (Paige) 

Pretty much what I saw was what you were. (Auntie) 

You pushed the limits. Ben said that when you and Laney were together, 
it was easy to get Laney to do what he asked, but that you took a little 
more force. (Auntie) 

You don't stress over the minute details as much. It could also be a 
consequence of traveling. (John) 

Your world is bigger than your family. You loved on my boy when no one else did, 
when he was struggling to find his voice. (Mimi) 

You were articulate and well educated, and that meant a lot at the time. 
These were balanced by your creativity. (Professor) 

Provide Necessary Support For Others 

An important lesson for me as a teacher and as a mother is that I can only control the 

time that my kids are with me. If the kids of whom I speak are my students, it is the time 

in my classroom that I can control. If the kids of whom I speak are my own children, it is 
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the time they are in my presence that I can control. Therefore, it is my job in both 

instances to use my sense of control to form environments that are supportive and that 

provide developmental and emotional scaffolding. 

The blending of my personal epistemology with my professional epistemology created 

a third theme: Provide support for the growth of others. Table 14 presents the separate 

personal and professional epistemologies that blended to form Theme #3. 

Table 14 

Blended Epistemological Theme #3: Provide support for the growth of others 

Personal life Professional life Blended Epistemological 
Theme #3 

To encourage your children Teachers can only control Provide necessary support 
to experience the larger what occurs within their for the growth of others 

world beyond classroom therefore, control 
for student success by 

providing both 
developmental and 

emotional scaffolding. 

The conversations and interviews with my friends, family, colleagues, and profess 

also provided examples of how these people have observed my providing support for the 

growth of others. Table 15 contains excerpts that illustrate how others view this theme 

through my actions. 
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Table 15 

Examples Of How Others Have Observed Me Providing Support For The Growth Of 

Others 

Examples of Providing Support for the Growth of Others 

You build relationships with students and connect with them. You get into their world 
and by doing so, you earn their permission to teach them (Mimi) 

You are patient and adaptive. You taught 80% of the kids I ran track with. They always 
said that if someone didn't understand, you would stop and try to teach in a different 
way so that person would understand, if that didn't work, you would stop again and try 
another way to explain. (John) 

You also take on the role of encourager. (Marie) 

You don't look your age, so it's easier for the kids to relate to you. (Paige) 

I was pleasantly surprise that you accepted the role of matron of honor, I was hoping 
you would and I would have been disappointed if you didn't feel that you could do so. 
(Paige) 

You came to all my track meets and even bought a special blanket to keep in the car for 
because some of those meets were very cold. (John) 

I appreciated that you let me do my own thing [with my wedding], (Paige) 

You are very good at turning moment into learning opportunities. (Paige) 

As a teacher finds her voice and has the courage to become an advocate for others and 

to create a supportive environment for others, I believe she sees the value in her 

profession and is more likely to become a career teacher. Therefore, the themes identified 

via this autoethnography could be important as our nation continues to face the problem 

of teachers leaving the classroom early in their careers. 
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Teacher Longevity 

The rich ethnic and racial diversity of the current American population places extra 

gravitas upon the educational profession. Teachers in the early portion of the 21st century 

face classrooms comprised of others—students from various racial and ethnic 

backgrounds. In many ways, it is the responsibility of teachers to aid in the assimilation 

of all peoples into the salad bowl (Gumbo, 2001) that is The United States of America. 

"Elementary and secondary educators face a daunting task of having to understand and 

accommodate the differing values, custom, and traditions of their learners" (Gumbo, 

2001, p. 263). Teachers must have the capacity to confront "problems that involve a 

diversity of perspectives" (King & Baxter Magolda, 2005, p. 271) and to envision "the 

goodness of diversity" (Gumbo, 2001, p. 263) as they confront the realities of their 21st 

century classrooms. If teachers cannot face this diversity—in race, ethnicity, and learning 

styles—they will not be successful educators and will not remain in the classroom beyond 

their first few years. 

Kegan (1994) represents adult development in terms of orders of consciousness. 

He writes in In Over Our Heads about the meaning-making process and the orders of 

consciousness, not as static academic theories, but as they are shaped by our multicultural 

environments. He writes about them along with the evolution of good teachers. 

Specifically, he writes that "the gradual training of one's sympathies is the effective 

friendliness that marks good teaching" (p. 3). Pinar (2004) enjoins that the educational 

community must "study teaching and learning autobiographically" in an effort to "resolve 

vexed relations among education, culture, and politics" (p. 228). This is where I see my 

research study contributing to the curriculum of teaching. It is in my development as an 
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advocate for students and as a provider of the scaffolding for their success that I see my 

strengths as an educator. These are the attributes that I have gained through my 

experiences as a career teacher. 

The development of a teacher is an ongoing process. It is a development predicated in 

the demands of modern educational life featuring a profession based in a multicultural, 

standards-dominated classroom. It requires the time and effort necessary to fashion 

oneself as a teacher. For this self to be constructed—"as author, maker, critiquer, and 

remaker of its experience, the self as a system or complex, regulative of its parts"— 

requires the "fourth order consciousness" (Kegan, 1994, p. 133). It is not a process that 

can be achieved quickly nor it is something that can be taught. For me, at least, 

development comes from critical events (Kegan, 1994) that, upon reflection, cause me to 

change my epistemology, to find a new truth that fits a new situation. Unfortunately, 

neither pre-service nor novice teacher receive sufficient time in classroom-based 

experience to begin their development. Then, when they are faced with an entire school 

year ahead of them and a classroom filled with challenges to be met, pre-service and 

novice teachers do not have all the tools required to be successful. This is because of the 

lack of real-world experience prior to their first teaching job and to the overwhelming 

conditions of their first teaching job (DePaul, 2000). I believe that beginning teachers are 

unprepared to meet challenges to their beliefs. When those challenges arise, the novice is 

unprepared and untrained to handle the situation. In becoming a classroom teacher, these 

challenging situations may "challenge [her] cherished beliefs (a leap into the unknown) 

often invoking a threatening emotional experience" (Mezirow, 2000, p. 24). A teacher 

operating in the third level of consciousness simply does not have the skills to understand 
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and meet these challenges. I believe this gap in development is one of the reasons 

teachers leave the profession. They are unprepared to face challenging situations that 

place their deeply held values on the line. It is easier and less emotional to leave the 

profession than to examine those beliefs, possibly find that those beliefs do not fit the 

current environment and move along the continuum of adult development. 

Teacher longevity refers to the length of time a teacher spends in the classroom. The 

staying power of a teacher can have a profound effect on students' wellbeing and success 

in the classroom. The longevity of an effective teacher directly effects the achievement of 

the students in her classroom. In fact, Harry Wong (2009) states "teacher expertise 

accounts for a greater difference in student performance—40%—than any other factor (p. 

23; NCTAF). On the other hand, students in an ineffective teacher's classroom can 

become as much as nine months behind the students in an effective teacher's class 

(Rowan, Correnti, & Miller, 2002; Wong, 2009). 

The problem of keeping good teachers in the classroom is not a new one. However, 

with the upcoming retirements of the baby-boomer teachers and the continued increase in 

student enrollment, the issue of retaining effective teachers may become more important 

to school districts than ever before (Ingersoll & Smith, 2003). While the issues of 

retirement and enrollment are indeed factors in the difficulty of providing every 

classroom with an effective, qualified teacher, Ingersoll and Smith (2003) maintain "a 

larger part of the problem is teacher attrition—which is particularly high among teachers 

in their first few years of service" (p. 30). 

To further illuminate this problem, The Schools and Staffing Survey (SASS), along 

with the supplement, the Teacher Followup Survey (TFS) was conducted. This research, 
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led by Ingersoll, provides the "largest and most comprehensive data source available on 

teachers and on the staffing, occupational, and organizational aspects of schools" 

(Ingersoll & Smith, 2003, p. 30). Here the researchers focused explicitly on the novice 

teachers. Depending on the source, the attrition rate is between 39% (Grant & Gillette, 

2006) and almost 50% (Alliance for Excellent Education, 2008) for teachers at the end of 

their fifth year of teaching. 

Based on the data from the SASS study, Ingersoll (2005) suggests that the problem of 

teacher retention and teacher quality is currently viewed in a "teacher-deficit" manner (p. 

175)—one that looks to insufficiencies in the teaching force itself. However, Ingersoll 

(2005) contends that "the low stature and social standing of the teaching occupation" is at 

the core of every teacher issue whether that issue is teacher quality or teacher retention. 

He posits that this problem may be exacerbated by the "assumption that female-

dominated school teaching requires less skill, training, and expertise than do traditional 

[male] professions" (p. 177). This assumption is the epitome of hegemony, the formation 

of a culturally accepted position "by the majority of people as wholly natural, 

preordained and working for their own good when in fact they are constructed and 

transmitted by powerful minority interests to protect the status quo that serves these 

interests so well" (Brookfield, 2000, p. 139). Grumet (1988) posits that it is the teacher's 

function to deliver the children from the home to the workplace. Further, she (1988) 

states, "[the teacher] is a traitor, and the low status of the teaching profession may be 

derived from the contempt her betrayal draws from both sexes. Mothers relinquish their 

children to her, and she hands them over to men who respect the gift but not the giver" (p. 

25). It is the assumption that teaching requires less ability and that the teacher's job is to 
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form a bridge between the nursery and the boardroom that allows the community to view 

the profession as unworthy. 

In the Teacher Follow-Up Survey, beginning teachers indicated that the two main 

reasons for leaving the profession were to "pursue a better job or another career; [29%]" 

and "dissatisfaction with the teaching profession or with their specific job; [30%]" 

(Ingersoll & Smith, 2003, p. 32). When asked to further explain their departure, 78% 

indicated that salary was a factor in their decision; 35% cited problems with student 

management as a factor; 26% identified lack of administrative support as the reason 

behind their leaving the profession; and 17% indicated that lack of student motivation 

was a key factor in their departure (Ingersoll & Smith, 2003; Ingersoll, 2001). These data 

indicate that two of the crucial reasons teachers abandon the profession are adult-related 

and two are student-related. Either way, these data contradict the conventional wisdom 

explaining the teacher attrition as residing outside of the school situation. Indeed, these 

data suggest that the major reasons beginning teachers leave the profession are internal 

ones or as Ingersoll and Smith state, "policy amenable issues" (2003, p. 33). Hence, 

simply enlisting more teachers will not solve the problem. The issue of teaching 

conditions must be addressed in order to meet the staffing needs of schools caused by the 

inability to retain teachers (Ingersoll, 2001). Schools must find a way to change existing 

conditions that cause teachers to abandon the profession to conditions that encourage 

teachers to grow and develop in order to become effective teachers for whom education is 

a life-long career. Pinar (2004) agrees with this statement asking that teachers 

"reconstruct themselves through academic knowledge, knowledge self-reflexively studied 

and dialogically encountered" (p. 21). When working conditions stifle adult development 
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it stifles the spirit. It is in the questioning of authority, of values, and of beliefs that leads 

to the adult transformation necessary to find one's voice. The changes required in the 

teaching profession are based in questioning and challenging the status quo, to look with 

new eyes at the profession of teaching. Kegan (2000) describes this questioning or 

challenging as "adaptive challenges, the kind that require not merely knowing more, but 

knowing differently" (p. 65). The milieu [of the school] "matters enormously as 

[teachers] become enculturated" (Parks Daloz, 2000, p. 105) within the culture of the 

school. When teachers work in a building that encourages and fosters "critical reflection 

[of teachers] on [their] own formation to a larger sense of self' (Parks Daloz, 2000, p. 

105) it allows for the transformation of a self. This transformation "identifies with all 

people and ultimately with all life" (Parks Daloz, 2000, p. 105). Allowing novice teachers 

a voice in decision-making and lesson planning, and providing the time for critical 

reflection can help novice teachers "acquire personal authority" as they seek to find their 

voices. 

Kegan (1994) explains that becoming an adult student is transformative not only 

for the student but also for their associates. He states, 

Students are shaken up by going to school but so are their family members, friends, 
and even their work associates. All of these people are eventually required to see the 
student differently, and in so doing they knowingly, or more often unknowingly, 
become adjunctive members of the bridging environment, (p. 294) 

1 would argue that this statement is equally applicable to becoming a teacher and just as 

applicable is his ensuing statement, if the friends family, and colleagues "will not become 

adjunctive members of the student's [teacher's] 'school' the student [teacher] is often 

unable to continue" (p. 294). Becoming a teacher requires not only a change in the 
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teacher but also a change in her support system. From my observations, becoming a 

teacher is often an all-consuming endeavor, requiring additional support from the 

community surrounding her. Without this support, teachers often fail and leave the 

profession. 

From my study, it appears that fostering adult development throughout my life has 

allowed me to know myself well enough to be able to set my own values rather than 

depend on the values of my upbringing. Both Kegan (1994) and Baxter Magolda (1999, 

2009) provide organizational structures that can assist adults in the development of their 

own value systems to order to be able to face the challenges inherent in the public school 

classroom and to find their own voice with which to provide support to their students. 

How My Study Fits Into Teacher Longevity 

It requires time and effort to fashion oneself as a teacher. For this self to be 

constructed—"as author, maker, critiquer, and remaker of its experience, the self as a 

system or complex, regulative of its parts"-- requires the "fourth order consciousness" 

(Kegan, 1994, p. 133). 

The themes identified through this autoethnographic study represent traits of my 

character that were, and continue to be, essential elements in my teaching career. In order 

to consider the information gleaned through this study could contribute valuable 

information to the issue of teacher longevity, these themes had to provide hope for the 

national crisis of teachers leaving the classroom for other careers, as well as hope for 

teachers who were considering leaving the profession. In other words, I sought to 

discover if the traits I associated with a long teaching career spoke to a gap in teacher 

training and support. I also needed to understand how previous research supported or 
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contradicted my findings. Therefore, I began to integrate previous research on teacher 

longevity with the findings of my research. In Table 16 the themes I identified are 

augmented by the writings of educational scholars. 

Table 16 

How My Study Fits In The Research On Teacher Longevity 

Face EVERY Challenge 

"Elementary and secondary 
educators face a daunting 
task of having to understand 
and accommodate the 
differing values, customs, 
and traditions of their 
learners" (Gumbo, 2001, p. 
263) 

Confront "problems that 
involve a diversity of 
perspectives" (King & 
Baxter Magolda, 2005, p. 
271) 

"Resolve vexed relations 
among education, culture, 
and politics" (Pinar, 2004, 
p. 228) 

Envision "the goodness of 
diversity" (Gumbo, 2001, p. 
263) 

Find My Own Voice 

Teachers must "reconstruct 
themselves through 
academic knowledge, 
knowledge self-reflexively 
studied and dialogically 
encountered" (Pinar, 2004, 
p. 21) 

The gradual training of 
one's sympathies is the 
effective friendliness that 
marks good teaching" 
(Kegan, 1994, p.3) 

To become "More flexible 
to account for external 
influence without losing 
[my] essence" (Baxter 
Magolda & Crosby, 2011, 
p. 7) 

Provide Necessary Support 
for the Growth of Others 

If the school provides the 
necessary support to foster 
"critical reflection 
[of teachers] on [their] own 
formation to a larger sense 
of self' 
(Parks Daloz, 2000, p. 105), 

This newly transformed 
practitioner "identifies with 
all people 
and ultimately with all life" 

(Parks Daloz, 2000, p. 105) 

Without support, novice 
teachers often fail and leave 
the profession. 
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Face EVERY Challenge Find My Own Voice Provide Necessary Support 
for the Growth of Others 

Overwhelming condition of "Not merely knowing more, 
the first teaching job but knowing differently" 
(DePaul, 2000) (Kegan, 2000, p. 65) 

Pinar (2004) enjoins that the educational community must "study teaching and 

learning autobiographically" in an effort to "resolve vexed relations among education, 

culture, and politics" (p. 228). This is where I see my research study contributing to the 

curriculum of teaching. It is in my development as an advocate for students and as a 

provider of the scaffolding for their success that I see my strengths as an educator. These 

are the attributes that I have gained through my experiences as a career teacher. 

Conclusion 

Whenever I complete an assessment of my intelligences, the results indicate that I 

have strength in the intrapersonal intelligence (Gardner, 1983). This tendency to look 

within to make meaning of the world has helped me to grow as a person and as a teacher. 

My intrapersonal reflectivity, coupled with the interpersonal dimension through the 

discussions with family, friends, and colleagues has resulted in the formation of my 

personal epistemology, the formation of what I know and how I know it. As my earlier 

examples illustrate, this definitive sense of self results from the "occurrences of...critical 

incidents, combined with reflection on the significance and importance of these events" 
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(Landreman, Rasmussen, King, & Xinquan Jiang, 2007, p. 292). I equate facing the 

challenges of my life with the critical incidents of Landreman, et al (2007), the pivotal 

moments of Pizzolato, (2003, 2005), and the crossroads, of Baxter Magolda (1998, 2010, 

2011), all of which are predicated upon the inability of my present value system to make 

meaning of a novel situation (Kegan, 1994). The personal recollections, memories, and 

rememories (Morrison, 1987) are representative of the life I have led: the joys, the 

agonies, the challenges, and the maturations that followed. Whenever I found it necessary 

to face a challenge in my life, it required me "to achieve maturity across cognitive, 

intrapersonal, and interpersonal domains of development" (Landreman, et al, 2007, p. 

294). In other words, having the courage and the ability to respond to challenges are the 

raw materials of my development into a self-authored adult. 



EPILOGUE 

Now I stand at the Sydney Airport 

waiting to board the Delta flight 

that will take me home to Atlanta. 

It is winter in Sydney. 

I am not dressed appropriately. 

I am dressed for the California warmth 

and the Atlanta heat and humidity awaiting me. 

This first leg of my journey, 

from Sydney to Los Angeles, 

will last a little over 17 hours, then a layover in L.A., 

andfinally a four-hour flight to Atlanta. 

Taking all the parts together 

the flight home is at least a 21-hour flight; 

plenty of time to reflect on 

how I have changed over the course of our vacation. 
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At the intersection of the cognitive, intrapersonal, and interpersonal domains, 

transformation occurs (Baxter Magolda & Crosby, 2011; Jennings & Lynn, 2005; Kegan, 

1994; King & Baxter Magolda, 2005). The intrapersonal dimension results in identity 

formation; integrating the internal voice with external influences, while the interpersonal 

dimension acknowledges the value of outside perspectives and strives to assimilate the 

internal voice with those outside viewpoints. The outward appearance of this 

transformation is praxis and is evidenced by putting contemplation and dialogue to 

positive use. This is the basis of my understanding of critical pedagogy—knowledge of 

hegemonic conditions, self-reflection upon my place within those condition, and 

discussions concerning how to alleviate them. These activities lead me to actively work 

toward the destruction of those hegemonic conditions. It is also the basis of my passion 

for student advocacy; 1 strive to work to tear down walls that would be oppressive to any 

student. 

Australia's long isolation from other continents 

has helped evolution to create some of 

the most unique creatures in the world. 

No other continent has got mammals that lay eggs, 

carry their young in the pouch and don't walk, but jump across the countryside. 

If you like animals, Australia won't disappoint you. 

~ Unique Australian Animals, 2011 
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Transformation 

Great Barrier Reef 

My experience on the Great Barrier Reef provides an example of the transformation 

that is occurring in personal life. Because we visited Australia during my summer break 

from school, we arrived during the dry season of the Australian winter. Although 

considered to be the "dry" season, it rained and stormed every day we spent in the 

Queensland area. Because of strong storms out at sea, we were advised to limit our trip to 

the Great Barrier Reef to the closer islands, as the seas were extremely rough. 

We really appreciated this advice as we spent the two-hour ferry ride to Green Island 

in very strong, high seas. People all around us were becoming seasick. Fresh air would 

have been a wonderful way to compensate for the rough seas, but the early winter 

morning temperature was around 45°; very few people took advantage of the outdoor 

seating on the ship. In fact, one woman was so sick that crewmembers had to support her 

as she made her way off the ship. 

The day was quite beautiful and just warm enough to lie along the beach for a little 

while. Then we decided to go snorkeling. I thought this was a wonderful idea until I 

realized that we would not be snorkeling in the shallow surf along the beach, we were 

going to ride on the dive boat and go further out to snorkel. 

When it came time to leave the boat and enter the water, I could not do it. It was like I 

could see myself sitting on the step of the boat, trying to jump, not really, to scoot, into 

the water. I looked like the scene in The Proposal where Sandra Bullock's character is 

hanging onto an ocean buoy and she can't figure out how to reach for the boat when 

Ryan Reynolds arrives to rescue her. I could not figure out how to move off of that step. 
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Eventually I was able to get a handle on the situation (and a life preserver) and move out 

into the water where I am told that three white tipped sharks frolicked. However, as you 

can clearly see in Figure 11,1 was in the water, but I just could not bring myself to open 

my eyes. Moving into that water was a transformative event for me personally. It was 

difficult and I never quite relaxed, but I overcame my terror just enough to be able to 

accomplish a feat that many people dream of but few are able to experience. 

Figure 11 Snorkeling 

My Journey 

My trip to Australia was a personally transformative event. 

I faced and overcame many fears during our time there: 

the fear of a 21-hour flight, 

the fear of the myriad poisonous animals that live there, 
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the fear of riding a catamaran during an especially rough, stormy day at sea, 

the fear of seasickness, 

the fear ofputting on a wetsuit, 

the fear of snorkeling in that rough and stormy sea, 

and now, 

the fear of the 21-hour flight home. 

Likewise, the journey through the Curriculum and Instruction Ph.D. program was and 

continues to be both a personally and professionally transformative event. As my 

previous beliefs conflicted with my emerging values, I struggled to reconcile my internal 

beliefs with the external voices provided through this program, to become "more flexible 

to account for external influence without losing [my] essence" (Baxter Magolda & 

Crosby, 2011, p. 7; Zaytoun, 2010). This struggle of reconciliation moved me further 

along my path toward self-transformation, " the developmental phase after self-

authorship: (Baxter Magolda & Crosby, 2011, p. 7); what Kegan (1994) called the "fifth 

order of consciousness" (p. 316). Zaytoun (2010) interprets Kegan (1994) by defining 

self-transformation as an evolution of self-authorship. In describing self-transformation 

she states "[s]uch movement requires the transformation of one's understanding of his or 

her individuation, essence of self-formation, from that which is distinct, whole, and 

complete, to that which is shifting, multifaceted, interdependent, and incomplete" (p. 

152). The ability to recognize and cogitate on my value systems and meaning-making 

systems and to realize that I am incomplete and continually evolving is a move toward 

self-transformation (Baxter Magolda & Crosby, 2011; Kegan, 1994; Zaytoun, 2010). I 
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can see myself transforming; I am moving past self-authorship into the realm of self-

transformation even as I study my journey toward this position. 

There are many reasons to begin a graduate program—increased pay, increased 

knowledge base, increased stature in the community, a change in your personal life, 

personal turmoil, the attainment of a lifelong goal and, for me personally, healing from 

personal tragedies. In the past, I entered graduate programs for their healing powers. For 

example, I began my Masters' Degree following a particularly difficult personal tragedy 

and the year of depression that followed; the graduate program was the vehicle I used to 

pull myself out of the depression. I proactively began my Educational Specialist Degree 

in anticipation of the sense of loss I would encounter when my daughter when off to 

college. Based on my previous patterns, it could be argued that I use the educational 

process for combatting emotional problems like other people might use a medicine such 

as Xanax. Possibly the immersion into research, theory, and writing allows my brain to 

set itself to rights. Unlike my previous graduate degrees, there was no outside issue when 

I decided to apply for this program. I entered the Curriculum and Instruction Ph.D. 

program for the realization of a lifelong, personal goal: the attainment of a doctoral 

degree. 

Starting this graduate program without the cloud of depression hovering above 

allowed me to grow through the program rather than to heal through the program. My 

participation in this Ph.D. program has been transformative. Therefore, I see the 

overarching theme of the Ph.D. in Curriculum and Instruction program as transformation. 

Embedded within my transformative experience is my evolving knowledge of critical 

theory, advocacy, as well as my own research study. 



196 

The process of researching and writing this dissertation has been a transformative 

experience for me. Never before have I considered the possibility of permanently leaving 

the high school classroom. My professional goals are in a state of flux. The reality is that 

I must complete at least two additional years in public education to solidify my retirement 

at my highest salary level. But in the past, I could not imagine what I would do if I retired 

and I had planned on working in the public schools until I was at least 60. Now, I am not 

so sure. The completion of this program is worth far more to me that a salary increase. 

The personal and profession evolutions that I have experienced again remind me of 

the verse from Isaiah, "Behold, I have refined thee, but not with silver; I have chosen thee 

in the furnace of affliction" (Isaiah 48:10, King James Bible Online, 2012). Those 

afflictions God speaks of are the crossroads that I have encountered throughout my life, 

culminating in the person and teacher I am today. Those afflictions are representative of 

each of the many contradictions that form the foundation of my life. 

I arrive in Atlanta 

and I am immediately met with 

the blast of heat and humidity 

that is indicative of the South in July. 

I look around, 

searching for the familiar face of my son, 

as he is coming to pick us up at the airport. 

While most of what I see is mundane and familiar, 

I am seeing with different eyes. 
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I am a different person from the one who began this journey. 

What will I do now, 

how can I integrate my new self into my existing life, 

is that even possible? 

Conative Aspect 

I continue to be in a state of transformation. When I began the program, I wanted 

nothing more than to fulfill my life-long aspiration of obtaining my doctorate and the 

secondary benefit of receiving an increase in salary. 1 fully planned to continue working 

in the traditional high school classroom for many more years. However, I feel that I have 

become the antithesis of my school; I now see the use of "data driven instruction" based 

on test scores as hegemony. I realize that "data-driven instruction" is another manner in 

which to separate out those students who do not perform well on classroom tests, in other 

words, to track students. The realization of this hidden curriculum and my evolution into 

a critical educator makes it difficult for me to stay in the traditional high school. 

Not only have I begun to see the traditional high school through a new lens, but also I 

see my professional goals changing. Progressing through the Ph.D. program, I began to 

discern that my ambitions were changing; I was beginning to envision a future career in 

higher education. 

This transformation is not only occurring within my professional life, but also within 

my personal life. In the past, my work life was the driving force of my personal life; 

everything revolved around my school. Over the last school year that emphasis has begun 

to change. I am evolving into a woman who strives to put her personal life first. 

Therefore, I recently resigned from my position as Science Department Chair. I am no 
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longer willing to donate the extra work hours required of a leadership position in today's 

minimally staffed schools. 1 want to spend those extra hours with my family. I am also 

looking to shift from teaching students in a traditional brick and mortar school to teaching 

students in the online environment. Online teaching would allow me to continue doing 

the work I love and have extra time at home with my family. My hope for this upcoming 

school year is to split my time between the two, with the hope of eventually moving 

completely into the world of online education. 

Moving into the online world would also provide me with the time to pursue my new 

ambition, teaching in higher education and my new interest, exploring educational 

research. Since I must continue teaching in K-12 education for at least two more years, I 

would not be able to pursue a full-time Professor ship immediately. Therefore, I would 

like to begin working at the college level as an adjunct Professor. I would also like to use 

this additional time to help to bridge the gap between research and praxis as a disconnect 

exists between educational researchers and educational practitioners. Once a teacher 

enters a classroom, the work is so relentless and the time for reflection so abbreviated that 

the theories learned in pre-service and graduate programs are often forgotten and 

practitioners revert to teaching their way they remember being taught. This is not to 

insinuate that practitioners plan to disregard their education training. However, educators, 

like most of the populace, have spent 17 years in training while attaining their K-12 

diplomas and undergraduate degrees. The intense pace of the school day coupled with the 

intense pressure to produce students who are successful on the high stakes test often 

results in teachers resorting to the factory model of education rather than incorporating 

new methodologies into their classrooms. Practicing educators have little time to read 
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scholarly journals presenting the latest information gleaned from educational research. I 

would like to help form a connection between educational research and educators. As a 

part-time face-to-face teacher, I would still be a part of a learning community and I would 

be able to help bring research to my fellow teachers. 

The niche of science education is one area in which I could contribute to higher 

education. I believe that 27 years in various science classrooms gives me a perspective 

that few educators enjoy. I have taught all core sciences, several electives, and students 

from ninth grade to seniors. I have experienced the shift from teacher-centered to student-

centered instruction. I have been forced to learn to use student data to drive my 

instruction. Therefore, I have different voices with which to speak to prospective science 

educators. I have my researcher's voice, my teacher's voice, and my fellow practitioner's 

voice. I would love the opportunity to share my knowledge and expertise with future 

science teachers who would, in turn, share their knowledge and expertise with their future 

science students. 

Conclusion 

As Jung (1989) said "yesterday's truth is tomorrow's deception, and yesterday's false 

inference may be tomorrow's revelation (p. 154). I am beginning to see a revolution 

occurring within myself—a change of focus, from the professional to the personal. 

Therefore, I am transforming in my professional life as well. As 1 move toward the 

ending of my career, I am beginning to make decisions based more on family desires that 

on educational desires. Lately, I am haunted by the fact that my mother lost her husband 

(and my Daddy) at the age of 60. This year, my husband turned 56.1 am petrified that a 

fate similar to my mother's will befall me and that 1 only have four more years with my 



200 

husband. Therefore, I want to spend more time with my husband. To this end, I am 

looking at moving schools and/or changing my situation at my current school to allow me 

to have the time I need with him. 

This is a new and unexpected change in my focus. The sense of foreboding that I feel 

is also unexpected; perhaps it is merely a response to these changes in mall my lives. I 

see it as the beginnings of my "second adulthood" as Jane Fonda (2011) describes it in 

her book Primetime, a time not to sit back in retirement, but to move forward in life. For 

as Carl Jung said, "The greatest potential for growth and self-realization exists in the 

second half of life" (Jung, C. as cited in Fonda, 2011, p. 3). It is this second half of life 

that is facing me now. I look forward to what is in store. 

I feel that in many ways I have been molded into a completely different teacher by 

participating in this program. The importance of linking my "cognitive development and 

[my] interpersonal, intrapersonal, and emotional development" (Landreman, et al, 2007, 

p. 295) cannot be overstated as I examined my academic, personal, and professional 

growth through the Ph.D. in Curriculum and Instruction program. The complex 

knowledge that I attained via the program is a direct result of this linking of development. 

I want to use my knowledge to both improve the preparation of teachers in their science 

content and to bridge the gap between educational researchers and practicing teachers. 

This is very different from the teacher who began the program and only wanted the 

experience of attaining her life-long goal, yet planned to continue her current educational 

position. It is as if I were a caterpillar who entered the chrysalis of graduate school to 

emerge a butterfly. I began the program as one person; 1 will graduate from the program 

anew. 
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APPENDIX A 

Pilot Study 

Methodology 

An interview was chosen as the data collection method for the pilot study. Data was 

collected via an interview conducted by an expert in self-authorship. She conducted an 

emergent interview with me on November 17, 2010. This first phase will allow me to 

identify themes that emerge from the data (Creswell, 2007). We began with the 

interviewer using interactive questioning which drove the flow of the conversation. 

In analyzing the pilot study, I discovered three themes that appear to represent stages 

in my journey toward self-authorship. These themes are "The Submissive Southern 

Woman," "Locus of Control," and "Conscious Choice." Now that I have named these 

themes, I want to find out how events in my personal and professional lives fit into them. 

I also want to find out which events in my personal and professional lives formed 

crossroads (Baxter Magolda, 1998) or "provocative moments" (Pizzolato, 2005, p. 624), 

which forced me to re-evaluate my beliefs and values. Were these crossroads formed 

merely from milestone events or were there small events that acted as provocative 

moments as well. 

Data Analysis 

The pilot study interview was transcribed, coded, and examined for themes. Creswell 

(2007) "encouragejs] qualitative researchers to look for code segments that can be used 

to describe information and develop themes" (p. 153). The transcription was color-coded 

to identify patterns that appeared within the data to enable "the researcher and the data 

speak to each other" (Strauss & Corbin, 1994, p. 280). Originally I identified multiple 
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patterns that were eventually condensed to form three themes. Those patterns were: fear, 

conflict, other people's control, my own control, passive-aggressive behavior, genteel 

manipulations, teaching, marriage, stay-at-home-mom, quiet rebellion, and advocating 

for others. The themes identified within my data were (1) the submissive southern 

woman; (2) locus of control; and (3) conscious choice. (For a graphic representation of 

these themes, see the Appendix.) 

The Submissive Southern Woman 

The submissive southern woman is the first theme identified from the data. Sub-

themes designated within this theme were (1) avoidance of conflict and (2) advocating 

for others. Within the avoidance of conflict theme, subthemes of passive-aggressive 

behaviors and genteel manipulations emerged. "I feel that I was never taught how to be in 

conflict" therefore I try to avoid it as much as possible. One way that I avoid conflict is 

through passive-aggressive behaviors. An example of this emerged from the interview, 

. .my parents wanted me to go to [The University of] North Carolina and I didn't want 

to go.. .1 purposely didn't take the SAT a second time to raise my score enough to get 

in.. .[so] there wasn't any question." The second sub-theme that emerged was genteel 

manipulation. I define genteel manipulation as the ability to talk anyone into doing 

anything you want him or her to do. I do not have the ability to employ genteel 

manipulations in conflict-ridden situations; I just wish I did. This is a way to diffuse a 

situation that is in conflict in a quiet civilized manner. This is something that I admire in 

my mentor. "She is [even] able to get people to fire themselves...we've had difficult 

teachers who were not necessarily doing a good job, she [could] talk them into quitting 

and they felt good about it." 
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The second sub-theme within the submissive southern woman theme is advocating 

for others. The interviewer asked, "What would make you confront something?" The 

answer came easily and quickly. 

I think definitely the children...my own children and ... the kids at school...I 
don't always necessarily champion it on my behalf, I would do it for others, I 
mean teaching is for the kids so if something is going on for the kids, they need a 
champion, that's my job. I don't know, I always feel like if I'm behind the scenes 
fighting for them than that's good enough for me. 

Control 

Control is a second theme identified from the pilot interview data. Within this theme 

the following sub-themes were identified: (1) other's control and (2) my control. If we 

envision the journey toward self-authorship as "riding on a tandem bicycle" with the 

person in front guiding the journey, (Baxter Magolda, 2009, p. 1), the exchange of 

control over one's life can be seen as moving from the back seat to the front seat of the 

bike. In many ways the story of my early life is one of other people riding in the front 

seat (Baxter Magolda, 2009). At one point in the interview, I state "I went from being 

under my daddy's control to being under Phillip's control and it took a while to exert my 

own control." Moving into my own circle of control was encouraged by our move from 

North Carolina to Atlanta. I state "I could never been equal to Phillip while under her 

[my mother-in-law's] wing, so the only way to get equal was to get away." In terms of 

control, "I want to ride on the handlebars" of the tandem bicycle; even further forward 

than the front seat; no I want to ride my own bike. 

Conscious Choice 

Conscious choice is the third theme identified from the data. There are examples of 

moments in which a conscious choice was made in opposition to what others desires and 
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examples of moments in which a conscious choice was made that agreed with the desires 

of others. This theme shows my journey toward self-authorship the most. It is these 

choices that allowed me to take control over my life from Others and moved to the front 

seat of the bicycle (Baxter Magolda, 2009). One example involves my decision to 

become a teacher. As I said in the interview, "1 have wanted to be a teacher since I went 

into orientation in the first grade..but "[my father] did not want me to be a teacher, he 

wanted me to be a pharmacist." Although my normal behavior was to please my daddy, 

this was not a decision that I was willing to change for him. This was a major step in 

getting my own bicycle. Another example of my employing conscious choice in 

opposition to other's desires is in my decision to marry my husband. "I met [my husband] 

in late August/early September and we got engaged in December and married in May." 

Up until that time I had expected, and everyone else had expected, that I would move 

back home and eventually build a house on our farm. Rebelling against expected 

behavior is a last example of my making conscious choices that are in opposition to 

others' desires. Examples of this that appeared in the interviews are dying my hair with 

pink stripes; and listening to hip-hop and rap music. 

An example of a conscious choice I made that was not in opposition to others' desires 

was my decision to leave the teaching profession for four years to be a stay-at-home 

mom. This seems to be a decision that is antithetical to the decision to have a career as a 

teacher. However, the chance to be a stay-at-home mom was priceless. As stated in the 

interview "I did [enjoy staying at home], it was really fun when the kids were home and 

then when it was time for John to go to kindergarten, I couldn't think of anything to do at 

home and so I went back to teaching so we both started school again the same year." 
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As I examined the themes from the pilot study data, I found an interesting movement 

toward self-authorship: "as [I became] more self-authored, [I was] better able to resist 

and negotiate external definitions so as to rely on [my] internal meaning-making" (Jones, 

2010, p. 231). The three themes identified represent the journey toward self-authorship 

itself. As submissive southern women we are expected to ride in the back on our tandem 

bike, to listen to and accept others' truths as our own. As we take control away from 

others and gather that control within ourselves, we move toward the front seat, eventually 

riding our own bike. Once on our own bike, we are ready to make conscious decisions 

that are based on our own internal voices. 
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If you need any further assistance, please feel free to contact our office. 

Mercer University IRB & Office of Research Compliance 

Phone (478) 301-4101 

Fax (478) 301-2329 

PRC Mercer@Mercer.Edu 

Respectfully, 

Ava Chambliss-Richardson, M.ED., CIP, CIM 

Member 

Instutional Review Board 

inlrrnatKMidt <.< rrx r ixi M.wtnooi/jluxi s (i< » I > c itiHtelirws Tor < < '.Nnir^l I •».»<!" r 

I SOS C allrgr snrM • MIH->»I CxotftiM II.'II'IKXH 
'Si 411)1 • FAX I 4 7% > AO I » 1 



APPENDIX C 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM 

TIFT COLLEGE OF EDUCATION 

Informed Consent 

Parallel Lives: An Autoethnography of Ms. Robin and Mrs. Tillotson 

You are being asked to participate in a research study. Before you give your consent to 
volunteer, it is important that you read the following information and ask as many questions as 
necessary to be sure you understand what you will be asked to do. 

Investigators 

Robin P. Tillotson 
2120 Potomac Place 
Lawrenceville, GA 30043 
404-660-7186 
Curriculum and Instruction, Doctoral Student 
Tift College of Education 
Mercer University 
Dr. Karen Swanson, faculty advisor 

Purpose of the Research 

This research study is designed to examine my time in public education. I am specifically 
looking at major milestones and how those milestones affected public education, my personal 
life, as well as my professional life. The data from this research will be used as validating 
evidence to accompany the data produced from my reflective writings. The data produced from 
interviews will further inform my study and enrich the data. The data from our conversations will 
provide additional external data. It will also produce additional internal data, as our 
conversations will help me to remember events more clearly. 

Procedures 

If you volunteer to participate in this study, you will be asked to engage in conversation with me 
to discuss memories that we share as they pertain to both my own personal development and to 
my professional development as a teacher. Your participation will take approximately 1.5 hours. 
If you volunteer to participate in this study, you will be selected from individuals with whom I 
have shared teaching assignments, family connections, and school enrollment. You will be 
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invited to meet with me. hopefully in person, and engage in a conversation about what we 
collectively remember about the time we shared 

Potential Risks or Discomforts 

There are no foreseeable risks associated with the study. I would like your permission to audio or 
video tape our conversations. I plan on using pseudonyms to keep your identity confidential. 

Potential Benefits of the Research 

There are no benefits to your participation in this study. Potentially, my study could help add to 
the body knowledge concerning the longevity of teachers, why some teachers leave the 
profession early and why some stay even beyond retirement age. 

Confidentiality and Data Storage 

All information obtained and or medical records will be held in strict confidentiality and will 
only be released with you permission The results of this study may be published but your 
information such as your name and other demographic information will not be revealed. The 
results of this study w ill be kept in a locked file within the Tift College of Fducation for 3 years 
Dr. Karen Swanson" s office. 

Participation and Withdrawal 
Your participation in this research study is voluntary. As a research subject you may refuse to 
participate at anytime, l o withdraw from the study please contact Robin I illotson by phone. 
404-660-7186 or email, robin tillotMtn t/gmail.com or Dr. Karen Swanson by phone. 678-547-
6398 or by email. Swansonkw a mcrcer.edu 

Questions about the Research 
If you have any questions about the research, please speak with Robin lillotson by phono. 404-
660-7186 or email, robin.tillotson </gnuil.com or Dr. Karen Swanson by phone. 678-547-6398 
or by email. Swanson kw a mercer.edu 

This project has been reviewed and approved by Mercer University's IRH If you believe there 
is any infringement upon your rights as a research subject, you may contact the IRD Chair, at 
(4781 301-4101. 

I have been gi\en the opportunity to ask questions and these have been answered to my 
satisfaction. 

)  ' f '  ") , -, /> 
Signature of lnvesliuat((r_rf.. - 1 3. 2011 

Rev. 0R/|9/?()1() 
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APPENDIX D 

VISUAL DATA 

Four Generations of the Philbeck Family 

Daddy in uniform 



Robin's First and Second Grade School Pictures 

Mother (Pictures she sent to Daddy in Japan) 

Robin and Raymond circa 1970 
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Our family, circa 1975 

Robin and Paige celebrating the successful wedding 

(Photograph courtesy of Madison Page Photography) 


