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Executive Summary

Writing Our Way is a narrative inquiry project that examines the lived experience
of six women educators over a two-year period. The project began as a gathering
of women interested in discussing their writing and their practice, and grew,
through the submission of a grant proposal to the Dr. Stirling McDowell
Foundation, into a research project, with each of the six women acting as
researchers/participants in the project.

Numerous questions guided our reflections, our discussions and our practice
throughout the course of the project. We examined questions such as: What does
it mean for teachers to learn to teach writing? How do teachers learn to teach
writing? How do teachers learn and teach a writing life? and so on. The many
questions we faced led to one overarching research question: How does a reflective
focus group such as ours enable its members to find their individual and
collective voices so that they can become more effective teachers of writing?

The review of the literature included in the project was organised to correspond to
the three main themes revealed by the project findings: Identity, The Writing Life
and Linking Theory and Practice. Themes in the literature relevant to our project
themes included the teaching self, collaboration, women’s ways of knowing and
change theory.

The project used a narrative inquiry methodology, analysing and exploring data
from journal entries, transcriptions of meeting discussions, and e-mail
communications. A unique feature of the project was the rotating journal concept.
The group maintained six journals for reflection and response. These journals did
not belong to any one member. Rather, they were circulated among the participants,
allowing each person to use the journal at hand for personal and professional
reflection, as well as respond to the thinking of other members of the project.

Research findings were refined into three specific theme groupings: Constructing
Identity, The Writing Life, and Linking Theory and Practice. Findings related to
Constructing Identity revealed the following sub-themes: interconnectedness,
building individual identity, identity within and as a group, and conflicting
priorities. Findings related to The Writing Life revealed the following sub-themes:
community, journaling, challenges, writing craft, and reading and writing. Findings
related to Linking Theory and Practice revealed the following sub-themes: isolation,
strategies for teaching writing, constructivist theory and practice and reflective
practice.

Three problems, or limitations, were identified with the research. Firstly, the
research grant we received allowed us to formally pursue our project, but it also
made us aware that our journal entries and personal writing were no longer private.
The issues of audience and ownership of our writing were results of the project
being funded by an outside agency, but the project would not have been possible
without said funding. Secondly, the process of rotating journals was designed to
allow for a sharing of thoughts and feelings, but the processes involved in
circulating and exchanging the journals limited the immediate responses sought
by participants. Finally, time was identified as a limitation. Participants struggled
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to find the time required to maintain journals, participate in meetings and engage
in personal writing,.

In examining the project data, we concluded that all three methods of
communication used in the project served a particular and necessary purpose, but
there were significant differences among them. The journals provided the richest
material for our data analysis because they represented the truest expression of
our thoughts and feelings. We found that the ideas expressed in the journals were
more cogent, complete and literate than those in either the transcripts or the
e-mails. The meetings fed our practice and our writing in the journals. We
needed the meetings to build our relationships, to provide a sense of camaraderie
and collegiality and to stimulate our intellects. Electronic mail correspondence
evolved and grew in importance over the course of the project. It served, for the
most part, as an efficient and immediate means of communication for business
issues. In addition to housekeeping duties, our e-mail correspondence allowed us
to connect and offer immediate support for various endeavours and events in our
personal and professional lives when time or circumstance kept us apart.

Recommendations based on the results of the project have been defined in three
categories: suggestions for building a collaborative support group of teachers
(including functional elements which may be relevant for other teachers interested
in establishing a group with similar purpose); possible areas for further research
(including the examination of groups with similar purpose made up of men, or of
a combination of men and women, the long-term viability of collaborative support
groups, and a study of alternate procedures for using the concept of rotating
journals); and a brief reflection on the next steps for the project participants.
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Foreword

The lived experience of the women of Writing Our Way is fluid. We have travelled
from the creationary period of the 1999 South Saskatchewan Writing Project,
through the submission of a grant proposal to the Dr. Stirling McDowell
Foundation, to the place we are today, a report complete, a road untravelled in wait.
We have lived with and through the moon: new thoughts, waxing professional
growth, a gibbous swell of support and friendship, the wane of death and
mourning, and the celebration of new ways of being.

As individuals, our teaching, research, and life paths converge and diverge. But in
this moment of consciousness, we are both one and many. In the words of
Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger and Tarule (1986), “we searched for a single voice —
a way of submerging our individual perspectives for the sake of the collective ‘we”™
(p. iv).

The Research Questions

This project began with questions; questions about teaching and writing and
learning. What does it mean for teachers to learn to teach writing? How do
teachers learn to teach writing? How do teachers learn and teach a writing life?
What changes do teachers make in their practice when they adopt a process writing
approach? What changes are seen in teachers' practices when they belong to a
focus group that discusses reading and writing and practice?

These questions provided the initial premise, the gathering of minds for our
study. The project evolved as we sought to examine ways of writing around and
through our teaching. We considered the impact of collaborative research on
our identity, our writing and our practice.

The challenge of narrowing our many questions, all of which guided and informed
our research, led us to one overarching research question: How does a reflective
focus group such as ours enable its members to find their individual and
collective voices so that they can become more effective teachers of writing?
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Review of Literature

The review of the literature has been organised to correspond to the three main
themes revealed by the project findings: Identity, The Writing Life and Linking
Theory and Practice.

IDENTITY

Clandinin and Connelly describe the classroom as a place where “teachers are free
to live stories of practice” (1998, p. 151). Practicing educators tell stories about
themselves, and about their work. The “in-classroom place” (Ibid.) is where
practice is lived, not told. It is in the classroom where teachers live their stories,
even though they often tell stories, sometimes cover stories, about what happens
there.

Identity is sometimes revealed and explored through stories; the stories we tell and
the stories we write. Clandinin and Connelly (1998) suggest there are two distinct
ways teachers can tell the stories of our work: the teachers can tell stories of their
knowledge in the context of schools; and they can voice their queries about their
practice, adjust their practice, and become participants in school reform on an on-
going basis. Clandinin and Connelly further state that in the early literature
about teacher knowledge and school reform the two plot lines rarely intersected.
They suggest however, that the two plot lines, or types of stories, are interwoven
and interconnected in ways that can be understood upon reflection.

This notion fits well with Palmer’s (1998) premise that a teacher’s identity and
integrity are the basis of good teaching. He defines identity as upbringing,
genetics and experiences — the amalgamation of all inner and outer forces that
comprise the essence of human nature. To Palmer, integrity is the result of the
acknowledgement of who one is and contributes to the wholeness of the individual.

Related to this discussion of educators as whole individuals, Slatterly (1995)
suggests that educators become less whole when they are frustrated by trying “to
implement ambitious goals, complete expanding curriculum requirements, and
accomplish more complex objectives with ‘less and less time™ (p. 614). He puts
forth the notion that time can become a flexible resource. The goal, therefore, is
to view time as a factor supporting learning rather than a quantifiable barrier that
impedes the dynamics of the learning community. “Time is understood as internal
experience, becoming, and process” (1995, p. 16), as experienced by many
collaborative groups and individuals in the construction of their identities.

When teachers burn out, Palmer (1998) believes that they disconnect themselves
not only from their students, but also their content matter and their identities. This
is in part caused by a teaching culture that does not value personal truth. If there
were any way out of this dilemma, it would have to be through the power of
mentors and by learning more about ourselves and who we are as teachers and
as people, both inside and out.
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COLLABORATION

The notion of collaboration is more than one of like-minded individuals who
discuss common issues and concerns. Collaboration functions with “a lot more
complexity, conflict and excitement than we might have imagined” (Fullan, 1999,
p- 40). According to Fullan (1999) collaborative cultures are supportive, “anxiety
provoking and anxiety containing” (p. 26). Furthermore, he explains that
“collaborative cultures must go about their business of anxiety-related
experimentation and problem-solving by providing a good enough holding
environment” (Ibid.). A more inclusive definition of collaboration, therefore, is a
complex process of providing support and challenge to its members while solving
individual and group problems.

Fullan (1999) also describes the value of collaborative groups in the following way:
“Collaborative organisations fan the passion and emotions of their members because
they so value commitment and the energy required to pursue complex goals” (p. 38).
He suggests that collaboration can enable members to achieve more complex goals
than they would have achieved individually.

Specifically in regard to education, collaboration among teachers enhances learning
and teaching when “teachers as a group and as subgroups examine together how well
students are doing ... and they make continuous refinements individually and
with each other” (Fullan, 1999, p. 32). Fullan (1999) suggests that student learning
can be enhanced through teacher collaboration and that collaboration works to enable
teachers to achieve equity among members: “Social cohesion is both a means and an
end for achieving greater equity. It provides the socio-psychological strength for
attacking different problems and for getting through rough times” (p. 40). The
support and challenge offered in collaborative groups enables members to solve
problems and feel supported simultaneously. According to Fullan, the combined effect
of collaborative cultures serves to mobilize three powerful change forces: moral
purpose, power, and ideas and best practices. “In collaborative cultures these three
forces feed on each other. They become fused.” (p. 40).

WOoOMEN’'s WAYS

The project revolved around the lives and sharing of six women educators. This focus
on the lives of women is referred to in the work of Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger &
Tarule (1986) on Women’s Ways of Knowing. These ways of knowing are key to
informing the three overarching themes of the current research: the construction of
identity; the writing life; and linking theory and practice.

The construction of identity as women may be viewed as the “quest for self and voice
[that] plays a central role in transformations in women’s ways of knowing” (Belenky
et al., 1986, p. 133). The engagement in the writing life may be viewed within the
context of women’s communication patterns: “they want to develop a voice of their
own to communicate to others their understanding of life’s complexity” (Belenky et
al., 1986, p. 137). The link between Women's Ways of Knowing and the examination
of linking theory and practice manifests itself in ways of communicating, as well as
strategies for problem solving employed by women: “women resolve conflicts not by
invoking a logical hierarchy of abstract principles but through trying to understand
the conflict in the context of each person’s perspective, needs and goals — and doing
the best possible for everyone that is involved” (Belenky et al., 1986, p. 149).
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Women’s ways of learning are rarely described as linear. Fullan’s (1999) interpretation
of the way change processes unfold can be seen to support women's ways of
learning developed by Belenky et al. (1986). Fullan describes this learning process
as follows:

This new science of complexity essentially claims that the link
between cause and effect is difficult to trace, that change
(planned or otherwise) unfolds in non-linear ways, that
paradoxes and contradictions abound and that creative
solutions arise out of interaction under conditions of
uncertainty, diversity and instability (1999, p. 4).

Similarly, Garmston and Wellman (1995) use the new sciences to reframe our
thinking of how successful groups operate. Their premise is that adaptivity is the
central operating principle for organisms as well as for organisations, and that even
small inputs of energy can result in vast changes. Even though some organisations
might appear to be hopelessly chaotic, Garmston and Wellman (1995) suggest an
underlying order to this state of seemingly disorganised complexity. They maintain
organisations and the people within them must learn to find the patterns of order and
interaction that amplify the energy in systems. They go on to suggest that learning
organisations must develop certain capabilities. Senge (1990) also writes of the
capabilities essential to effective learning organisations. He maintains that professional
capabilities for adaptivity must be developed as well. Collegial interaction, along with
self-knowledge, values and beliefs are some of the important traits in establishing
collaborative learning groups.

As women learn together, they are often able to step back from themselves and
observe women’s ways of constructing knowledge as they write, talk and share
readings together. Just as Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger and Tarule (1986) searched
for a single voice, many groups are able to put aside individual perspectives for the
sake of the collective voice. Collaborative groups do not deny individual convictions
in order to accommodate one another’s points of view. In fact, members learn to listen
to one another and build on one another’s insights that help them arrive at
women’s ways of communicating and operating. This is in keeping with the
constructivist underpinnings that shapes many women’s groups: “Our basic
assumptions about the nature of truth and reality and the origins of knowledge shape
the way we see the world and ourselves as participants in it” (Belenky, et al, 1986,

p- 3.

CHANGE THEORY

Although many focus groups begin as an opportunity to embody personal and
collective knowledge, some groups begin to feel, as did Clandinin and Connelly, “the
research we might do could make a difference” (1998, p. 149). Many teachers
seek to make a difference in their classrooms, their schools, and in the lives of their
students and colleagues by having a moral purpose in their work.

The concept of moral purpose can also be linked to Fullan (1999) who argues that
one of the key components of change is having a moral purpose. He describes moral
purpose at the macro level as “education’s contribution to societal development and
democracy. A strong public school system ...is the key to social, political and
economic renewal in society” (Fullan, 1999, p. 1). He further suggests the need to
look at our work, as writers, as educators, and as researchers in a different light
so that our personal and collaborative knowledge might be useful to other educators
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and writers. A resulting challenge is to discover ways in which others could use this
knowledge.

Clandinin and Connelly (1998) discuss professional knowledge as an important
element in reform. They see differences between acquired knowledge and lived
knowledge in teachers’ practices, and between teachers’ espoused knowledge and how
it is expressed in practice. Embodied knowledge is experienced in context, and lived
by and in those who hold it. They maintain, however, that it is those who hold control
and initiate change who most often tell the stories of reform, and that their tellings
often have the “quality of a sacred story” (p. 157).

Clandinin and Connelly (1998) also discuss the difficulties in effectuating change
through a top-down model as opposed to a collaborative model. They cite literature
(Snyder, Bolin, and Zumwalt, 1992; Reddy, 1979; McLaughlin, 1990) that describes
previous reform models as hierarchical and theory-driven, fuelled by power and intent,
determined to eliminate resistance by group members.

Clandinin and Connelly (1998) also examine Fullan’s early work (1994) on school-
based reform. The focus is now on the individual as she connected to others, to form
a critical mass that would change the system. According to Clandinin and Connelly
(1998) this bottom-up approach to change is more likely a result of practical
adaptation within the “swamp of practice” than the result of “theoretical
transformation” (p. 154).

One of the missing elements to reform literature, according to Clandinin and
Connelly (1998), is that school change is inevitable, and that planned change must
work in harmony with inevitable change. Reform must take into account the past
knowledge and background of individuals and schools, the present values, and the
future hopes, intentions and wishes for the future.

Clandinin and Connelly (1998) suggest that school reform can be seen in a different
light, that it “becomes a possibility of school participants reimagining their professional
lives” (p. 162). They suggest that school reform become viewed not as an urgent
means to solve a problem, but softer and less impositional on the lives of those who
are living the change. Fullan (1999) suggests that this can be achieved through
collaborative groups and a culture of collaboration within the school.

Connelly and Clandinin (1998) and Garmston and Wellman (1995) connect with
Fullan’s (1999) deep meaning of inside collaboration. He suggests that it is not
necessary for groups to be homogeneous and like-minded; in fact, diversity can
compel individual group members to think in different ways, even though it might
simultaneously cause anxiety and conflict. According to Fullan, the important idea
is that collaborative cultures can encourage passion in teaching and provide
emotional support at the same time. Like Garmston and Wellman, who believe that
effective organisations can spontaneously self-organise, Fullan maintains that
teachers who come together in supportive groups to make sense of the world are
catalysts for change. In essence, the effect of collaborative groups is not only to
generate and test the best pedagogical practices, it is to create moral purpose and
identity (also mentioned by Palmer (1998)) and to create the support for positive
action.
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Description of the
Researchers/Participants

Even though all six of us view our careers to be within the realm of education, there
is much diversity in the day-to-day routine of our practices. We are four classroom
teachers, one consultant and one university instructor: Laurie is an Early
Childhood Specialist who taught grade one during the project; Gillian is a grade one
French Immersion teacher; Cheryl juggled the roles of arts education specialist and
her grade two classroom during the project; Joan is a grade three French
Immersion teacher; Myra is the French Language Consultant for Regina Public
Schools; and Lace is a teacher on secondment to the University of Regina. She
taught methodology classes in the Faculty of Education’s Baccalaureat Program
during the project.

Several commonalities existed between and among members. Cheryl lived and
worked in Estevan, while the other five members worked in Regina. Four of us
worked in French Immersion. Four of us taught at the elementary level. Two of us
had completed our Masters’ degree prior to the formation of the group, two of us
were writing our theses, and three were taking classes. At the time of the project,
three members were assigned to the same school. Five of us speak French. We are
all wives and mothers. During the time of the project, our children ranged in age
from six months to 30 years. We are all daughters facing concerns about our ageing
parents.

10
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Research Methodology

A variety of data were collected throughout the project: entries and responses were
made in rotating journals; all project meetings were recorded and subsequently
transcribed from the time the project received funding until the end of the data
collection period; an archive of all electronic mail correspondence was maintained;
and titles of the collective readings of the participants were compiled in a reading
list.

A unique feature of the project was the rotating journal concept. The group
maintained six journals for reflection and response. These journals did not
belong to any one member. Rather, they were circulated among the participants,
allowing each person to use the journal at hand for personal and professional
reflection, as well as respond to the thinking of other members of the project. A total
of 12 journals were used during the project.

Meetings were recorded and subsequently transcribed. A total of 10 transcriptions
were gathered during the project.

The e-mail archive contained a total of 484 messages. A random sample of every
tenth message was drawn, creating a representative data sample set of 49
messages.

PHILOSOPHICAL BASIS OF
NARRATIVE RESEARCH

The roots of narrative inquiry emerged from the concept of human experience as
imagined by John Dewey, one of the pre-eminent educational researchers of the
twentieth century. Dewey viewed research as the study of human experience and
his ideas became a “grand narrative” of social science inquiry (Lagemann, 1966,
in Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). He saw human experiences occurring from
interrelationships with both social and environmental settings and being marked
by temporal continuity, one experience developing from a past experience into a
future experience. Narrative researchers as social scientists, then, are concerned
with the study of humans and their relationships with themselves and their
environment.

From Dewey’s point of view, humans come to make meaning from life experiences
through complex learning processes. In an extension of this idea, Bruner
(Clandinin & Connelly, 1994) believed that a primary way individuals make
sense of experience is by casting it in narrative form. In fact, he stated, “experience
structures expressions...but expressions also structure experience” (Connelly
and Clandinin, 1994). People are storytellers by nature, and in relating the
elements of an experience to others, the teller is asserting the meaning of that
experience. Carter (1993) asserts that humans think, perceive, imagine and
make moral choices according to narrative structures. As stated by Bruner, and
often quoted in the literature of narrative inquiry, humans “live storied lives” (In
Carter, 1993, p.7). Narrative is not only a mode of communicating experience, but
a way of thinking and a vehicle for making meaning of experience and constructing
knowledge (Bruner, 1996; Rosenwald & Ochberg, 1992; Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach
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& Zilber, 1998; Carter, 1993; Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). Stated simply,
narrative is a mode of thought, a way of knowing and a form of communication.

Personal narrative is also viewed by a number of social science researchers
(Bruner, 1996; Rosenwald & Ochberg, 1992; Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach & Zilber,
1998; Polkinghorne, 1998, in Clandinin & Connelly, 2000) not just as a method
that recounts and explicates, but also as a way of presenting the inner reality of
the speaker to the outside world. Lieblich and her colleagues (1998) state:
“Personal narratives, in both facets of content and form, are people’s identities” (p.
7). In telling a story, the narrator is understood to be telling his identity, to tell a
story which is created, told, revised and retold throughout his lifetime. The
story, then, constructs the narrator’s personality and reality.

Furthermore, “Story, in a word, is vicarious experience, and the treasure of
narratives into which we can enter includes, ambiguously, either reports of real
experience or offerings of culturally shaped imagination” (Bruner, 1990, p. 54).
Narrative researchers rely on stories as the closest connection to the actual lived
experience which they seek to analyse and interpret. Additionally, the reader of the
research can live the experience vicariously through the narrative form.

Just as the participant constructs meaning through her stories, the narrative
researcher also relies on an interpretivist/constructivist paradigm to make explicit
the meanings contained in those narratives. While analysing the narratives,
the researcher draws hypotheses and theories to understand and interpret the
experience being studied. This interpretation is a critical part of the process
through which the researcher constructs her findings and final analysis of the life
experience being studied (Hertz, 1995).

BASIC METHODOLOGY AND
VARIATIONS

The methodology of narrative inquiry is focused on the purpose of understanding
and interpreting life experiences through the narratives of the participants in those
experiences. Denizen (in Creswell, 1998) defines the narrative or “biographical”
method as the “studied use and collection of life documents that describe turning-
point moments in an individual’s life” (p. 69). Therefore, methodological strategies
are necessarily directed towards collecting narrative samples and then analysing
and interpreting them. Reissman (1993) calls these methods telling, transcribing
and analysing.

In the first or “telling” phase of the inquiry, our narrative data was selected from
journal entries, electronic mail and meeting discussions. Transforming the oral
stories involved tape-recording and transcribing the oral discussions of the group.
During the interpretive or analytical phase of the research, we drew hypotheses and
theories while reading and analysing what is described by Lieblich, Tuval-
Mashiach and Zilber (2000) as a circular motion of widening understanding.
Our sensitivity to one another’s voices allowed us to generate theories. These
theories served to refine earlier theories and subsequent reading and interpretation.

This analysis was organised according to themes, content, structure, styles of
speech, motives, or the attitudes and beliefs of the narrators. Lieblich, Tuval-
Mashiach and Zilber (2000) suggest two possibilities that guide the analysis of

12
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narrative materials. They recommend either a holistic versus a categorical
approach or a content versus form analytic methodology. We employed a categorical
approach because the research focused on a phenomenon shared by a group of
people.

THE CODING SYSTEM

The data collection involved several sources of narrative information. The journals,
meeting transcripts and electronic mail collected over the course of two years
allowed for the method of triangulation described by Miles and Huberman (1984),
which enhance the credibility of a research situation.

The initial step in developing a coding system was to photocopy all 12 journals,
transcribe all 10 meeting discussions and print out a random sample of 49
messages of the electronic mail correspondence set, so that the material could be
read using a think-pair-share model. The 12 journals and 10 transcriptions
were analysed using a think-pair-share model. Two different researchers read each
journal (four journals per researcher) and transcription (three or four transcriptions
per researcher). Member checks of double readings of all journal entries and
meeting transcriptions were employed to address the internal validity of the
study. Because a random sample was used for the e-mail archive, the pairing step
was skipped for this data set. Each researcher read the entire sample of 49
messages. Recurring themes identified in the previous data sets were identified in
the e-mail data by individual researchers.

Following individual reading and analysis, researchers paired to compare themes
identified during individual reading and identify recurring themes in data. Once
each pair of researchers identified themes for their data set, all researchers met to
discuss and compare themes within and among data sets.

Codes were written by each researcher on Post-it Notes™ differentiated by colour
and placed onto the photocopied material. The notes were then removed from the
data set and placed on large sheets of Bristol board in similar groupings until
collections of related elements called categories and sub-categories emerged.
Categories fell under the umbrella of a code or a unifying theme. At first, there were
too many codes to classify, but they were later reselected on the basis of the
frequency of their appearance, their anticipated potential to explain what our focus
group meant to us and our intuitive sense that their uniqueness might add to
understanding the essence of our experience. Later, the categories were refined into
three specific theme groupings: Constructing Identity, The Writing Life, and
Linking Theory and Practice. These statements became the framework for the
writing that explained the meaning of our experience together as a collaborative
focus group.
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Research Findings

CONSTRUCTING IDENTITY

“...identity is not something that is_finally achieved, it is continually
created with...ever shifting cirumstances.”

— Dennis J. Sumara

INTRODUCTION

Interconnectedness permeates this research project. Our readings informed our
thoughts and activities, our writing informed our teaching, and our teaching
and professional activities informed our writing. The importance of this
interconnectedness is illustrated by Sumara (1998) who says: “The art of reading
ought to be considered an important site for the contestation and negotiation of
already slippery and shifting identities” (p. 206).

A visual representation of the interconnectedness of the project can be illustrated
using a Venn diagram:

)

-

-
N
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<

FIGURE 1: INTERCONNECTEDNESS
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BUILDING INDIVIDUAL IDENTITY

A key tool in the exploration of our individual identities was the rotating journal.
Journaling allowed us to put our thoughts to paper without necessarily concerning
ourselves with standard writing conventions. The following example illustrates this
point:

Noam Chomsky wrote (1968) — hey, that's the year I was
born — anyway: The goal of the artist is to transfer what is
depicted to the ‘sphere of new perception’. I came across
this while reading Language and Mind (What? — too much time
on my hands: Hey Cheryl, I did it: Styx!). I stickied [sic] it for
sharing in the journal because upon initial reading, I
immediately thought of replacing “artist” with “writer”(F: 19-
21:00/01/23:LB).

The journals allowed us to express our thoughts and feelings about ourselves in
a safe and supportive place. We questioned. We wrote about our changing and
evolving identities as individuals and as a group. We wrote about the support we
received from our group, our identity within the group, and our identity as a group.

Writing in the journals allowed us to explore the many roles we played in our lives.
We often wrote about our students, our families and our work, but we found that
our many roles were often connected to the relationships we had with the other
people in our lives. It was these connected roles that helped identify who we were.

Myra recounted an exercise she had enjoyed that encouraged her to explore her
identity through a journey of self-discovery. She shared with us the suggestion
made by Sarah Bar Breathnack (1995):

Start clipping from magazines anything that moves us and to
store the pieces in envelopes that are labelled:

e Spiritual journey
e House of belonging
e Authentic success
¢ Entertainment

¢ Relationships

e Mystery

e Authentic style

e Return to self

e Someday

I can see pieces in this list that help me reconnect to who I
am, who I am in relation to others, and what I do with
others in my personal and professional life. This exercise
has helped me to create a visual autobiography of my
authentic self. The experience was neotenous in that it
allowed me to return to a child-like state where all is possible
(MB:1/11/99:MF).

The above journal entry sparked a written exchange within the margins and empty
spaces on the page. Other members of the group explored their sense of self
through a discussion of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs:
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e This reminds me of Maslow’s hierarchy of need and the last
one being the search for Self-Actualisation. (MB:1/11/99:JS)

e A question then, should time be included in the hierarchy?
Is it a need in and of itself or merely a prerequisite to
achieving other needs within the pyramid?
(MB:1/11/99:LH)

e Maslow’s hierarchy was never real for me. My children’s
needs always came first. (MB:1/11/99:MF)

Our journals provided us with opportunities to discuss the events and experiences
that shaped us as individuals. We found the multitude of roles we played also
contributed to shaping our identities. The following entry illustrated Lace’s on-going
search for her identity:

I asked [my husband] if he thinks he’s more male or more
white. He said more male. I know I'm more female than
perhaps even mother. Oh, look where this is going — I am
woman, mother, teacher, lover, friend, wife, writer, gardener,
baker. What am I most? Did the list come out in order of
importance? Would the order change tomorrow? On a
Wednesday? At 3 in the afternoon? At 10 in the evening?
Does it matter? (BJ:27/11/99:LB).

Lace’s questioning led her to recognise that we must examine and explore who we
are, in all our many roles, and she encouraged us to see ourselves as complex and
whole:

I really think we need to deal with the whole self. Palmer
(1999) asks “Who is the self that teaches?” We need to look
at our selves this way: As women, as writers, as professionals,
mothers, students, wives, artists, researchers, all of it. And our
journeys make us who we are, flaws and alll
(MB:4/12/99:LB).

Lace suggested we needed to connect the pieces of ourselves with the many
roles we played and to recognise our identities as complex inter-related selves. She
found agreement among members who responded to another entry in which
she urged us to leave behind regrets about the past:

The road behind cannot be changed. But it defines who we
are, where we come from, how we came to “be”. Parker
(1999) echoes again here, “being in the world”. Through our
own “being” we can travel with others — our students yes, and
each other, this group. So we must seize our ‘circumstance’
and define our times (MB:31/12/99:LB).

Laurie and Myra responded in the margins, “Hear! Hear!” “This is our time”
(MB:31/12/99:LH/MF).
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IDENTITY WITHIN AND AS A GROUP

The group itself also contributed to the construction and articulation of identity.
Laurie wrote: “Her [Myra’s] brief visit and unexpected arrival left me feeling a sense
of camaraderie, kinship, support and shared purpose. I felt connected with a group
of extraordinary, intelligent and committed educators and writers!”
(SP:20/02/00/LH). Building identity occurred both through and because of the
opportunities for reflection that derived from the group’s undertakings. Meetings,
e-mail communications, journaling, reading, and professional support all
contributed to each member’s own evolving identity:

Sometimes I think about our interactions — reading, writing,
discussing and deliberating and supporting each other as
women and educators — and feel incredibly grateful and
somewhat giddy. Ours is the kind of professional relationship
that I have long hoped to have (A:21/09/00/LH).

Myra responded to this celebration, noting that “you get these kinds of relationships
in grad classes, but then the class ends...” (A:21/09/00/MF).

We often wrote about our identities within the group and the support that we
received from the group. We expressed our appreciation for one another, as well as
our need to be connected to the group. The following entry illustrated Cheryl's
exploration of herself as a writer because of the support she had received within
the group: “For the most part the writing group has given me the want, together
with the support to write. How does one know he/she is a writer?”
(WJ:1/01/00:CM). The two responses from the margins illustrate the ways in which
others in the group have been inspired to think about her question:

e ] too ponder this question. I write, therefore I am a
writer? (WJ:1/01/00:LB)
e Of course! We are all writers. (WJ:1/01/00:MF)

For Cheryl, being a part of the group encouraged her in her role as writer. She felt
inspired and supported by our writing. Other members wrote about their
appreciation for the group: “I find our group really feeds me” (WJ:3/01/00:LB). “I
think that another strength of our response group is that through our interchange
of ideas, critiques of writing and suggestion for research, we scaffold each other’s
learning” (MB:14/01/00:LH). These journal entries illustrate the strong connections
we felt for each other as individuals and as a group. We found that the support and
commitment provided by the group made us each stronger as individuals.

CONFLICTING PRIORITIES

The journals provided a safe and supportive place to express our concerns,
frustrations, and fears about our conflicting priorities. As educators we all
recognised the multitude of tasks and responsibilities required by our profession,
but we sometimes felt overwhelmed by our desire to pursue them given the
limits imposed by time and circumstance. Additionally, we held commitments to
our group, to our families and to our studies. The journals allowed us to express
ourselves and opened avenues of support. One event in particular brought our
conflicted priorities clearly into focus. The teachers’ work-to-rule strike that
occurred in September 2000 caused us to recognise and prioritize the multitude
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of tasks we do on a daily basis. We found that when we were denied the time to
complete many of the tasks we take for granted, we had to question our priorities.
Gillian articulated the dilemma as follows:

Such a whirlwind - the start of a new school year — this year
complicated by the work to rule and the consequent chaos we
were forced to leave in our classrooms. I must say I am
never comfortable with job action. Even though I agree we are
not paid according to our value, the fact is that job action
affects children who are powerless in all this. Parental support
for our efforts in the classroom is essential and I don't wish to
jeopardise the relationship we have with parents
(BJ:23/08/00:GL).

Myra offered the sidebar, “The great divide between our union’s leanings and our
recognition as human beings of what children need. However, the humanism we
practice is not possible without the union’s intervention in many cases. A
philosophical dilemma” (BJ:23/08/00:MF). These entries illustrate one of the
tensions we feel as we negotiate our identities within conflicting priorities.

On another occasion, in a different journal, Gillian wrote of her concern about
prioritising responsibilities. In the following entry, she described this dilemma: “I
am concerned that I am not managing my time adequately and am unable to fulfil
any of my responsibilities including that to the group. I am not ready for this
meeting, nor have I finished my report cards and I am woefully behind on the work
for my university class” (MB:06/03/00:GL).

With the many responsibilities each of us held in all of our many roles, time was
a precious commodity. Even though keeping the journals and attending the
meetings were time consuming, they provided ways in which we could offer
support and advice to one another. We concluded that the interaction within the
project, both written and oral, allowed us to explore and deepen our understanding
of ourselves, our practice, our lives as writers, and how these elements are so deeply
connected. Interaction was essential.

“..identity is something that co-emerges with one’s ever-shifting
geographical, interpersonal, and intertextual experiences...”

— Dennis J. Sumara
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THE WRITING LIFE

INTRODUCTION

Community is everything in the writing life. It is about sharing, supporting and
believing in the potential of others and about being part of a group that has a focus.
All members of our group had goals, which we defined in terms of writing and
professional purposes. Ultimately, this is what gave the group the momentum to
continue for over two years. Concerns over maintaining a journal for monthly
exchanges kept surfacing, especially when Lace realised that it was our writing that
kept the group connected: “A month is a long time. I think I might be more
motivated if we exchanged journals a little more often, even if we weren’t meeting.
I guess this is less about my discipline for writing a journal and more about ways
to keep the group connected” (F:02/05/00:LB). The rotating group journals
began our entry into the writing life.

JOURNALING

From the beginning, Lace realised the value of writing with one another in the
rotating journals: “I am bombarded by all the reasons I should be writing.
Because it feels good, because I like it, because it’s right” (G:19/11/00:LB). Joan
stated, “We learn from each others’ journals” (Meeting: August 25, p. 24:JS). Later
on she would write, “Thinking of myself, I have my bedside journal, my thesis
journal, this — the [group] journal — which my students love by the way, and my
school journal” (F:04/03/00: JS). After working so hard on a thesis, she realised
that she had “neglected the therapy that writing for [her]self could provide”
(G:19/11/00: JS). Myra recognised the support we gave to one another during our
journal responses, coming to the conclusion that the journal conversations
“nourishled] us” (Meeting: 25/08/00, p. 24:MF).

At the time we began journaling, we did not realise that by writing, we were able
to uncover self-knowledge and develop rich, authentic writing voices: “voice
comes from dwelling in your expertise and knowledge on a subject”
(SP:15/11/99:MF). By writing, we were able to discover our identities not just as
teachers, but as women, friends, mothers, wives, sisters and daughters: “We
write to find out what we are thinking...” (B:MF response to JS:23/07/00:JS). The
journals also enabled us to excavate the stories from past and present lives as we
wrote to find out “who we were and what we were doing here” (B2:06/01/00:MF).
Through writing, we were able to understand not only ourselves, but also how we
related as members of a community as we experienced opportunities “... to
discover these ideas with like-minded colleagues...” (SP:15/11/99:MF).

Furthermore, the journals chronicled events that occurred with our students and
showed the rhythms that teachers live throughout the school year. Laurie
described her apprehension of the new school year:

“My first weeks of the school term have been full of frustration
and despair. I did not feel ready for the reality of the
classroom for twenty-five little people [several] of whom
appeared volatile, overactive and seemingly unable to engage
in learning)...I'm ashamed of my failures... my inability to
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staunch the upheavals of hyperactivity that mushroom out of
nothingness to envelope the whole class in a roar of voices and
chaotic actions. I appear unable to unite my theory with my
practice” (0:27/09/00:LH).

Some entries found us despairing about our teaching when we could have been
celebrating:

“I'was thrilled and discouraged with the writing /teacher’s life
today ...On one hand, most of my students have written
poems...[Jon the other, one student] says she just can’'t see
doing this in her own classroom. Why do my teaching failures’
overshadow my teaching ‘successes™?” (F:04/11/00:LB).

Other members responded to this writing with the following words of
encouragement: “Why not [focus] on your successes? ... Yeah. Like making it day
by day, week by week, month by month” (0:09/27/00:LB and MF). The writing life
revealed our teaching life and made it seem less isolated simply because there were
other teachers ready to empathise and offer encouragement.

CHALLENGES

In spite of the outpouring of personal disclosures such as this, we never considered
the writing life easy. For one thing, there was the battle with time. Very early on,
we realised that carving out spaces in the day in which we could write was
going to be a challenge: “We're going to take a look at how we make more space in
time” (Meeting: August 25, p.23: LB). We realised that huge demands from our jobs,
grad studies and families made it very difficult to find the time to write: “The
struggle to find the time to write for various projects when there are so many
distractions — e-mail discussion groups, school, family, etc. However when we do
get the computer to really write, the time flies by” (SP:20/02/00:LH). Later,
Laurie came to the realisation that if she really wanted to write, it would have to
be during time that she had previously spent sleeping: “Good Grief! It's 12:51 a.m.
What was that I was saying about getting involved in my writing?”
(SP:20/02/00:LH) It was very stressful to even find the time to balance the
personal writing with the professional writing:

My personal writing has been placed in a ‘canister’ for now as
I complete my thesis proposal and move towards my data
collection. I find this technical writing leaves me craving my
creative writing — that has never happened [before]... The
practice for the practice is so multifaceted that it requires a
careful balance. I shudder to think what would happen if one
form of writing monopolised your time (Burg:15/10/00:CM).

Stresses that took their toll on our mental and physical health caused us to fade
in and out of the writing community as we spent more time in our other roles as
caregivers. Gillian wrote wistfully in her journal: “Two things struck me as I
wrote this date: my goodness, it has been a long time since I have made a
journal entry and today is my parents’ 52nd wedding anniversary, but my father
won't remember...” (SP:06/16/00:GL). As we worried about what was happening
with our families and in our classrooms, Cheryl advised: “I think we need to take
care of ourselves first to relieve the mental burdens and clear a space for new
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thought” (SP:12/07/00/CM). It led us to consider that we needed to find a few
minutes in the day for ourselves, especially Lace who is the mother of a young child.
She was relieved to find that

.. nap-time is a magjcal time. A time to regroup, a time to rest
my eyes from watching for every possible moment of potential
wonder or disaster. A time for me. Too often, I ‘waste’ nap-time
on survival — clean this, wash that, fix this, finish that. Today
I claim nap time for myself — I have found some [writing] time
(F:22/01/00:LB).
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During a recovery period, Myra wrote: “I would say that reading and writing is one
of the best things a person can do to heal herself’ (SP:30/11/99:MF). Consequently,
we came to realise that writing had the effect of both relieving stress and causing
it, but more importantly, we began to understand that each individual had the
choice of choosing her own reactions to writing in her life.

An additional pressure was the fear of judgement by the rest of the group who
would scrutinise our journal entries and perhaps find them wanting. Joan
confided, “This is authentic journaling — first thoughts, no deletions (or if there are,
you'll see them as ‘cross-outs’), no cut and paste computer writing here. What you
read (and how) I think this takes real courage. The fact that it's down in
handwriting exposes more of ourselves. I/we are exposing ourselves in our
formation of letters, style, and even spelling/no spell check here either” (SP:
21/11/99:JS). In fact, this initial fear of writing might have been one of the
factors that caused us to put off writing in our journals or creating a poem
until the night or even the morning before a meeting.

Many of us admitted to avoidance tactics or “thinking of apologies of why I
haven’t written” (Meeting: 15/08/00: p.21: GL) and reflections in journals often
contained lines such as the following: “ It's been a week since I wrote — time is a
definite factor — fatigue too” (SP: 31/10/99: JS). She later reiterated this feeling with
the following journal entry: “As for the avoidance issue...I know it's not writer’s
block. I'm not blocked, I'm just not ready to start” (Burg: 23/07/00:JS). This
frequent procrastination led Myra to reflect:

...tonight I pick up Mem Fox [Radical Reflections, 1993]
...looking for an important quote that I remember I must
share because it’s so darn funny. Funny because it reminds
me of us...You see, Mem Fox writes because she has an
audience and I think that is the common denominator...
Admit it — probably most of us write just before a meeting...
(B:06/16/2000:MF).

_".‘-“-. M ‘Qﬁ_ j :

Researchers Cheryl Mantei and Myra Froc
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Fox (1993) described her foible in the following way: “If it weren't for the writing
group, I probably wouldn’t write at all, because I need an audience so badly...We
laugh over our wickedness in presenting first drafts most of the time. We grin over
the fact that most pieces were begun only a few hours previously” (Fox, 1993, p.
41).

In spite of the laughter when this quote was read at a meeting (12/01/01:p.17:MF),
we acknowledged that though we were worried about others being judgmental
about our writing, we would not have written had the group not given each of us
courage and purpose to do so. Myra explained that she had “had a bit of a dry
spell this winter, but it's definitely back...” after she had received an e-mailed poem
which prompted her to write a poem in response (G:03/19/01:MF). Our poetry
about the moon, fog, water, death and life often generated poetic responses in others
and it soon became evident that the well of creative ideas from which we drew to
sustain our writing was often replenished by the creativity of all group members.

WRITING CRAFT

Journaling led not only to writing poems, but also to other genres such as
memoirs and short stories. We began to use writing strategies that helped develop
our writing craft. “I seem to struggle when the time comes to distance myself from
my writing, to look to the craft of writing...(Winter: 27/11/00:CM). “Lots of people
(Graves, Atwell, Calkins) talk of writer's craft. I wonder if they actually mean
art...you have reframed this for me” (Winter: 03/01/00:MF). We started thinking
of strategies we could use to help us improve our writing. Many of us began to use
metaphor to describe our writing process and the processes we observed in one
another:

Cheryl has written that all writing begins with life experiences,
with what we know. You could call this the sea of experience
(Lane, 1994). When we write, we climb up out of the sea, onto
the beach and up the mountain. From this height, we can
begin to see patterns, we make sense of our lives, then we re-
pattern by going back down into the sea. This going back and
forth between the sea and the mountain is revision in the
writing process (SP: 12/12/99:MF).

Another group member described her revision process in this way: “I'm getting
better at letting go of my writing of late — which allows for more effective revising”
(Burg: 23/07/00:LB). Laurie remembered writing as a child:

I enjoy editing and rewriting to express my ideas, meaning and
intents accurately, concisely and completely. I like to play with
words. As a child of 11 or 12 years old, and throughout my
high school years, I loved to write, to play with words. I
remember keeping a diary, writing poetry and writing essays
and answering literature questions with delight and joy. I am
beginning to regain that delight and that joy again
(SP:20/02/00:LH).

Myra remarked, “Isn't it interesting how in our working lives, we are very seldom
called upon to do creative writing. The very state which calls us to be more child-
like is a neotenous state. I find myself going back and forth between the two,
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craving for the one that allows me to be me” (Burg:15/10/00:MF). It was easier
to make these writing connections for our students when we thought of ourselves
as young writers again.

We knew that one of the things that made our writing better was the discipline to
write something every day: “Being a writer involves doing some things I have had
to make a part of my discipline. Take Julia Cameron’s morning papers, for
instance. I have to admit that getting my journal out every morning helps me
considerably with writing for the rest of the day” (G:07/01/00:LB). When Lace
introduced the concept of ‘morning papers’ (Cameron, 1998) during the summer
of 1999, some of us tried stream of consciousness writing very early in the
morning and made it a routine during our summers. “I knew I never would
have written it had someone not made it an assignment. Writers need deadlines.”
(Meeting: 25/08/00: p.19:MF) Later some of us would create self-imposed
deadlines: “You are so disciplined in everything you do, Cheryl. That is the sign of
a professional writer who disciplines herself to write every day.”
(Burg:15/10/00:MF).

READING AND WRITING

Reading fuelled our knowledge of the writing craft and professional issues and led
us to write. Laurie remembered, “... quite clearly, consciously, using sentence
constructions and vocabulary in my writing that I had noticed and absorbed from
the literature I was reading. I ... realised that reading enriched and improved my
writing” (SP:20/02/00: LH). Even group members who had not actively engaged
in professional and personal reading began to realise its value. Cheryl, a reluctant
reader in the group, reflected on her past and celebrated her metamorphosis upon
becoming a reader and a writer: “What about the titles that walk with me now? I
have internalised and used what I have learned — discarded that which is beyond
the zone of proximal development as a pre-emergent reader and writer”
(F:15/06/00: CM). She remarked later that she was “starting to live [her] life
through literature” (G:03/08/00:CM). Even though one of our group’s first shared
events was the reading of Angela’s Ashes (McCourt, 1996), our personal and
professional reading throughout the two years was individualistic and shared as
brief asides during meetings or in journals.

As a result, we concluded that even though our reading influenced our thinking
and writing, we found reading could be sustained without the support of a
collaborative community. In contrast, we discovered that writing could not. Our
experience shows conclusively that the writing in this particular focus group
did not flourish without purpose and a supportive audience.
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LINKING THEORY AND PRACTICE

INTRODUCTION

Teaching can be a very isolating experience, as anyone knows who has spent time
in the classroom. Unlike other working environments, where access to colleagues
is readily available, teachers are often reduced to sharing information during brief
exchanges in the hallway while surrounded by children clamouring for attention.
Although professional development (PD) sessions allow for a more relaxed
opportunity to learn about new programmes or teaching strategies, the sheer
volume and diversity of PD initiatives and sites involved in implementation make
it difficult to provide follow-up and support to teachers. The outcome is that
innovative strategies are frequently rejected in favour of methods teachers are
comfortable with because change carries with it an inherent risk.

The focus group filled this gap. It was envisioned initially as a group of teachers
who, by becoming writers themselves, could help students become writers. It grew
to serve as a support mechanism for its individual members who sought to
implement new writing-related strategies in their classrooms and as a forum for the
interchange of theory and practice. Gillian, for example, wrote frequently in her
journal regarding her implementation of new teaching strategies including Writer’s
Workshop, a message board, and correspondence with a parent working overseas,
strategies she had wanted to begin in her grade one French Immersion classroom
for a long time (F:03/01/00:GL; B:30/01/00:GL; 0:15/12/00:GL). The responses
to her journal entries and the forum the group offered to her to share her
experiences made the ventures seem less risky. Witness Laurie’s letter to Gillian
in which she lends encouragement and support, writing:

I admire the new techniques and methods you are using in
your classroom — how you are providing meaningful
opportunities for your young students to express and receive
messages in writing...You are in my mind and my thoughts
daily as I work through the writing process in my classroom
and struggle to explore and express deeper meanings of our
acts as teachers (B:18/03/00:LH).

STRATEGIES FOR TEACHING WRITING

Within our group, the examination of ourselves as writers encouraged us to
focus on how to help our students become writers. Sharing our passion for
writing was frequently the focus of verbal exchanges and journal entries. Myra,
reflecting on her consultant’s role, wrote:

I have tried to show my passion to students in middle years
classrooms as I made my visits this week. I modelled my
writing and shared it with passion...My philosophy of teaching
writing comes down to one basic element: passionate human
concern. If I can model this and then show the same
enthusiasm for kids’ work, everyone becomes a writer
(B:08/12/99:MF).
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Lace, as an instructor of pre-service teachers, stated that her goal for the
upcoming semester was to “explicitly communicate [her] love of learning and writing
with a view to transference.” She went on to say that “a key to teaching is to make
the desire to learn contagious” (W:07/01/00:LB).

As we shared our writing expertise with each other, our building sense of
community as writers began to permeate our individual practices in the classroom.
Having opened up to the group with our personal writing, we were sensitive to the
feelings of vulnerability experienced by any writer — adult or child. We found
ourselves responding to our students writer to writer as opposed to teacher to
student. Cheryl, an arts education specialist, did not view herself as a writer before
becoming part of the group. She related, “Thank goodness for my writing... it has
completed me,” and planned opportunities for her grade two students to write even
during math. She wrote, “[As a writer,] I feel that I am with them at the grade two
level of newness” (F:15/06/00:CM).

Our joy in developing our own potential as writers was mirrored in our students’
reactions to our efforts to encourage writing in the classroom. Laurie wrote, “My
students view themselves as writers. Writing is not a chore. It is something they do
often, most with energy and enthusiasm” (B:10/03/00:LH). Another journal
entry affirmed:

Everyday I find one or two or six students busily working on
a story during that problematic time at the end of recesses and
before class begins. These children believe that they are
writers and that others are interested in what they write
(B:16/03/00:LH).

Other group discussions and written reflections dealt more specifically with our
efforts to incorporate into classroom practice elements of writer's craft, honed
through personal experience. Myra, in discussing the need for revision, stated that
“we must have experienced the dilemmas as writer|s] ourselves before we can take
our students to the next level” (SP:03/12/99:MF). Laurie, in her reflections on how
to interact with her students during writing conferences, reminded herself “to think
more about the strategies writers use and the qualities of good writing”
(SP:20/02/00:LH).

In addition, just as our response group provided an audience for our personal
writing we sought to create similar conditions in our classrooms. When reflecting
on the components of Writer's Workshop, Gillian noted the importance of audience.
She wrote, “I think the part the children enjoy the most is sharing time. They all
want to read their stories and they all want to comment on each other’s stories”
(SP:16/06/00:GL). Laurie described her grade one students’ excited reaction to the
addition of letter writing papers and mailboxes in her classroom writing centre.
During reading and writing activity time the children whose group could choose the
writing centre “proudly folded (their letters) and tucked them into the appropriate
mail slots. The other children hovered around and wanted to write letters too. They
wanted to receive letters but even more they wanted to write letters”
(MB:14/01/00:LH). Previously difficult concepts to communicate, such as the need
for spaces between words, became meaningful to the students because they
understood these conventions were essential to make their writing comprehensible
to their audience — the recipients of their letters.
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CONSTRUCTIVIST THEORY AND PRACTICE

“Constructivists believe that learners construct their own knowledge through
interaction with others” (F:08/01/00:JS). A recurring theme in our journal
reflections and meeting transcripts was daring to embrace a child-centred practice.
As social constructivists we sought to help our students create understanding and
make meaning. To do so required us to be attuned to their needs and guided by
these needs when determining the instruction we would offer. Joan shared an
experience she had with a Remembrance Day song in which she had decided to
ask the children for their ideas on how to interpret the meaning of the song through
actions. She provided structure for the experience by pre-teaching the need to think
about peace while they were working and by having a Reflective Journal as a
concluding activity. For her, the key to the experience was “turning over the
creation and control to the children,” to free the students to express their own
meaning. Joan described the scene in her classroom. “The group work went
better than any I had ever seen. Every group was working. Every child was
contributing; there was no bickering or bossing. I was thrilled!” (SP:06/11/99:JS).

In our endeavour to apply constructivist principles to our practice, we were
guided by experts in the language arts field. Myra, in one journal entry, referred
to Marie Clay who wrote about providing literacy models, recognizing what the child
knows about literacy, and helping the child to progress (MB:11/11/99:MF).
Joan, in a later entry in the same journal, spoke of this constructivist shift:

Once we can switch our minds to focus on what children can
do, or do understand, we can help move them over and
through bits they don’t understand; so that they will be able
to do what they need to do, or understand what they need to
understand (MB:21/11/99:JS).

Laurie’s response to this same entry illustrated how our verbal and written
discussions influenced our classroom practice. She spoke of her decision to
establish a classroom bulletin board to record celebrations of what her children
were able to do (MB:04/01/00:LH). Joan described how her experience with the
response group had caused her to put more “real-life experiences into [her]
classroom, taken from [her] experiences with this group” (W:09/02/00:JS). A
resultant innovation in her practice was The Reading Circle, which incorporated
reading, writing, speaking, listening and critical thought. Every day students
read, then commented in their reading journals. Once a week students shared their
comments in small groups. In much the same fashion as members of our
response group enjoyed and learned from our book sharing discussions, Joan
observed “children discussing literature — reading passages, discussing which parts
were funny, kids asking questions... It's such a pleasure” (W:09/02/00:JS).

REFLECTIVE PRACTICE

Our plans to write regularly in rotating journals gifted us with much more than we
expected at the outset. Our entries chronicled our lives as educators, women, wives,
mothers, and daughters, contained poems and discussed literature and educational
theory. Most of all they enabled a space in time, a place to reflect on our practice.
Opening our practices to each other meant sharing both successes and failures.
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In one journal entry, Lace described the exhilaration of a successful teaching day
when art, technique and mechanics fitted together seamlessly, “in just the right
way, satisfying art and objectives and will and purpose all at the same time”
(W:20/01/00:LB). In her response, Joan spoke of the “high” of a good teaching
experience and wondered if some teachers burn out because “they no longer are
willing to try new things, so they don't get a new ‘high’ to feed the soul”
(W:20/01/00:JS).

In another entry, Gillian lamented about a frustrating experience during which her
students wrote letters to Pére Noel. “I felt like ripping my hair out! We talked AT
LENGTH about what we were going to do; we jotted down a few useful expressions
on chart paper...and even then there were children who...simply copied random
words from the chart paper” (0:15/12/00:GL).

Stll later, Laurie wrote about a discussion carried out in the school photocopy room
when she and Joan conversed about the successes and failures of a teaching day.

Today Joan listened sympathetically to my tiredness and
the disappointment of the day. She shared her analogy,
which compared the highs of really teaching and seeing real
learning occur to a golfer hitting a perfect shot. She said it
was “finding the sweet spot” and hearing the special sound of
the perfect connection of club to ball which makes the golfer
continue to golf — continue to strive for another perfect shot.
As teachers, it is the highs that keep us going through the
periods of slogging and instances of downright failure.
However those ‘sweet spots’, those clearly heard connections,
raise our standards and make us less willing to settle for the
mundane or the usual (W:10/04/00:LH).

Journaling provided us with an opportunity to examine our practices from
several different vantage points, allowing others to comment on and support us in
our work. Myra said that writing in journals was, “...an advantage that enables you
to reflect a little more deeply on your practice. I have the sense that these
journals will allow us to do that too. I don't think [they] will be like the ones we
[had done previously]. Firstly, we will (I think) have the freedom to put much more
of ourselves into them. Secondly, we are looking to get much more feedback. [You]
straightened out the idea/purpose of the journals which was to chronicle our own
learning” (SP:15/11/99:MF). Of particular interest was the thinking that occurred
as we planned our lessons and reflected on their potential outcomes. “Today, as
I prepare to go into a grade 4/5 classroom, I ask myself, ‘What would happen if I
had them problem solve their way into a [text] form?” (F:01/10/00:MF). Being able
to ‘eavesdrop’ on other teachers’ planning and thinking processes limited the
isolation that we so often felt in our classrooms and gave us new ideas for
teaching writing,.

Writing in the journals also allowed us to confront frustrations and challenges in
our professional lives, to recount and examine events with a sense of perspective,
mediating practice with theory. At one point Lace asked, “So what is the
connection between seeing and thinking and teaching?” (B:09/11/99:LB). Myra
responded emphatically, “I believe reflection is at the root of all good practice”
(B:09/11/99:MF). The topic of reflection was raised again and again throughout
our journals. Joan considered that reflection, while essential, was also problematic.
“If we believe that reflection is a necessity for learning, it grieves and puzzles me
to think about how this can be encouraged. If we, believers in reflective learning
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('m assuming all of us) and classroom teachers (four of us) find it difficult, if not
impossible at times, to use the journaling process, how can we imagine “regular”
teachers would in any way conceive of its power?” She spoke for us all when she
said, “T truly believe that reflective journaling empowers me and I learn about myself
and my practice” (F:04/03/00:JS).

DESCRIPTIONS OF PROBLEMS OR
LIMITATIONS WITH THE RESEARCH

The grant we received from the Dr. Stirling McDowell Foundation allowed us to
investigate and analyse our participation in this group from a research perspective.
In doing so we discovered that being the subject of the research had its own
limitations. Lurking in the background was the awareness that our journal
entries and our personal writing would become data, and possibly read by total
strangers. Further, the conditions of the grant caused members to question the
ownership of our writing. Consequently, the grant served as both an enhancement
and a limitation to our participation in this project.

Our process of rotating journals was designed to allow for a sharing of thoughts
and feelings. We did enjoy reading and commenting on one another’s journal
entries, but in many cases we did not have the opportunity to read the responses
to our own writing until much later, if at all. Ideas to address this limitation are
identified in the recommendations section of the report.

Time was always a problem. The time required to maintain the journals, participate
in meetings, and engage in personal writing had to be found in our daily lives. We
sometimes found ourselves ridden with guilt because other responsibilities
usurped the time we felt this project deserved. Our talk, both written and oral, was
at the heart of our project, and as Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger and Tarule
(1986) explain:

“Really talking” requires careful listening; it implies a mutually
shared agreement that together you are creating the optimum
setting so that half-baked or emergent ideas can grow. “Real
talk” reaches deep into the experience of each participant; it
also draws on the analytical abilities of each. Conversation, as
constructivists describe it, includes discourse and exploration,
talking and listening, questions, argument, speculation and
sharing (p. 144).

This all takes time.
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Statement of Results, Summary
and Conclusions

Our group interacted by three means: rotating journals, meetings and e-mail. We
found that each method of communication served a particular purpose, but
there were significant differences among them. We also found that we needed all
three.

JOURNALS

The journals provided the richest material for our data analysis because they
represented the truest expression of our thoughts and feelings. We found that the
ideas expressed in the journals were more cogent, complete and literate than those
in either the transcripts or the e-mails. Even though some of the journals’ entries
did not follow conventional writing structures, many of them were well thought out
and beautifully written. We explored our identities, we shared our writings and we
examined our practice honestly and openly as a community of writers.

TRANSCRIPTS FROM MEETINGS

The meetings fed our practice and our writing in the journals. We needed the
meetings to build our relationships, to provide a sense of camaraderie and
collegiality and to stimulate our intellects. We emerged from each meeting feeling
invigorated and renewed.

The meeting transcripts did not figure prominently in the data analysis, nonetheless
we felt them to be an essential element because they stimulated us and
consequently, our writing. Our discussions regarding books, authors, and writing
styles influenced our personal reading and subsequent journal entries. The
meetings also provided opportunities to talk face to face about a range of issues,
from the mundane to the philosophical. We shared our writing, stories of our
families, and incidents from our workaday worlds.

Our talk was often an unburdening to an audience we knew would empathise and
truly understand. The support we offered one another was immediate and
tangible. With our system of rotating journals, it was often months before we could
read the comments in response to our entries and we found the personal
interaction gratifying and necessary. Each of us found the meetings sufficiently
important to set aside a minimum of three hours on a Saturday, not including
driving time (the driving time represented an additional time commitment for the
two members of our group who lived out of the city).
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E-MAIL CORRESPONDENCE

The e-mail correspondence evolved and grew in importance over the course of the
project. It served for the most part, as an efficient and immediate means of
communication for business issues, such as meeting confirmations, technical
details of the report or presentation, and financial concerns. Occasionally, when
even a three-hour meeting was too short, we were able to continue a discussion
through the e-mail. In addition, our e-mail correspondence allowed us to connect
and offer immediate support for various endeavours and events in our personal and
professional lives when time or circumstance kept us apart.

CONCLUSION

We found that Writing Our Way required all three modes of communication:
rotating journals, face-to-face meetings and e-mail correspondence. The stories we
shared, through our writing and our discussions, became assertions of our
identities as educators, writers, and women. We were connected to one another first
and foremost because we are educators. It was because of our desire to improve
our practice that we became engaged in the writing life and this research. Writing
Our Way enriched us professionally, but personally as well, in ways we never
envisioned. As we wrote our final reflections we realised that we have evolved as
writers and educators because of our participation in this project. Palmer (1999)
asks, “Who is the self that teaches?” We reply: It is we, as women educators,
mothers, wives, daughters and friends.
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Recommendations
from the Results

The future steps that are the result of this project can be defined in three
categories. First, we offer suggestions for building a collaborative support group of
teachers based on our experiences during the project. Next, we propose possible
areas for further research. Finally, we offer a brief reflection on the next steps for
the project participants.

BUILDING A COLLABORATIVE
SuUPPORT GROUP OF TEACHERS

During the course of our project, we identified the following functional elements as
being essential to our group, and suggest that these same elements may be key to
other groups of similar purpose:

e Trust & openness

¢ Commitment

e Support

e Reflective/dialogical

¢ Feminist voices

* Focus

* Emotion

e Accept that there could be failure

As Myra wrote in one of the journals, “The strength of the group is not just
commonalties but also differences” (Burg:01/01/27:MF).
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AREAS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH

So much of our collective experience has revolved around being women. We
could not, nor did we want to, separate our experiences as mothers, daughters,
wives, teachers and friends from our experiences as women researchers. Given our
constructivist approach, it would be interesting to follow the evolution of a similar
group made up of men, or of a combination of men and women. Would any group
dedicated to collegial support and professional growth find similar results?

Another possible area for further research is to examine the long-term viability of
collaborative support groups. While we have reflected on the progress within
our group, and have established intent for future interaction, the future of our own
group is somewhat uncertain. The cohesive work we undertook throughout the
course of the project does not necessarily guide what the course of our future
activities will be. A longitudinal study of our group, or a group like ours, could yield
interesting results.

Finally, we believe it would be beneficial to examine alternative procedures for using
the concept of rotating journals. We found that writers need to receive timely
responses to their journal entries. One strategy might be to devote time to journal
sharing at the outset of each meeting. Another might be to rotate journals on a
schedule independent of group meetings. Due to the importance of the journals in
our project, as illustrated in the findings, we feel effective management of rotating
journals deserves further research.

NEXT STEPS ALONG THE WAY

Where will the women of Writing Our Way go from here? One of us is about to
defend her thesis. Two more are beginning the thesis phases of their graduate work.
Some of us are looking to walk into different career roles, all of us are committed
to the on-going examination of our practice and our teaching lives. The roads that
lie in wait are varied, some are wide and will support us all, others are paths
through solitary woods. We will travel forward with the experiences lived, the
knowledge gained, and the support we have given one another — and we will share
these gifts with the students and colleagues we will meet along the way.

“Learning is timeless; temporality is the process of becoming, not the
act of arriving.”

— Patrick Slatterly
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Appendix A:
Bibliography of Collective Readings

A yellow plastic milk box was a fixture at our meetings,
known simply as the “book box”. Throughout our project we
read, and READ, and READ. In fact, one might say that
reading was a bit of a contagious disease. Our self-
proclaimed non-reader had to build herself a shelf to house
all the books she has now read. Our self-proclaimed non-
poet now not only owns entire books of poetry, but has
penned a verse or two of her own. Our self-proclaimed
print omnivore raised the bar. We were all eager to jump.

Many of our most thought-provoking readings do not fit the
‘research’ mould, and are not referenced within the report.
Although Lorna Crozier's most recent collection might not
typically provide fodder for academic ponderance, and
Sharon Butala’s prairie musings might not typically justify
an academic vision of change theory or learning styles, we see all of our readings
as essential to the thinking, writing, talking and teaching that permeated our
project. The following bibliography is the sum of our group’s reading during the
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Appendix B:
List of Project Meeting Dates

July 20, 1999
September 25, 1999
October 30, 1999
November 7, 1999
December 4, 1999
January 3, 2000
February 12, 2000
March 18, 2000
April 25, 2000

May 27, 2000

June 17, 2000
*July 7, 2000

July 24, 2000
August 10, 2000
August 25, 2000
September 23, 2000
October 16, 2000
January 4, 2001
January 21, 2001
February 3, 2001
**February 26, 2001

* First meeting following receipt of grant
** Last meeting prior to close of data collection
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