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ABSTRACT 

 

PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT, WRITER‘S WORKSHOP AND IDENTITY:A 

CASE STUDY OF WOMEN ELEMENTARY SCHOOL TEACHERS USING 

WRITING AS RESISTANCE 

by 

Karla Zisook 

 

The purpose of this qualitative case study was to uncover the ways that women 

elementary school teachers negotiate their identities within the context of writer‘s 

workshop by exploring issues of gender, literacy, and identity.  The two central 

participants were women elementary school teachers who were involved at their 

Professional Development School with university partnership and were learning how to 

implement a writer‘s workshop instructional model.  This study considers how the 

participants‘ involvement in professional development with a university faculty member 

shaped their identities as women and professionals.  The theoretical framework is based 

in critical theory and identity theory, in which literacy and identity are deeply connected 

(Moje & Luke, 2009).  Furthermore, this study is situated in the literature exploring 

teachers‘ roles and identities historically in order to position them today (Carter, 2002; 

Hoffman, 2003; Biklen, 1995). The questions this study will explore include: (a) How 

have the participants‘ identities been affected by their involvement in the Corey 

Richardson Writing Collaborative? (b) How does gender mediate their professional 

identities? This feminist case study used in depth interviews, document analysis, and 

observations to generate detailed data. Themes that were prominent in the data were 

gender and teaching, dealing with mandates, issues of expertise, caring, and writing as 

resistance. The conclusions of this study reveal that the within the context of caring 

professional development, teachers were able to take up writer‘s workshop as a means of 



resisting a system that was often frustrating and oppressive. They negotiated their 

gendered roles as teachers in complex ways and used literacy as a way to reclaim their 

own power.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

When I told my family I wanted to teach elementary school, my mother 

responded, ―but you‘re so smart.‖ She explained that there were so many amazing things 

I could be: a doctor, an engineer, all better than being a teacher. My mother, who raised 

me on Free to be You and Me, by Marlo Thomas, acted as though I was not living up to 

all that women had gained for my generation. My father, on the other hand, was delighted 

and hoped that I would soon marry, have children, and relish my summers off. He was 

happy that I might settle down into a more traditionally gendered career choice, one that 

would not interfere with caring for a husband and children. Their responses highlight 

American society‘s notions of who teachers are, and what their value is in our world.  

Both of their responses are expressly connected to what it means to be a woman in 

America. This disorienting experience became the first in a string of sticking points that 

led me to question not only our society, but how our educational system and larger 

structures create the lived realities of women teachers.   

 How might our societal notions of teaching as a feminine profession impact 

teaching and teachers themselves? When I talk with other elementary school teachers, I 

hear complaints about their decision making abilities being taken away, frustrations with 

new programs they are required to teach, and general dissatisfaction for the way they are 

treated. I began to wonder why teachers are in this situation and if it was something new. 

I started to question the problem from many angles, and to think about the many factors 

that contribute to teachers feeling this way. My own sense of professionalism has been 

the result of several years of graduate schools, particular professional development 
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experiences, and many colleagues who have challenged my thinking. I started to wonder 

how teachers might gain a sense of empowerment, voice, and agency in their own schools 

and classrooms using literacy instruction as a vehicle.  

I found my own voice when I began to study literacy while teaching in Brooklyn 

at a public elementary school that was part of the Teachers College Reading and Writing 

Project. Our status as a pilot school afforded us the opportunity to attend professional 

development sessions hosted by Teachers College and directed by Lucy Calkins and her 

research team. In addition to these sessions, our school was given student and teacher 

materials to guide our facilitation of both reader‘s and writer‘s workshop in our 

classrooms. The transformations that I saw among our faculty were amazing. As teachers 

we started to question curriculum and worked to include reading and writing workshop in 

our classrooms. We started thinking about empowering our students by giving them 

voices for writing and speaking. We wanted them to become critical of what they read. 

The process was not easy or romantic, but it made me see the pivotal role of literacy in 

the classroom and led to my desire to learn more.  

My own experiences as a teacher inform my inquiry and have led me to a stance 

of connecting literacy with teacher agency. It was not until my doctoral studies that I 

began to pair literature with my experiences, finding critical literacy as a way to articulate 

my own ideas. As noted by Moje and Luke (2009), if we are to consider learning and 

identity to be deeply connected, then this intimacy also translates to literacy and identity. 

The power of literacy is that it is profoundly rooted in identity- it is communication, 

expression, and the basis of thought. I believe that literacy is a vehicle for resistance and 

agency for both students and teachers.  
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Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative case study is to uncover the ways that women 

elementary school teachers negotiate their identities within the context of learning about 

implementing writer‘s workshop. The data that were gathered allowed the teachers‘ 

voices about their experiences with writer‘s workshop to be in the foreground. This 

collection of information helped me to explore issues of identity, gender and literacy in 

their lives. The two teacher participants, Sarah and Catherine
1
, teach at an elementary 

Professional Development School (PDS), defined as such because of its relationship with 

a nearby university. Dr. Flint, the university faculty liaison, and a rotating team of 

graduate researchers partnered with these teachers, who participated in professional 

development opportunities to develop their teaching practices in the area of writing. The 

research team supported the teachers in this school as they implement writer‘s workshop 

in their classrooms through book study groups, classroom visits, after school workshops 

and debriefing sessions.   

Background 

Teaching is often considered to be a feminine profession, which reflects a 

stereotype as well as the actual imbalance in gender representation (see Table 1). In a 

profession of predominantly women, particularly at the elementary level, it is of the 

utmost importance to consider how women teachers generate identities for themselves as 

professionals.  

 

 

                                                           
1
 All identifiers, except for the researchers‘ names, have been replaced with pseudonyms. These include 

Sarah and Catherine, other minor participants, Corey Richardson, and Dawson County. 
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Table 1 

Proportion of Women in Teaching, 2010 Averages 

Occupation % Female 

Education, training, and library occupations 73.8% 

Postsecondary teachers 45.0% 

Preschool and Kindergarten teachers 97.0% 

Elementary and middle school teachers 81.8% 

Secondary school teachers 57.0% 

Special education teachers 85.1% 

Other teachers and instructors 66.5% 

Librarians 82.8% 

Educational administrators 63.0% 

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. 

In a relevant New York Times article, Belkin (October 4, 2009) argued that in 

today‘s economic downturn, while women may soon make up for a majority of workers, 

this is not a positive for women as a group. Rather, this statement reflects the 

concentration of women in low paying jobs and the assumption that women will work for 

less. Women in ―female‖ positions like education and healthcare have seen fewer layoffs, 

while finance, construction, and manufacturing industries (higher paying, fewer women) 

have taken a dive. This points to the imbalance of men and women in particular fields. As 

Belkin wrote, ―It is not good news when women surpass men because women are worth 

less…real progress might come when we reach the place where a financial wallop means 

women lose as much ground as men‖ (p.2). Belkin‘s argument is the continuation of a 

historical trend of women‘s inequity in the work place. Yet, in education, women appear 

to be doing well. For example, more administrative positions are being filled by women.  

We must look back, though, and consider the profession historically to see how women 

have ended up concentrated in teaching. Over 150 years ago, Susan B. Anthony pointed 
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out that when women were concentrated in particular professions, status and wages were 

driven down (Carter, 2002). 

Rationale 

We must uncover the role that gender identity plays in the lives of teachers if we 

are to understand how teachers develop their professional identities. Schools are a site of 

cultural reproduction and recreation of societal values and norms. Certainly other social 

categories such as race, class, or language could be examined in this study. However, the 

scope of this study is aimed at looking at one category in depth, gender. Teachers‘ gender 

identities are positioned in the public domain and under scrutiny as they are charged with 

the work of reinforcing the social order and expectations in children (Biklen, 1995).  

Teachers are positioned as participants (or possibly resistors) of the gender binary and 

hegemonic norms of masculinity or femininity (Biklen, 1995; Bourdieu, 2001; 

Dillabough, 1999). This study contends that contemporary women elementary school 

teachers often negotiate and express gender identities in ways that conform to hegemonic 

culture.  Using a qualitative case study of two women elementary school teachers as they 

learn to teach writing workshop, I explored the question of how these women might gain 

power and agency while working within a system that expects feminine compliance.   

Women teachers have a history that shapes society‘s perceptions of who and what 

a teacher is, and what teachers are expected to do. Within the context of our historically 

created beliefs about teachers, we come to our current educational reform. No Child Left 

Behind has created a patriarchal curriculum that silences teachers and disconnects them 

from their own decision making abilities (Schwandt, 2005). Schwandt argued that the 

separating of teachers from using their judgment in curricular, management, and even 
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mundane matters positions them as minions of the patriarchal power structure in which 

decisions are made in a top-down fashion. For example, in literacy education, teachers 

have been positioned as Stepford wives and given scripted literacy programs to faithfully 

follow without question. These literacy programs are purchased across states and districts 

and teachers are evaluated on their fidelity to the program. Research aimed at 

understanding how teachers might resist and claim professional identities is essential to 

advancing not only teacher status, but the quality of education. 

The vehicle explored here for questioning and changing identity constraints is that 

of authentic writing in the classroom. Authentic writing occurs when a writer‘s workshop 

approach to writing creates a community of writers in the classroom, which the teacher is 

both a participant and guide. Teaching authentic writing may provide teachers a parallel 

experience to the curriculum of the students: finding their voices, writing for authentic 

purposes, and becoming critical thinkers. The preparation and intellectual engagement 

required of writer‘s workshop positions teachers as experts and professionals and defines 

authentic writing as process oriented and recursive (Atwell, 1998; Calkins, 1994).   

Writer‘s workshop is a way of teaching that grew out of dissatisfaction on the part 

of teachers and researchers with a more structured and formulaic writing curriculum. 

Graves (1975), one of the first researchers to propose writer‘s workshop, explained: 

It is entirely possible to read about children, review research and textbooks about 

writing, ―teach‖ them, yet still be completely unaware of their processes of 

learning and writing. Unless we actually structure our environments to free 

ourselves for effective observation and participation in all phases of the writing 

process, we are doomed to repeat the same teaching mistakes again and again (p. 

29). 
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Graves illuminated the crux of writer‘s workshop where in the teacher acts as a facilitator 

in the classroom, rather than remaining separated from the students by staying at the front 

of the room lecturing, or at his or her desk maintaining order. The teacher works with 

students, writing and trying the tasks they have been given as well (Atwell, 1998). 

Writers work on topics of their choosing and learn as they work through the process of 

writing, creating their own pieces of literature.  

 The daily routine of writer‘s workshop may vary from class to class, as the 

teacher is able to flexibly use his or her knowledge to determine the class procedures 

rather than following a set of orthodoxies (Atwell, 1998). However, many writer‘s 

workshop classrooms have similar models or procedures in place to free the teacher from 

lecturing and allow space and time for listening and guiding students as they write self-

selected pieces and work to improve them.  

One such structure is the minilesson. Minilessons are the most comparable to 

traditional direct teaching (Fletcher & Portalupi, 2001). However, the prefix of ―mini‖ is 

taken seriously. The teacher determines a lesson topic that might best meet his or her 

students‘ current needs and efficiently and quickly presents it to the class. Students may 

then try to apply their new learning, if it is appropriate to their piece at that time during 

the workshop portion of the class. Minilesson ideas can come from many places, but they 

are primarily culled from teachers‘ observations and interactions with students and are 

designed to meet their current needs (Ray, 1999). Typically, minilessons are followed by 

a period of independent writing where students have the opportunity to work on their 

pieces.  



8 

 

During independent writing, teachers have time to meet individually or in small 

groups with their student writers. These meetings are called conferences and allow the 

teacher to listen to students and help them negotiate any struggles they are facing, as well 

as guide students toward improving their writing (Anderson, 2000). Conferences are 

essential to the writer‘s workshop because they give teachers a view of where each 

student is and where they can go (Fletcher & Portalupi, 2001).  

Finally, the important ending structures of writer‘s workshop are publication and 

sharing of pieces written by students (Calkins, 1994). Throughout the life of a piece, 

students are given opportunities to share and get feedback from their teacher and 

classmates. This may be done with the whole class or in small groups. However, when a 

piece is completed it is celebrated. Publishing is important because it connects the 

purpose of writing for students so that they can understand that their work has an 

audience. Sharing work with their peers, or even larger audiences of parents and others in 

the community gives students a feeling of authentic purpose (Atwell, 1998; Calkins, 

1994; Graves, 1983).  

My Interest in the Writing Collaborative 

As a member of a research team examining professional development 

opportunities, I had access to the processes that teachers engaged in as they learned about 

and began to implement writer‘s workshop in their classrooms. Over the past four years, 

teachers within this school have increasingly seen the benefits of writer‘s workshop for 

their students. In year one, only two teachers were involved and by the end of the third, 

fourteen teachers participated in the professional development experiences voluntarily.  

Together, these teachers participated in what has been termed the Corey Richardson 



9 

 

Writing Collaborative, in which they shared and discussed writing instruction through 

debriefing sessions with the faculty member and during after school workshops.  For 

many teachers at this school, writer‘s workshop has been a transformative experience as 

they expanded their view of themselves as professionals and advocates (Flint, Fisher, 

Kurumada, & Zisook, 2011). These substantial shifts in identity led me to consider how 

women (all but one member are women) of the writing collaborative viewed themselves 

in terms of gender identity. Using a critical feminist lens, one that questions and analyzes 

the role of gender in the lives of teachers in terms of their power and agency, I intend to 

investigate the following questions:  

1. How have Sarah and Catherine‘s identities been affected by their involvement in 

the Corey Richardson Writing Collaborative? 

2. How does gender mediate their professional identities? 

Overview and Significance of the Study 

In an era of teacher accountability, there has been a rejection of the feminized 

curriculum (progressive, student- centered teaching), an embracing of patriarchal policies 

such as No Child Left Behind, and a dismissal of teachers‘ decision making authority.  

For example, high stakes testing holds teachers accountable for teaching standards for 

each grade level. This more regimented and prescriptive curriculum positions the teacher 

as a technician, directed to follow particular tasks and curricula. A curriculum such as 

this can be seen as a backlash against teaching methods that position that teacher as a 

facilitator who has more inquiry based approaches to curriculum. While the previously 

mentioned issues will be discussed in more detail in the literature review, they are 

certainly necessary to mention here for building the significance of this study. 
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Walkerdine (1990) raised the issue of teachers having a false sense of control of their 

classrooms and their teaching, and this is still applicable. Unfortunately, there has been 

little research on teachers and gender in the recent past. Research about students and 

gender, teachers and learning, and writing workshop has thrived, but the way gender has 

mediated teachers‘ learning and professional identities has been almost ignored. Power 

and gender must be considered in concert with teaching.   

Theoretical Framework 

Introduction 

 To investigate the study‘s questions, I used identity theory and critical theory to 

design this study as well as to interpret its findings. The four key tenets of my theoretical 

framework are listed below. These ideas guided all aspects of the study from 

methodology and design to data analysis and conclusions. They represent my own beliefs 

about the world. Each tenet will be further explained and situated in the following 

section: 

1. Identity is not unitary or fixed, rather it is in constant flux and constructed in 

social contexts (Davies, 1997; Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner, and Cain, 1998; 

Munro, 1998).  

 

2. Individuals position themselves and are positioned within figured worlds in 

which they participate (Fairbanks, Crooks, and Ariail, 2011; Holland et al, 

1998). 

 

3. Power structures within society serve as a means for transmitting and 

maintaining hegemonic norms, as illustrated by Foucault‘s panopticon (Butler, 

2003; Foucault, 1978; Kincheloe and McLaren, 2002). Individuals can resist 

these power structures.  

 

4. One of the ways that power is enacted is via gender roles and expectations of 

women (Apple, 2004; Bartky, 2003; Freire, 1970; Walkerdine, 1990). 
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As elucidated by Munro (1998), researchers must consider ways to ―disrupt the unitary 

subject and thus reconceptualize resistance‖ (p. 30). We can reconsider the unitary 

subject and recognize an identity in flux. Thus, identity theory and critical theory are 

necessary to understanding my research questions, context, and findings. Using identity 

theory and critical theory as magnifying glasses help to examine with more detail the 

complexities of the participants‘ lives as women elementary school teachers in ways that 

consider identity and power.  These four tenets drawn from identity theory and critical 

theory help to frame this study in a way that allows me to tease apart the complexity 

involved with women elementary school teachers.  

Tenet 1: Identity is not unitary and is in flux. Identity theory allows for a 

recognition of a non-singular, non-unitary, unstable identity that is in flux and is dialogic 

in its response to and interaction with social contexts (Munro, 1998). As noted by Ariail 

(2002) performance and construction of identity happen concurrently.  Identity is 

constantly changing in response to social experiences and as individuals move across 

spaces. Holland et al (1998) argued that identities are performed and are relationally 

constructed. 

Davies, Dormer, Gannon, Laws, Taguchi, et al (2001) explained that identities are 

not simply within an individual, but are what people are subjected to from the world. 

Davies et al‘s work with school girls illustrates the point that autonomy is an illusion as 

individuals participate within particular contexts with particular goals. Ambivalence is 

inevitable for people as they work to accomplish and meet the demands of society and 

themselves appropriately within the possibilities made available to them. Identities are 
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crafted through available discourses and are both under powerful influences of society, 

while at the same time fluid and open to potential change (Davies, 1997).  

Tenet 2: Individuals position themselves and are positioned in figured 

worlds.  Further detail on identity can be gained from the work of Holland et al.   People 

perform within figured worlds which are historical phenomena, socially organized, 

reproduced, and distribute people across different fields of activity, and participants in 

these worlds have their own positions. People do not belong to a singular figured world, 

but rather multiple figured worlds as they engage and interact with others in various 

contexts. Within the figured worlds a teacher may occupy- the classroom, the school, the 

recess yard, and so on-relationally built identities for each world are taken up and 

performed.  Teachers are not simply the products of their figured worlds, but they 

respond to each situation and the artifacts within it to negotiate their identities. These 

figured worlds are situated in history and context and often move along a predetermined 

path or trajectory.  Understanding identity in this way allows a freer analysis for 

considering ways to alter inequity or repression of certain groups. It also explains how 

groups continue to participate in ways that do not promote equality. 

   Positional identities offer another perspective on identity that complements 

identities in the context of figured worlds (Holland et al., 1998). How one ―identifies 

one‘s position relative to others, mediated through the ways one feels comfortable or 

constrained‖ makes up positional identity and has to do with the ―day-to-day and on-the-

ground relations of power, deference and entitlement, social affiliation and distance‖ 

(Holland et al., 1998, p. 127). Positional identities are the teachers‘ understandings and 
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perceptions of their position as created from their knowledge of others in the space, the 

activities occurring, and who has authority in that context.  

Consider this hypothetical. In the figured world of the teacher lunchroom, the 

positional identity of a teacher might be that of a team player and competent teacher. 

When other teachers complain about the curriculum or expectations, the teacher might 

modify her language to fit with what the others are saying in a way that complies with the 

position of competent team player. Women elementary school teachers have particular 

positional identities that have attached scripts that can be played out. Such positional 

identities include such labels as rule follower, feminine nurturer, and other commonly 

held assumptions about women elementary school teachers. These markers cut across 

many figured worlds and act as stereotypes. Taking up the position of woman elementary 

school teacher can lead women to arrive at positional identities that conform to these 

stereotypes which do not disrupt privilege in a critical way. As Holland et al. (1998) 

explained:  

―The development of social position into a positional identity- into dispositions to 

voice opinions or to silence oneself, to enter into activism or to refrain and self-

censor, depending on the social situation- comes over the long term, in the course 

of social interaction‖ (p. 138).  

 

Positional identities are not immediate and are created as individuals negotiate their 

figured worlds over time. Teachers‘ positional identities are created as they interact with 

their colleagues, students, administrators, the educational system, and society in general. 

Each of these interactions leads to identities where teachers position themselves in certain 

ways that they find appropriate for themselves in the context. Teachers may find 

themselves objectified by the system and claim stances against or with that positioning. 

Positional identity theory, as with the concept of figured worlds, helps illuminate the 
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identities of this study‘s participants in ways that are complex, connected to social 

context, and meaningfully add to our understandings of women teachers‘ identities.  

 Fairbanks and Ariail (2006) point out the possibility of agency and transformation 

of one‘s positional identity. In a study focused on adolescent girls‘ literacy-related school 

experiences, Fairbanks and Ariail found that not only do positional identities push 

individuals to perform the story lines expected of them, but that they also provide a 

―means by which individuals resist and revise them‖ (p. 316). The multiple identities and 

positions that an individual might have are constantly changing, refiguring, and 

interacting with the figured worlds one inhabits. Significantly, the spaces that allow 

someone to resist the dominant narrative and claim agency are essential to understanding 

positional identity (Fairbanks, Crooks, & Ariail, 2011). The usefulness of identity theory 

in this study is that it helps to understand how women teachers might resist and claim 

agency within a figured world that typically does not offer that position as an option.  

Tenet 3: Individuals can resist power structures. Power is transmitted in our 

society in many ways. Schools are one example of how power is distributed in an 

institutionalized manner. Critical analysis and deconstruction of power is essential to 

understanding how power is transmitted and potentially disrupted in our world. As 

Foucault so plainly stated, ―where there is power, there is resistance‖ (1978, p. 95-96). 

Many educational researchers and theorists have offered ideals for teachers, who operate 

within schools and are part of the institution of education and the power structures 

created by schools. Today, the work of reimagining and reframing teachers is taken up by 

critical theorists.  Perhaps most idealistically, bell hooks (1994) positioned the teacher as 

a facilitator and guide teaching as a practice of freedom and helping learners become 
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critical and democratic citizens. Critical theorists from Freire (1970) to McLaren (2007) 

and Apple (2004) were the originators of this sentiment and argued that teachers could be 

the agents of social transformation and voices for the future of a new, more just society.  

McLaren wrote: 

teachers must function as more than agents of social critique.  They must 

attempt to fashion a language of hope that points to new forms of social 

and material relations that break free from the  material conditions of 

everyday   life with their unequal distributions of wealth, power, and 

privilege based on the appropriation of surplus labor. (p. 256) 

McLaren places teachers in a position of power in which they can create change in their 

classrooms, schools, and ultimately larger society, a highly optimistic view.  These new 

ideas about teachers must be situated in a historical context so that their connections and 

resistance to the past notions of what it means to teach can be seen more clearly. Radical 

thinking about teachers and their role in the world is essential to understanding teachers‘ 

identities and the ways in which they position themselves in relation to new and old 

notions of who they are and what their purpose is in the classroom.  Critical theory helps 

to understand the forces of inequity and oppression that teachers have had to face both 

against themselves, as a profession of predominately women, and in their classrooms 

with students from every social strata.   

 Critical theory has changed and developed from its beginnings in the Frankfurt 

School in the years after World War I (Kincheloe & McLaren, 2002). From the 

beginning, critical theory was concerned with the political liberation of the oppressed as 

well as uncovering assumptions of the dominant classes. Now, and in relation to 

education, critical theory has situated schools as possible places of hope and 

empowerment of marginalized groups by rejecting schools as places where hegemonic 

cultural norms are reproduced. While critical theorists such as Apple and McLaren have 
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found poststructuralism to be missing this crucial political connection, others such as 

Lather (2006) and Stinson (2009) have explored the idea of using different paradigms in 

ways that can help researchers make sense of phenomena. Critical theory can be situated 

within poststructuralism because of its focus on deconstruction power relationships. 

However, critical theory takes this deconstruction to a level of action, where the 

discovery of inequities and domination must be revealed and addressed in political 

arenas. Furthermore, the roots of critical theory lie in Marxism and the reproduction of 

sociopolitical inequities through work (Munro, 1998).  

 For my study, critical theory is essential to understanding how the participants 

negotiated their highly politicized profession as teachers. Critical theory contends that 

education is a means of freedom for those that are marginalized and oppressed in our 

society, those that are not in a dominant position due to their race, class, gender, culture, 

and so forth (Freire, 1970). Teachers are acting within a system that is constantly 

changing as political decisions are debated and made. Therefore, critical theory is a 

suitable framework for understanding the everyday power relations in their lives. 

Schools are a site of cultural reproduction and places that enforce hegemonic 

societal values and norms, such as appropriate gender performance.  This positions 

women teachers‘ gender identities in the public domain and under scrutiny (Biklen, 

1995).  How has the femininity of teaching been perpetuated? Perhaps one answer to this 

question lies in Foucault‘s explanation of panopticism (Bartky, 2003).  The Panopticon is 

Bentham‘s architectural design of a prison, though it can be applied to any institution, in 

which the inmates‘ cells ring a central surveillance tower. Prisoners are entirely visible 

yet the supervisor is ―unverifiable‖ as to where and when his attention is cast (Foucault, 
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1995, p. 201).  Foucault use of the physical structure of such a building is also 

generalized to a more abstract level through which modern society is controlled, or 

disciplined, by itself in that the gaze of the supervisor is internalized, contrasting to the 

more spectacular forms of violent coercion of previous centuries. This ensures, 

―automatic functioning of power…the inmates should be caught up in a power situation 

in which they are themselves the bearers‖ (p. 201). 

While panopticism can also be applied to all individuals in a society, in this study 

we consider women teachers, the intermediaries between the supervisor and the student 

in the institution of the school.   Not only are women teachers surveillors of their charges, 

but they are also surveilled. As women they are also subject to an ever present male 

patriarchal gaze, and whether the gaze is actually turned upon them, women act at all 

times as if it were.  Women may internalize this fear of rejection by the patriarchy and 

therefore perpetuate their gender role and also internalize this structure (Foucault, 1978).  

Furthermore, it is arguable that if women were to step out of their own fabrication of 

themselves within the power structures of our society, this would threaten women‘s very 

identities with a possible ―deskilling, something people normally resist: beyond this, it 

calls into question that aspect of personal identity that is tied to the development of a 

sense of competence‖ (Bartky, 2003, pg. 39).  Women are participants in their own 

restrictive gender roles because it is known, it can be accomplished successfully, and it 

maintains their status as women.   

Tenet 4: Power is enacted via gendered expectations of women. For the 

purposes of this study, one particular site of power struggles was selected for 

exploration—gender. As mentioned previously in the rationale and purpose of this 
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introduction, in a career that is predominantly women, I feel obligated to carefully 

consider how gender mediates my participants‘ experiences as teachers. It is somewhat 

artificial to select one socially constructed facet of my participants, gender, over other 

categories such as race, class, language, etc. However, in order to probe the topic fully, 

this limitation must be made. According to Smith (1987), understanding comes from 

connecting women‘s lived experiences with ideology. Certainly there are many sites of 

power at play in all lives, but by foregrounding gender, this particular intersection can be 

explored in greater depth. While the so called ―essentialist trap‖ must be considered, but 

studying women and considering gender is not synonymous with reifying woman as 

category (Munro, 1998). In order to have a political argument, foregrounding socially 

constructed categories, including gender, creates research that reveals power dynamics in 

various contexts, structures, and institutions.  

Applied to women teachers, a critical view would mean that they are in a 

continuous state of maintaining themselves as women teachers through their performance 

of the gendered role of woman teacher. Certainly in history, this patriarchal gaze appears 

without restriction and is part of the social discourse around teaching.  Yet today, this 

discourse has changed with the times, and women teachers seem to not include gender in 

discussions of their work (Biklen, 1995).   

 Before continuing further, my theoretical orientation of what is meant by gender 

must be presented. Gender should be considered as a creation of both social construction 

and individual performance.  According to Butler (2003), gender is not biologically 

defined.  People take on gender identities that are formed by society and interact with 

them individually in performance of their own gender identity.  The dialogic nature of 
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social construction and performance of gender are continuously responding and changing 

to fit a context.  This poststructuralist explanation does not consider the individual as 

unified actor, but always involved in the discourses and social environment in which 

someone exists. Walkerdine (1990) pointed out that there is no finality in accomplishing 

gender, or completion of being a man or woman, but that it must be proven again and 

again in various settings.  Both internal and external to an individual are factors that 

shape how gender manifests itself, and how the person then performs gender.  The 

accomplishment of gender is self-perceived and measured against societal and personal 

expectations of what it means to successfully perform gender.  Said another way, a 

woman performs her view of what women should be and measures herself against what 

she perceives society to expect of a woman.   

 Bourdieu (2001) highlighted the dualism of the gender binary.  Gender inequity is 

perpetuated by a binary system that positions masculinity vs. femininity, dominance vs. 

submission, and so on creating oppositional stances that are defined in contrast to the 

other.  Resultantly, women are positioned in a negative and undesirable place.  As 

applied to this study, women elementary school teachers are also subject to this binary 

and are cast as feminine, submissive and soft, the opposite of the masculine leader and 

rational thinker.  Gender inequity is perpetuated by dualisms such as 

masculinity/femininity, dominant/submissive that become institutionalized in society 

through work, family, schools, and religion.  

One way to further problematize issues of gender is through critical feminism. 

Within critical theory, critical feminism attempts to take on issues of social justice and 

marginalization associated with gender, race, class, sexual orientation, language, and 
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other social categorizations. However, critical feminism considers patriarchal forces and 

they way women, in particular, are influenced by such societal structures. These 

categories are socially constructed and may subject people to constraints that limit them. 

Like the broader critical theory, critical feminism examines and critiques the practices 

and politics of educational system, taking a stance of responsibility for working towards 

social justice and democracy by confronting the patriarchy (Lather, 2006). This theory is 

appropriate for considering gender identities of elementary school teachers, particularly 

because of the predominance in the profession of women. Women teachers encounter the 

kinds of stereotypes, constraints, and gendered expectations that can be understood more 

fully using critical feminism. Apple (2004), a critical theorist, argued that teaching is 

enmeshed in gender politics and issues of power and domination.  Research can expose 

systems of dominance and reconsider what counts as knowledge (Lather, 1991).  As said 

by Davies, ―Subordination is thus the precondition for resistance and opposition (2001, p. 

181). Therefore, the theoretical lens presented here informs my study with an eye towards 

the potential of individuals to claim power for themselves and for others.  

Conclusion 

 In literacy research, focusing on identity has been helpful for understanding the 

connection between learning to read and write and generating identities.  This study is 

positioned to take the theoretical framework previously described and use it to consider 

women elementary school teachers teaching writer‘s workshop.  The necessity for this 

study is apparent in our current climate of surveillance, and the role of gender in this 

situation must be uncovered.  In chapter two, a review of the literature will allow 

connections between teachers historically and teachers today to be made.  Chapter three, 
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the methodology section, will reveal the qualitative research paradigm, examine case 

study, and lay out the design of the study.  Chapter four will be a report of the data and 

analysis including a detailed account of the context of the study site, information about 

the school, the participants, and information about their experiences in a Professional 

Development School. Finally, a discussion of the findings and their significance will be 

included in chapter five.   
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CHAPTER TWO 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Contextualizing Women Teachers 

In today‘s climate, there are two conflicting messages that schools send teachers.  

First, teachers must follow the prescribed, proven methods for success in literacy 

instruction, and second, teachers must teach students to be critical readers and writers 

who are able to participate in literacy in authentic and meaningful ways.  How can a 

teacher who is following a lockstep and scripted curriculum teach critical thinking?  The 

tension between the goal of teaching students to be lifelong readers and writers and the 

expectation that teachers follow an imposed curriculum that separates them from using 

their own knowledge of how to teach plays out in the daily lives of teachers. This 

mismatch becomes apparent when teachers are given scripted literacy programs and 

expected, like the famously subservient wives of Stepford, to adhere to their manuals and 

unquestioningly deliver instruction. Literacy instruction that comes from a teacher‘s 

manual is in stark contrast with the foundations of writer‘s workshop, where the teacher 

makes constant decisions and judgments about how to teacher his or her students. The 

current neoliberal climate of education has been a rejection of this progressive and 

student-centered classroom, where teachers serve as expert facilitators and decision 

makers. Rather, the climate favors patriarchal policies such as No Child Left Behind 

where teachers are relegated to the role of technician and curriculum deliverer. We must 

consider where this tension originated. How have the development of American 

education and the position of women teachers within that system come together? 
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A historical perspective illuminates how women teachers and society once 

considered the teaching profession and foreshadows contemporary teachers‘ responses.  

Historical consideration helps deconstruct the notion of whom and what a teacher might 

be.  After presenting a historical overview, this chapter will detail and define many of the 

concepts introduced here such as progressive teaching, neoliberalism, and patriarchy in 

education. An historical backdrop will help the reader see the connection between our 

current educational climate and the past, with teachers at the center of the narrative.  

As the following sections will explicate, our societal definition of the woman 

teacher is bounded by our collective vision of what is feminine. There are many ways that 

teachers have been constrained by femininity. Appearance, conduct, curriculum, and 

relationships of teachers have all been constructed in ways to reflect a feminine ideal.  

Teachers have faced societal expectations about teacher behavior, and also larger gender 

stereotypes that position them as having what are considered feminine traits: morality, 

nurturing, caring, and self-denial. Women teachers are living within these identity 

narratives and often authoring themselves to reflect these traits. The imbalance of women 

in elementary classrooms is connected with teachers‘ identities and the ways in which 

women teachers perceive themselves.  An historical discussion of women teachers 

situates the argument that the woman teacher is confined by our gendered assumptions 

and stereotypes of who she is and what she should be.  

Teachers in History 

A review of the literature reveals historical information about women teachers, 

despite that the voices of women teachers have been silenced (Casey, 1993). By 

considering the historical span of women teachers, a contextualized idea of women 
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teachers in our current era of accountability and standardization of classrooms can 

develop and help to reveal spaces in which teachers resist an oppressive system and claim 

agency. Various historical documents are available, such as life histories, narratives, 

journals, letters, and more typical historical surveys. Many of these pieces have been 

written as an effort to combat the lack of teachers‘ voices available in publication (Casey, 

1993; Weiler, 1988). In an effort to provide a rich description of women teachers in the 

past, this literature review focuses primarily on the more personal accounts of women 

teachers.  

The studies presented include the historical feminization of teaching and the 

resistances some women educators made as gleaned from their personal narratives (Kyle, 

1992).  The use of the word ―feminization‖ in this context indicates the numerical 

predominance of women in the teaching profession in America. This numerical 

imbalance certainly influenced the sociopolitical context of public education and both 

shapes and is shaped by the number of women. The larger setting of women teachers 

must be presented, as Apple explained, ―for women teachers, the personal has always 

been the political, in part because of the history of the ways teachers have been regulated 

in both their public and private lives‖ (in Casey, 1993). As Casey so poignantly proved, 

the voices of teachers, especially the ―ordinary‖ teachers, are essential to reversing the 

denigration of women teachers. Therefore, the personal stories of women teachers are 

central to our understanding of education and the possibility of their resistance to a 

system that discounts them.  

Why did women teach? In the United States, changes to the education system 

brought about changes in the demographics of teachers.  Teaching transitioned from 
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predominantly male to predominantly female under the influence of forces such as 

immigration, migration, and child labor laws during industrialization.  The rapid 

expansion of common schooling created a role for women teachers in what Horace Mann 

advocated as a natural and fiscally responsible way to meet the ever increasing demand 

for teachers (Carter, 2002). As one of the few venues for employment for women, a 

surplus of possible job candidates positioned women as an affordable and willing labor 

force.  Mann publicized what many women educators were advocating regarding the idea 

of a free education system, and the opening of normal schools for teacher training 

followed (Preston, 1993, cited in Carter, 2002).  However, most teachers at this time did 

not attend teacher training schools, and were funded by their students‘ attendance (Kyle, 

1992).  There were a variety of teaching settings, reasons for teaching, and rewards for 

teachers at this historical moment.  Understanding these factors will create the 

background necessary for understanding the continuously reproduced feminine gender 

identities of teachers.   

 The written documents such as journals and letters home expose the realities of 

teachers‘ lives in the 1800‘s.  Biklen (1995) analyzed texts created by teachers to gain 

insight into their situations and perceptions of their lives.  In the middle of the century, 

many teachers in the South had to garner financial support from families to survive.  In 

other areas, teachers may be required to board with students‘ families while some were 

given their own living quarters.  Some teachers knew they were not going to be paid well, 

yet chose the career for reasons of social change, including African American teachers 

such as Charlotte Forten, who selected teaching to promote abolition and educate fellow 

black people who had not been allowed literacy previously.    
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Other teachers were more financially concerned and prioritized the pay available 

for different teaching situations over any larger social obligation. Harriet Cooke was one 

such person and chose to turn down a missionary teaching position based on the lack of 

compensation for a more lucrative offer in Middlebury: ―Having been satisfied that the 

compensation offered could not meet necessary expenses, and having no capital of my 

own on which I could fall back in trying emergencies, I was compelled to give the 

negative to this plan‖ (Cooke, 1861, pg. 172 as cited in Biklen, 1995). Cooke‘s husband 

and father were both deceased, and she had four children; she needed to base her decision 

of where to teach on her own financial needs. 

The financial compensation of teachers was not standardized and often varied 

from place to place.  Teachers started classes in their living quarters until enough students 

were gathered to move locations.  The women of this time often had no alternative for 

meeting their financial responsibilities to their families- as many whose fathers had died 

or were in debt were drawn to teach, as was the case with Harriet Cooke above.   

 Some teachers were interested in teaching for social change, some were 

financially compelled to teach, and still some chose teaching primarily for religious 

reasons.  Religious fervor produced teachers who were teaching to do God‘s work 

(Biklen, 1995).  Particularly during the Second Great Awakening, this motivation 

strengthened.  As explained by Sugg (1978), ―Woman‘s claim to the holy mission of 

teaching was advanced and honored in an ambience of religiosity, not of academic, 

intellectual, or scientific purpose (p. 61).  Teaching connected women with doing the 

work of morality. It is also in women‘s ―purer morals‖ that Horace Mann argued them 

―infinitely more fit‖ than male counterparts for teaching (as cited in Sugg, p. 74). 
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Religious reasons combined with women‘s morality solidified the woman teacher‘s place 

in the workforce outside the home.  

Yet another motivation for young women to enter teaching was for their own 

intellectual stimulation. While this argument was not made publicly as a reason for 

women to teach, it was found in personal communications of teachers (Biklen, 1995).  

For these women, teaching was the only opportunity available for intellectual pursuits.  

Visiting lectures, and other such events, were also available to young women teachers 

that otherwise would have been unseemly for a young unmarried woman to attend.  Also, 

teachers wrote about the intellectual challenges of providing their students with solutions 

to learning problems.     

 Women may have been attracted to teaching is for the potential independence it 

allowed.  Teachers who moved West had little supervision and created schools from the 

ground up.  Furthermore, single women were able to prolong the time before marriage or 

consider marrying for love by teaching, as once married they would be released from the 

position.   Often teachers moved to new locations to teach, and this allowed for those 

with a sense of adventure new opportunities.   

 Some teachers became activists at this time of rapid social change as 

industrialization pre and post Civil War changed the landscape of the country.  The life of 

Emma Willard can also be used to demonstrate the motivations of women who became 

teachers.  Willard became a teacher out of financial necessity, but then continued to 

pursue greater education for women in America.  However, Willard advocated ―true 

womanhood‖ for her students and believed their future included only marriage and 

motherhood, while simultaneously advocating for equity between men and women.  
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Catharine Beecher, an activist for expanding women in education, argued that teaching 

was a ―natural extension‖ for women.  This extends the private sphere of mothering and 

nurturing into the classroom (Clinton & Lunardini, 2000).  By the end of the century, 

women teachers predominated. With the feminization of education, our nation‘s 

perceptions of teachers became shaped and informed by experiences with women 

teachers.   

It is important to note that women teachers have acted as agents of change in 

American history. Women teachers became involved in political activities not just for the 

advancement of teachers, but for women as a group. As noted in Carter (2002), many 

women teachers organized themselves to improve conditions for teachers.  Often larger 

educational organizations allowed women only as associate members who had little sway 

and few official positions.  As previously illustrated by Catharine Beecher, many women 

teachers used a domestic feminist argument to defend their positions as morally superior 

and agents of cultural reproduction.  However, as Carter explained, this stance changed in 

the 1900‘s as women began to take on issues of equal pay by creating organizations that 

collectively worked for change.  They became a political and social force for pushing 

agenda items that mattered to them as women and teachers.  Carter argued that Biklen 

excluded an important element, the role played in progressive education by women‘s 

clubs, which advocated for changes in education and teacher compensation (2002).  

These early organizations were often successful in challenging the patriarchal education 

system.  Various historians have argued the positioning of these organizations as 

feminist, and that their actions aligned with feminist ideologies that took up the issues 

restricting women. There were complex reasons for women to teach: economic gain, 
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religious fervor, social change, activism, independence, intellectual stimulation, affinity 

for children, and postponing marriage. Each reason is compelling in context, and 

illustrates the variety of entry points of women teachers to teaching.  

Constructing the feminine teacher. Hoffman‘s (2003) historical analysis of 

teachers gives many examples of the ways that teachers were forced into feminized roles 

lacking voice and power.  Other historians (Carter, 2003) have also detailed the events of 

the past to focus on the many instances of resistance to this pressure and the ways 

teachers used their positions to change society, as in the case of the women‘s suffrage 

movement.  Leaders like Margaret Haley would have agreed with modern theorists such 

as Apple and McLaren in their vision of the role of teachers as change agents.  What 

Hoffman contributed is a sense of how the times affected teachers. Women in the 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were teachers because they were less expensive 

than men, because it was their patriotic duty, and because they were naturally suited to 

teaching.  Today this rhetoric has subsided to a degree, but it cannot be erased from our 

collective history.  Esposito (2011) most recently added to the conversation of femininity 

in educational settings by studying how women in a university participate in narratives of 

femininity. The women used different, contradictory, and competing discourses of 

femininity to connect with institutional privilege and power. How women teachers view 

themselves as women is tightly woven with their connection to the institution of 

education and their necessity to perform as women within it.  

One compelling source for understanding the feminized role of the American 

teacher can be found in the rules of conduct placed upon them (see Table 2).  As seen by 

the changes in rules between 1872 and 1915, more emphasis was placed on monitoring 
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young women teachers outside the classroom as the demographics of the workforce 

changed.  Written and unwritten codes of deportment such as curfews, conduct 

expectations and other  
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Table 2 

Rules for Teachers
2
 

School Rules—1872 Rules for Teachers—1915 
1. You will not marry during the term of your 

contract. 

2. You are not to keep company with men. 

3. You must be home between the hours of 8 

PM and 6 AM unless at a school function. 

4. You may not loiter downtown in any of the 

ice cream stores. 

5. You may not travel beyond the city limits 

unless you have permission of the chairman of 

the chairman of the school board. 

6. You may not ride in carriages or automobiles 

with any man except your father or brother. 

7. You may not smoke cigarettes. 

8. You may not dress in bright colors. 

9. You may under no circumstances dye your 

hair. 

10. You must wear at least 2 petticoats. 

11. Your dresses may not be any shorter than 2 

inches above the ankles. 

12. To keep the classroom neat and clean you 

must sweep the floor once a day, scrub the 

floor with hot soapy water once a week, clean 

the blackboards once a day and start the fire at 

7 AM to have the school warm by 8 AM when 

the scholars arrive. 

 

1. Will fill lamps, trim wicks and clean 

chimneys. 

2. Each morning teacher will bring bucket of 

water and a scuttle of coal for the day‘s 

session. 

3. Make your pens carefully. You may whittle 

nibs to the individual taste of the pupils. 

4. Men teachers may take one evening each 

week for courting purposes or two evenings a 

week if they attend church regularly. 

5. After 10 hours in school the teachers may 

spend the remaining time reading the Bible or 

any other good book. 

6. Women teachers who marry or engage in 

unseemly conduct will be dismissed. 

7. Every teacher should lay aside for each pay 

day a goodly sum of his earnings for his benefit 

during his declining years so that he will not 

become a burden on society. 

8. Any teacher who smokes, uses liquor in any 

form, frequents pool or public halls, or gets 

shaved in a barbershop will give good reason to 

suspect his worth, intention, integrity and 

honesty. 

9. The teacher who performs his labor 

faithfully and without fault for five years will 

be given an increase of $.25 per week in his 

pay providing the Board of Education 

approves. 

Source: New Hampshire Historical Society. 

                                                           
2 The sources for these ―rules‖ are unknown; thus we cannot attest to their authenticity—

only to their verisimilitude and charming quaintness. They have been used for years by 

the Museum of New Hampshire History as part of its Going to School outreach lesson, 

but they also appear independently on numerous other websites from Auckland to 

England. The rules from 1872 have been variously attributed to an 1872 posting in 

Monroe County, Iowa; to a one-room school in a small town in Maine; and to an 

unspecified Arizona schoolhouse. The 1915 rules are attributed to a Sacramento teachers‘ 

contract and elsewhere to an unspecified 1915 magazine. 
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divide further, teachers become technicians instead of practitioners. He also points out 

that as the educational system moves further away from a human approach and closer to a 

technical or ―scientific‖ approach, all aspects of the system become producers of 

measurable outcomes. This essentially removes difference, creativity, caring, and any 

human impulses from schooling.  

 Policy makers must become more attuned to this slippery slope and find ways to 

honor and respect the expertise of teachers. Rather than encouraging schools to invest in 

scripted literacy programs, funding should be directed toward professional development 

that empowers teachers to make decisions about how to teach their students. To dovetail 

this type of professional development, policy makers need to reconsider their funding of 

scripted literacy programs. These do not help teachers know their students and do not 

give students the full and developmentally appropriate experience that writer‘s workshop 

provides.  Teachers need to stand up ―what is right‖ as Sarah explained. They need to 

expose the tensions they experience between following mandates and caring for their 

students.  

 We need to realign our purpose for education. If our true goal is to educate the 

people of our country to participate in a democratic society, then critical literacy must 

become our vehicle for education in reading, writing, and communicating. These are not 

discrete skills, but attitudes and understandings about the purposes of literacy and how 

people can interact and express themselves. Viewing oneself as a reader and a writer is 

crucial to full participation in a democracy. As a nation, we have become obsessed with 

data and have pushed aside educators and children in favor of trying to perfect a method 

that generates proof in standardized tests.  
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Professional Development 

An issue worth exploring as new models of professional development are 

implemented is the possibility that teachers may feel that they are going to be 

admonished by their administrators for participating.  Teachers may not feel free to try 

new things in their classrooms, particularly in schools that are under various reform 

efforts.  It seems surprising that an expert in the field of literacy might not be 

immediately appreciated for the knowledge that he or she might bring to the school, but 

many may view involvement with new methods as a risk.  Apple (2004) explained that 

curriculum is an ideological stance that is created to perpetuate the social order that 

values individualism over community.  Challenging such an entrenched ideology is not 

simple and can create disruption that is uncomfortable and threatening to hegemony.   

One obstacle that Corey Richardson teachers had to face was being questioned about the 

legitimacy of whole language and writer‘s workshop.  The Professional Development 

School model was able to provide some protection for them from questions because of 

the connection with university faculty, but they were still concerned about being 

questioned for trying the new things they were learning about. Sarah explained, ―The 

county is not open to new and different. So if we want to go up and shout and cheer about 

something new that works it makes them nervous that we‘ve stepped out of our roles‖ 

(Interview 5). They were worried that they may face repercussions for teaching outside 

the box and not following a more prescribed curriculum.  Their school had previously 

been using America’s Choice, and there were still many residual effects from the 

program.  University faculty members need to be aware that a question of the legitimacy 

of their methods could be daunting to teachers.  The anxiety of trying something new that 
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may not be well received can cause teachers to reject change.  In addition, Sarah 

mentions feeling good about Dr. Flint providing her with plenty of praise and 

encouragement.  This helped Sarah build up her confidence, as well as increased her 

opinion of the changes she was trying in her classroom:  

After years and years of being put down, and even when she came in I had 

the principal and assistant principal in front of me question her as if to say, 

―Are you using the standards and the elements?  Are you going by the 

state curriculum?‖ (Interview 5) 

Teachers might find themselves in a tense relationship with administration when they 

begin to work with outside faculty.  Dr. Flint had to continue to work with the principal at 

Corey Richardson to build communication and trust.  As other teachers began to see the 

acceptance of Dr. Flint by others at the school, more became involved and more invited 

her into their rooms.   

Final Thoughts 

Each time I met with my participants, I was inspired by their expertise and 

professionalism. Their immense dedication to their students while struggling to meet their 

needs is phenomenal. I learned that teachers do not feel free to make decisions in their 

own classrooms and that they fear scrutiny and reprimand. As an outsider, it was easier to 

see the influences that gender and power played in their daily lives, but for Sarah and 

Catherine, true to form, the focus was always how to do the best for their students.   

Sarah and Catherine were advocates for their students, but who would be their 

advocate? While writer‘s workshop professional development did give them tools to 

resist and ways to reconsider themselves, there is still much left to do. Professional 

development that gives teachers the chance to guide their own learning, to experience 

caring and to have true experts to call is crucial for improvement in schools. The role of 
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universities in public schools is clear-we must become involved and focus efforts on 

helping teachers find their voices through professional development experiences that 

support them in forming critical identities. Universities that engage in empowering 

professional development experiences are helping teachers create new identities for 

themselves that are professional, engaged, and confident enough to reshape schools. 

Writing is an accessible way for this to occur. Sarah and Catherine felt strongly that 

teaching writer‘s workshop made a difference for their students and for themselves. 

There may be other avenues to achieve this goal, but because of the free and open nature 

of writer‘s workshop, it is a particularly effective medium. If we are going to change our 

societal notion of who and what a teacher is, we must begin with teachers changing their 

own self-perceptions. We can apply our thinking about students‘ identities as ―constantly 

constructed and reconstructed by societal and cultural forces‖ to teachers‘ identities 

(Ariail, p. 36, 2002). Linking writing, identity, and the transformative possibility of 

critical literacy instruction is essential. 

I am reminded each day about our ultimate purpose in empowering teachers, and 

that is empowering students so that our society may advance to a higher level of 

understanding, connection, and human compassion. When I let my students use their own 

voices in authentic ways, they never fail to inspire me. They can see the raw power of 

being able to communicate with other people using the written word. They question the 

assumptions and power structures we take for granted. They inspire me to do the same. 

We need to tap into our students‘ potential by helping teachers discover their own voices. 

Our education system can only become truly liberatory if the teachers within it are 

activists who view themselves as powerful agents of change. By failing to recognize 
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issues of power and gender in teachers‘ identities, we distance ourselves from the realities 

of teaching today and keep our society from progressing towards the educational system 

that democracy requires.  
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APPENDIXES 

APPENDIX A 

Sample Interview Questions 

 

Although the interviews will be very open-ended and participant directed, these questions 

will be used initially for the purposes of beginning the conversation. The first three 

interviews are outlined here.  It would be difficult to predict the direction my participants 

will take in later interviews, particularly the photo elicited interview because I do not 

know what they will select to capture on film.  

 

Professional History 

 

Before beginning interview, ask participant to draw a teacher using pencil and paper.  

Use this drawing to discuss what the participant has indicated a teacher is and does- 

what it is really like to be a teacher.  

 

1. Tell me about your history as a teacher.  

2. How did being a woman influence your decision to teach? 

3. Describe how you were prepared to be a teacher? 

4. What are the benefits of teaching? What are the challenges of teaching? 

5. If you could go back in time, how would your career be the same or different from 

what it is now? 

6. What have been defining moments in your career as a teacher? 

7. What do you see are the gender issues in the teaching profession? 

8. Why do you think most elementary school teachers are women? 

9. What is it like to work in an environment of mostly women? 

10. In what ways do you think women might teach differently from men? 

11. If you could design a professional development program, what would it be? 

12. How do you feel about Corey Richardson?  What are its strengths and weaknesses? 

 

 

Personal History 

1. Tell me about your childhood and your experiences growing up. 

 Where were you raised? 

 What were your school experiences? 

 What did your parents do for a living? 

2. Tell me what ever you‘d like to about your family and their attitudes towards 

education? 

3. Describe your current home life. How does being a teacher fit in with your personal 

life? 

4. Does being a woman influence your personal life? How? 

5. If you could change anything in your life, what would it be? 

6. Describe the role of work in your life. Do you think it is typical to most women?  
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7. How do you think being a woman has influenced your life decisions? 

8. What are your career plans for the future?  

9. What are your hopes for your personal life in the future? 

 

Literacy History 

1. What are your earliest memories of learning to read and write? 

2. Describe any school instruction you can remember having to do with reading and 

writing. 

3. How does how your view of yourself as a woman influence your teaching?  

4. What are your strengths and weaknesses as a reader and writer? 

5. If you could teach your students anything about reading and writing, what would it be? 

6. In retrospect, how would you describe your teacher preparation program?  How has it 

influenced you as a teacher? 

7. In what ways if any has your involvement in the Corey Richardson Writing 

Collaborative influenced the ways you teach literacy?  

8. Have your ideas and beliefs about teaching changed because of your involvement? 

9. In what ways have you your ideas about yourself as your teaching has changed? ( as  a 

person, teacher, woman, professional)?  

10. How have your ideas about yourself been shaped by the Writing Collaborative? 

11. What specifically about the Corey Richardson Writing Collaborative has influenced 

you? Personally?  Professionally? 

 

 

 

 

 

 



175 

 

APPENDIX B 

Sarah‘s Drawing 
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APPENDIX C 

Catherine‘s Art Photograph 
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APPENDIX F 

Catherine‘s Leveled Readers Photograph 
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APPENDIX G 

Catherine‘s Lesson Plans 
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APPENDIX H  

Student Writing Sample 

 
 


