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Editorial: 

Research Inquiry for Whom and for What Purpose?  

Dolana Mogadime 

Editor-in-chief   

Brock University 

 

     What drives research inquiry? Why do researchers formulate an inquiry as they do? How do 

we support the development of improved human relationships through research? These are a set 

of questions uniquely answered by James A. Bernauer, Mary Pat Bernauer and Patrick Bernauer 

(2017) in their coauthored collaborative article featured in this issue entitled, “A Family Affair: 

Caring in Teaching and Implications for Teacher and Researcher Preparation.” The Bernauers’ 

family inquiry sets the stage for a better understanding about the role of care in education. Of 

interest, are recommendations the authors advance with reference to improving teacher education. 

Connor Kirwan Warner and Heidi L. Hallman’s (2017) article entitled, “A Communities of 

Practice Approach to Field Experiences in Teacher Education,” delves into questions about how 

inquiry can enrich and improve the practicum experience for teacher candidates. They argue for 

the incorporation of Community of Practice (CoP) as a shared goal for both teacher educators and 

the school based teachers who mentor student teachers. Using two case studies drawn from a larger 

set of interviews with 17 teacher candidates, the authors provide a “Continuum of Participation in 

Community of Practice” (p. 21). Locating the case studies on this continuum facilitates an angle 

through which to better understand and articulate how and why a given student is located 

differentially. The study’s recommendations suggest a stronger partnership and collaboration 

between universities and schools. Further, such as suggestion corroborates with directives from 

both the Accord on Initial Teacher Education (ACDE, 2016) in Canada as it does the Council for 

the Accreditation of Educator Preparation (CAEP) in the United States. 

     Sarah Burm and Dawn Burleigh’s (2017) inquiry, “Non-Indigenous Women Teaching 

Indigenous education: A Duoethnographic Exploration of Untold Stories about their teaching 

practices,” invites the reader into their parallel journey into becoming, living and sustaining 

authenticity within their dual roles as non-Indigenous educators teaching about Indigenous 

education. Imploring the duoethnographic inquiry approach, allows the authors to engage in 

critical self-reflection on their teaching positions with the view to become personally accountable 

to living allyship. Put simply, they challenge one another to walk the talk, through delving into 

their ‘untold stories.’ Burm and Burleigh utilize what they term as ‘four conversational sites.’ 

These are places and spaces in which they socially interact as scholars, educators and people, daily. 

The significance of this work is that the duoethnographic inquiry read with the authenticity in 

which it is written holds potential to challenge the reader educator to undergo a similar journey 

toward a better understanding about our multiple roles in learning, supporting and responding to 

the call to Indigenize Canadian universities. Stephanie Tuters’ (2017) inquiry entitled, “What 

Informs and Inspires the Work of Equity Minded Teachers,” focuses on questions about what 

encourages and motivates teachers to engage in equity based approaches in teaching. The inquiry 

draws from interviews with 15 teachers, located in three different school boards. Tuter’s 



2 
Brock Education Journal, 26(2), 2017 

contribution is important within the current milieu, particularly in Ontario, with the equity and 

inclusive strategy on one hand and lack of research data on the personal contexts for why teachers 

become interested in doing equity work. Her argument about ‘equity minded’ educators’ unearths 

the inner terrain of the teacher to arrive at how critical incidents in their life stories inform their 

interest in equity. Furthermore, this knowledge has implications for teacher education and teachers 

in the field. Tuter points out that her research findings can be used as a baseline for further 

investigations into what informs teachers decisions to become aligned with equity based 

approaches. As well, it may encourage educators to take-up an interest in becoming equity minded 

teachers. Kristen Ferguson, Colin Mang and Lorraine Frost’s (2017) inquiry about “Teacher stress 

and support usage” suggests strategies to attain work life balance need greater attention. The 

researchers used 264 surveys from teachers in northern Ontario to examine “the impact of social 

supports based on the frequency with which teachers spoke to others about stress” (p. 63). The 

study is significant because teacher attrition is becoming an area of concern as increasing research 

reports identify that improved supports could reduce attrition. The implications of the study make 

known the role that teacher education programs can play in instilling the importance of stress 

management and well-being as an integral part of the professional learning. Further, they argue 

that the focus on well-being needs to begin in teacher education but continue throughout teachers’ 

careers via ongoing professional learning contexts.  

     Robert Scott Liggett’s (2017) inquiry, “The Impact of Use of Manipulatives on the Math Scores 

of Grade 2 Students.” is contextualized within “the pressure on schools, teachers, and students to 

improve test scores” (p. 87). This is made evident in media coverage highlighting the need for 

improvement among Saskatchewan students’ performance in math. Liggett’s contribution 

advances discussion and consideration for the possibility of using mathematical manipulatives to 

support improved math test scores as well as students attitude toward math. Forty-three Grade 2 

students participated in the study. Liggett’s review of the literature accounts for decade-long 

debates regarding mathematics pedagogy in relation to the uses of manipulates. Liggett focuses 

the reader on the goals of his research within such debates when he states, 

School professionals are constantly looking for methods to improve student learning. 

Achieving this will require effort and the use of multiple strategies or methods. The goal 

of this quasi-experimental study was to provide information about the value of 

manipulatives as another tool that is available to assist educators in the endeavor of 

improving student learning. (Liggett, 2017, p. 88-89)   

Liggett argues that given we find ourselves within an era that demands both school boards and 

teachers improve test results, the uses of manipulatives should be taken as a serious and viable 

solution, particularly when backed by research inquiry. Educators and school boards will be better 

served by having knowledge of the debates and how Liggett’s experiential research fits within the 

larger discussion of solutions. Donna Kotsopoulos et al., (2017) in their coauthored article entitled, 

“The Diagnosis Dilemma: Dyslexia and Visual-Spatial Ability,” provide an inquiry that makes an 

important point regarding research participants, research designs and equity. The final section of 

the article is both intriguing and provides scope for new research emerging, as a result of the 

inquiry. While this article is primarily a commentary appended to the beginnings of a research 

report that took a different turn, it makes a contribution and provides an interesting set of questions 

in need of further investigation by the field.  
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     Coauthors, Yusuf Demir and Kemal Sinan Özmen (2017) in “Exploring Native and Non-Native 

EFL Teachers’ Oral Corrective Feedback Practices: An Observational Study,” draw from Demir’s 

doctoral research study in Turkey, based on classroom observations and interviews conducted with 

seven native and non-native English-speaking teachers NESTs and seven NNESTs. While the 

coauthors argue that “oral corrective feedback (OCF) is an interactional classroom phenomenon 

which frequently occurs in foreign language classes and has gained growing momentum in Second 

Language Acquisition (SLA) research in recent years,” (p. 111) Demir and Özmen’s inquiry 

questions the fact that the role of the teacher as a variable in facilitating OCF has become under-

researched and marginalized.  The authors make known the limitations in professional knowledge 

when they point out that teacher education provides limited opportunities for student teachers to 

develop Second Language pedagogies. Their research therefore attempts to fill this gap. All the 

inquiries featured in the current issue, based in Canada, the United States, and Turkey, 

unanimously call for teacher education programs as well as stakeholders to oversee ongoing 

professional learning for teachers, to provide new and improved content to ameliorate the 

concerns, issues and problems raised in their studies. As such, they provide research results that 

are of interest to both teacher education institutions as well as school-based partners vested with 

supporting ongoing professional learning among teachers.   
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A Family Affair: Caring in Teaching and Implications for 

Teacher and Researcher Preparation 
 

James A.  Bernauer 

Robert Morris University 

 

Mary Pat Bernauer 

McCarthy Training and Consulting 

 

Patrick J. Bernauer 

University of Dayton 

Abstract 

 

The purpose of this study was to explore how perceptions of remembered instances of 

teacher caring in K-College impacted the motivation of a college student. Implications 

for teacher preparation programs and educational research were then drawn from these 

perceptions. The first part of the title “A Family Affair” stems from the fact that the  

authors are members of the same family – Father, Mother, and Son. Both the father and 

mother had prior knowledge of some (not all) of the instances of caring and non-caring 

described by their son and thus shared a privileged insider position that offered unique 

insights while cooperative peer checking was used both during and after the interview to 

help promote the trustworthiness of findings. It was found that the degree of caring 

shown by teachers had a profound influence on the participant’s willingness to put forth 

effort especially in those courses that were not his favorite subjects which suggests that a 

strong connection exists between caring and student motivation. An important 

implication of this study is that teachers and those responsible for teacher preparation 

programs would benefit by being aware of the impact of caring on students’ engagement 

and attitude toward learning. If the ultimate purpose of educational research is to 

contribute to effective teaching, then the “soft variable” of caring should be considered 

an important component of researcher preparation. It is hoped that readers will find this 

study to be transferable to the degree that it resonates with their own experience as 

teachers, students, and parents, and which we refer to as “experiential validity”.  

 

Keywords: Caring, experiential validity, oral coding, perceptual realities, qualitative 

tradition, quantitative tradition 
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“I wish I could care what you do or where you go but I can’t…My dear, I don’t give a 

damn.” (Gone With The Wind, 1939) 

“For I don’t care too much for money, for money can’t buy me love” (Can’t Buy Me 

Love, The Beatles, 1964) 

“The longer we consider and examine the present day methods of education, the 

more clearly we recognise that children lack the care and consideration which 

would be in accord with their present and future needs, a care which considers 

equally the child's mental and physical needs and capacities. We notice that if 

children are not given the care which takes their stage of human development into 

consideration, they will lack the foundation for the task ahead in school and for 

their later lives in general.” (Friedrich Froebel, Founder of Kindergarten, 1782-

1852; Moore, 1991)  

 “They don’t care what we know until they know that we care.” (Madeline Hunter, 1982) 

     The above array of quotes (where care and caring have been emphasized) convey 

some of the meanings and nuances that can be used to define these terms. In this article, 

the concept of caring in education was investigated from the perspective of a Son-

Researcher (SR) and further elucidated by the Mother-Researcher (MR). SR was the 

primary focus in this study since he was asked by the Father-Researcher (FR) to share his 

experiences and perspectives related to remembered instances of caring and non-caring 

during his elementary, high school, and college years during a group interview. 

 

The following Research Questions guided data collection: 

 

RQ1. What instances of caring and non-caring does SR readily recall from elementary 

and high school and to what extent are these recalled instances perceived by SR as 

having a continuing impact on motivation to do well in college? 

 

RQ2. What instances of caring and non-caring does SR readily recall from college 

during his Freshman and Sophomore years and to what extent are these recalled 

instances perceived by S as having a continuing impact on his motivation to do well in 

college? 

 

RQ3. Based on recalled instances of caring and non-caring in elementary school, high 

school, and college, what suggestions would SR make to help teachers and professors 

make a stronger impact on their students in terms of their motivation to do well in school 

and to pursue their career aspirations? 

 

RQ4: What perspectives are offered by MR in relation to RQ1 to RQ3? 

 

     FR envisioned these questions as a fertile field for transforming data via “description, 

analysis, and interpretation” (Wolcott, 1994) including both tacit and propositional 

knowledge (Polanyi, 1962) in order to understand the role of caring in relation to 
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teaching, learning, and research. It was anticipated that themes would emerge from intra-

family dialogue where the interactions among MR, SR, and FR were seen as positive 

contributions toward understanding the influence of caring on learning and motivation 

rather than as a source of “bias”. FR used dialogue coupled with empathetic 

understanding and reflection as a type of “member checking” to promote the 

trustworthiness of data and to integrate tacit knowledge including emotion, intuition, and 

body language with propositional knowledge that was conveyed via straight-forward 

language captured in the oral responses. The ultimate aim was to get to the heart of the 

matter regarding the impact of caring on students and therefore its potential role in both 

teacher and researcher preparation programs.   

 

The Qualitative and Quantitative Traditions 

 

     Is it not sometimes the case that we qualitative researchers believe that our 

quantitatively-oriented colleagues do not care as much as we do about participants and 

that these colleagues think that qualitative research is inferior to quantitative research? 

One older and one more recent source may weaken this belief. Bauswell (1994) 

introduces his book Conducting Meaningful Experiments: 40 Steps to Becoming a 

Scientist by first saying that “meaningfulness” can be defined in different ways by 

different people but that “I happen to define a meaningful research study as one that has 

the potential of actually helping people and improving the human condition” (p. 1). 

Pilcher and Cortazzi (2016) interviewed 17 researchers who leaned quantitatively and 

found that most of them not only did not deprecate qualitative approaches but found these 

approaches to be valuable to scientific inquiry. So, even if we differ with our 

quantitatively-oriented colleagues in terms of epistemology and methods, it might be 

beneficial to remind ourselves once in awhile that we are all on the same team and we 

hope that this article is received in this same spirit! 

 

Purpose of Education 

     Purpose is behind everything that we do. In the case of education, aspiring teachers 

are typically required to arrive at their own “philosophy of education” that captures their 

values and beliefs. Here is our suggested statement of educational purpose -- 

The purpose of education is help students grow artistically, cognitively, 

emotionally, morally, and socially within a safe, encouraging, and caring 

environment, leave as lifetime adventurers who are ever ready to question and 

learn about themselves, others, and their world, and to meaningfully contribute to 

the interrelated welfare of self, others, and world throughout their lives. 

Purpose is described here in terms of growth and caring in relation to five inborn 

capacities and provided a context for both data collection and data analysis in this study. 

We additionally suggest that this purpose statement can provide a sound basis for 

developing and improving teacher and researcher preparation programs. 

 

Framework and Methods 

 

     A group interview was conducted on August 4, 2016 and FR tried to keep the stated 
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educational purpose firmly in mind during this interview. Based on the process of Oral 

Coding (2015a), both analysis and interpretation were refined in the weeks that followed. 

Oral Coding was used to analyze interview data because it relies on an aural-oral 

approach for making sense of data. FR introduced the process of Oral Coding in a study 

that focused on higher education (Bernauer, Semich, Klentzin, & Holdan, 2013) where 

one of his co-authors used phenomenological coding while FR used Oral Coding to 

analyze data that were collected during focus group sessions. It was found that there was 

substantial agreement across findings and interpretations. FR then used Oral Coding in a 

study that explored the remembrances of graduates of Catholic schools over several 

decades and found that Oral Coding helped to preserve the unique voices of participants 

as he went about transforming raw data into written text (Bernauer, 2015b). Finally, FR 

attempted to codify Oral Coding more explicitly into seven steps (Bernauer, 2015a).   

     While analyzing data for this current study, FR found that, while he adhered to the 

spirit of the seven steps, that he drifted from them especially in the way that the three 

technologies of GarageBand on the Mac laptop that was used to initially record the 

interview, QuickVoice Pro on the IPhone that served as the secondary recording device, 

and Dragon Dictate on the Mac that was used to transcribe from voice to text in 

Microsoft Word overlapped and intersected. Consequently, it would be difficult to 

describe the exact sequence of using these technologies because FR found himself 

“jumping around” among them and would be hard-pressed to try and present a linear 

account of a very non-linear process. Nonetheless, FR intends to continue experimenting 

with this method of transforming data that will hopefully serve to generate useful 

information to those who are interested in using this method in their own work.  

     In addition to the foundational role of educational purpose, Cooper and Garner (2012) 

stress that the sequence of Relationships-Relevance-Rigor is critical since developing 

relationships with students lays the necessary prerequisite for the other two components 

of effective teaching. In addition both Noddings (2005) and Heshusius (1996) provide 

persuasive arguments for positioning caring into any discussion of teaching and learning. 

FR also tried to follow Wolcott’s (1994) suggestion to transform qualitative data into a 

written account through description - analysis - interpretation while recognizing that in 

the actual practice of making sense of data, that these processes often overlap. FR also 

tried to incorporate the ideas related to critical thinking in qualitative data analysis 

(Bernauer, Lichtman, Jacobs, & Robertson, 2013). These sources offer a framework for 

making sense of qualitative data and it was within this framework that FR utilized “Oral 

Coding” to analyze and interpret data in relation to the question of caring in education 

using a multi-phase process using voice recordings to transform data into a written 

account rather than using verbatim transcriptions of oral data. Finally, while there was 

only one primary informant (SR) and two secondary informants (MR and FR), it is hoped 

that readers will identify their own points of connection based on their personal 

experiences as teachers, students, and/or parents. We refer to these connections as 

exemplifying experiential validity and offer this concept in lieu of “external 

generalizability” under the quantitative tradition. 

 

Description, Analysis, and Interpretation 

     SR was a first semester junior in college at the time of the interview and although 

major psychological and emotional changes occur as a result of “going away to college”, 
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the interview was only about two years removed from when SR graduated from high 

school so the memories of caring and non-caring from his high school days were still 

relatively fresh. Probably more importantly, if we subscribe to the notion that “we may 

forget what people say but we will never forget how they made us feel” then 

remembrances that had an emotional impact on us (for good or ill) are still readily 

available to us even if these remembered instances were from our younger years. It is 

within this context that the responses from SR should be understood. 

     What follows are first the conversation prompts derived from the purpose of this study 

followed by description, analysis, and interpretation of the data that SR provided in 

response to these prompts. It should also be pointed out that while both SR and MR knew 

that the purpose of this group interview was to recall instances of caring and non-caring 

in school and to tease out impacts on motivation and learning, no specific examples were 

discussed in advance. Rather, the construct of caring was allowed to emerge as SR 

reflected upon these conversation prompts. 

 

Prompt 1.1: Thinking about your days in elementary and high school, what instances of 

teacher caring or non-caring do you recall that had an effect on your motivation to do 

well in school?  

 

     Unfortunately, SR immediately related negative perceptions about his religion teacher 

in high school (SR attended a Catholic school). He said that during a typical 45 minute 

class, the teacher talked for 30 minutes about his own opinions and took no questions. SR 

also said that when a student got a question wrong on a test and asked about this question 

that the teacher's response was simply that “the answer was wrong and there was no more 

discussion or explanation.” SR went on to say that this was probably the worst class that 

he ever had because it was simply “somebody standing up there telling students what he 

thought.” 

     SR then related another instance of non-caring in high school when he described his 

English teacher from his junior (third) year. He said that whereas the religion teacher 

suffered from too much “self dialogue”, his English teacher was almost the opposite. He 

described a typical class as one where students took turns reciting sections of literature by 

going up and down the rows. SR indicated that he felt like students were still being 

treated like they were in elementary school instead of individuals who were now capable 

of independent thinking. According to SR, this teacher sat at her desk, presumably 

listening to students read, while she did other work and then assigned homework for them 

to do at the end of the class. 

     As SR harkened back to elementary school, he recalled his fourth grade teacher as 

another example of non-caring similar to his examples from high school but he added that 

“at least we had a recess in elementary school whereas we did not in high school!” This 

elementary teacher was described not so much in terms of classroom practice but rather 

her demeanor and behavior in general. As noted above, SR indicated that unlike high 

school where he had to sit through long boring classes with no break, recess was a regular 

feature in elementary school. However, he said that when recess had to be held in the 

classroom because of bad weather, that the teacher would sit outside the door to the 

hallway and if any student’s foot inadvertently would go beyond the threshold of the door 

that the student was immediately given a detention. SR indicated that “this type of 
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teaching whether in elementary school, high school, or college results in students feeling 

like the teacher really does not care about them as individuals and so very little learning 

results.”  

     In addition, SR referred to a “lack of respect” as being the major feeling he 

experienced during these times when caring was not demonstrated. It seems, based on 

these perceptions, that the personal characteristics of the teacher and the teacher's 

relationship to students were inextricably connected to student learning. Consequently, it 

may very well be that if teachers are not perceived as caring then their instructional 

methods may also be perceived as inadequate. 

     When encouraged to recall positive instances of caring in elementary school and high 

school, SR immediately said that “Mr. A” (a teacher in 8th grade) is probably the most 

effective teacher I have had through my sophomore year of college.” He described 

effectiveness in terms of the way that Mr. A interacted with him and his classmates and 

the respect that he showed towards their ideas and perspectives. SR described this 

interaction as one where Mr. A. did not place himself in a position of authority but rather 

where students felt like he listened to them as if “he was talking to another adult”. SR 

said that consequently he and his classmates felt more “grown up” with this teacher and 

also felt like they mattered to him as individuals. He also identified “Mrs. D.” who taught 

math in high school as a positive influence. SR confessed that he is not a “math person” 

but that Mrs. D. not only took the time to explain concepts to him that were unclear but 

did so on her own personal time such as before and after school or during lunch.  

 

Prompt 1.2: To what extent do any of these instances of caring and non-caring continue 

to have an effect on you in terms of your motivation to do well in college? 

 

     Both of the instances of caring from high school described above regarding Mr. A. 

and Mrs. D. were not only deeply felt by SR but he said that they continue to have a 

positive impact on his learning in college. SR then abruptly posed this question “how can 

teachers in large lecture halls connect with their students?” and related this barrier to his 

negative elementary and high school experiences. The question about large lecture halls 

was actually the only connection to non-caring that the participant offered. He then went 

on to talk about three instances of caring that he has experienced as a college freshman 

and sophomore described next under Prompt 2. This was a welcome change from his 

predominant focus on instances of non-caring in elementary and high school. 

 

Prompt 2: What instances of teacher caring or non-caring do you recall from your 

experiences thus far in college that have had a strong effect on your motivation to do well 

during the remainder of your college years and on your career aspirations? 

 

     The first instance described by the participant offered a great counterpoint to the 

negative experiences he described in high school. SR said that his college instructor for 

philosophy and theology, rather than lecture about his own thoughts and experiences like 

his high school teacher, so engaged him in the content “that it didn't matter how much 

time and work was needed -- I was motivated to learn because this teacher was very 

much interested in what he was teaching and also his students”. SR went on to say that 

because of the obvious enthusiasm of the instructor and his concern for students that he 
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was motivated to learn a subject that previously held little interest for him. During the 

interview he said that even though he was not Catholic (which was news to his parents) 

that he experienced valuable learning in this college class related to a deeper meaning of 

religion and that what he learned in grade school and high school was a sham. [both FR 

and MR tried to console themselves by classifying his response as a normal part of 

rebellion against all things parental]. He reiterated that while there was a lot of work 

required in this college class, he didn’t care because he stressed that his college professor 

is the only religion teacher he ever liked because he cared and wanted them to learn. 

     The second instance of caring in college described by SR related to his Spanish 

teacher who required that assignments given every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday had 

to be submitted at the following class session. Regarding these assignments, he said that 

“while they were hard he gladly did them because he knew that the teacher really cared 

that he learned Spanish.” He contrasted this positive experience with his negative high 

school English experience described earlier – “It was a lot different than doing mindless 

work at the end of the day in order to assign a grade.” 

     He also cited high teacher expectations (for both his religion and Spanish teachers) as 

something that had a very positive effect on him although these expectations presented 

formidable challenges. However, he went on to say that the “personal care that these two 

teachers exhibited dwarfed the challenge of the work”. He concluded his evaluation of 

these two teachers by saying that they were passionate about what they taught and 

passionate about their students. [At this point, FR engaged in some “private speech” 

about the “Three R’s” (Relationships-Relevance-Rigor) as the necessary sequence for 

creating a “learning classroom” where students’ engagement in learning is the primary 

focus (Cooper & Garner, 2012)]. When asked about negative instances of caring in 

colleges his immediate response (again) was “lecture halls don't work” but he added that 

in college “you almost are treated as an adult" [this elicited a discrete smile from both 

MR and FR!]. 

     SR then recalled a third instance of caring during college that did not involve a college 

instructor per se but rather the owner of a café named the “Spirited Goat” located near his 

college. SR identified this individual as a person who had a very positive impact on him 

because of the respect and caring he felt as well as the wisdom he shared. He went on to 

relate an experience he had where he had such a great conversation with the owner that 

he forgot to pay him and the owner also forgot to ask him to pay. SR related that he was 

so moved by the genuine caring shown by the owner “that I went out of my way to go 

back to the shop to pay what I owed”. Although this instance was not “academic” in the 

sense of formal schooling, it reinforced the construct of caring and also demonstrates that 

valuable learning experiences should be recognized as extending “beyond the walls” of 

the school. 

     SR characterized all three of these individuals (religion, Spanish teacher, and café 

owner) by saying that “all three of them had a balance of relationships, professorship, and 

setting expectations and who took the time to form a relationship that formed the basis 

for my learning.” SR also said that he wasn’t sure where he picked up the following 

quote -- “they don’t care what you know until they know that you care” but he said that it 

epitomized these three teachers. [FR knew that the quote was from Madeline Hunter that 

he must have shared earlier – kids really do listen sometimes!]. 
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Prompt 3. Based on all of the examples you provided from Elementary, High School, and 

College, what would you suggest to teachers so that they could have a stronger positive 

effect on their students in terms of their wanting to do well in school and to pursue their 

career aspirations? 

 

     When asked this question SR immediately responded with “don’t get comfortable”. 

He then went on to say that his current experience working part time as a supervisor for a 

nutrition company taught him that he needs to “talk to the new person in the room” 

because everyone is learning something new including him and that both teachers and 

students should consider themselves as “perpetual students”. He then said that teachers 

and professors should teach as if the labels of “teacher” and “student” are removed in 

order to create an environment where teachers are seen as fellow learners. He added that 

when he presents to a group of people that it's like he is “teaching and learning for the 

first time. When asked about the concept of caring, he connected it to the idea of us all 

being perpetual students “because teachers are human beings just like their students and 

that by learning right along with their students it comes across as genuine caring.” The 

final research question applies to the Mother Researcher (MR) in terms of her reactions to 

the responses of SR. 

Prompt 4. Based on what you have heard during this interview what reactions do you 

have? 

 

     While MR intentionally did not interject during the interview (except for saying that 

she really did not know how deeply negative experiences had affected SR), she now 

joined SR in discussing the ill effects of large lecture halls in college.  She especially 

resonated with his feeling that he felt like he was treated like a number and that many 

students are lost both physically and mentally in such a large classroom environment. 

Because MR had experienced the same kind of environment in college, she commiserated 

with SR about this experience. In addition, because she owns her own company to 

educate adult students to use computer software, she was especially sensitive to the load 

on the teacher in such a large classroom since it prevents the teacher from developing any 

kind of relationship with students. She also agreed with SR that the workload for a 

teacher with such a large number of students would be quite overwhelming and again 

would prevent personal relationships and communication. This conversation between SR 

and MR ended the interview. 

 

Implications of Caring for Researcher and Teacher Preparation: FR’s Reflections 

     What is disturbing about SR’s elementary and high school remembrances is not only 

the perceived lack of caring, but that these instances were foremost in the memory of SR 

rather than more positive experiences. It is also important to note the close connection 

between the teaching process and the impact on student perceptions of teachers caring 

about their students including their views and perspectives. In addition, what became 

most apparent during this interview was that SR automatically linked his interest and 

commitment to put forth effort in a subject matter, regardless of his prior interest, to the 

passion of teachers for their subject and the concern that they evidenced for their 
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students. Hopefully someday positive remembrances will overshadow the negative 

instances in his mind.  

     I recognize that our more quantitatively-inclined colleagues would point out that there 

is too much “noise” or confounding of variables to be able to deem findings valid and 

therefore quite problematic for generalizing beyond this admittedly small sample size of 

n = 1. On the first count of noise and confounding of variables I plead “guilty” and 

happily so because I don’t think that the complexity of human beings, including learning 

and teaching, is amenable to partitioning of variables. As for the second charge of 

findings not being valid, I also admit that, judged by the quantitative criteria of validity or 

even by the criteria of credibility put forward by some qualitative researchers, that the 

findings from this study would not be considered trustworthy especially since they are 

based on data obtained from just one primary participant. However, I appeal to readers to 

evaluate the findings of this study, not based on the traditional criteria of internal or 

external validity, but rather to draw upon their own life’s experiences in order to come to 

their own conclusions about trustworthiness – we refer to this as experiential validity. 

     To carry this idea of experiential validity a bit further, I ask you to think back to those 

teachers who made a real difference in the way that you felt about a subject, yourself, or 

your future. Was it not those teachers who you perceived as caring about you as an 

individual who you still remember as having a positive impact on your life even if the 

particular way that it was expressed may have varied among these teachers? Whenever 

we find ourselves nodding in agreement as we think back to our own experiences 

throughout our lives, aren’t we giving silent assent to the validity of what we hear now? 

In fact, whenever two or more individuals really agree on a perspective based on their 

own history and interpretation of this history, does this not constitute a type of validity 

because of a shared perceptual understanding of phenomena? And, while this shared 

understanding cannot be shown to be statistically generalizable, I venture to hypothesize 

that this generalizability could be confirmed through large-scale interviews. 

     So if our solitary participant does in fact speak for many of us then what might 

schools of education that prepare future teachers and those departments that prepare 

researchers take from these findings? I would suggest that caring, although not a variable 

that is typically used in prediction equations, is critically important in helping students to 

grow and achieve academically, emotionally, and socially. One of the things that I 

believe must happen is that education must shed the paradigm where scores on 

achievement tests, that are concerned primarily with right and wrong answers, serve as 

the primary indicators of student, teacher, or school success (Cooley & Bernauer, 1991; 

Powell, Bernauer, & Agnihorti, 2011). Rather, if we begin with the belief that every 

student has unique interests, motivations, capabilities, potential, and ability to learn, 

should we not first discover what motivates our students to learn and then adapt our 

teaching approaches based on this recognition? 

     If schools of education should include “soft” concepts such as caring in their 

preparation programs, what about programs that prepare students to conduct research in 

schools? While I was trained to become an educational researcher it was strictly in line 

with the quantitative paradigm where the search was on for “variables” that could be used 

to help “explain and predict” student cognitive achievement (as measured on tests) using 

techniques such as regression analysis and factor analysis. It is the ability to 

compartmentalize in order to arrive at cause-effect statements and then to generalize 



Bernauer  Caring in Teaching 

13 
Brock Education Journal, 26(2), 2017 

these statements that is at the heart of the quantitative paradigm. It seems that it would be 

both problematic and unwise to somehow transform the construct of caring into a 

variable that could be analyzed quantitatively. On the other hand, the qualitative 

paradigm can readily admit soft variables such as “caring” into its methodologies since 

it's ontology is not anchored in a stable reality that can be parceled into variables but 

rather is embedded in multiple perceptual realities.  

     A solution to this apparent problem may be for teacher preparation and educational 

research programs to not only talk about “mixed methods” but to also recognize that 

when it comes to the complexity of teaching and learning, that while quantitative 

methodologies can be used to investigate the impact of some aspects of the educational 

system (such as SES, expenditures, school size, etc.), that they are of limited usefulness 

when investigating the intimacy of teaching and learning. Rather, it is those very things 

that promote student motivation and interest in learning such as caring and high 

expectations that more than likely hold the real key to doing well academically. On the 

other hand, when it comes to assessing the impact of social and economic factors on 

schools, the sophisticated techniques employed by quantitative researchers admirably fit 

the bill. It is therefore suggested, based on the findings of this study and this researcher’s 

own sense of “experiential validity”, that educational research should start with the 

learner and then move outward to those influences that are more peripheral to teaching 

and learning. I am quite sure that there is a place for every type of educational inquiry as 

we search for ways to create a more caring and effective educational environment. 

     Looking to literature as another manifestation of experiential validity, Thomas Mann 

(1952) in his novel The Magic Mountain, speaks through his characters thus….   

One day all the world would realize that our system, which had developed out of 

the cloister school of the Middle Ages, was a ridiculous bureaucracy and 

anachronism, that nobody in the world any longer owes his education to his 

schooling, and that a free and public instruction through lectures, exhibitions, 

cinematographs, and so forth was vastly to be preferred to any school course (p. 

519). 

Although dated both historically and geographically, I wonder how many of us might 

agree with this position when viewed through the lens of experiential validity; that is 

when we as adults look inward and backward to discover what really mattered in our 

cognitive, emotional, moral, and social growth is it not those teachers who demonstrated 

caring as well as those individuals who, while not a part of the formal school system such 

as the owner of the “Spirited Goat” café, who have had a lasting positive impact on us as 

learners? 

     Noddings (2005) writes persuasively that the primary purpose of education is not 

cognitive but rather moral and that caring and growth should be of primary concern rather 

than a focus on achievement. This thesis matches well to the purpose statement offered 

earlier. However, she “complicates” the issue of caring when she notes that even if 

teachers try to be caring that these efforts must be perceived as such in order to have a 

positive impact on students.  In fact, it could very well be the case that some of the 

teachers that SR perceived as non-caring may have been well-intentioned. However, 

perceptions can become quite complex within the swirl of the school milieu where power 

differences intermix with the ever-changing chemistry of peer relations and “growth 
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pains”. Again, this suggests that the traditional way of conducting educational research is 

not well-suited for identifying and appreciating these complexities.  

     Heshusius (1996) begins her article by describing her experiences as a graduate 

student in special education with a somewhat humorous (but mostly sad) account of her 

first course in an American university. She was late for her “Learning Theories for 

Educators” course and thought that when she heard the professor talk about rats that she 

was in the wrong classroom. However, she discovered that she was indeed in the right 

classroom and then adds “needless to say, at the end of the course we were still talking 

about rats and pigeons doing very strange and silly things to get a pellet of food into their 

half-starved bodies” (p. 50). The fact that this anecdote revolves around behavioral 

learning theory is no coincidence since the tenets of behavioral theory with its focus on 

measurable performances fits perfectly with the quantitative paradigm. Again, it would 

appear to be a very difficult task to see how the attributes of caring in the classroom fits 

into this educational paradigm.  

     The question also arises how we would gain any important information by quantifying 

something that is important in its own right and which would lose its essence if we tried 

to quantify it. It seems that trying to do so would be similar to trying to quantify the 

characteristics of poetry, drama, or art. Because the experience that Heshusius (1996) 

described was to help prepare aspiring teachers to work with students with learning 

differences, makes it especially depressing since it treats these students not as individuals 

with unique emotional, social, and moral needs but only as students who need “fixed” so 

that they can function in the real world. And, if teachers go into classrooms steeped in 

this mindset, then the construct of caring must indeed “take a backseat” to the more 

quantifiable and measurable aspects of learning. We should not let this happen. 
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    Fostering possibilities for teacher candidates to succeed and learn from successes within field 

experiences promotes growth and understanding of the teaching act. In this article, we complement 

existing literature on field experiences in teacher education by bringing Wenger’s (1998) 

communities of practice to bear. We argue that teacher candidates who have the most productive 

pre-student teaching field experiences are those whose sites allow them to become members of 

communities of practice, the conditions of which, according to Wenger (1998) include joint 

enterprise, mutual engagement, and shared repertoire. Employing phenomenological interviews 

and content analysis of documents, we explored the experiences of a cohort of teacher candidates 

in a pre-student teaching field experience to better understand elements of field experience that 

influence teacher identity development. We conclude by recommending ways that teacher 

education programs might assist teacher candidates with negotiating for conditions within field 

sites to allow for productive participation and growth.  

 

Conceptual Framework and Literature Review 

 

    Identity, as a component of teachers’ development, has been theorized as fluid and complex, as 

well as inherently ‘social’ (Alsup, 2006). Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner, and Cain (1998) discuss 

the premise that “identities, the imaginings of self in worlds of action, [are]…lived in and through 

activity and so must be conceptualized as they develop in social practice” (p. 5). Alongside other 

scholars who study teacher identity (e.g., Alsup, 2006; Zembylas, 2008), this article understands 

that teachers are produced as “particular types of professionals” (Zembylas, 2008, p. 124, italics 

in the original), and take up their identity as teachers through a project of continuous “becoming” 

(Gomez et al., 2007). Furthermore, teachers mediate their stories of self with the cultural and 

institutional expectations of what it means to be teachers. Identity is always in relationship with 

the contexts in which it is fostered, and teacher identity has been considered central to teacher 

development (Alsup, 2006; Britzman, 1991). We wish to further expand upon how teacher identity 

exists in relation to the complex sociocultural contexts that shape both the work and the people 

doing that work (Lavadenz & Hollins, 2015). In referencing these sociocultural contexts, Gomez 

et al. (2007) state, “in such communities of prospective teachers…zones of contact in which the 

ideological positions that preservice teachers bring to teacher education are made visible and 

prominent” (p. 2133).  

    To explore the dynamics within field experiences, we look to Wenger’s (1998) communities of 

practice. We see the community of practice framework as explicitly tying teacher identity to the 

sociocultural contexts in which identity is shaped. Communities of practice are “groups of people 

informally bound together by shared expertise and passion for a joint enterprise” (Wenger & 

Snyder, 2000, p. 139). Within such groups, “each participant in a community of practice finds a 

unique place and gains a unique identity” (Wenger, 1998, p. 76). Scholars who have explored how 

communities of practice can be harnessed in the context of teaching have illustrated such 

communities as professional development for veteran teachers (Hollins, McIntyre, DeBose, 

Hollins, & Towner, 2004; Lotter, Yow, & Peters, 2014), as support for retention of novice teachers 

(Cuddapah & Clayton, 2011), as bridges between disciplines (Spalding & Wilson, 2006), as means 

for connecting research and practice (Friedrichsen, Munford, & Orgill, 2006; Wesley, 2003), and 

as frames for understanding educational leadership (Margolin, 2012). In teacher education, 

Kaschak and Letwinsky (2015) discuss how the emergence of a community of practice within their 

methods course, a result of a collaborative service-learning project, encouraged prospective 

teacher confidence and self-efficacy. Likewise, Daniel, Auhl, and Hastings (2013) found that 
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development of a community of practice for teacher candidates in their first professional semester 

helped participants develop the confidence to engage in productive critique. Collectively, these 

studies generally concur that there are positive impacts of both deliberate and serendipitous 

communities of practice within prospective teacher preparation coursework. Yet, less has been 

written about the function of communities of practice within teacher education field experiences. 

    Friedrichsen et al. (2006) has argued that field experiences serve as the intersection of two 

communities of practice, represented by the mentor teacher/pre-service teacher dyad. The success 

of the field experience, according to Friedrichsen et al. (2006) depends upon the ability of the 

prospective teacher to broker, or make connections (Wenger, 1998), across the two communities. 

Like Friedrichsen et al. (2006), our work sees the concept of communities of practice as especially 

pertinent to understanding prospective teachers’ work in field experiences. First, though, we begin 

by defining the characteristics of communities of practice, according to Wenger (1998). These 

characteristics include: joint enterprise, mutual engagement, and shared repertoire. 

 

Joint Enterprise 

 

    In order for a community of practice to exist, the people in a community must work together to 

develop a “complex, collectively negotiated response to what they understand to be their situation” 

(Wenger, 1998, p. 78). The key element in a joint enterprise is not that all participants agree fully 

on all aspects of the practice, but that they work together to negotiate ways in which their individual 

understandings can coexist and coordinate in service of common goals.   

 

Mutual Engagement 

 

    The negotiation of the joint enterprise can only happen if participants are mutually engaged in 

practice. Mutual engagement refers to the development of “interpersonal relationships” (Wenger, 

1998, p. 76) within a particular practice. At its root, mutual engagement means “[b]eing included 

in what matters.” (p. 74). Not every member of a community of practice must be engaged in the 

same way, but for a community of practice to exist, all members must feel that they hold a stake 

within the joint enterprise of the practice, and must feel a sense of agency in shaping the shared 

repertoire of that practice.   

 

Shared Repertoire 

 

    The shared repertoire of a community of practice refers to the observable actions of a practice, 

as well as the concrete artifacts used during those actions. Examples include: “routines, words, 

tools, ways of doing things, stories, gestures, symbols, genres, actions or concepts that the 

community has produced or adopted” (Wenger, 1998, p. 83).  This shared repertoire helps 

participants to concretely define their joint enterprise and to facilitate their mutual engagement in 

that joint enterprise.  
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Field Experiences in Teacher Education 

 

    The primary entry points of teacher candidates into the community of practice of professional 

teaching are the experiences embedded within their teacher preparation programs that place them 

within pK-12 schools.  Commonly referred to as practica or practicum experiences in international 

teacher education literature and as field experiences or clinical experiences in the United States, 

this component of teacher education is consistently rated by teacher candidates as among the most 

valuable parts of their preparation (White & Forgasz, 2016).  This is despite the fact that “Often, 

the clinical side of teacher education has been fairly haphazard, depending on the idiosyncrasies 

of loosely selected placements with little guidance about what happens in them and little 

connection to university work” (Darling-Hammond, 2006, p. 308).  Given this concurrent value 

and variance, we undertook this study to develop a deeper understanding of conditions that might 

lead to more productive field experiences.   

    We situate our inquiry as examining a particular phase of field experience, which we refer to as 

an intermediate field experience (See Figure 1 below). These intermediate field experiences serve 

as a bridges between theory and practice, and are often the contexts in which new teachers begin 

developing personal teaching competence (Smith & Lev-Ari, 2005). Field experiences occurring 

prior to student teaching, referred to commonly as early field experiences, are generally under-

researched (Capraro, Capraro, & Helfeldt, 2010; Heafner & Plaisance, 2012; Huling, 1998).  While 

intermediate field experiences are sometimes categorized as ‘early’ field experiences because they 

occur before the student teaching semester, we see them as qualitatively different from the passive 

observation that characterizes many teacher candidates’ initial entry into pK-12 settings (Heafner 

& Plaisance, 2012), and, like Capraro et al. (2010), argue that more research is needed concerning 

the unique role that such experiences have in teacher education programs. The program on which 

this paper is based included a series of field experiences that increased in time and candidate 

participation over the four semesters before the culminating semester, the student teaching 

semester.   

 
Early Field Experiences Intermediate Field Experiences Student Teaching/Internship 

• Occurring near the 

beginning of, or even 

before formal admission to, 

a teacher preparation 

program 

 

• Intended to introduce 

candidates to role of teacher 

and contexts of teaching 

 

• Characterized by  

observation 

 

• Occurring in the middle of 

a teacher preparation 

program 

 

• Intended to help candidates 

develop particular 

competencies, bridge 

theory to practice, and 

transition into professional 

teaching practice 

 

• Widely varying in character 

• Occurring in the final year 

or semester of a teacher 

education program 

 

• Intended to provide 

candidates with the 

opportunity to achieve and 

demonstrate competence in 

all aspects of the teaching 

role 

 

• Characterized by full-time 

placement in a school with 

eventual assumption of the 

majority of duties of a full-

time teacher 

 

 

Figure 1. Levels of field experience/practica 
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    Given our interest teacher candidate identity development and how it might be made more 

visible to candidates through intermediate field experiences, this paper asks the following 

questions: 

1. How do teacher candidates negotiate and make visible their teacher identity through 

participation in an intermediate field experience? How can a community of practice 

framework assist in understanding this negotiation? 

2. How might teacher education programs foster communities of practice within 

intermediate field experiences? 

 

Methods 

 

    We have described this inquiry as phenomenological in the sense articulated by Seidman (2013), 

as we are primarily interested in the “experiences of participants and the meaning they make of 

that experience” (p. 16). We wanted to know how our participants understood and negotiated the 

tensions inherent in their field experience contexts, and we wanted “to come as close as possible 

to understanding the true ‘is’ of our participants’ experience from their subjective point of view” 

(p. 17). This recognition of the subjective, yet still formative and powerful, nature of lived 

experience shaped our data collection, analysis, and reporting methods, leading us, as much as 

possible, to foreground the voices and interpretations of our participants themselves.   

 

Context and Participants 

 

    The site of our inquiry is an intermediate field experience situated in the fall of teacher 

candidates’ final year of teacher education coursework. This experience occurs before candidates’ 

student teaching semester, yet comes after initial experiences that could be characterized as 

‘observations’ of classrooms (Hollins, 2015). The larger study on which this paper is based focused 

on the experiences of 14 English teacher candidates from a large university in the Midwest United 

States. Participant selection for this study was based upon the concept of purposeful sampling 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985), and the intent of the study was to gain in-depth understanding of the 

holistic experiences of an entire cohort of prospective English teachers.  

 

Data Collection 

 

    The primary data collection methods included group interviews and in-depth individual 

interviews, insights from which were then triangulated through the analysis of documents 

produced within field experience contexts (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Marshall & Rossman, 2006; 

Merriam, 2009; Patton, 2002; Seidman, 2013). Participants were interviewed at several points. 

These interviews were semi-structured, with researchers asking open-ended questions to allow the 

participants to emphasize aspects of experience that they found essential for making meaning 

(Seidman, 2013).  Initially, participants were divided into small groups based upon the location 

and grade level of their field experience. After group interviews, participants were also interviewed 

individually.  Emerging themes from interviews were triangulated with data drawn from artifacts 

(e.g., Blackboard discussion posts and reflection papers).  

    Connor served as the university supervisor of the teacher candidates who participated in the 

study and Heidi was an instructor for the methods class in English teaching within the teacher 

education program. During the time of data collection, the researcher responsible for grading the 
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participants was not the researcher collecting data; this minimized the tendency that participants 

might feel compelled to take part in the study.  

 

Data Analysis  

 

     As data was collected, it was inductively analyzed and thematically coded using constant 

comparison (Strauss & Corbin, 1994). This process generated a list of codes that were organized 

into categories, and, eventually, into emergent themes (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Merriam, 2009). 

These emergent themes were then deductively analyzed using Wenger’s (1998) communities of 

practice as a lens (Patton, 2002). Specifically, we compared our emergent themes to the three 

definitive elements of communities of practice detailed previously—joint enterprise, mutual 

engagement, and shared repertoire—finding that the majority of our themes fit easily into at least 

one of these three categories.   

    Inductive and deductive coding helped the researchers see across cases, and though the 

experiences of all participants contributed to and corroborated our understanding of the ability of 

communities of practice to influence growth and identity development, we choose, in this article, 

to highlight the cases (Stake, 1995) of two participants, referred to as Tom Martin and Andrea 

Adams. The richness of their stories, as told to us, as well as the fact that their cases presented 

contrasting experiences, position these two participants as “telling” cases (Ellen, 1984), 

highlighting particular issues and themes that recurred across the broad spectrum of participants. 

The experiences of Tom and Andrea can be viewed as existing on opposing sides of a continuum 

of involvement, ranging from full immersion in a robust community of practice to outside 

observation of a setting without establishing any real belonging (see Figure 1 below).  The 

experiences of other participants in the larger study would be positioned in between these two 

cases. 

 

 

Full Immersion in (CoP)       Outside Observation 

  

 

 

Figure 2. Continuum of participation in community of practice (CoP) 

 

    To aid in illustrating this argument, the three primary descriptors identified by Wenger (1998) 

as defining individual communities of practice—joint enterprise, mutual engagement, and shared 

repertoire—are seen as deductive codes framing the two cases. They are used throughout the 

findings section to discuss Tom and Andrea’s experiences. 
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Findings 

 

Tom Martin 

 

    Tom’s experience working at North Middle School exemplifies what engaging in a productive 

community of practice for teaching and learning to teach looked like in the field experience. Tom 

was a white male who grew up in a suburban town on the outskirts of a Midwestern U.S. city. 

Tom’s field experience took place in an eighth grade language arts classroom at a middle school, 

hereafter referred to as North Middle School, in the same small city that houses Midwest 

University. His cooperating teacher, a white female who we refer to as Ms. Faber, had been 

teaching at North for over a decade, and had previously supervised a number of teacher candidates 

in all three levels of field experience described in Figure 1. She was a confident teacher who served 

as the lead eighth grade language arts instructor at the middle school.    

    Tom experienced positive professional identity development and indicated a strong sense of 

satisfaction and personal growth as a result of his field experience. When asked at the end of his 

experience what he would have done differently if given the opportunity, he answered, “I love 

being there [so] much…if I could go back, I’d have prioritized everything else in my life to give 

my students more time.”  Tom and Ms. Faber were able to mutually engage in the joint enterprise 

of teaching eighth graders at North Middle School and as well as work on expanding Tom’s 

professional knowledge and skills. Their engagement was built upon a fundamental mutual respect 

for each other’s skills and knowledge. Tom described it this way:   

[Ms. Faber]’s been teaching a while, you know, she’s been at this, teaching for a long time, 

and her training was more than a decade ago, so I know some things that she doesn’t. But 

we have a mutual respect, I think because I first respected her, and I showed excitement 

and gratitude for being in her classroom, and I think that first impression made a big 

difference. I mean, I showed up like this was a new job and I was getting on-the-job 

training, and I wasn’t going to let myself be discouraged when I couldn’t do things exactly 

my way. Teaching is a profession, and in every profession you have to work your way up 

and learn on the go.  

Such mutual respect allowed Tom and Ms. Faber to construct Tom’s learning experience 

throughout the semester in a manner congruent to both their understandings of how best to learn 

to teach. Tom explained: “I was teaching something of my own design the very first week. Ms. 

Faber said the best way to introduce you is to just have you do it, which is a philosophy that I 

personally agree with.” Their complimentary understandings of the joint enterprise in which they 

were engaged helped Tom to mutually engage in professional practice. Tom described the first 

time that felt he had made a significant transition from student to teacher, noting, 

I guess it was probably during my first mini-lesson on 6 traits. I didn’t really want to teach 

that, but I wanted to teach, so I taught it. I was struggling a little with management, and I 

made a joke with a reference to a video game, and they laughed and got it and the students 

started to interact with me without her mediating. I had command and authority because 

they gave it to me.  I think I was able to do that so early because I was able to develop a 

close relationship with my cooperating teacher, and she fosters a good relationship with 

her students. 

Despite holding a different view on the value a particular element of the curriculum, Tom was still 

able to productively engage in the community of practice within that classroom.  

    Contributing to that community of practice was the shared repertoire of procedures and artifacts 



Warner and Hallman                    A Communities of Practice Approach to Teacher Education 

23 

Brock Education Journal, 26(2), 2017 

 

that Tom and Ms. Faber were able to construct. Lesson plans and curriculum documents are some 

of the most common artifacts in the practice of teaching, and, along with developing systems of 

classroom management, understanding lesson planning is often one of the most common concerns 

of the novice teacher. Ms. Faber’s planning process, while hardly concrete, resonated with Tom. 

He noted the following:  

I think the biggest way that I relate to my teacher is that she says all the time…“I don’t 

have my curriculum planned out [because] I’ve been doing it for a long time,” which is 

something I relate to. I want to have things I want to cover, but I don’t want to have those 

planned to the day, and that goes along with her kind of organic storytelling type deal that 

she only has the next couple weeks planned out but still gets through everything she wants 

to cover.  She’ll be the first to tell you that her students do the best on the test of the eighth 

grade English teachers in the area. She says she’s glad that I’m like that because some of 

her students in the past had a hard time. 

Ms. Faber noted that some of the teacher candidates she had worked with in the past held a different 

understanding of the importance of concrete long-term planning than she did, and so struggled to 

grow within her classroom. Tom, on the other hand, who held similar beliefs to his cooperating 

teacher, thrived in that environment. Because of the community Tom and Ms. Faber were able to 

build, any negotiations resulted in significant learning as positive professional identity 

development for Tom.   

 

Andrea Adams 

 

    Andrea’s case exemplifies the tensions we observed for participants who were unable to engage 

in a productive community of practice for teaching and learning to teach within their intermediate 

field experiences. Andrea was a white female who grew up in a different suburban town on the 

outskirts of the same Midwestern U.S. city as Tom.  Andrea’s field experience took place in a high 

school, hereafter referred to as West High School, in the same district as North Middle School. 

Her cooperating teacher, who we refer to as Mr. Higgins, was a white male who had worked at 

West High for over 15 years and was the chair of the English department. Though he had 

supervised numerous teacher candidates in the past, at the time of the study it had been several 

years since he had hosted any in his classroom.  He was a commanding and demanding teacher 

who believed above all else in the primacy of content knowledge and intellectual rigor.   

    Andrea’s experience is representative of those participants whose field placements did not 

provide them the opportunity to enter communities of practice, and who, therefore, experienced 

negative or stagnant professional identity development and indicated dissatisfaction with their 

experiences. Andrea felt constrained in a variety of ways, as though she were an outsider to the 

very experience in which she was involved. She also expressed some concern about her future 

career, given the struggles she found in the classroom in which she was placed. She noted, “I 

realize that teaching is a very challenging career, consisting of a lot of extra time, energy, and 

work… I'm more concerned that the students won't want to at least meet me halfway.”    

    Unfortunately, unlike Tom, Andrea never felt able to mutually engage with Mr. Higgins in the 

practice of teaching during her field experience. This was at least partially due to the very different 

understandings of the teaching enterprise held by Andrea and Mr. Higgins and their inability to 

negotiate those differences. When asked about her experience, Andrea said, “I feel intimidated by 

[Mr. Higgins] as a new teacher. I don’t want to deviate from his lesson plans, his ways of doing 

things, even though he tells me I can. I feel like I have to do lectures because that’s what he does, 
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so obviously he thinks it’s the best way to go.” Even though Mr. Higgins indicated on his formal 

evaluations of Andrea that he was willing to let her experiment with different methods and 

pedagogies, she did not feel comfortable doing so.   

    The unequal power dynamic that existed between Andrea and Mr. Higgins seemed to play a 

considerable part in an inability to mutually engage. While Tom and Ms. Faber were able to 

develop a respectful relationship in which both were willing to learn from each other, despite the 

fact that Ms. Faber was ultimately the authority in the classroom, Andrea and Mr. Higgins were 

unable to do so. This was likely at least partially due to Mr. Higgins’ own status within West High 

School; Andrea noted that, “he’s the department chair, in charge of hiring, so if I wanted to work 

here I need him on my side.” The radically unbalanced dynamic meant that Andrea never felt that 

she was a legitimate participant in teaching practice while in the presence of Mr. Higgins. She 

noted that the only time she really felt like a teacher during her field experience was the day that 

Mr. Higgins was absent, and, though the district hired a substitute teacher, Andrea led the class. 

She described her feeling of strength and legitimacy, noting, “I was in control and I was the ‘go 

to’ person. When [Mr. Higgins] is in the room, no matter what, he’s the ‘go to.’”    

    Due to their conflicting conceptions of the work of teaching and their inability to mutually 

engage in the field experience setting, Andrea and Mr. Higgins were unable to develop a shared 

repertoire of teaching practices and artifacts. One of the earliest manifestations of this lack of 

shared repertoire involved the instructional planning process. Unlike Tom, Andrea struggled to 

understand the lesson planning process of her cooperating teacher and did not feel able to engage 

in a mutual negotiation of a process that would work for her. From her perspective, Mr. Higgins 

simply,  

doesn’t plan a lot… [maybe because] he’s been doing it for so long [that] he [just] knows 

what he wants to say or what he wants to do. [When I’m watching] It seems to me like it’s 

just off the top of his head, but then he starts talking, and it seems so well-planned out…it’s 

just hard for me to see the angles of things or…even the progression of the unit or the 

day…He does a great job of conveying [the material, but]…it’s hard for me to sit in there 

and have a clear view of what’s going on and what the goals are. 

Her observations of Mr. Higgins contrasted sharply with her own construction of planning for 

instruction.  She described herself as,  

a planner, I plan everything out…Which doesn’t always parallel with my teacher’s 

style…it works for him, but it just doesn’t feel right to me. 

Unlike Tom and Ms. Faber, Andrea and Mr. Higgins were never successful in developing a shared 

repertoire of planning processes and tools. Lack of shared repertoire was also apparent in Andrea 

and Mr. Higgins’ differing perspectives regarding teaching methods.  For Andrea, a defining 

characteristic of good teaching was social interaction. She described her frustration with Mr. 

Higgins’ class, noting:  

I’d like to be doing discussion and there’s none of that…[students] won’t even raise their 

hands to answer…it’s like, they’ve been conditioned to sit there and listen and be passive 

learners and do the work, and I think that there’s a lot to be learned from discussion…and 

if it were my class, I would really push for the kids to open up to each other and comfortable 

sharing their ideas.  It’s frustrating… 

From Andrea’s viewpoint, social interaction defined both the goal and method of teaching. Mr. 

Higgins, however, seemed to understand teaching more in terms of content than social interaction, 

and so his teaching methods reflected this understanding. In his final evaluation of Andrea, he 

recommended that Midwest University require “more content knowledge and less educational 
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theory” of their prospective teachers. Andrea described Mr. Higgins as,  

very college-like. He does a lot of lecturing…He doesn't think there is anything wrong with 

a teacher talking “at” students if the teacher has valid knowledge to convey…My 

cooperating teaching has a lot to offer. He knows the material forward and backward… 

Andrea could appreciate some value in this approach, and certainly admired her cooperating 

teacher’s deep-seated knowledge.  However, she still felt that the essence of the enterprise of 

teaching, in her estimation, was lacking. She explained,  

It's good for students to be able to sit and listen, since this is what the expectation will be 

in college, but I think these students are missing out on a key component of education—

discussion. The students are never given time to discuss their opinions, argue topics, or 

really even ask questions. The kids are like robots, and it's not an atmosphere I feel 

comfortable with. I'm a very open person, who likes conversation [and] active learning.  

When Andrea attempted to implement such a mode of teaching, she “got shot down” because Mr. 

Higgins said he “didn’t see it working.” Their lack of a common construction of teaching left 

Andrea feeling like an outsider, disengaged with the classroom, and not able to do what she felt 

she needed to do in order to learn what she felt she needed to learn. As she put it, “I see other 

teachers teaching the same level and same content as he does, but they do all kinds of different 

activities and cooperative learning, so I know it can be done. I just don’t feel comfortable doing it 

here.”  In effect, the lack of a joint enterprise between Mr. Higgins and Andrea led directly to an 

inability to develop a shared repertoire of teaching methods, and, therefore, to a lack of mutual 

engagement in the work of teaching. The net result of all these tensions and disconnects was the 

inability to form a community of practice in which Andrea could productively learn to teach and 

develop her own professional identity.   

    In her methods class, Andrea was often quiet in discussions about her field experience. While 

others shared positive ways they were interacting with both the students in the classroom and their 

cooperating teacher, Andrea referred often to her experience with Mr. Higgins as “fine, but we 

have different philosophies.” The idea of differing teaching philosophies is often a way for teacher 

candidates, like Andrea, to cope with an experience that does not lead to growth as a teacher and, 

in the next section, we explore how teacher education programs can go beyond a claim of a 

mismatch of teaching philosophies to help students like Andrea.  

 

Discussion 

 

    We stress that participation in communities of practice resides on a continuum (see Figure 1). 

Because we place Tom’s experience closer to full immersion in a community of practice and see 

Andrea’s experience as closer to residing in an “outsider” position, we were led to consider the 

second question that frames our inquiry:  How might teacher education programs help foster 

communities of practice within the pre-student teaching field experience?  

    We see this work as resting on assisting teacher candidates to develop what Wenger (1998) calls 

legitimate peripheral participation. Since field experiences are intended to allow teacher 

candidates to both practice teaching and to learn the practice of teaching, in order to learn within 

practice, participants “must be granted enough legitimacy to be treated as potential members” 

(Wenger, 1998, p. 101) and at least “an approximation of full participation that gives exposure to 

actual practice” (p. 100). Tom and Ms. Faber, though not necessarily deliberately, worked these 

elements out. Andrea and Mr. Higgins did not. Perhaps the most important finding was that 

whether or not the field experience resulted in positive growth and development for the teacher 
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candidates involved seemed to be dependent not upon systems put in place by the teacher education 

program at Midwest University or even by the schools in which the teacher candidates were placed, 

but upon interconnected factors including personal theories of teaching and learning to teach, 

institutional and social power dynamics, and personality characteristics—none of which were 

deliberately analyzed, mediated, or deconstructed by the teacher education program.  The 

following section is organized into a discussion of two explicit lessons that we believe teacher 

education programs can take away from the experiences of Tom and Andrea.   

 

Lesson 1: Develop a Shared Understanding of Teaching Itself 

 

    First, the experiences of our participants indicate that incompatible understandings of the work 

of teaching and, as a corollary, what it means to be a teacher, can derail an intermediate field 

experience. Jackson (1986) noted that “despite the ubiquity of teaching as an activity, there is no 

uniformity of opinion about it…Teachers, it turns out, often disagree among themselves about 

teaching and what its demands are in the way of knowledge” (pp. 2-3). Such disagreement is 

salient, given that a wide variety of scholars have demonstrated the ways in which beliefs about 

and understandings of teaching shape the actual actions of teachers in practice (Darling-Hammond 

& Bransford, 2005; Korthagen, 2004; White & Forgasz, 2016). Most understandings of teaching 

include beliefs relating to curriculum content and planning, the value/effectiveness of particular 

pedagogies, the function and format of assessment (Hollins, 2015; Jackson, 1986; Joyce, Weil, & 

Calhoun, 2014). Undergirding these understandings are differing theories about the way people 

learn and differing beliefs about the overarching goals of educational experiences and the nature 

of knowledge itself (Jackson, 1986; Labaree, 1997; Warner, 2016).  

    To address this issue, teacher education programs might emphasize the development of teaching 

as shared repertoire. According to Wenger (1998), developing repertoire, styles, and discourses 

means re-negotiating the meaning of various elements. It also means “producing or adopting tools, 

artifacts, representations; recording and retelling events; inventing new terms and redefining or 

abandoning old ones; telling and retelling stories; creating and breaking routines” (p. 95). Again, 

Andrea and Mr. Higgins simply did not have a shared repertoire of teaching strategies, procedures, 

experiences, or routines.  Andrea chaffed at Mr. Higgins’ emphasis on lecture and content and 

could not reconcile it with her own belief in personal relationships and social interaction.  It was 

not that Andrea felt she did not have access to the artifacts of Mr. Higgins’ practice. It was that, 

from her perspective, his practice did not seem to produce any artifacts other than students who 

mechanically took notes like “robots.”  As such, there was certainly no space for the two of them 

to work together to reify their practice into a shared repertoire of artifacts and routines.   

    On the other hand, Tom and Ms. Faber, by establishing a concrete schedule and negotiating a 

shared understanding of the meanings of observation, co-teaching, and teaching, and the routines 

and procedures that they would both employ to bring meaning to those activities, were able to 

share in a repertoire for both teaching and learning to teach. While cooperating teachers, as experts 

in their craft, may not think to make transparent the varied sophisticated decisions, routines, and 

artifacts that define their practice, a phenomenon that Darling-Hammond and Bransford (2005) 

called expert blind spots, teacher education programs could facilitate conversations between 

cooperating teachers and teacher candidates early in the experience to help underscore important 

elements of their practice such as lesson planning, classroom management, learning activities, 

teaching strategies, assessment development, and data use.  These are the conversations and 

outcomes that Tom and Ms. Faber had, and that Andrea and Mr. Higgins did not.   
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Lesson 2: Develop a Shared Understanding of Learning Teaching 

 

    Second, Tom and Andrea’s experience highlight the essentiality that stakeholders in an 

intermediate field experience hold a shared understanding of how an individual learns teaching.  If 

a cooperating teacher believes that a teacher candidate is going to learn teaching by observing and 

replicating his or her behavior, and the teacher candidate believes he or she is going to learn 

teaching through joint inquiry into learners and learning environments, then both are likely to be 

stymied in their efforts and dissatisfied with the experience.  As the institution tasked with 

recommending candidates for licensure, it is incumbent upon the teacher education program to 

develop a clear, coherent conceptualization of learning teaching, and to ensure that the cooperating 

teachers who partner with the program and the teacher candidates it sends out into the field share 

that common understanding. 

    Wenger (1998) argued that members of the community of practice must be constantly involved 

in understanding and tuning their enterprise.  This means that members must be willing to learn 

and hold each other accountable to their enterprise as well as reconcile conflicting interpretations 

of what the enterprise is about. For this to happen, teacher education programs might emphasize 

with prospective teachers the importance of learning to teach in new ways. In contrast to how field 

experiences have been conceptualized—as spaces for teacher candidates to observe master 

teachers and attempt to replicate their behaviors in a process that Hollins (2015) referred to as 

“representation and approximation” (p. 18)—a reconceptualization would stress field experiences 

as sites for examining the benefits and drawbacks of particular classroom practices. In such a 

framework, teaching is viewed not as a set of competencies or an act driven by a singular theory 

(Smith & Lev-Ari, 2005); as a result, each teaching context requires different theories in practice. 

In this way, learning to teach becomes an interpretive process (Hollins, 2015) dependent upon 

analysis of learners and contexts.   

    In order to foster Wenger’s tenet of mutual engagement in the teaching act, cooperating teacher 

and prospective teacher must be invested in each other’s competence and how such competence 

evolves over time. Mutual engagement, according to Wenger (1998) “involves not only our 

competence, but also the competence of others” (p. 76). Teacher education programs might pay 

particular attention to what Wenger viewed as evolving forms of mutual engagement, including 

“discovering how to engage, what helps and what hinders; developing mutual relationships; 

defining identities, establishing who is who, who is good at what, who knows what, who is easy 

or hard to get along with” (p. 95). 

    Referencing the case of Andrea Adams, we can see that mutual engagement appears 

fundamental to successful and fulfilling field experiences.  Andrea summed up the lack of mutual 

engagement in her field experience, stating in the introduction to one of her reflection papers, “I 

have taught several lessons, but unfortunately, due to [a variety of factors], I cannot be involved 

in the lesson planning and teaching every day.” Tom, on the other hand, described the specific 

ways in which he and his cooperating teacher worked out ways for them to mutually engage in the 

joint enterprise of teaching the students at North Middle School. Tom spent approximately one 

hour per day, five days per week at his field site, and Tom described the way he and his co-teacher 

divided that time in the following way:   

On average, I'm…observing and talking to the teacher about strategies for three days of the 

week. One day is co-teaching…and one day is full on teaching…I'm preparing to start a 

large unit of my own design, something I feel really lucky to take part in.  
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Andrea, on the other hand, because of limitations in her own course schedule and because of her 

cooperating teacher’s administrative duties, was unable to be in the classroom every day, and, 

instead, came in for several hours at a time, a couple of days per week.  Those days tended to 

change from week to week, depending upon the availability of her cooperating teacher to meet and 

plan with her, since he frequently needed to use his non-teaching time to attend to department chair 

business.   

 

Implementing the Lessons 

 

    If teacher education programs are to truly learn from these lessons, most will need to make 

substantial changes to the ways in which intermediate field experiences are designed, introduced, 

and supported, which will require addressing challenges of logistics, buy-in, and resources. 

Programs’ recasting of field experiences, especially intermediate experiences, as professional 

development for both teacher candidates and cooperating teachers would emphasize the centrality 

of communication and the importance of all parties involved looking at the relationship as a site 

for learning (McQuirter, Scott, Dortmans, Rath, Meeussen, & Boin, 2015: Roland, 2010).  Feiman-

Nemser & Buchmann (1987) concluded their study of factors necessary for student teaching to 

serve as meaningful teacher education by arguing the following:   

Becoming a mentor involves making a transition from classroom teacher to teacher 

educator. Classroom teachers need time and commitment to develop the necessary 

understandings, skills, and orientations, and schools must broaden the scope of teachers’ 

roles and rewards to include teacher education. (273)   

We concur, but would add that university teacher preparation programs will need to provide the 

structure, expertise, and experience necessary to help classroom teachers develop competence as 

teacher educators.   

    One approach that might allow teacher education programs to establish field experiences as 

mutual professional development is structured dialogue (Hollins, 2006).  Structured dialogue is a 

problem-solving approach to teacher professional development pioneered by Hollins (2006) to 

improve literacy instruction and student achievement in urban schools in Dayton, OH.  The 

teachers involved in Hollins’ study engaged in weekly dialogues in which they (1) jointly 

identified problems of practice, (2) identified possible solutions, and (3) developed plans to 

implement those solutions.  Over the three-year course of the study, Hollins found that the 

approach led to productive changes in teacher habits of mind and school culture, which in turn led 

to increased student achievement.  Hollins (2006) argued that “structured dialogue can bring about 

a learning community in which teachers transform their schools' beliefs, values, and instructional 

practices” (p. 52). We posit that such a powerful intervention could be harnessed within 

intermediate field experiences as well in order to establish the communities of practice for which 

we have advocated in this article.   

    We recommend that teacher education programs consider requiring not just hours of observation 

and practice teaching, but also hours of structured dialogue as part of the intermediate field 

experience. In such an approach, candidates and cooperating teachers would schedule a significant 

time, at least an hour per week, in which to engage in structured dialogue about teaching practice.  

Both parties would bring problems of practice to the dialogue, and both would be responsible for 

generating solutions, and considering the means of implementing those solutions.  In an ideal 

context, multiple teacher candidates and cooperating teachers in the same school or department 

would meet within this structured dialogue group to maximize the generative nature of dialogue.   
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Limitations 

 

    We have chosen to highlight two distinct cases throughout this article; however, we realize that 

by contrasting these cases, there is risk in presenting one “successful” case and one “unsuccessful” 

case rather than fully illuminating the continuum of experience that we observed.  Some teacher 

candidates may experience truly immersive intermediate field experiences that would place them 

even further left along the continuum than Tom, while others (unfortunately, in our view), may be 

forced to the right of Andrea on Figure 2, and positioned as outsiders looking in. Yet, by outlining 

how tenets of communities of practice are present in this particular setting, we hope that teacher 

educators can be more expert in understanding the range of prospective teachers’ experiences in 

field experiences through a more nuanced lens.  

    We are also left to postulate how teacher education programs might design intermediate field 

experiences that allowed teacher candidates to move further left on the continuum, even closer to 

full immersion in robust communities of practice. It is possible that a tipping point exists where 

teacher candidates in pre-student teaching field experiences might be immersed too quickly in a 

community of practice, bypassing, or passing too quickly through legitimate peripheral 

participation and being thrust directly into full participation.  Such an experience, where teacher 

candidates would be asked to practice teaching before they had learned teaching might be as 

detrimental to their emerging professional identities as experiences on the far right of the 

continuum. Next, we move to place our work in the broader context of reform in North American 

teacher education. 

 

 

Conclusion and Implications 

 

    Adopting a communities of practice approach to pre-student teaching field experience in teacher 

education would take a degree of cooperation and partnership with teachers and PK-12 schools 

that has not traditionally existed, despite a significant base of scholarly literature indicating the 

positive outcomes of such partnerships (Bier et al., 2012; Kenny, 2012; Margolin, 2012; Stairs, 

2010; Trent & Lim, 2010). However, the call for such partnerships is growing louder. For example, 

in Canada, the Accord on Initial Teacher Education (2016), which provides guiding, but not 

binding, principles for teacher education, argues that  

An effective initial teacher education program involves partnerships between the university 

and schools, interweaving theory, research, and practice and providing opportunities for 

teacher candidates to collaborate with teachers to develop effective teaching practices. (p. 

3) 

In the United States, the Council for the Accreditation of Educator Preparation (CAEP), the 

national accrediting body for teacher preparation, has placed substantive emphasis on partnerships 

between teacher preparation programs and PK-12 schools as one of its core standards for program 

evaluation (CAEP, 2015).  Hollins (2015) argued that, in developing such partnerships, teacher 

preparation programs should look to develop field experiences that function as “guided practice 

within a professional community…a type of apprenticeship that is significantly different from 

traditional conceptualizations of student teaching” (p. x).   

    Many teacher educators (e.g., Cochran-Smith, 1995; Gay, 2003) have asserted that what is 

needed in teacher education programs is space and opportunity for teacher candidates to work in 

contexts that will broaden their belief systems and assist in constructing more sophisticated 
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understandings of students as learners. As this article suggests, the intermediate field experience, 

an often ignored feature of teacher education programs, can be a potential site for undertaking such 

work. A communities of practice approach, in theoretically framing such field experiences, could 

offer a robust framing of the field experiences that are intended to serve as transition points into 

professional teaching practice. As the field of teacher education reiterates a commitment to prepare 

teachers to teach diverse groups of students, it is important that this move beyond rhetoric and into 

the spatial and temporal contexts in which we live.  

 



Warner and Hallman                    A Communities of Practice Approach to Teacher Education 

31 

Brock Education Journal, 26(2), 2017 

 

References 

Alsup, J. (2006). Teacher identity discourses: Negotiating personal and professional spaces. 

 Urbana, Illinois: National Council of Teachers of English. 

Association of Canadian Deans of Education. (2016). Accord on initial teacher education. 

Retrieved from http://www.csse-scee.ca/docs/acde/ACDE_Accord_on_Initial_Teacher_Education.pdf   

Bier, M. L., Horn, I., Campbell, S. S., Kazemi, E., Hintz, A., Kelley-Petersen, M., & Peck, C. 

(2012). Designs for simultaneous renewal in university-public school partnerships.  Teacher 

Education Quarterly(Summer), 127–142. 

Britzman, D. P. (1991). Practice makes practice: A critical study of learning to teach. Albany,

 NY: State University of New York Press. 

Capraro, M. M., Capraro, R. M., & Helfeldt, J. (2010). Do differing types of field experiences 

 make a difference in teacher candidates’ perceived level of competence? Teacher 

 Education Quarterly(Winter), 131–155. 

Cochran-Smith, M. (1995). Color blindness and basket making are not the answers:

 Confronting the dilemmas of race, culture, and language diversity in teacher

 education. American Educational Research Journal, 32, 493-522. 

Council for the Accreditation of Educator Preparation (CAEP). (2015). Standard 2: Clinical 

 partnerships and practice. Retrieved on December 13, 2015, from 

 http://caepnet.org/standards/standards/standard2/ 

Cuddapah, J. L., & Clayton, C. D. (2011). Using Wenger’s communities of practice to explore a 

 new teacher cohort. Journal of Teacher Education, 62(1), 62–75.  

Daniel, G. R., Auhl, G., & Hastings, W. (2013). Collaborative feedback and reflection for 

 professional growth: Preparing first-year pre-service teachers for participation in the 

 community of practice. Asia-Pacific Journal of Teacher Education, 41(2), 159–172.  

Darling-Hammond, L. (2006). Constructing 21st-century teacher education. Journal of Teacher 

Education, 57(3), 300–314.  

Darling-Hammond, L., & Bransford, J. (2005). Preparing teachers for a changing world: What 

 teachers should learn and be able to do. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Ellen, R. F. (1984). Ethnographic research: A guide to general conduct. New York: Academic 

 Press. 

Feiman-Nemser, S., & Buchmann, M. (1987). When is student teaching teacher education? 

Teaching and Teacher Education, 3(2), 255–273. 

Friedrichsen, P. M., Munford, D., & Orgill, M. (2006). Brokering at the boundary: A prospective 

 science teacher engages students in inquiry. Science Education, 90(3), 522–543.  

Gay, G. (Ed.) (2003). Becoming multicultural educators: Personal journeys toward

 professional agency. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Gomez, M.L., Black, R.W. & Allen, A. (2007). “Becoming” a teacher. Teachers College

 Record, 109(9), 2107-2135. 

Heafner, T., & Plaisance, M. (2012). Shared viewing as an approach to transforming early field 

 experiences. Contemporary Issues in Technology and Teacher Education, 12(4), 423–

 437.  

Huling, L. (1998). Early field experiences in teacher education. ERIC Clearinghouse on 

 Teaching and Teacher Education. Washington, DC: ERIC Clearinghouse on Teaching 

 and Teacher Education.,  

Holland, D. Lachicotte, W., Skinner, D. & Cain, C. (1998). Identity and agency in cultural 

http://www.csse-scee.ca/docs/acde/ACDE_Accord_on_Initial_Teacher_Education.pdf


Warner and Hallman                    A Communities of Practice Approach to Teacher Education 

32 

Brock Education Journal, 26(2), 2017 

 

worlds. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 

Hollins, E.R. (2015). Rethinking field experiences in preservice teacher preparation. New York: 

 Routledge. 

Hollins, E. R. (2006). Transforming practice: Structured dialogue spurred educators at two 

underachieving schools to fuel their own professional growth. Educational Leadership 

(March), 48–52. 

Hollins, E. R., McIntyre, L. R., DeBose, C., Hollins, K. S., & Towner, A. (2004). Promoting a 

self-sustaining learning community: investigating an internal model for teacher 

development. International Journal of Qualitative Studies in Education, 17(2), 247–264.  

Jackson, P. (1986). The practice of teaching. New York: Teachers College Press. 

Joyce, B., Weil, M., & Calhoun, E. (2014). Models of teaching (9th ed.). Upper Saddle River, 

 NJ: Pearson. 

Kaschak, J. C., & Letwinsky, K. M. (2015). Service-learning and emergent communities of 

 practice: A teacher education case study. The Clearing House: A Journal of Educational 

 Strategies, Issues and Ideas, 88(5), 150–154.  

Kenny, J. D. (2012). University-school partnerships: Pre-service and in-service teachers working 

 together to teach primary science. Australian Journal of Teacher Education, 37(3). 

Korthagen, F. (2004). In search of the essence of a good teacher: towards a more holistic 

 approach in teacher education. Teaching and Teacher Education, 20(1), 77–97.  

Labaree, D. (1997). Public goods, private goods: The American struggle over educational goals. 

 American Educational Research Journal, 34(1), 39–81. 

Lavadenz, M. & Hollins, E.R. (2015). Urban schools as a context for learning teaching.  In E. 

Hollins (Ed.), Rethinking field experiences in preservice teacher preparation. New York: 

Routledge.   

Lincoln, Y. S., & Guba, E. G. (1985). Naturalistic inquiry. Beverly Hills, CA: Sage. 

Lotter, C., Yow, J. A., & Peters, T. T. (2014). Building a community of practice around inquiry 

 instruction through a professional development program. International Journal of Science 

 and Mathematics Education, 12(1), 1–23.  

Margolin, I. (2012). A coterminous collaborative learning model: Interconnectivity of leadership 

and learning. Brock Education Journal, 21(2), 70-87. 

Marshall, C., & Rossman, G. B. (2006). Designing qualitative research (4th ed.). Thousand 

 Oaks, CA: Sage. 

McQuirter Scott, R., Dortmans, D., Rath, C., Meeussen, N., & Boin, J. (2015). Collaborative 

teacher inquiry into Ipad use in grade 3 classrooms: Mobilizing knowledge through a long-

term school-university partnership.  Brock Education Journal, 25(1), 73-90. 

Merriam, S. B. (2009). Qualitative research: A guide to design and implementation.  San 

 Franscisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Patton, M. Q. (2002). Qualitative research & evaluation methods (3rd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: 

 Sage. 

Roland, K. (2010).  Associate teacher perspectives of the triumvirate relationship in teacher 

education: The role of faculty advisors.  Brock Education Journal, 19(2), 36-47. 

Seidman, I. (2013). Interviewing as qualitative research: A guide for researchers in education and 

the social sciences (4th ed.). New York: Teachers College Press.   

Smith, K. & Lev-Ari, L. (2005). The place of the practicum in pre-service teacher education: The

 voice of the students. Asia-Pacific Journal of Teacher Education, 33(3), 289-302. 

Spalding, E., & Wilson, A. H. (2006). Bowling together: Cultivating communities of practice in 



Warner and Hallman                    A Communities of Practice Approach to Teacher Education 

33 

Brock Education Journal, 26(2), 2017 

 

 English and social studies teacher education. English Education, 38(2), 102–122. 

Stairs, A. J. (2010). Becoming a professional educator in an urban school-university partnership: 

 A case study analysis of preservice teacher learning. Teacher Education Quarterly, 37(3), 

 45–62.  

Stake, R. (1995). The art of case study research. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 

Strauss, A., & Corbin, J. (1994). Grounded theory methodology: an overview. In N. K. Denzin & 

 Y. Lincoln (Eds.), Handbook of Qualitative Research (p. 273-285). London: Sage. 

Trent, J., & Lim, J. (2010). Teacher identity construction in school–university partnerships: 

 Discourse and practice. Teaching and Teacher Education, 26(8), 1609–1618.  

Warner, C.K. (2016). Contested definitions of excellent teaching: An analysis of the discourse of 

quality. Journal of Thought, 50(1), 20-36. 

Wenger, E. (1998). Communities of practice. Learning, meaning, and identity. New York: 

 Cambridge University Press. 

Wenger, E. C., & Snyder, W. M. (2000). Communities of practice: The organizational 

 frontier. Harvard business review, 78(1), 139-146. 

Wesley, P. W. (2003). Communities of practice: Connecting what we know. Exceptional Children, 

69(3), 263–277.  

White, S., & Forgasz, R. (2016). The practicum: The place of experience? In J. Loughran 

& M. L. Hamilton (Eds.), International handbook of teacher education (pp. 231–

266). Singapore: Springer. 

Zembylas, M. (2008). Interrogating ‘teacher identity’: Emotion, resistance and self

 formation. Educational Theory, 58(1), 107-127.  

 



Burm and Burleigh                                 Non-Indigenous Women Teaching Indigenous Education  

34 
 

Brock Education Journal, (26)2, 2017 

Non-Indigenous Women Teaching Indigenous Education:  

A Duoethnographic Exploration of Untold Stories 
 

Sarah Burm 

Western University 

  

Dawn Burleigh 

The University of Lethbridge 

 

Abstract 

 

Identifying as non-Indigenous, we are often left considering our positionality and identity in 

Indigenous education, how we have come to be invested in this area of research, and what we see 

as our contribution. In conversation with one another, we realized we choose to share certain 

stories and not others about our experiences working in Indigenous education, but were less 

familiar with why, after working in the field for a sustainable period of time, we felt the need to 

censor our stories. What did we fear might happen if we divulged these ‘untold’ stories? What 

follows is a duoethnographic inquiry that seeks to attend to this question. We have chosen to 

dialogically document, analyze, and probe our experiences as teacher-educators in Indigenous 

education to unpack why we refrain from sharing certain experiences we have encountered since 

becoming involved in teacher education. By responding to this question through duoethnographic 

writing we hope to broaden how we come to understand and extract meaning from our experiences 

working in the area of Indigenous education.  

 

Keywords: Indigenous education, duoethnography, teacher education, dialogic reflection 

 

 

Sarah Burm, Ph.D., is a Research Education Innovation Specialist at the Centre for Education 

Research & Innovation (CERI) at Western University. She is also an Ontario certified teacher with 

experience teaching at the K-12 level as well as at the post-secondary level.  

 

Email: sarah.burm@schulich.uwo.ca  

 

 

Dawn Burleigh, Ph.D., is an Assistant Professor in the Faculty of Education at the University of 

Lethbridge. Her research and teaching interests include, Indigenous teacher education and the 

work of teachers in Northern and remote communities.   

 

Email: dawn.burleigh@uleth.ca 

 

 

mailto:sarah.burm@schulich.uwo.ca
mailto:dawn.burleigh@uleth.ca


Burm and Burleigh                                 Non-Indigenous Women Teaching Indigenous Education  

35 
 

Brock Education Journal, (26)2, 2017 

   It was while living and teaching in a remote First Nations community in northern Ontario where 

we shared with one another our experiences, insights, and reflections concerning schooling for 

Canada’s First Nations, Metis, and Inuit (FNMI) students and our position as non-Indigenous 

people involved in this work. Looking back, we spent a lot of time talking about our teaching 

experiences, remembering the students who walked through our classroom doors. Over lunch, after 

school, at a weekend potluck or on the phone with family and friends, we would recall an incident 

that occurred at school; our response, student reactions, and lessons learned. Some stories were 

told with pride or laughter while others brought out our individual insecurities and at times, even 

feelings of negativity and hopelessness. 

     Those conversations did not end when we boarded the airplane for summer holidays at the end 

of each school year. Nor did they stop when we finally left the community where we started our 

teaching careers. And they especially did not end when we each made the decision to pursue 

graduate studies in Indigenous education. Our conversations continued, intensifying. However, 

what was different now was our position within the story. We were no longer situated within the 

story. Rather, we gazed retrospectively back at ourselves, as though we were watching our 

experiences, ourselves from a bird's eye view. We developed an awareness of the stories we told 

and began to attend to what our experiences, our stories taught us. 
 

Arriving at the Inquiry 
 

     The negotiation of our roles was explored thoroughly in a paper titled Unpacking our White 

Privilege: Reflecting on our Teaching Practice (Burleigh & Burm, 2013). In that paper we respond 

to the question “What is it like to teach in a remote First Nations community?” This initial inquiry 

was fueled by our desire to further preservice teachers’ understandings of teaching Indigenous 

students. During that inquiry we realized we choose to share certain stories and not others when 

asked about our continued involvement within Indigenous education.  What did we fear might 

happen if we divulged these ‘untold’ stories? What follows is a duoethnography (Norris, Sawyer, 

& Lund, 2012) that attends to this critical question. We have chosen to dialogically document, 

analyze, and probe our experiences as teacher-educators in Indigenous education to unpack why 

we refrain from sharing certain experiences, challenges, and dilemmas we have encountered since 

becoming involved in teacher education.    
 

Encountering the Problem 
 

     While designing a conceptual framework for this paper, we realized we told different versions 

of the same story depending on who asked and in what context. This became especially apparent 

when we each taught an Indigenous education course within a mid-size university in southwestern 

Ontario. This course, offered as an elective to teacher education candidates, was designed to help 

pre-service teachers examine the social, political, and historical impacts of Indigenous education 

in Canada. Throughout the course, teacher education candidates were encouraged to engage in 

ongoing, critical reflection around what they knew about teaching Indigenous students, and how 

their own assumptions and understandings about Indigenous communities, issues, and perspectives 

informed their development as professional educators. Students critically engaged in discussions 

on such topics as the intergenerational impact of the residential school system, decolonization, 

white privilege, and power, all while considering their own positions and perspectives in relation 

to these topics. This can be heavy, emotional work, and often these topics were abstract and 

difficult for some students to grasp. It was not uncommon for us to share certain stories from our 
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teaching and research practice as a means to mitigate student resistance or anxiety. Our stories 

served as a gateway to introduce issues sensitive in nature.  

     Students listening to our stories reacted to them, participating in a sense, in the action of the 

narratives we told. As they began understanding the many barriers to education that impact 

Indigenous learners (Battiste, 2013; Cannon, 2012; Gordon & White, 2014; Hare, 2011; Paquette 

& Fallon, 2008), they wondered why we continued dedicating time and effort to this work. Others 

were curious to learn more about our experiences as non-Indigenous women working in this field, 

the impact it has had on how we come to understand ourselves and our role in the conversation 

concerning Indigenous education in Canada. Similar interactions would occur in the presence of 

our colleagues, or our families and friends. Anytime issues concerning Indigenous Peoples were 

raised or the question “What do you do?” was posed, we found ourselves emphasizing, modifying, 

or even omitting certain people, places, and events from our responses, careful not to divulge too 

much information. Other times we remained silent, unsure what the appropriate response might be 

given the milieu we found ourselves in. 

  

Utilizing Duoethnography  
 

Methodology 
 

     We turn to duoethnography (Norris, 2008; Sawyer & Norris, 2013) in our efforts to critically 

examine our tendency to share certain stories over others when asked about our continued 

involvement in Indigenous education.  A relatively new research genre, duoethnography is a 

collaborative research methodology whereby a team of researchers utilize storytelling to 

simultaneously generate, interpret, and articulate data in order to co-engage in meaning making 

around a particular phenomenon (Norris, Sawyer, & Lund 2012; Sawyer & Norris, 2013). The 

authors voices are made explicit as readers witness them in conversation with one another. The 

approach is deeply personal and introspective; each researcher pushing the other to engage 

critically and reconceptualise their perceptions around the topic at hand (Norris, Sawyer, & Lund 

2012). Given the dialogic nature of this mode of inquiry and the conducting of research ‘with’ and 

not ‘on’ another (Kovach, 2009), it was important for us to enter into this research endeavour with 

someone where a relationship of trust and respect was firmly established. As teacher-educators, 

we have more than 10 years’ experience working in the field of Indigenous education. 

Collaborating on a self-study exploring how we broach the subject of our cultural identities as non-

Indigenous people felt almost necessary if we expected students to do the same. (Nicol & 

Korteweg, 2010). Our draw to duoethnography was the opportunity it afforded to confront the 

“multiplicity of perspective” (Sawyer & Norris, 2016, p. 8) flowing throughout our entangled 

story. Engaging in dialogic reflection was an opportunity to interrogate our cultural assumptions, 

and revisit those pivotal ‘untold’ stories we purposely abstained from sharing with others.  

 

Collecting Data  

 

     Data collected focused on our involvement in Indigenous education since entering the 

university context as doctoral students to the transition to early career teacher-educators. These 

data included discussions we had with one another spanning five years which, within that time, we 

each started and finished doctorates in Indigenous education, taught a preservice course, and 

developed relationships with Indigenous organizations and community members within our 
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respective communities. We also drew on individual journal entries kept during this time whereby 

we began to articulate our perceptions, ask questions, and make connections to one another’s 

insights and interpretations of encounters we had both in and out of academic, encounters that left 

us questioning how we position ourselves and our stories in the context of the work we do. The 

culmination of these experiences and critical conversations are comprised here into four stories, 

each in a different setting: the academic, the social, the insider (the stories we share with each 

other) and, self (the stories we tell ourselves). We utilize these stories to unpack and delve deeper 

into the potential fears and reasons we reshape and reframe the stories we tell.  

     We casted ourselves as the main characters in each of the four stories and generated dialogues 

to make explicit how our stories over the years have varied depending on who we are speaking to 

and in what context. We created a series of composite characters representing individuals with 

whom these stories involve. Italicized text indicates our internal dialogue, what we are thinking 

and not saying in interactions with others. Rather than artificially disassociating the analysis from 

our autobiographical stories, we have chosen to integrate the discussion and analysis throughout 

the remainder of the paper. We conclude by outlining three teaching approaches that have helped 

us move beyond the limitations we found in ourselves and in our stories.  

 

Telling Our Stories 

The Academic  

 

     Dialogue. At conferences, in the hallways, and during committee meetings we are often 

confronted with questions about our teaching practice. What follows is a dialogue representative 

of the many interactions we have had both individually and together that highlight some of the 

tensions we encounter as new scholars in the field of Indigenous education. After a particularly 

challenging class where students appeared resistant to explore their own privilege and 

positionality, Sarah sets off down the hall and as she turns the corner, sees Beth, another Faculty 

member in Education: 

 
Beth: Hello Sarah. How are you doing? How are your classes going this term? I am hearing really 

good things about your Indigenous Education class from some of our teacher candidates. 
 

I knew I should have went the other way! She caught me off guard and I am melting into the walls, 

in hopes that I disappear and that she will just keep walking…. I’ll just wait a few seconds …. nope 

she is still talking to me. Ok, time to formulate a response.  
 

Sarah: “Hello Beth. How are you? Yes, the classes seem to be off to a good start. The students 

appear to be engaged and are asking a lot of great questions. I am really enjoying teaching this 

class so far.” 

 

Thank goodness she can’t hear what is going on inside my mind. I would much rather respond 

with something like, “Well Beth, my students seem particularly resistant to exploring their own 

privilege and how that might impact their positionality as teachers. My students can’t process their 

privilege and it is so frustrating to watch. However, I am not sure that's a conversation you are 

interested in having right now.” 

 

Beth: So how has it been for you teaching the Indigenous students in the class seeing as you are 

not Indigenous? 
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Really, I can’t believe she is asking me this. Perhaps now is not an appropriate time to get into the 

politics and optics of who the Indigenous students are in our Faculty of Education. Let’s not get 

into the politics of self-identification right now in the hallway. And this course isn’t JUST for the 

students who self-identify as Indigenous is it? What about the non-Indigenous students and 

increasing their levels of cultural awareness and sensitivity? I am reminded yet again of the lack 

of cultural sensitivity this Faculty carries. I wish I could say all of what I am thinking aloud rather 

than letting these thoughts ruminate in my head, but that wouldn’t be professional of me now would 

it? So after a few head nods and a short pause to signal that I am thoughtfully crafting a response 

I answer with: 
 

Sarah: It’s been a great opportunity to model for students how a non-Indigenous person can and 

should be engaged in this field of education. One of the real goals of the course is to increase  

students’ confidence and comfort levels so that they see themselves doing this work.  
 

Beth: That’s great Sarah. You are doing fine work.  
 

     Sarah’s self-reflection. I always hold my breath slightly when I am at a faculty meeting, a staff 

luncheon, or beginning a new class term and I am asked the question, “What do you do?” I never 

know where I am supposed to begin. How far back do I go? How much do people really want to 

hear? Do I tell them I am doing research in the field of Indigenous education? Usually this 

information leads to a curious look on people’s faces. They stare harder, their eyes burning into 

me trying to figure out why someone non-Indigenous is involved in such work.  Do I tell them I 

once taught in a First Nations community? Revealing this information usually causes the 

dumbfounded look on people’s faces to fade. Depending on the venue I either propel forward with 

this fact or I hold onto it for a moment, slipping it into my pocket for when I need to prove my 

legitimacy. I introduce myself as non-Indigenous but I find some discomfort in the non-piece. I 

feel it excludes, divides me, perhaps even distancing me from the work that I do. I am easily made 

uncomfortable by other’s questions. How do I both present my legitimacy, my motivation for 

working in Indigenous education while being honest with myself and others that I am still very 

much a learner alongside them? 
 

The Social 

 

     Dialogue. We both have had various school and professional experiences, and as a result of 

those we have created lasting and important friendships. Tibby represents a culmination of our 

experiences and conversations with friends in social situations. Over lunch the usual conversation 

about family and social updates has been taken care of and the focus turns to work. Tibby, an ever 

caring and invested friend begins to inquire about how Dawn’s work is coming along. 

 

Tibby: How are things going with your work Dawn? What’s new?  
 

Dawn: Things are good. Busy with work and school as usual. Sarah and I are writing a paper right 

now and we are focussing on how we respond in different ways to different people when asked 

questions related to our field of study. It has been really interesting. It is nice because it provides 

us with an opportunity to really look at how our writing and thinking remains colonial in some 
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ways. We always struggle with our roles in Indigenous education as non-Indigenous people you 

know?  

 

Tibby: Oh right - so we are saying Indigenous now and not Native or Aboriginal - I cannot keep 

up with what they prefer to be called. I am not even sure what some of those words mean - hahaha  

- that’s good you are writing with Sarah because you need that for publishing right - so how is 

Sarah doing? I saw on Facebook that she had been on a road trip and done some hiking? 
 

Dawn: She is good. Busy with school and stuff too but she has been doing lots of travelling. We 

are going to a conference in a few weeks so we might do some shopping when we are there. It 

should be fun.  

 

I am going to completely avoid any details about what I am specifically working on at this time. 

Would Tibby want to know or understand the anti-colonial position of teacher retention in First 

Nation communities, or the funding gaps and achievement gap that dictate the literature I have 

been reading? Probably not. So rather than expand, I deflect all questions about my research and 

work and move on to more neutral territory - shopping. 
 

 

     Dawn’s self-reflection. At BBQ’s, birthdays, and basically any social gathering I attend I am 

often asked, “So how is work going?” I consider how I might reply. Constructing this reply requires 

a quick but deep analysis of who is asking and what they really want to know. At this point I hope 

my phone will ring, that someone reaches for me or joins the conversation and changes the subject. 

Avoidance, delay and outright redirection are usually my initial responses to this question.  

     It is often difficult to respond in a meaningful way for a number of reasons. First, I dread that 

a comment or statement will be made that deeply offends me and could potentially compromise 

the relationship I have with that person. What would I do if a close friend of 25 years made a racist 

comment? Rather than explore the possible outcomes of that scenario I avoid it all together. Do 

you need help with those dishes? I can help! Do you need a hand preparing dinner? I can help! I 

will help with anything rather than detail my experiences. I assume whoever asks doesn’t really 

want to know. I assume they are just trying to engage me, humor me, or entertain me to be polite. 

I assume they don’t care. I assume if I really talked about what I was working on or thinking that 

they would grow uncomfortable because what I talk about might require them to assess their own 

privilege, question the stereotypes they hold and seek to understand rather than be understood. It 

is clear that my perception in social interactions are riddled with assumptions:  I don’t want to 

inconvenience others, or disrupt the status quo but then I leave feeling like a fake, like I am 

perpetuating the status quo. Why in these social situations am I so careful not to disrupt?  

 

 

The Insider (The Stories we Tell Each Other) 
 

     Dialogue. We have been friends, colleagues, and co-authors for several years and as a result, 

phone calls are often blended conversations between personal and professional stories. Teaching 

similar courses across the country have made for some interesting conversations about the parallels 

and differences between provincial politics and the needs of students and school communities. 

Below is a phone call that details a common teaching experience.  
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Dawn phones Sarah: 
 

Dawn: Hey. So I was teaching today and the whole idea about not doing Indigenous work because 

I don’t have Indigenous students in my class came up yet again. 
 

Sarah: Oh dear. What happened?  
 

Dawn: Basically I have a group of about 20 students, some are First Nations and Metis but most 

are non-Indigenous and we were talking about how to incorporate Indigenous perspectives and 

content into the curriculum. Specifically, we were talking about using story books by Indigenous 

authors at the elementary level and a few of the students seemed really disengaged. So I went up 

to them and tried to get a dialogue going and they were saying, “I will be teaching here in town. I 

won’t have any Indigenous students in my class so I would not need to use these types of books.” 

Ugh it is so annoying. 
 

Sarah: This issue keeps coming up. I have had the same discussion in my class and I can’t help 

but feel slightly defeated when this question is asked. Like all of the work we have done in class 

up to this point has gone over their head. Anyway, how did you respond?  
 

Dawn: Yeah, I hear you. We spent the first four or five weeks of class talking about positionality, 

assumptions in education, and white privilege and that was a challenge enough. The students were 

initially resistant because they had to think through some difficult and uncomfortable things. But, 

at some point I felt like we had made progress. When we talked about settler Canadians and the 

role of treaties, I felt like I had made the case for why incorporating Indigenous perspectives, 

content, and resources is needed. 
 

Sarah: Yes, but Dawn, both you and I know that talking about white privilege and examining 

white privilege are two different things.  And we have to acknowledge that by teaching courses 

such as this we hold a certain position of power as teachers and as non-Indigenous people that 

cannot be taken for granted.  
 

Dawn: I had my students read The Invisible Backpack by Peggy Mcintosh and we did an activity 

called Cross the Line where if students had experienced one of the items on Macintosh’s list, they 

would cross the line. It made a very clear case that some students in the class had certain privileges 

and others didn’t, specifically related to race. I saw students who were white step over the line and 

look back at the Indigenous students and other non-white students in the class who didn’t step over 

the line. There was a clear distinction. I think they can understand it theoretically but when it comes 

to how it looks in the classroom they, and I, hit a roadblock.  
 

Sarah: It is like we are having to almost persuade our students that white privilege is real, all while 

working within a system that unfortunately operates through a colonial, Eurocentric framework. 

We are trying to decolonize our class but the influence of conflicting messages continues to push 

back against our best efforts. At times like this I think we both need to take a step back and remind 

ourselves what brought us to this work in the first place. Why is doing Indigenous education 

important to us? Why does this matter to us? We wouldn’t keep returning to this topic if it didn’t 

matter to us in some way.   
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Dawn: True. I think I realized that for me now, the reason I still do this is not only because of my 

past teaching experience up North but because I want students here in the Faculty of Education to 

carry this work on. I had a moment in my class this term that was very different than any other 

class I have taught. I was teaching in a curriculum and instruction class and all my students had 

majors in Native American Studies (NAS) so they came to me with a really good grasp of 

Indigenous issues so we had a different starting point. One day we had an Elder come to class and 

he talked about their experiences in school.  We invited another class who were not NAS majors 

to join the discussion. The debrief conversation was amazing! At one point a student asked the 

same question we are talking about right now. The student basically said, “Why would I need to 

do any of this if I don't have Indigenous students in my class? I teach science so there isn't really 

room for Indigenous perspectives to be incorporated.” There was a moment of silence in the room 

and I hoped someone would respond to this student. Slowly I saw a student raise her hand.  A 

typically quiet student, she actually stood up and addressed the question. She basically said, “You 

not only have a responsibility to incorporate Indigenous perspectives, because it is provincially 

required and it is in the curriculum, but you also have a responsibility as a settler Canadian.  You 

have a stake in treaties as do all of our students. It’s not about having Indigenous students or not. 

In fact non-Indigenous students might need to know this more.” Wow. I was blown away.  The 

NAS students were able to respond to the questions of the other non NAS students really well. It 

was one of the rare times where I felt like I was standing amongst allies and didn't have to convince 

anyone about why this work is necessary and important.   
 

Sarah: That’s incredible that your student felt comfortable enough to stand up in class and make 

such a strong statement. And it is true. We all have a stake, an obligation to do this work but unless 

our preservice students have those one on one interactions with people where personal stories are 

shared, they won’t understand why this work is so important and needed. In class I often feel like 

I have hooked them, like they have seen the light, so to speak, but I am always worried that their 

responses to me are just lip service. Do they say they get it just so that I get off their back? What 

happens when they walk out those classroom doors? 

Dawn: I think about the sustainability of it too. What will students do in a year, three years or even 

five years? It’s hard to know what impact has been made if any. I think strategically, the strongest 

way to have an impact is to ensure the actual curriculum is more inclusive of Indigenous issues 

and perspectives. And of course create more understanding within Faculties of Education so the 

message is somewhat consistent across programming.  
 

Sarah: Yes, I agree. I tell myself that maybe what we discuss in class may not matter to my 

students now, but some day, in some interaction they have, be it in a classroom or in the checkout 

line at the grocery store, they will reflect back and draw some sort of connection and hopefully be 

more empathetic towards others, not believe everything they hear and just learn to listen more.  
 

Dawn: I hope so too. I am sure we will continue to talk about this again. I teach in 10 minutes so 

maybe I will call you after class with a new story. Talk to you soon.  
 

Sarah: There is always something to talk about isn’t there? Have a good class.   
 

Dawn: Always. Talk to you soon. Bye 
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Dawn: Oh shoot - I only have 10 minutes. I need to grab chart paper and markers and all the 

lesson plan assignments that need to be handed back. Off I go. Hopefully the students are feeling 

good today. I know they were a bit down last week with all the tensions around white privilege. I 

will need to get them engaged again. Sarah asked why this was important to me, and why we keep 

doing this work. I don’t know if I stop enough to really think through what my own response to 

these questions are. What is my response to myself? It should be the most important but I think it’s 

the response I think about the least.  
 

Sarah: I hang up the phone with Dawn and despite having a hundred things to get done by the 

end of day, my thoughts go back to our phone conversation and the questions I posed. What 

brought us to this work in the first place? Why does this matter to us? Why does this matter to me? 

I think about these questions a lot and often it is difficult to put into words why this work matters, 

why I am involved in this work. Just as my students are working through these difficult questions 

so am I.  
 

The Self (The Stories we Tell Ourselves) 
 

Dawn: The story I tell myself is quite possibly the simplest of all. I am invested in Indigenous 

education because when I was a high school teacher I felt the challenges my students experienced 

and somewhere inside of me I knew it wasn’t fair. Inequitable funding, oppression, loss of 

language and culture, assimilation - all through the education system. I saw the impacts on my 

students and how it shaped their experiences of school. I realized that as a teacher I was implicated 

within this system. I needed to understand more and I am still doing that many years later.  

     My response to how I feel about doing this work as a non-Indigenous person is not simple at 

all. The intention may be clear and simple but the carry through is wrought with complexities about 

place, space, identity, legitimacy, and allyship. I know this is a path for me and every day I move 

along that path sometimes being redirected by different people or my own reflections. I remind 

myself to be patient and be ready for what I need to know when I will most need to know it. I 

realize now I model this journey for my students and try to make it explicit, often inviting students 

to join me. Everyday poses new challenges and new opportunities and with those I will continue 

to think about why this is important to me. This is only a partial response, one that might not ever 

be complete, but it is the beginning that will grow with time and for now I remain comfortable 

with the uncomfortability of it all.  
 

Sarah: I look back at the person I was in those first couple years teaching in northern Ontario and 

I don’t recognize her. I am amazed at how little she knew and wonder what impact her ignorance 

and complacency might have had on her young students. Other times I am angry, appalled that she 

didn't know more.  Even now I am continuously in awe at how little people know about Canada’s 

Indigenous peoples, at how unaware or apathetic people are to another’s experience of inequity 

because of who they are and where they come from. How do people turn and simply look the other 

way? She is/I am not able to look away anymore.  

     Now that I teach new teachers who are just beginning their careers I am more sympathetic 

toward her, knowing that she and I are a product of a system that privileges certain ways of 

knowing over others. The hesitation, the fear of making a mistake, the desire to learn more but 

unsure of when enough is enough--these are the questions and comments I hear constantly from 

my students. I tell them I understand, that I have heard her/myself respond in the same way. I tell 

them their good intentions will go a long way, that people will be there to help guide them, 
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encourage them, that people will be kind to them. Providing these words of comfort and 

encouragement puts my students at ease; it gives them hope. They need to hear these words. There 

are times however when hearing such words is not enough. A positive sentiment can’t take away 

the heaviness that weighs on my shoulders and heart after hearing another’s story of trauma and 

abuse. Hearing students confide to me that they don’t feel safe in school because of their cultural 

background nearly brings me to tears. There is no knife sharp enough to cut through the tension 

that has filled the rooms of meetings I have attended between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

people around what Indigenous education is, what it can be, why it is important. It is often tiring, 

emotional work.  I have days where I grow frustrated with how slowly things seem to change. Yet, 

I know too that this journey is lifelong. That where I am today is different from where I was 

yesterday and where I will be tomorrow. There is an ebb and flow to the work that requires me to 

trust others and myself and I will continue on this journey.  
 

Discussion 

 

Unpacking our Stories 

 

     Through our writing, we realized the stories we shared previously were ones where we felt most 

comfortable; those where a happy ending was always guaranteed and where our audience was left 

feeling hopeful about the future.  We avoided the embarrassing, awkward, and upsetting stories - 

but were less clear as to why we censored ourselves. We have brought forward one perspective of 

those uncomfortable stories here. We face the avoidance and censoring and acknowledge the 

constraining boundaries.  

 

Avoiding and Censoring  

 

     Avoidance was a strong tactic used in our academic and social interactions. We were not 

engaging in dialogue or conversation with our colleagues or friends but rather avoiding one. In 

fact, we utilized exit strategies to disengage and remove ourselves from the spaces where these 

conversations occurred. These strategies were enacted most often when we sensed possible conflict 

or disagreement.   

     In these interactions we often censored what we said and how we said it when the conversation 

turned to our involvement in Indigenous education. One strategy of censorship we utilized was 

pre-determining at what point to begin a conversation. Our pre-determinations were based on a 

number of assumptions about the person we were conversing with. How much do they already 

know? What positions do they hold? What were their beliefs? What were their intentions and what 

was their purpose in beginning a conversation with us in the first place? And most importantly, 

what was our existing relationship with this person? We were more consciously aware of this 

behaviour in our interactions with friends and family but less so when interacting with colleagues. 

For example, in the social story, Dawn quickly averted the conversation with Tibby when Dawn 

perceived tensions around terminology.  This was not only an avoidance tactic but a strong 

indication of censorship to the degree of silencing ourselves. We noticed these behaviours most 

often in our social interactions where long-standing, valuable relationships could be compromised. 

These themes are limiting to our position as instructors in Indigenous education and as allies to 

Indigenous agendas. We need to see social and academic interactions as proactive opportunities 

and invitations rather than reactive exits and endings.  
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Constraining Boundaries 

 

     We feel empowered in our teaching practices and in conversation with one another but why 

does empowerment not extend to the hallway conversation with Beth or the informal conversations 

with Tibby? We found deeply rooted connections with our own educational experiences as 

students and then as teachers all in predominantly western institutions. We learned early on in our 

own schooling experiences that the work of teachers takes place in classrooms and schools. So, 

when our work as teachers and researchers extended beyond classroom walls, we often felt unsure 

about how to proceed and as a result, we avoided and censored. The classroom environment 

became a safe space and site for engagement and ongoing professional development. 

Unfortunately this engagement and empowerment is often limited to the classroom versus the 

hallways or out for coffee with friends because those spaces are traditionally not perceived as sites 

for learning. Institutional norms also impact how we see our role. The university measures what 

counts and what matters in course units and in instructional hours.  We see now that there are 

amazing teaching and learning opportunities that extend beyond the classroom. Rather than seeing 

these spontaneous encounters as something to avoid, we need to push beyond the institutional 

constraints and our conceptions of where and when teaching and learning can occur.  
 

Conclusion 

 

     We began this inquiry by asking what we feared might happen if we divulge our untold stories. 

In order to critically engage with the stories we tell, we utilized four conversational sites in which 

we regularly interact: the academic, the social, insider, and self. In the academic and social 

interactions, censorship and avoidance were tactics we employed to prevent potential conflict or 

misunderstanding. Through listening and sharing these stories with one another, we found what 

we fear most is compromising relationships, including our relationship with ourselves. A greater 

fear lies in compromising our integrity, and silencing ourselves to the point where we are unable 

to embody allyship in Indigenous education. This implores us to seek new strategies beyond 

censorship and avoidance.  

 

Recommendations 

 

     With an increased focus on national reconciliation efforts, (Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission of Canada, 2015), faculties of education are being called on to improve their 

programming and better attend to Indigenous perspectives. This effort, out of necessity, must 

include both Indigenous and non-Indigenous students and educators. Hansen and Antsanen (2016), 

emphasize the connection between the inclusion of Indigenous perspectives in education and the 

ongoing colonial experience. They recommend:  

 expanding Indigenous teachings devoted to raising awareness of social and cultural 

 issues to the non- Indigenous community who could also benefit from a non–Eurocentric 

 Indigenous education  curricula. Without these governmental supports, Indigenous people 

 will continue to experience racial stereotyping, social exclusion, and marginalization in 

 the wider society. (p.15) 

Moving beyond censorship and avoidance is necessary, not only to improve our practice as 

teachers, but to better attend to and engage in reconciliation efforts. In our own teaching, we raise 
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students’ and our own consciousness utilizing three general strategies; low-risk role play, 

community integrated involvement, and partnerships.  

     Low-risk role play strategies create experiential opportunities for students to explore sensitive 

but important concepts like oppression and privilege. The blanket exercise (Kairos Canada, 2017) 

is an excellent low-risk teaching tool where students interactively build understanding about our 

shared history as Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples in Canada. Community integrated 

involvement is another approach which shifts the locus of knowledge to members of the local 

community. Inviting guest speakers into your class or arranging visits to significant local sites are 

all opportunities for students to experience the specificity of various Indigenous contexts. These 

experiential learning opportunities are essential for disrupting any preconceived assumptions or 

stereotypes held by students. Lastly, early engagement with Indigenous leaders and communities, 

both within and beyond the academy is the foundation that will set the tone for long term 

sustainability. These relationships must reside on a sincere commit to trust and learn from one 

another. Only then will we be better able to engage our students and empower ourselves to move 

beyond the avoidance and censorship that has so often dictated the stories we tell.  
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Abstract 

 

This article explores teachers’ reasons for engaging in equity work. Although multiple bodies 

of literature discuss teaching for equity from different perspectives, little empirical data exists 

about what informs or motivates people to teach for equity. This study aims to help fill that 

gap in existing research with the purpose of informing professional development and training 

for practicing teachers hoping to or attempting to engage in equity work, and for encouraging 

and motivating other educators in beginning to engage in equity work. Data was gathered 

through interviews with 15 teachers from three large school boards in Southern Ontario.  

Findings illustrate that participants were motivated to engage in equity work because of 

personal experiences with inequity, witnessing other people experience inequities, and learning 

about inequities in school. Three key findings stand out with regards to their utility for 

professional development and training: all participants spoke of critical incidents which 

compelled them to do equity work; emotional struggles were associated with their work, yet 

they remained hopeful in the possibility of change regardless of what they had experienced; 

finally, the nature of the equity work that participants chose to undertake was directly related 

to the nature of their experience with in/equity.   
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     This article describes a study exploring teachers’ reasons for engaging in equity work. The 

study is in response to the growing diversity in the student population in Ontario, and the 

increasing need for teachers who are able to respond to that diversity in an equitable fashion 

(Brown, Wiggins, and Secord, 2009; Gerin – Lajoie, 2008; Solomon, Singer, Campbell, Allen, 

& Portelli, 2011). Ontario is an increasingly diverse province. For example, Ontario receives 

around 40% of all immigrants to Canada on a yearly basis with a large portion of those 

immigrants settling in the Greater Toronto Area (GTA) (Ontario Ministry of Finance, 2011a). 

It is projected that by 2036 net migration will account for 68% of the population growth in the 

province (Ontario Ministry of Finance, 2011b). Regrettably, although there are many positives 

associated with diversity, and Ontario as a province celebrates diversity, differences in 

academic achievement exist which are related to characteristics of diversity such as socio-

economic status, and ethnicity. For example, “recent estimates from the Toronto District 

School Board (TDSB) indicate that as many as 40 per cent of Caribbean-born students and 32 

per cent of those born in Eastern Africa, and 28 per cent of students from Western Africa 

dropped out of high school” (Brown, 2006 as cited in Sweet, Anisef, Brown, Walters & 

Phythian, 2010, p. 10). Further, the Thames Valley District School Board (TVDSB) in London 

Ontario had a five-year high school graduation rate of 77% in 2014 while the Halton District 

School Board (HDSB) had a five-year graduation rate of 88% (Ontario Ministry of Education, 

2015). The director of the TVDSB was quick to point out that their students experience great 

challenges in their academic pursuits, particularly relating to family income. The students in 

the TVDSB experience higher levels of poverty than students at other school boards such as 

the HDSB (Dubinski, 2015).  

     School boards such as the Toronto District School Board have acknowledged that 

achievement gaps exist which are directly related to race which they state they “must continue 

to work on” (Malloy, 2016). As a result, they have set up programming such as the Inner City 

Schools program, and the Afrocentric School, to help eliminate such achievement gaps, along 

with a comprehensive Inclusive and Special Education Plan to “ensure that every student, every 

day, in every school is welcomed and included within the most enabling learning environment” 

(Toronto District School Board, 2014). These policies and programs relate to the Provincial 

mandate which is focused on increasing equity and inclusion in Ontario public schools, and is 

described in the Ontario Ministry of Education Equity and Inclusive Education Strategy 

(2008). The ministry of Kathleen Wynne acknowledged in the Equity and Inclusive Education 

Strategy (2008), that barriers to inclusion exist in Ontario schools, and that they need to be 

addressed and removed (p. 2). Teachers doing equity work is one way in which these barriers 

to inclusion can be overcome.      

     Few scholars have investigated the understandings and beliefs held by teachers who choose 

to engage in this work. Those who have researched this topic note that the lives of equity 

minded educators informs their practice, yet their voices of critical educators are unfortunately 

uncommon in existing literature and need to be uncovered (Mogadime, 2011, 2012; Mogadime 

& Smith, 2007). Researchers also note that many teachers unfortunately hold deficit 

conceptions of students, even those educators who claim to be engaging in equity and social 

justice work, and that this issue should be addressed in training and education (Sleeter et al., 

2004); and that teacher candidates are often resistant to overcoming these deficit conceptions 

and adopting an equity lens to inform their practice (Brown, Wiggins, & Secord, 2009). Data 

from this study can be used to inform professional development, education, and further 

research, by uncovering what encourages people to teach for equity. In particular, data can be 

used to support existing equity minded educators in developing their craft in the form of 
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professional development and training, and for encouraging others to engage in work that 

contributes to the creation of more equitable and inclusive schools. 

 

What is Equity/Inequity?  

 

     Equity is popularly discussed in education, yet it is a complicated term with multiple 

meanings. For some, equity means that everyone should receive the same things (Jencks, 1988, 

p. 519). For others, equity means more should be given to those in need (Jencks, 1988). For 

others still, equity includes calculations of merit based on fair or meritocratic competition 

(Jencks, 1988). Determining who should get what and how is not an easy task and it is highly 

dependent on context and the distribution of political power (Stone, 2012). Those with more 

voice and political power will have a greater influence over the distribution of all other assets. 

Broadly speaking, for this article the term equity is used to describe processes where 

individuals are working to achieve fair and equal opportunities for all students, based on their 

individual needs, it “does not necessarily entail equal treatment” (Solomon et al., 2011, p. 15). 

In this case, the work that equity minded educators are doing will be specifically targeted 

towards helping students to overcome barriers to achievement such as discrimination and 

oppression based group membership and identity characteristics, and other barriers associated 

with things such as socio economic status and access to high quality educational programming 

and opportunities (Banks & Banks, 1995; Ryan 2012).  

 

What is Equity Work? 

 

     Equity work can take many forms, including but not limited to: differentiating instruction 

and materials based on student needs (Delpit, 1995); encouraging participation in schooling 

from all stakeholders (parents, community organizations etc.) about what education should be 

like (Athanases & De Oliveira, 2008; Ladson-Billings, 1995; Smith, Wohlstetter, Kuzin & De 

Pedro, 2011); ensuring students can see themselves, their backgrounds, and their beliefs 

reflected in their education (Dei et al., 2003; Ladson-Billings, 1995; Rios & Montecinos, 

1999); ensuring all students have the resources and opportunities to achieve success, broadly 

defined as respecting the multiple and differing beliefs and values of students and community 

members (Banks & Banks, 1995; Ladson-Billings, 1995; Nieto, 2004); helping students to 

develop agency to change their situations (Picower, 2007); and providing an academically 

rigorous environment that is supportive of the development of critical thinking (Freire, 2000; 

Jay, 2003; Nieto, 2004). The question that this study explores is why educators engage in these 

types of activities, and what informs their understanding, beliefs, and actions regarding equity. 

 

Why do Equity Minded Teachers do Equity Work? 

 

     It has long been said that past experiences and beliefs inform teachers’ actions (Irvine, 2003; 

Villegas, 2007). It has also been stated that it is problematic that the majority of teachers in 

North America are white when many of their students are of diverse backgrounds (Brown, 

Wiggins, & Secord, 2009; Ryan, Pollock, & Atonelli, 2009), as white teachers have often not 

experienced inequity and may be less capable of understanding the experiences of their 

students, particularly in comparison to their colleagues who have experienced discrimination 

and oppression (Howard, 1999; Sleeter, Torres, & Laughlin, 2004). In research articles 

focusing on equity, comments are made about how people have different kinds of 
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understandings of things like equity and diversity (Howard, 1999; Sleeter et al., 2004), yet very 

few scholars have investigated the understandings and beliefs held by teachers before 

attempting to change them (see for example Sleeter et al., 2004). Research regarding teachers’ 

understandings and beliefs regarding equity and inclusion, in particular – why they choose to 

engage inequity work, is scant. Mogadime (2011) investigated the experiences of two critical 

educators, and how their identity informs their attempts to engage in antiracist and critical 

multicultural work in their schools, and found that the teachers’ previous experiences and 

knowledge were highly informative for their equity practices. This study is therefore informed 

by the work of Mogadime (2011) as well as research on this topic in relation to the experiences 

of educational leaders as it is more developed (Griffiths, 2010; Singh, 2010; Theoharis, 2007).   

     Educational leaders who engage in equity work are described as being able to recognize 

that society and societal institutions marginalize certain groups and work to decrease inequities 

through their work (Theoharis, 2007). They are portrayed as deriving their motivation to do 

equity work from: previous experiences with marginalization or oppression, what they learned 

from these experiences, and what they would like to see changed as a result (Griffiths, 2010; 

Singh, 2010; Theoharis, 2007). Church or religious upbringing is often integral to the 

development of this responsibility to help others and community (Singh, 2010; Theoharis, 

2007). Administrators often cite family and other close relationships, such as with mentors, as 

a source of influence; they refer to their parents as having shown them how education can be 

the route to a better life or a better world and helping to motivate them to contribute to equitable 

changes (Griffiths, 2010; Singh, 2010; Theoharis, 2007). Finally, geography or context is often 

influential. This could include living in an area where marginalization and oppression are 

commonly experienced, or in a particular time period – having grown up in an era such as the 

1960s or 1970s when social justice and activism were common (Griffiths, 2010; Singh, 2010; 

Theoharis, 2007). 

 

The Cost and Complications Associated with Equity Work  

 

     There are costs and complications associated with engaging in equity work, it is no easy 

task. Those who choose to engage in equity work often experience conflict with stakeholders 

such as colleagues, superiors, and parents (Ryan, 2012). Engaging in equity work can also 

associated with a lack of promotion and retention, isolation, and emotional distress related to 

engaging in processes such as retrospective meaning making to change and challenge ones 

thinking (Bell, Love, Washington, & Weinstein, 2007; Boler & Zembylas, 2003; Picower, 

2011). Even those who believe strongly in the value of equity work and are committed to 

creating positive change are often ill equipped to deal with the challenges of this work (Tatar, 

& Horenczyk, 2003) and can be subsequently pressured to make an early exit from teaching 

(Picower, 2007). Those who work with aspiring and practicing educators, attempting to 

encourage and support them in engaging in equity work experience challenges such as deficit 

thinking (Lipsitz, 2006; McIntosh, 1990) and resistance to change (Brown, Wiggins, Secord, 

2009; Merryfield, 2000; Milner, 2010; Picower, 2011). One way of helping to mediate the 

effects of this environment, to contribute to the sustainment of existing equity work, and to 

encourage the development of new equity workers, is to learn more about the reasons current 

educators have for teaching for equity, and what they think attributed to their development as 

equity minded individuals. This data can be used to inform professional development, 

education, and further research, with the goal of supporting existing equity minded educators 

in developing their craft, and encouraging others to engage in work that contributes to the 



Tuters                                                        Inspiration for the Work of Equity Minded Teachers 

51 

Brock Education Journal, 26(2), 2017 

 

creation of more equitable and inclusive schools. 

 

Theoretical Framework 

 

     This study is informed by theories of equity and social justice mentioned above and is 

guided by a critical lens, with the goal of problematizing things such as disparate achievement 

levels in education to help bring about positive changes and decrease inequities. Aspects of 

critical theory which inform this study include: the belief that everything is political, including 

lack of action; what teachers and administrators choose to do, and choose not to do indicate a 

political perspective or inclination; the belief that people (students) are unique fountains of 

knowledge; students are not empty vessels to be filled with information (Freire, 2000; 2001). 

Along with this comes the importance of incorporating the individual knowledge and 

experiences of teachers and students into education, and a belief in positive change or as 

Kincheloe (2004) and Freire (2000; 2001) might call it – radical love which leads to action and 

therefore positive change. A critical approach to educational research: “seeks to emancipate 

the disempowered, to redress inequality and to promote individual freedoms within a 

democratic society” (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2007, p. 26). A fundamental goal of this 

study is to assist in making education more equitable and inclusive through examining and 

uncovering why equity-minded educators choose to engage in equity work. 

 

Methods 

 

     The central question guiding the data analysis was – what informed, influenced, or 

motivated educators to attempt to decrease inequities through their actions as teachers and how 

did these experiences influence their practice? Data was collected using qualitative research 

methods (Merriam, 1998), as they are uniquely equipped to explore topics of which little is 

known. Designed to gather baseline information regarding teacher motivations, this study is 

primarily descriptive and exploratory. One on one, face to face interviews with teachers were 

used to gather data. Interviews were chosen as the method of data collection for their capacity 

to gather rich in depth information about a previously understudied topic. They also allow for 

flexibility in questioning (Merriam, 1998).  

     The style of the interview was relatively informal, much like a “conversation with a 

purpose” (Mason, 2006, p. 62), where the purpose was to get a narrative like account of 

teachers’ viewpoints. Interviews started with a general discussion to familiarize the participants 

with the purpose of the study and help relax them before any of the questions were asked. The 

interview was more structured at the beginning, asking the participants to answer simple 

questions about age, gender, years of teaching experience, and current occupation, which 

provide a context for the discussion. As the interview progressed questions were less specific, 

providing greater opportunities for the participant to share narrative like accounts of 

experiences and thoughts on the topics.  

     The goal was to have the interview be co-constructed by the interviewer and interviewee, 

rather than a static process with a power imbalance which favours the interviewer (Rapley, 

2001). Interviews varied in length, from half an hour to three hours, with the average length of 

the interviews being one and a half hours. For the most part, the length of the interviews related 

to the amount of years of experience the educators had been engaging in equity work. Some of 

the participants had more to say than others as they had more experiences engaging in equity 

work. At the end of the interview each of the participants was given the option of reviewing 
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the transcripts and making and changes or additions.  

     Elementary school teachers from Ontario who self-identified as actively engaging in equity 

work in their schools were invited to participate in the study through a network of educators 

located at the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education entitled the Centre for Leadership and 

Diversity (CLD). A recruitment email was sent out to members of the CLD, members were 

asked to consider participating as well as forwarding on the email to their colleagues that might 

be interested in participating. Participants included those who held formal leadership roles 

within their schools, such as the leaders of the equity clubs or teams, as well as those who 

engaged in equity work in their every-day classroom work yet perhaps did not hold a formal 

title or belong to an equity group.  

     The participant group was comprised of teachers from three large school boards in Southern 

Ontario. The three school boards represent large diverse urban areas. An effort was also made 

to include a diverse participant group. Eight of the participants were female, seven were male. 

Many of the participants self-identified as being part of a marginalized group: one of the 

participants was a lesbian, one was gay, one was transgendered, two were black, two were 

immigrants, and two of them mentioned being second generation Canadian and having 

witnessed their parents being marginalized for not being considered to be Canadian. 

Participants were given pseudonyms that were similar in style to their original names but 

provided them with anonymity. The pseudonyms used were: Alana, Inta, Joana, Melony, 

Kurtis, Remi, Sarah, Kent, Sidney, Matt, Lesley, Mitch, Kristen, Bud, and Kelsey. An effort 

was made to exclude any information from the results that would allow the participants to be 

identified by a reader as much of the information that was shared by participants was of a 

deeply personal and sensitive nature. 

     Interviews were recorded using a voice recorder and transcribed at a later date. Notes were 

taken in a journal during and after the interviews and during the data analysis process. 

Interviews were transcribed into a word document. These word files were read to uncover 

initial themes that were informed by the literature review regarding educational leaders’ 

reasons for engaging in equity work, and then uploaded into Nvivo and coded using these 

themes while still remaining open to new themes that emerged through repeated re-reading of 

the transcripts, using grounded theory (Creswell, 2015). The main themes that were uncovered 

using grounded theory included: having personally experienced inequity, having witnessed 

other people experiencing inequity, having learned about inequity through their education. 

 

Findings: Participants Reasons for Engaging in Equity Work 

 

     Participants identified three main sources of motivation that included personally 

experiencing inequities, witnessing others experience marginalization, and being exposed to 

education about inequities and diversity either through their upbringing or their formal 

schooling. 

 

Personally Experiencing Inequities  

 

     The most common reason participants gave for why they do equity work was having 

personally experienced inequities. Six participants described their personal experiences with 

inequities, and how they were influenced by them. These participants spoke of experiences 

they had in school settings, times when they had felt powerless, without a voice, and treated 

like an outsider or other and lacking agency. Inta described her experience as an immigrant 
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and how it instilled in her a passion to teach for equity. She and her family immigrated to 

Canada from Eastern Europe when she was a young girl. She had many wonderful memories 

of her childhood home that were not reflected in the education she received in Canada. 

Misinformation and misinterpretation led to her home country and her people being vilified 

during the class lessons regarding World War 1. Inta said: 

 When I was in high school there was a textbook written about the war in XXXX, 

 which is the country that I immigrated from. It talked about how the XXXX 

 people  were these evil people that started the First World War, and that wasn’t my 

 reality. And that was my first experience with that, it was a jarring experience and I 

 remember shutting down in that class whenever conversation around that happened 

 and it wasn’t an environment where I felt comfortable to challenge that and say to my 

 teacher – I don’t agree with that.  

Inta’s educational experiences in Canada began with her being marginalized and 

misunderstood by her peers because of the way her teachers taught them about world events 

involving her home country. She felt ashamed and hurt about the way her home country was 

portrayed and like she wanted to change the system so other children would not have the same 

experiences as her.  

     Inta described how it was not until she became a teacher, was given a position of power, 

and accepted by “the system”, that she began to feel accepted and Canadian. With this 

acceptance came an even greater desire to change things for the better. Inta was encouraged by 

her experiences to try to engage in equity work in her school. She identified two goals of her 

equity work, to help her students develop critical literacy skills and to help create an educated 

electorate, with the overarching goal of contributing to the creation of a more equitable society. 

She stated her belief that doing equity work is a “moral imperative”. She concentrates her 

efforts around helping her students to be smart consumers of knowledge and learning the tools 

they need to think understand and think critically about the world, their place in it, and to make 

their own contribution to the creation of a more equitable world.  

 

Witnessing Inequities 

 

     For five of the participants it was witnessing other people experience inequities or seeing 

their families and friends participating in inequitable behaviours that influenced and informed 

their equity work. Participant Melony’s experiences travelling and living abroad as a child, 

because of her fathers’ job, had initiated her development as an activist and critical thinker. A 

few events really stood out to her as critical moments. One was a trip to a local market with 

her parents:  

  For me, the image in my mind is always this little girl that I saw in Thailand, she had 

 had her feet slashed for begging. We were at this market, so my parents were looking 

 at fake  alligator shirts, the Lacoste shirts, and they were haggling over how much for 

 a dozen. And this girl was sitting right there and she was about the same age as I was. 

 And because she was sitting there she wasn’t learning how to develop a water 

 filtration system that would help her own village. Or she wasn’t able to get excited 

 about painting or whatever it was that would be her thing to do. And all around her 

 people were not seeing her, they were walking around and engaging in the superficial 

 commerce.  

One of the things that stood out to her the most about this situation was that her parents seemed 

oblivious to what was happening. When Melony looked around in astonishment, assuming 
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someone would assist this girl, she was struck by that fact that this inequitable situation was 

somehow normalized and acceptable to those around her. She felt her parents and the other 

shoppers at the market were more concerned with their purchases than they were about the 

feelings and situations of others. Melony described her parents as nice people, of whom she 

was quite fond. However, she also described them as unaware and possibly disinterested in the 

fact that inequities existed and the fact that they might be contributing to the inequitable 

situations of others through their actions and inactions. Coming to this realizing was a difficult 

emotional process.   

     These feelings and questions resulting from Melony’s experiences inspired her work as an 

educator and her beliefs about what people could and should learn. Melony had learned through 

her travels that people who enjoyed powers and privileges such as herself could choose to 

acknowledge the reality of their existence and the roles they played in contributing to 

inequitable situations, and they could become aware and interested in making positive changes. 

As a result of her experiences Melony had decided to help her students and colleagues develop 

critical consciousness, to incorporate multiple and global perspectives in her classroom, and to 

be transparent and educative of the different power relationships existing in schools. She 

attempted to get students to question where they fit in the formal and informal hierarchies of 

society and how they could express agency to create changes. Melony was also influenced to 

do this work in an affluent school as a result of her experiences. She felt it was very important 

to try to reach students who currently occupied positions of relative power, and would likely 

occupy positions of even more power in their adulthood.  

 

Learning About Inequity Through Education  

 

     The third main reason participants gave for doing equity work was their education. 

Participants described how they had learned about equity and inequity, and felt compelled to 

teach for equity, as a result of formal or informal learning. Participant Matt described his 

motivation for engaging in equity work as beginning in university. He said: 

In my  masters work I have really had to think about it actually think about how I 

approach it as a teacher. Because when I think about my own identities and the bias 

that I bring and the various things that I carry with me and the various things that I 

portray to others just because of who I am, it carries different weights, different stigmas, 

and I need to be aware of that to be able to access and reach every single student on a 

human level. 

He credited his formal schooling as helping him develop an awareness and desire to be more 

equitable. Matt described himself as a middle class White man. Although he had grown up in 

a very diverse area of a large city, he did not feel like he had really been “forced” to challenge 

himself and think about who he was in relation to others until he went to university. As a result 

of what he learned in university, he developed a desire to know more and to make changes. He 

began to understand that he had a particular identity that shaped how he perceived things and 

how other people perceived him. His identity also influenced the kinds of access and 

experiences he had. He therefore desired to learn more about people in general, what they had 

experienced, what personal biases people might have that could influence how they viewed 

one another, and the different ways he could get involved in equity work. He used this 

awakening that happened through his education to help inform his everyday classroom 

teaching, and in his interactions with his colleagues. He worked hard to be equitable as an 

educator and encourage his colleagues to do so as well by discussing what he was doing in his 
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class and questioning his colleagues about how they could attempt to do similar things in their 

classes. Though, he highlighted that this was challenging, particularly when working with 

colleagues who had personally not experienced discrimination.  

 

Discussion 

 

      Whether participants had personally experienced inequities or learned about them in 

school, commonalities emerged with regards to the kinds of things participants learned as a 

result of their experience, and how they influenced their equity practice. Three key findings 

stand out with regards to their utility for professional development and training in terms of 

assisting those currently engaging in equity work, and those providing professional 

development and training to aspiring and practicing equity minded educators. The findings are 

particularly useful in terms of their value for helping equity minded educators overcome 

challenges associated with engaging in equity work. All participants spoke of critical incidents 

which compelled them to do equity work. Emotional struggles were associated with their work, 

yet they remained hopeful in the possibility of change regardless of what they had experienced. 

Finally, the nature of the equity work that participants chose to undertake was directly related 

to the nature of their experience with in/equity.     

      All participants spoke vividly of critical incidents which informed their equity work. For 

some participants, the incidents took place in university programs, whereas for others they 

were personal experiences such as when Melony traveled abroad with her family. Studies 

involving prospective teachers that investigate the effect of service learning on their beliefs 

regarding things such as equity and diversity demonstrate similar findings with regards to the 

power of critical incidents. For example, Baldwin, Buchanan, and Rudisil (2007) found that 

for many of their participants, their service learning experiences were the first time they had 

experienced student diversity and their experiences were found to be successful at helping them 

to see things from alternate perspectives. Mogadime (2012) found that “teachers’ growing 

awareness of social inequalities through critical incidents beginning in childhood, adolescence 

and adulthood” (p. 199). Findings such as these suggest that programs designed with the 

purpose of enticing educators to become equity minded in their practice could be successful if 

they incorporated either in service components or educational components that encourage 

participants to develop the ability to see things from multiple perspectives as well as the 

impetus for equity work.  

     Things such as critical reflection could be used with educators working in diverse 

communities to help unpack their experiences, and the experiences of their students and 

surrounding communities and how educators could change their thinking and practice to 

become more equitable. Merryfield (2000) uses the term “retrospective meaning making” to 

describe a process through which she asked teacher educators reflect on their past experiences 

and make meaning out of them for their current practice. Milner (2007) endorses the power of 

reflecting on past experiences for expanding one’s knowledge and understanding of how and 

why to teach for equity, and for improving future teaching practice. Milner also argues that 

this reflection can be particularly useful for people who might be resistant to this kind of work 

such as those who occupy positions of power and privilege and have a hard time seeing things 

from other people’s perspectives. 

     The second key finding is that participants spoke about experiencing challenges associated 

with their equity work which they described as taking a personal toll on them. Being resistant 

to engaging in equity work or thinking critically about identity and power are commonly 
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researched phenomena (see for example Lipsitz, 2006; McIntosh, 1990). Much less frequently 

discussed are the emotional challenges experienced by those who willingly engage in equity 

work. Although the research that does exist suggests that those engaged in equity work are 

more likely to experience burn-out and leave the profession early (Tatar, & Horenczyk, 2003; 

Picower, 2007). The role of emotions in engaging in equity work is scarcely discussed, and 

when it is, it is largely in relation to the emotional discomfort involved in shifting ones’ 

worldviews (Bell, Love, Washington, & Weinstein, 2007; Boler & Zembylas, 2003; Picower, 

2011). Ryan and Author (in press) explore the emotional work of educational leaders in Ontario 

who choose to lead for social justice. They found that there are serious emotional burdens 

associated with leading for social justice, and that for some, the bulk of their social justice work 

involves managing (or attempting to manage) the emotions of others (Ryan & Author, in press). 

Left unaddressed is the emotional cost associated with engaging in equity work, particularly 

with regards to the emotional turmoil teachers experience resulting from their students and 

colleagues resisting work about which teachers feel so passionately. This study lends support 

to the notion of creating mentorship and support groups for those who choose to engage in 

equity work, and for those who might be convinced of its value. The participants in this study 

who mentioned feeling challenged in their attempts to do this work, also often mentioned the 

support they received from like minded colleagues, and how much they valued this 

camaraderie in their attempts to do equity work. Communities could therefore be a powerful 

tool for sustaining equity work in education (Katsarou, Picower and Stovall, 2010; Picower, 

2011).  

     Participants also expressed their belief in positive change regardless of how awful the things 

were that they had experienced, witnessed, and learned about. Participants believed that they 

could and should play a role in achieving greater equity and inclusion through their work as 

educators. This belief in finding and achieving “good” in society is often discussed in equity 

related literature. Merryfield’s (2000) participants espoused similar beliefs about being able to 

find the good in bad people and situations and enhancing this good through their work as 

educators. Freire describes this feeling as “radical love”. In their work on social justice 

leadership, Miller, Brown, and Hopson, (2011) suggest that beliefs in radical love and positive 

change, are more than just niceties, they could represent a complete reframing of educational 

leadership. With regards to supporting and sustaining teachers’ equity work, conceptualizing 

equity work as coming from a place of love and positivity could be helpful for supporting those 

currently engaged in equity work and encouraging new teachers to engage in equity work.  

     Finally, the nature of the equity work which participants chose to undertake in their teaching 

careers was directly related to the descriptions participants gave of their experiences with 

in/equity. For example, Inta described how she had experienced marginalization and 

discrimination related to immigrating to Canada from a country which was in conflict and 

negatively perceived by society as a result. These experiences led her to develop a critical 

perspective, especially regarding sources of authority that are often taken for granted such as 

the government.  Later in her interview she went on to describe how one of her fundamental 

goals as an equitable educator is to teach her children to be critical thinkers. She wanted to 

teach them to constantly question the world around them and their role. Findings such as this 

are consistent with the research on this topic by Mogadime (2011), and suggests that targeted 

placements or educational experiences could be used that relate directly to the experiences of 

in/equity of the students with which prospective teachers will be working, or for teachers who 

are currently practicing.  
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Conclusion 

 

     The goal of this study was to uncover the ways in which past experiences and learning 

influenced the development of the teachers involved in this study, what made them decide to 

become people who teach for equity, and how they incorporate this knowledge into their 

practice, with the further purpose of informing professional development and training of 

aspiring and practicing equity minded educators. Participants in this study identified personal 

experiences with inequities, having witnessed others experiencing inequities, and having 

learned about inequities in school as encouraging and influencing them to teach for equity. 

Findings such as this help fill the gap in the small but growing body of research regarding what 

influences and informs the work of those teaching for equity. Findings also provide baseline 

information for more in depth investigations into why teachers choose to engage in equity 

work, for the purpose of supporting those who choose to engage in equity work and 

encouraging other educators to follow suit.  
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Abstract 

 

In this paper, we explore how the frequency of utilization of social supports is related to teacher 

demographics, stress factors, job satisfaction, career intent, career commitment, and the 

perception of a stigma attached to teacher stress.  Using data from self-report questionnaires 

(N= 264) from teachers in northern Ontario, we found that teachers seldom spoke to their health 

care providers about stress and instead utilized family, friends, fellow teachers, and sometimes 

their principals.  The frequency of which teachers accessed different social support networks did 

vary depending on stressor (workload, student behaviour, professional relationships, societal 

attitudes, and employment conditions).  Teachers who frequently talked to their friends about 

stress had a lower sense of career intent and career commitment.  Males were less likely to talk 

to their various social supports about stress. This study adds to the literature by exploring the 

frequency of contact with and usage of social supports and their impact on teacher stress and 

perspectives on teaching. 
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There is an established research base indicating that the mental health of employees impacts 

absenteeism, occupational disability, and early retirement (Baumann &Muijen, 2010).  In the 

profession of teaching, stress is an important issue for all stakeholders in education.  A teacher’s 

performance may suffer owing to high levels of stress and this may impact on student learning 

(Borg & Riding, 1991; Brown, Ralph, & Brember, 2002; Manthei & Gilmore, 1996).  For school 

administrators, there appears to be a high cost of teacher stress in terms of human resources. The 

Global Business and Economic Roundtable on Addiction and Mental Health researched data 

from the Ontario Teachers Insurance Plan and found that the rate of stress-related long-term 

disability among Ontario teachers is a third higher than in other professions (Harvey, 2004).  

More recently, in their study of Alberta teachers, Duxbury and Higgens (2013) found that 

teachers are more likely to report a depressed mood, be less committed to their organization, and 

have lower job satisfaction than other professional groups.  Teacher stress impacts teacher 

absenteeism and work-related illnesses (Naghieh, Montgomery, Bonell, Thompson, & Aber, 

2015). Stress also contributes to teacher attrition (Clark & Antonelli, 2009; McIntyre, 2006).   

 

Purpose of the Research 

 

In our previous research, we examined various aspects related to teacher stress in northern 

Ontario.  We examined the prevalence of stress, the factors that cause stress and the stigma of 

teacher stress (Ferguson, Frost, Kirkwood, & Hall, 2007).  We have also researched which stress 

related factors predict two dimensions of teacher stress (anxiety and depression) and teacher job 

satisfaction (Ferguson, Frost, & Hall, 2012).  We wanted to know more about the possibility of 

social supports affecting teacher stress and other factors in their professional lives that contribute 

to stress.  In this paper, we extend our analysis from our previous work (Ferguson et al., 2007; 

Ferguson, Frost, & Hall, 2012) to explore the impact of social supports based on the frequency 

with which teachers spoke to others about stress. While other research in the extant literature has 

mostly explored social supports, teacher stress, and a possible buffering effect (Greenglass, et 

al.,1994; Greenglass, Fiksenbaum, & Burke, 1996; Greenglass, Burke & Konarski, 1997; Qin & 

Zhu, 2007), our research is unique in that we are exploring the frequency of contact with social 

supports and how this contact is related to demographic characteristics, teacher stressors, a 

perceived stigma of teacher stress, job satisfaction, career intent, and career commitment.  This 

research is significant, as teacher attrition is an area of concern, as some studies suggest that high 

numbers of teachers are considering leaving teaching (Duxbury & Higgens, 2013) and that 

collegial supports could reduce this number (Mäkelä, Hirvensalo, & Whipp, 2014; Smethem, 

2007).  

 

Research Questions 

 

1. Do certain stressors impact the frequency of utilization of social supports among 

teachers? 

2. Does teacher gender or other demographic characteristics affect the frequency of 

utilization of use of social supports? 

3. Does the perception of a stigma related to teacher stress affect the frequency of utilization 

of social supports? 

4. Does the frequency of utilization of social supports impact teacher job satisfaction, career 

intent, and career commitment? 



Ferguson, Mang, and Frost  Social Supports 

 

64 

Brock Education Journal, 26(2), 2017 

 

Teacher Stress 

 

Workplace stress and the stressor-strain relationship has been a popular subject of inquiry 

since the 1970s (see Bowling Alarcon, Bragg, & Hartman, 2015) and workplace stress has been 

associated with illness (Cooper, Dewe, & O’Driscoll, 2001; Duxbury & Higgens, 2013; Nixon, 

Mazzola, Bauer, Krueger, & Spector, 2011), absenteeism (Duxbury & Higgens, 2013), negative 

worker attitudes (Spector & Jex, 1998), and poor job commitment (Chen & Spector, 1992).  

Teacher stress can be defined as “the experience by a teacher of unpleasant, negative emotions, 

such as anger, anxiety, tension, frustration or depression, resulting from some aspect of their 

work as a teacher” (Kyriacou, 2001, p. 28).  

Reports from Canada demonstrate the issue of teacher stress is an area of concern.  In 2001, 

the Canadian Teachers’ Federation reported that six in ten teachers indicated that their job was 

more stressful than it had been two years earlier. A study by the Ontario College of Teachers of 

2001 education graduates found that the second most common reason that graduates were no 

longer members in good stranding with the Ontario College of Teachers was that the “working 

conditions were too stressful” (McIntyre, 2006, p. 48).  In Newfoundland and Labrador, Dibbon 

(2004) reports that teachers are experiencing role intensification and its associated stress are 

negatively impacting both teachers’ personal lives and their ability to meet students’ needs in the 

classroom. 

The Ontario College of Teachers surveyed teachers in 2006 and reported that 13% of 

teachers felt stressed all the time, compared to only 7% of the general public (Jamieson, 2006).  

Coulter and Abney (2009) found that Ontario trained teachers working in Canada were more 

likely to suffer from burnout than their Ontario trained counterparts working abroad in 

international schools.  In their study of Ontario teachers who retired early and/or left the 

profession, Clark and Antonelli (2009) reported that workload and stress issues were commonly 

cited reasons why teachers abandoned the profession.  Naylor and White (2010) found that two 

thirds of teachers in BC state that their stress and workload is more than it was five years ago.  

One fifth of teachers are considering leaving the profession (for reasons other than retirement) 

and state that the reasons include, “workload, stress and burnout, health conditions aggravated by 

stress, lack of encouragement, job insecurity, and dissatisfaction with provincial and district 

governance” (Naylor & White, 2010, p. v). Naylor and White (2010) also report that of those 

teachers taking a leave of absence for illness, disability or stress-related, 51.5% state that 

workload contributed as a reason for their leave.  The Elementary Teachers’ Federation of 

Ontario (2012) stated that 77% of local union presidents identified workplace mental stress as a 

great or major concern impacting teachers.   

A survey of nearly 1000 teachers by The Saskatchewan Teachers’ Federation (STF, 2013) 

found that Saskatchewan teachers report role intensification and increased time spent on work-

related activities attributed to changes directed by the school divisions and government.  This 

increase of time spent on work encroached on teachers’ personal lives and over half of teachers 

report dissatisfaction with work-life balance (STF, 2013).  While the majority of teachers felt 

that stress was an unavoidable aspect of the profession, 42% strongly agreed and 33% 

moderately agreed that workload was a cause of stress (STF, 2013).  Over 8000 Canadian 

teachers completed a survey distributed by the Canadian Teachers’ Federation (CTF) in 2014.  

CTF (2014) reports 79% of teachers believe their stress related to work-life imbalance has 

increased over the last five years and the biggest stressor for teachers was not being able to 
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devote enough time to individual students.  The Ontario Secondary School Teachers’ Federation 

(Johnston-Gibbens, 2014) found that 41.4% of secondary schools reported an increase and 

30.3% indicated a significant increase of overall levels of work stress in the past 5 years. 

Duxbury & Higgens (2013) conducted a national study about work-life balance in Canada; 

over 25 000 workers completed the survey, with 2 462 identifying as being a member of the 

Alberta Teachers’ Association.  Work-life conflict was also found to be significantly high for 

Alberta teachers when compared to other professions and impacts teacher absenteeism, 

productivity, and use of employee benefits (Duxbury & Higgens, 2013).  Workload stress is 

significant for teachers; as Duxbury and Higgens (2013) report, Alberta teachers spend 10 more 

hours working per week compared to other working professionals in Canada and experience 

twice the role-overload compared to other professions.  This work-life stress is likely due to the 

lack of flexibility in teaching, with teachers indicting significantly less employer flexibility than 

all professions, including policing and nursing (Duxbury & Higgens, 2013). Duxbury and 

Higgens (2013) also find that teachers are less committed to their organization, are more likely to 

leave the profession, and have lower job satisfaction when compared to other professional 

workers.  Seventy percent of Alberta teachers report high levels of stress compared to 57% of the 

total of all professionals (Duxbury & Higgens, 2013); in addition, Alberta teachers were more 

likely to report depressed mood (47%) than other professionals (36%) (Duxbury & Higgens, 

2013) 

The problem of high levels of teacher stress is not limited only to Canada. For instance, 

Leung, Wah Mak, Yu Chui, Chiang, & Lee (2009) found that 38.6% of high school teachers in 

Hong Kong report strong maladaptive stress, in addition to 30.3% suffering from severe to 

extremely severe anxiety and 12.3% severe to extremely severe depression.  In their study, 

Bannai, Ukawa, and Tamakoshi (2015) report psychological distress was identified in 47.8% of 

male and 57.8% of female junior high school teachers in Japan.  

 

Impact of Social Supports on Teacher Stress  

 

Variables such as social support, personality, and self-efficacy have the potential to impact 

and possibly reduce stress reactivity and strains (Lazarus, 1966; 1999).  In regards to social 

supports, the extant literature affirms that there is a connection between teacher stress and social 

supports.  For instance, Griffith, Steptoe, and Cropely (1999) reported that teachers with high job 

stress have low social support at work.  Richards (2012) found that the most common method of 

coping with teacher stress is relying on the relationships of friends and family.  Leung, Wah 

Mak, Yu Chui, Chiang, & Lee (2009) found that teachers with high levels of stress management 

also reported higher levels of coping resources, including social supports, when compared to 

their peers with lower levels of stress management.  The content of the social support received 

may also impact stress levels.  For instance, Kahn, Schneider, Jenkins-Henkelman, and Moyle, 

(2006) found positive and negative conversations about the teaching profession effect burnout: 

teachers who engaged in more (vs. fewer) communications with positive content with 

coworkers (i.e., positive emotional social support) experienced lower levels of job 

burnout, and teachers who engaged in more (vs. fewer) communications with coworkers 

dealing with negative content (i.e., negative emotional social support) experienced higher 

levels of job burnout (p. 799). 

     The hypothesis that social support can mediate the effect of stress has been proposed for 

decades (House, 1981).  Greenglass (1993) states that social supports serve three distinct 
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functions for an individual:  

First, interpersonal relationships may contribute to health because they are a source of 

acceptance and intimacy, i.e. emotional support.  Second, there is consensus that social 

support may provide useful information, advice and guidance, i.e. informational support.  

Third, people may assist with instrumental problems by providing financial assistance, 

goods, or services, i.e. instrumental support (p. 325). 

While the link between social supports and teacher stress is evident in the literature, there are, 

however, mixed results in regard to social supports actually reducing teacher stress.  Some 

studies report that social supports can influence teacher stress levels, including the extreme 

manifestation of stress, burnout.  For instance, Russell, Altmaier, and Van Velzen (1987) 

reported that teachers who receive social support from supervisors, particularly with regard to 

reassurance of worth, were less vulnerable to teacher burnout.  Fimian (1986) found that support 

from school administrators and teaching peers moderated stress among American special 

education teachers; however, teachers were more likely to receive support during times of stress 

from their peers than from administrators.   

Pierce and Molloy (1990) found that Australian teacher burnout levels were higher among 

those with lower social supports.  In their study of teacher burnout over time, Greenglass, 

Fiksenbaum, and Burke (1994) found that teacher burnout levels depended both on work stress 

and on the social support that teachers received from friends and relatives one year earlier.  

Overall, Greenglass, et al. (1994) found that social support had an overall buffering effect on 

teacher stress.  In a follow up study, Greenglass, Fiksenbaum, and Burke (1996) reported that, of 

the three sources of social support (supervisor, co-workers, and family and friends), a teacher’s 

co-workers are the most important buffers of the burnout manifestation of emotional exhaustion.  

Further analysis by Greenglass, Burke and Konarski (1997) revealed that social support, 

particularly from one’s co-workers, predict teacher burnout; in particular, co-worker social 

support predicted decreased depersonalization and increased feelings of accomplishment.  Qin 

and Zhu (2007) found that support from a teacher’s supervisor is the most effective in 

alleviating stress and feelings of emotional exhaustion, and reduced accomplishment, while 

support from family and friends is the most effective in mitigating depersonalization.  

Other studies report that social supports do not buffer teacher stress levels.  Sheffield, 

Dobbie, and Carroll (1994) found that social supports do not generally predict the psychological 

health and well-being of teachers.  Burke and Greenglass (1994) also found no effect from social 

supports on teacher job satisfaction, lifestyle behaviors, and self reported physical health.  In a 

different report, Burke and Greenglass (1996) found that social supports do not predict 

psychological burnout among teachers.  Cheuk and Wong (1995) investigated whether social 

supports have a buffering effect on teacher burnout of teachers in Macau.  They found no 

significant results indicating that the social supports mediate teacher burnout.  

There is also an emerging body of research looking at the impact of social media and online 

communities as a form of social support.  For instance, Deryakulu and Olkun (2007) found that 

an online discussion community for teachers can provide emotional and instrumental support.  

Leung, Chiang, Chui, Lee, and Mak’s (2011) found that novice teachers in Hong Kong reported 

that online discussion forums acted as a form of stress management.   

 

Gender and its Relationships to Stress and Social Supports 

 

The CTF (2014) reports that gender impacts aspects teacher stress levels.  For instance, 
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“Women were more likely than men to report experiencing stress related to having insufficient 

time to spend with their own children; for caregiving for family and friends; or for recreational 

pursuits” (p. 7).  In addition, women were more likely than men to feel torn between work and 

home responsibilities (CTF, 2014).  Work-life balance is likely more stressful for women as 

women report having significantly more responsibilities of childcare (Duxbury & Higgens, 

2013).  Mäkelä, Hirvensalo, and Whipp, (2014) found that women reported that workload and 

stress as significantly more influential in their intention to leave the teaching profession when 

compared to their male colleagues. 

The issue of gender and coping with stress is also unclear in the literature.  For instance, 

Greenglass (1993) found that male and female government managers used social supports 

differently to construct stress coping strategies.  Females used social support from their bosses to 

construct preventative and instrumental coping strategies, while males did not.  For both men and 

women, however, friend and relative support contributed to the use of preventative coping 

strategies.  Interestingly, in another study dealing specifically with teachers, Greenglass, 

Fiksenbaum, and Burke (1994) reported that support from friends and family had the same 

impact on work stress and burnout for both males and females.  In our previous research 

(Ferguson et al., 2007), we found that gender was not a significant predictor of overall stress, nor 

did gender predict the perceived stigma of stress. 

 

Methodology and Methods 

 

This paper extends the data analysis previously reported by (Ferguson et al., 2007; Ferguson, 

Frost, & Hall, 2012).  While we have explored the prevalence of stress, the factors that cause 

stress and the stigma of teacher stress (Ferguson et al., 2007) and which stress factors predict 

anxiety and depression (Ferguson, Frost, & Hall, 2012), we have not yet explored the 

relationship between teacher stress and social supports.  Therefore, the instrument and data 

collection are the same as these prior studies but are reviewed here as well. 

 

Instrument 

 

Patterning the questionnaire on existing instruments and using response formats and 

instructions that have already been tested increases the validity and reliability of the 

questionnaire (Slavin, 1984).  Data for this study were collected from a self-report questionnaire 

that was developed from reviewing the literature on teacher stress.  The research of Kyriacou and 

Sutcliffe (1978), Fimian (1984), Borg and Riding (1991), Manthei and Gilmore (1996), and the 

British Columbia Teachers’ Federation (cited in EdudataCanada, n.d.) were used to develop the 

questionnaire.  

The questionnaire consisted of eight different sections related to teacher stress as well as a 

demographics section.  The sections of the questionnaire that we use in this paper are as follows: 

• Participants were asked to rate 46 teaching-related stress factors on a 5-point scale of not 

at all stressful, mildly stressful, moderately stressful, very stressful, and extremely 

stressful.   

• Participants were asked to indicate how often they discussed stress with other teachers, 

their principals, their friends, their family, and their doctors on a five-point scale of never, 

rarely, sometimes, often, and always.   
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• Participants were asked if they believed there was a perceived stigma about teacher stress 

using a 5-point scale of no stigma, mild stigma, moderate stigma, much stigma, and 

extreme stigma. 

• Participants were asked to indicate their job satisfaction using a 5-point scale of very 

dissatisfied, somewhat dissatisfied, neither satisfied nor dissatisfied, fairly satisfied, and 

very satisfied. 

• Participants rated their career intent (how likely it is that they would be a teacher in 10 

years time, provided that they were not within 10 years of retirement) and career 

commitment (how likely it is that they would choose teaching again as a career if they 

were to start their working life over again) using a 5-point scale of very unlikely, 

somewhat unlikely, neither likely nor unlikely, fairly likely, and very likely. 

• Participants completed demographics questions, including gender, age, years of 

experience in teaching, grade level (elementary or secondary), and current teaching 

assignment.  

The questionnaire was reliable with a Cronbach’s alpha of .951, significantly above the generally 

accepted 0.7 cut-off (Kline, 2000).   

 

Participants 

 

Teachers enrolled in additional qualifications courses through Nipissing University were 

mailed a questionnaire.  The sample for the study focused on teachers living in northern Ontario.  

To identify teachers in northern Ontario, participants with a postal code beginning with the letter 

“P” were mailed questionnaires.  The “P” postal code region covers a large geographical area 

(from Honey Harbour in the south to northeastern Ontario to James Bay and the Quebec border 

in the north, and northwestern Ontario to Manitoba and the US border) and includes 25 school 

boards (including English public, English Catholic, French public, French Catholic) as well as 

band-controlled First Nations schools.   

Of the 566 questionnaires that were mailed, 274 questionnaires were returned, resulting in a 

response rate of 48%.  For the purpose of our research about social supports, 264 questionnaires 

were usable for the study.  Teachers who completed the survey ranged in age from 25 to 64, with 

220 (83.3%) identifying as female and 44 (16.7%) as male.  Years of teaching experience ranged 

from newly hired teachers to veteran teachers with more than 30 years of experience in the 

classroom.  The grade levels taught covered the range from Junior Kindergarten to the 12th Grade 

high school level, and while most respondents held permanent full-time appointments, 6 held 

permanent part-time positions, 24 worked full-time on a limited term contract, and 10 worked as 

occasional substitute teachers.  Similar to representation in the Canadian school systems, a 

higher proportion of females than males taught at the lower grade levels (Statistics Canada, 

2014).  Males were more likely to have taught middle and upper grades. 

 

Results 

 

We used a Principal Components Analysis (PCA) to reduce the 46 stress factors into a 

smaller number of orthogonal components suitable for inclusion in a regression analysis.  We 

used PCA because we make no assumptions about underlying factors causing stress outcomes or 

about the a priori interrelationships (if any) between the 46 stressors.  Rather, we sought to 

condense the extensive list of stressors affecting teachers into a manageable and independent list 
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of factors.  A preliminary PCA using all 46 sources of stress contained in the survey, revealed 

that nine of the 46 sources either cross-loaded onto multiple components or did not correlate with 

any components, a result similar to Ferguson, Frost, and Hall (2012). These nine factors were 

excluded from the subsequent principal components analysis reported in Appendix A (Table 1) 

as is common practice.  From these 37 remaining stressors, we constructed five components 

using a PCA with varimax rotation.  The five components correspond with individual sources of 

stress related to “Workload,” “Student Behaviour,” “Professional Relationships” with other 

teachers and administration, “Societal Attitudes” towards teachers, and “Employment 

Conditions”. 

In order to assess the relationship between sources of stress and social support networks, we 

used ordinal logistic regression to predict the regularity with which a teacher talked to each of 

the five social support groups about stress: family, friends, other teachers, their principal, and 

their doctor, because responses were measured under the ordered categories never, rarely, 

sometimes, often, and always.  A teacher’s gender; work experience, including years of service, 

grade level taught, and information regarding the teacher’s appointment (full-time, part-time, 

permanent, contract, temporary, substitute); and beliefs about a stigma associated with 

experiencing stress as a teacher were included as factors, while the stress component scores were 

included as covariates.  The results for the entire sample of teachers are reported in Appendix B: 

Table 2 while results for elementary school teachers are reported separately in Appendix C: 

Table 3.  The threshold value at which a teacher is predicted to move from one response category 

to another is also reported for comparison purposes.  For example, when assessing a teacher’s 

frequency of stress discussion with family, if the teacher’s overall predicted score was -1.7, the 

teacher would be above the threshold to talk rarely to family (-3.042) but below the threshold to 

talk sometimes (-1.228), so we would predict that the teacher would be most likely to talk rarely 

to their family about stress.  If the overall score increased to 0.6 then the teacher would cross the 

threshold to talk sometimes to family about stress but would still be below the threshold to talk 

often (0.747) so we would predict that the teacher would talk sometimes to family about stress. 

 

Research Question #1: Do certain stressors impact the frequency of utilization of social 

supports among teachers? 

Overall, teachers who experienced increased workload stress were much more likely to talk 

to family, friends, and their fellow teachers; however, within the subsample of elementary 

teachers, the effect of workload stress on frequency of discussion with family and friends was 

positive but not statistically significant.  Workload stress also contributed to an increased 

frequency of discussion about stress between elementary school teachers and their doctors.  

Stress from student behaviour, stress from professional relationships, stress from societal 

attitudes, and stress from employment conditions did not have a statistically significant effect on 

the frequency of discussion with friends or family.  However, increased stress from societal 

attitudes towards teachers increased the likelihood of talking to other teachers about stress.  In 

contrast, increased stress caused by professional relationships actually reduced the frequency of 

discussion with one’s principal.  While increased stress related to student behaviour did not 

impact the frequency of contact with family, friends, other teachers, or one’s principal, it did 

increase the likelihood that a teacher would talk with his/her doctor about stress.  Stress caused 

by employment conditions did not predict a teacher’s frequency of talking to any of their friends, 

family, teachers, principals, or doctors.  
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Research Question #2: Does teacher gender or other demographic characteristics affect the 

frequency of utilization of use of social supports? 

 

Males were much less likely than females to talk to their family, friends, and other teachers 

about stress.  While the coefficients for talking to one’s principal and talking to one’s doctor are 

also negative, they are not statistically significant.  Nevertheless, it is clear that males reported 

lower frequency of contacts with social supports when feeling stressed.  None of the other 

demographic characteristics (age, years of experience in teaching, grade level -elementary or 

secondary- and current teaching assignment) impacted on the frequency of utilization of social 

supports.  

 

Research Question #3: Does the perception of a stigma related to teacher stress affect the 

frequency of utilization of social supports? 

 

Perceptions of stigma were a significant factor in predicting whether or not a teacher would 

talk to family or friends about stress.  Those who believed that there was no stigma about teacher 

stress were used as a base reference group.  Those who believed that there was extreme stigma 

were much less likely to talk to their family and friends about stress.  Those who believed that 

there was mild stigma were also less likely to talk to their friends, and, among elementary 

teachers, those who believed there was mild stigma were also less likely to talk to their 

principals.  Furthermore, those who believed that there was even mild stigma associated with 

stress were less likely to talk to fellow teachers relative to those who believed that there was no 

stigma.   

 

Research Question #4: Does the frequency of utilization of social supports impact teacher 

job satisfaction, career intent, and career commitment? 

 

In order to assess the relationship among the frequency of social support use and job 

satisfaction, career intent, and career commitment, we used an ordinal logistic regression to 

predict responses to each of the following questions: (a) in general, how satisfied are you with 

your job as a teacher? (b) in general, how likely is it that you will be a teacher in 10 years time? 

(only teachers who were more than 10 years from retirement were included in this analysis) and 

(c) in general, how likely is it that you would choose teaching again as a career if you were to 

start your working life over again?  The results for the full sample are presented in Appendix D: 

Table 4 while results for elementary teachers are reported separately in Appendix E: Table 5. 

Those who talked to their principal less often about stress demonstrated higher job 

satisfaction compared to those who always talked to their principal about stress.  A lower 

frequency of contact with friends regarding stress also predicted much higher job satisfaction 

among all teachers; however, among the subsample of elementary teachers the results were not 

statistically significant.  Talking with one’s doctor also had a small positive impact on teachers’ 

job satisfaction.  A higher frequency of contact with friends about stress predicted lower career 

commitment among the teachers.  Teachers who discussed stress with their friends more often 

also demonstrated a lower likelihood that they would choose teaching again as a career. 
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Discussion 

 

The purpose of our research was to investigate the relationships among the frequency of 

utilization of social supports and stress factors, the stigma of teacher stress, job satisfaction, 

career intent, career commitment, and demographic characteristics.  We found that teachers 

experiencing workload stress were more likely to talk to their friends, family, and fellow 

teachers.  This finding is perhaps not surprising as teachers may not want to talk about workload 

stress with their principals, as principals may be the cause of some issues surrounding workload.  

In addition, teachers experiencing professional relationship stress were also less likely to discuss 

this stress with their principals.  Similarly to workload stress, principals may be the cause of 

professional relationship stress and teachers may not feel comfortable discussing workload stress 

with them.  The power imbalance between teachers and their principals is another possible 

reason for teachers not talking to their principals about stress.  Teachers were also more likely to 

talk to other teachers about the stress resulting from societal attitudes towards teaching.  This 

makes sense, as teachers can likely to relate to one another’s work in ways that friends and 

family outside the profession may not.  It is also possible that friends and family may share 

negative attitudes about teachers and the teaching profession, and teachers may not be 

comfortable talking about such attitudes with those who are not teachers themselves.   

Our analysis also reveals that those teachers who felt that there is an extreme stigma of 

teacher stress were less likely to discuss stress with friends and family.  Those teachers who felt 

a strong stigma surrounding teacher stress did not even feel comfortable talking with those close 

to them in their personal lives.  Our findings are similar to Fimian’s (1986), who found that 

during times of stress, teachers are more likely to receive support from colleagues than from 

administrators.  The importance of a teacher’s co-workers acting as a buffer to mediate burnout 

is discussed by Greenglass, Fiksenbaum, and Burke (1996) and Greenglass, Burke and Konarski 

(1997).  Our research affirms that teachers utilize the support of their teaching colleagues with 

regard to stress from workload and stress from societal attitudes.  Teachers tend to use the social 

supports within their teaching circle, and, like our finding with societal attitudes, it may be that 

teachers believe that only other teachers can relate to the stress that they experience in their jobs.  

Our study also indicates that talking to family and friends is related to workload stress among 

teachers, a finding that complements the work of Greenglass, Fiksenbaum, and Burke (1994) 

about friends and family being a predictor for teacher burnout.  

Among all teachers, stress from student behaviours was the only stress factor linked to 

talking to their doctors about stress.  Teachers do spend the majority of their time at work in the 

classroom and perhaps stress from student behaviors may be the most pressing for teachers.  

Among elementary teachers, however, increases in workload stress also increased frequency of 

discussion with one’s doctor.  Because of the negative effects of stress on one’s health and on 

worker absenteeism (Naghieh, Montgomery, Bonell, Thompson, & Aber, 2015), it is concerning 

that teachers did not seem to utilize their doctors to cope with other sources of stress.  Doctors 

may be able to help with a number of physical and emotional manifestations of stress, such as 

depression, anxiety, and difficulty sleeping (Duxbury & Higgens, 2013).  Teachers may feel 

overwhelmed or feel lacking the time to meet with their primary health care provider, 

particularly considering the increased workload and issues of work-life balance presented in the 

literature (CTF, 2014; STF. 2013).  It is also troubling that, even though student behaviour is a 

significant source of workload stress that predicts teacher anxiety and depression (Ferguson, 
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Frost, & Hall, 2012), teachers did not utilize the support within their schools to help ease the 

stress of student behaviour. Teachers could look to their colleagues, and perhaps more 

importantly to their administrators (who are in a better position to provide support), for help with 

student behavior.  Alternatively, perhaps teachers feel that schools and teachers are being pushed 

to their limits –with a raise in workplace violence in schools (Gordon, 2017) and seemingly 

increasing student needs and teachers’ feeling they cannot spend time with individual students 

(CTF, 2014) –the lack of discussion and seeking supports around stress may be an 

understandable phenomena.  As the Saskatchewan Teachers’ Federation (2014) found, a majority 

of teachers believe that stress was just a part of the job.  Simply put, teachers may be doing 

everything they think they can about their stress. In addition, many ways of reducing teacher 

stress could be done at an organizational level, rather than the onus on individual teachers, which 

address stress symptoms rather than their cause (Naghieh, Montgomery, Bonell, Thompson, & 

Aber, 2015).   

The relationship between principals and teacher stress is documented in the literature 

(Fimian, 1986; Russell, Altmaier, & Van Velzen, 1987).  Teachers in our study, however, clearly 

did not use the social support from their colleagues nor from their principal to help ease the 

stress of student behaviours.  It is possible that perhaps those teachers who do not talk about 

stress are able to manage their stress levels at the personal level (Pearlin & Schooler, 1978).  It is 

also possible that perceived or real stigma of teacher stress could be preventing these 

conversations about stress from occurring.  Teachers may feel judged or inadequate in their roles 

if they admit to feeling stressed at work to their principals, who are generally teachers’ 

immediate supervisors.  In addition because the sample for the study was teachers enrolled in AQ 

courses, it is possible that teachers may not want to talk to their principals about stress if they 

had previously consulted with principals about taking an AQ course.  Sass, Seal, and Martin 

(2011) suggested that support from teachers and principals are interrelated, in that support from 

colleagues would “do little good” if teachers were not supported by principals (p. 211).  Again, a 

perception of a stigma surrounding teacher stress may also explain why teachers might be 

reluctant to talk to colleagues about stress.  We found that those teachers who believed that there 

is a mild stigma surrounding teacher stress were less likely to talk to fellow teachers about stress.  

Younghusband, Garlie, and Church (2003) proposed that teachers may not want to discuss stress 

with administrators as teachers may be perceived as weak or as failures as teachers.   

Like Greenglass (1993), we found males and females used social supports differently.  

Regardless of grade level taught (i.e. elementary or secondary), males in our study are less likely 

than females to talk to their family, friends, and other teachers about stress.  As teacher stress 

levels vary between men and women (CTF, 2014; Duxbury & Higgens, 2013), it is plausible that 

men cope with work stress in different ways from women.  We found no significant relationship 

between gender and talking with one’s principal or doctor about stress.  

We found that there was higher job satisfaction among those teachers who spoke to their 

principals and their friends about stress less frequently.  Our results also indicate that there was a 

negative relationship between those teachers who spoke to their friends frequently about stress 

and teachers’ career intent (be a teacher in 10 years time) and career commitment.  The findings 

that teachers who spoke to principals and friends less frequently about stress but had high job 

satisfaction, and that teachers who frequently talked to their friends about stress but had a lower 

sense of career intent and career commitment, might be explained by the postulation that those 

who solve their own problems are more efficacious than those who turn to others for advice and 

support (Mirowsky & Ross, 2003; Pearlin & Schooler, 1978).  In addition, speaking to others 
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about stress at work could be a sign or an indicator that teachers are quite unhappy with their 

work and are having difficulty coping.  Perhaps those teachers who are able to cope with stress 

without utilizing social supports have higher job satisfaction and are more committed to the 

profession.  However, opposing this hypothesis, we did find that there was a small positive 

relationship between teachers speaking to their doctors often about stress and job satisfaction.   

 

Limitations 

 

Our study is limited in that it was a one-time self-report on teacher stress and the frequency 

of utilization of social supports.  As teachers’ jobs can change significantly throughout the year 

and from year to year, surveying teachers at another date could produce different results. The 

surveys were mailed to teachers in the middle of the fall term and it is possible that teachers 

might experience higher levels of stress at other times, such as end of term when report cards are 

due.  While men do constitute a smaller population of elementary school teachers in Ontario, 

men were underrepresented in the study (only 17.6% were male).  Secondary school teachers 

were also underrepresented in the study (only 16.1% were secondary school teachers).  It is 

plausible that, because the job conditions are different between the two levels of schooling, 

teacher stressors at the high school level could be different from those at the elementary level.  

We have reported results for elementary school teachers separately, and in many cases the 

magnitude of the coefficients are similar to those of the entire sample.  In several instances they 

do differ suggesting that there are some differences between elementary school teachers and 

other teachers; however, due to the limited sample size it was not possible to explore these 

differences further. The limited sample size also likely contributed to the dearth of statistically 

significant coefficients in the elementary school teacher subsample compared to the full sample.  

Another limitation of the study is that the sample was teachers enrolled in an additional 

qualification course at Nipissing University.  It is possible that teachers experiencing high 

amounts of stress may be too overwhelmed to be enrolled in a course and thus the sample may 

underreport the true extent of stress among the population of teachers.  It is also possible, 

however, that participants may be more stressed because of taking a course in addition to their 

regular teaching jobs.  Teachers’ reasons and motivations for taking AQ courses could also 

impact stress levels and different AQ courses could also have different workloads and therefore 

different stress for teachers taking courses. 

 

Suggestions for Future Research 

 

Because a one-time questionnaire research design captures a snapshot in time of teachers’ 

stress levels, longitudinal studies that explore the impact of social supports on teacher stress over 

time, like the work of Greenglass, Fiksenbaum, and Burke (1994), are needed.  Teachers’ job 

situations, and therefore their stress levels, can vary as teaching assignments, administrators, and 

students change.  These changes may impact teachers’ usage of various social supports.  The link 

between teacher gender and usage of social supports is also an area that warrants further 

research.  Our research found a difference between males and females and their frequency of 

utilization of social supports to cope with stress while other research has not found a difference 

among gender, social supports, and burnout (Greenglass, Fiksenbaum, & Burke, 1994).  In 

addition, our study found that those teachers who spoke to colleagues and principals less 

frequently about stress had higher levels of job satisfaction.  Studying how these individuals 
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cope with stress without seeking social support could assist other teachers with providing 

alternative strategies to deal with work stress.  Finally, in our digital age, the possibility of online 

networks and social media could be another form of social support for teachers.  Leung, Chiang, 

Chui, Lee, and Mak’s (2011) study demonstrates the potential of using online forums as a means 

of social support to reduce teacher stress.  The ability to be anonymous in online environments 

poses an opportunity for teachers to discuss stress without the perceptions of stigma from 

colleagues and administrators and is an area worthy of more research. 

 

Implications for Practice 

 

Our study reveals that for teachers in northern Ontario, stress is a significant concern.  While 

teachers may feel overwhelmed with work/life balance and workload demands (Duxbury & 

Higgens, 2013), and stress can be very personal and vary from person to person, teachers need to 

make self-care a priority.  For some teachers that may mean using personal stress coping 

strategies such as mindfulness, exercise, etc., while for others reaching out to friends, family, 

colleagues, administrators, and their health care providers is necessary and essential.  Teachers, 

however, need to feel safe in talking about stress without fear of stigma, whether perceived or 

real.   

While teachers can take some measures to cope with the symptoms of stress, organization 

structures (school boards and Ministries of Education) are an avenue to better deal with the 

causes of teacher stress (Naghieh, Montgomery, Bonell, Thompson, & Aber, 2015).  While 

further research about organizational changes and teacher stress are needed, some studies have 

reported social supports such as coaching and mentoring at the organizational level as holding 

promise in reducing teacher stress (Naghieh, Montgomery, Bonell, Thompson, & Aber, 2015).  

At the school level, administrators could provide supports to teachers to reduce stress, 

particularly with regard to student behaviours, and also work to create an open climate in their 

schools to acknowledge and discuss teacher stress, as the stigma of teacher stress appears to be a 

prevailing problem within the teaching profession.  Faculties of education can also play a role in 

teacher stress and wellbeing.  Harris (2012), for example, calls for teacher stress management to 

be a part of formal teacher training in Canada, integrated within pre-service teacher education as 

well as additional qualification courses.  While stress and its manifestations can vary person to 

person and a course would likely focus on individual teachers’ stress rather than organizational 

changes, courses could include topics such as time management and work/life balance, and 

students could also discuss stress they experience on practicum.  Addressing stress during pre-

service education could help alleviate some of the stigma of discussing stress in their future 

careers. 

 

Conclusions 

 

Our study explored how the frequency of utilization of social supports is related to teacher 

stress factors, job satisfaction, career intent, career commitment, the perception of a stigma 

attached to teacher stress, and teacher demographics.  Our results show that teachers seldom 

spoke to their health care providers about and instead utilized family, friends, fellow teachers, 

and sometimes their principals.  Teachers, however, were clearly not always comfortable talking 

about all stressors with their principals, particularly stress from professional relationships.  Males 

in our study were less likely to talk to their various social supports about stress.  There appears to 
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be a stigma of teacher stress, as those teachers who felt that there was a mild stigma of teacher 

stress were less likely to talk to their colleagues about stress.  As one teacher said in the open 

comments section of the survey, “The greatest amount of stigma comes from other teachers.  

Often when teachers express stress, comments are made such as ‘If you can’t handle it, leave.’  

There is not a lot of support within the profession.”   

We also found that there was a higher level of job satisfaction among teachers who spoke 

with friends and principals less frequently about stress.  In addition, we report that those teachers 

who frequently talked to their friends about stress have a lower sense of career intent and career 

commitment.  These two results may indicate that teachers with high job satisfaction, career 

intent, and career commitment likely utilized other stress coping mechanisms other than socials 

supports.  Our findings may also indicate that utilizing social supports may not be enough to 

combat stress and have an impact on job satisfaction, career intent, and career commitment.  As 

one teacher indicated on the survey, “I feel fortunate because I have a very supportive staff.  We 

share many of our daily challenges.  Despite this, I often feel like I am fighting a losing battle.” 

The results of our study and the extant literature point to teacher stress having a ripple effect, 

impacting many other aspects of teacher mental health including burnout (Coulter & Abbey, 

2009), absenteeism (Duxbury & Higgens, 2013), using employee benefits (Duxbury & Higgens, 

2013) and taking leaves of absence (Naylor & White, 2010), absenteeism (Duxbury & Higgens, 

2013) job satisfaction, intent to stay in the profession (Duxbury & Higgens, 2013; Ferguson, 

Frost, & Hall, 2012), and teacher attrition (Clark & Antonelli, 2009; McIntyre, 2006).  School 

boards, teachers’ unions, and faculties of education need to make workplace health a priority as 

the impact of employee mental health can be profound (Baumann & Muijen, 2010).  We 

encourage other researchers to continue to monitor and report on teacher stress, coping 

strategies, and organizational changes in education that promote workplace wellbeing.   
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Appendix A: Table 1 

 

Principal Component Analysis Loadings for Sources of Teacher Stress 
 

  Component 

1: 

Workload 

Component 

2: 

Student 

Behaviour 

Component 

3: 

Professional  

Relationships 

Component 

4: 

Societal 

Attitude 

Component 

5: 

Employment 

Conditions 

Too much work to do .857     

Not enough time to do the work .847     

Lack of time for marking .796     

Inadequate preparation time .750     

Balancing home and school 

responsibilities 

.732     

Increase in workload .732     

Administrative paperwork .601     

Lack of time to assist individual 

students 

.584     

Taking courses while working full time .574     

Completing report cards .496     

Class size .495     

Split grade classrooms .416     

Shortages of materials .413     

Being accountable for student 

achievement 

.391     

Extra-curricular responsibilities .352     

Completing IEPs .270     

Changes in the curriculum .229     

Poorly motivated students  .830    

Students' attitudes towards work  .730    

Mixed ability of students in classroom  .661    

Individual students who continually 

misbehave 

 .594    

Impolite and disruptive behaviour of 

students in general 

 .561    

Students with difficulties at home  .249    

Relationship with principal or vice 

principal 

  .855   

Attitudes and behaviour of the principal   .846   

Lack of communication with 

administration 

  .832   

Lack of participation in decision-

making 

  .564   

Relationships with other teachers   .238   

Relationships with support staff   .156   

Undeserved criticism of teachers and 

schools 

   .711  

Lack of recognition for the 

contributions of teachers 

   .694  

Lack of respect in society for schools 

and teachers 

   .677  

Dealing with parents    .247  

Poor opportunities for promotion     .729 

Inadequate salary     .676 
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Job security     .581 

Lack of training and professional 

development 

    .510 

Appendix B: Table 2 

 

Ordinal Logistic Regression Coefficient Estimates of Effect of Stress Factors on Frequency 

of Social Contact, Full Sample (Standard Errors in Brackets)  

 

 Family Friends Other Teachers Principal Doctor 

 
Workload Stress 0.424*** 

(0.130) 

0.335*** 

(0.130) 

0.459*** 

(0.131) 

0.187 

(0.127) 

0.195 

(0.132) 

Student Behaviour Stress 0.196 

(0.125) 

0.034 

(0.122) 

0.182 

(0.125) 

0.069 

(0.131) 

0.336*** 

(0.130) 

Professional Relationship 

Stress 

0.037 

(0.119) 

0.111 

(0.119) 

-0.079 

(0.123) 

-0.423*** 

(0.130) 

0.101 

(0.127) 

Societal Attitude Stress 0.134 

(0.125) 

0.156 

(0.124) 

0.248** 

(0.125) 

0.106 

(0.124) 

0.019 

(0.129) 

Employment Conditions 

Stress 

0.131 

(0.130) 

0.167 

(0.132) 

-0.109 

(0.131) 

-0.058 

(0.134) 

0.083 

(0.139) 

Femalea -- -- -- -- -- 

Male -1.516** 

(0.342) 

-1.838*** 

(0.340) 

-1.237*** 

(0.340) 

-0.484 

(0.335) 

-0.407 

(0.350) 

No Stigmaa -- -- -- -- -- 

Mild Stigma -0.222 

(0.423) 

-0.823* 

(0.425) 

-0.768* 

(0.445) 

-0.191 

(0.433) 

0.051 

(0.463) 

Moderate Stigma -0.010 

(0.387) 

-0.067 

(0.392) 

-0.080 

(0.414) 

-0.093 

(0.395) 

-0.386 

(0.433) 

Much Stigma 0.297 

(0.421) 

-0.284 

(0.428) 

0.453 

(0.454) 

0.192 

(0.444) 

0.420 

(0.456) 

Extreme Stigma -1.860** 

(0.830) 

-1.853** 

(0.837) 

0.183 

(0.872) 

-0.270 

(0.836) 

-0.113 

(0.808) 

Teaching Experience Included Included Included Included Included 

Grade Level Taught Included Included Included Included Included 

Type of Teaching 

Appointment 

Included Included Included Included Included 

Frequency of discussion about stress: Threshold value to enter category 

 

Talked Always 2.823 

(0.584) 

1.639 

(0.515) 

2.319 

(0.545) 

5.829 

(1.110) 

4.868 

(0.866) 

Talked Often 0.747 

(0.561) 

-0.577 

(0.480) 

-0.111 

(0.506) 

3.556 

(0.588) 

2.761 

(0.566) 

Talked Sometimes -1.228 

(0.564) 

-2.674 

(0.512) 

-2.533 

(0.540) 

0.815 

(0.491) 

1.305 

(0.524) 

Talked Rarely -3.042 

(0.619) 

-4.796 

(0.587) 

-4.419 

(0.615) 

-0.934 

(0.492) 

-0.439 

(0.514) 

Talked Never -- -- -- -- -- 

Number of Observations 264 264 264 264 263 

Pseudo R2 0.112 0.116 0.126 0.077 0.056 

 

*** p < 0.01,    ** p < 0.05,    * p < 0.1 
a Included as Base Reference group 
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Appendix C: Table 3 

 

 

 

Ordinal Logistic Regression Coefficient Estimates of Effect of Stress Factors on Frequency 

of Social Contact, Elementary School Teachers (Standard Errors in Brackets) 
 
 Family Friends Other Teachers Principal Doctor 

 

Workload Stress 0.282 

(0.189) 

0.253 

(0.187) 

0.331* 

(0.183) 

-0.091 

(0.175) 

0.559*** 

(0.204) 

Student Behaviour Stress 0.132 

(0.167) 

-0.113 

(0.167) 

0.119 

(0.171) 

0.198 

(0.174) 

0.385** 

(0.181) 

Professional Relationship 

Stress 

-0.054 

(0.163) 

-0.061 

(0.164) 

0.084 

(0.164) 

-0.480*** 

(0.169) 

0.111 

(0.177) 

Societal Attitude Stress 0.196 

(0.158) 

0.114 

(0.159) 

0.264 

(0.162) 

0.017 

(0.158) 

-0.043 

(0.181) 

Employment Conditions 

Stress 

-0.069 

(0.167) 

0.151 

(0.168) 

-0.139 

(0.170) 

-0.201 

(0.177) 

0.301 

(0.184) 

Femalea -- -- -- -- -- 

Male -1.714*** 

(0.475) 

-2.314*** 

(0.480) 

-2.158*** 

(0.503) 

-0.405 

(0.463) 

-0.333 

(0.504) 

No Stigmaa -- -- -- -- -- 

Mild Stigma -0.392 

(0.578) 

-0.765 

(0.574) 

-1.115* 

(0.612) 

-1.211** 

(0.602) 

-0.133 

(0.634) 

Moderate Stigma -0.076 

(0.511) 

0.141 

(0.522) 

-0.035 

(0.544) 

-0.734 

(0.536) 

-0.835 

(0.563) 

Much Stigma 0.007 

(0.556) 

-0.025 

(0.558) 

0.128 

(0.594) 

-0.551 

(0.587) 

0.060 

(0.595) 

Extreme Stigma -1.893* 

(1.099) 

-0.696 

(1.260) 

0.584 

(1.194) 

-1.022 

(1.325) 

-0.349 

(1.081) 

Teaching Experience Included Included Included Included Included 

Type of Teaching 

Appointment 

Included Included Included Included Included 

Frequency of discussions about stress: Threshold value to enter category 

 

Talked Always 0.958 

(0.546) 

1.953 

(0.608) 

1.739 

(0.602) 

-- 4.948 

(1.156) 

Talked Often -1.045 

(0.543) 

-0.289 

(0.548) 

-0.668 

(0.578) 

2.708 

(0.663) 

2.731 

(0.681) 

Talked Sometimes -2.828 

(0.591) 

-2.409 

(0.590) 

-3.247 

(0.657) 

-0.040 

(0.569) 

1.465 

(0.620) 

Talked Rarely -5.045 

(0.815) 

-4.340 

(0.699) 

-4.851 

(0.780) 

-1.819 

(0.585) 

-0.534 

(0.602) 

Talked Never -- -- -- -- -- 

Number of Observations 147 147 147 147 147 

Pseudo R2 0.080 0.119 0.115 0.057 0.086 

 

*** p < 0.01,    ** p < 0.05,    * p < 0.1 
 

a Included as Base Reference group 
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Appendix D: Table 4 

 

Ordinal Logistic Regression Coefficient Estimates of the Relationship between Social Contact 

and Job Satisfaction and Career Commitment, Full Sample (Standard Errors in Brackets) 

 
 

Job Satisfaction 

10 Year 

Commitment 

Choose Teaching 

Again 

Workload Stress -0.319** 

(0.153) 

-0.077 

(0.168) 

-0.306** 

(0.142) 

Student Behaviour Stress -0.454*** 

(0.144) 

-0.194 

(0.153) 

-0.341*** 

(0.128) 

Professional Relationship Stress -0.389*** 

(0.145) 

-0.025 

(0.156) 

-0.228* 

(0.129) 

Societal Attitudes Stress 0.053 

(0.144) 

-0.095 

(0.149) 

-0.160 

(0.130) 

Employment Conditions Stress -0.163 

(0.151) 

-0.331** 

(0.156) 

-0.304** 

(0.136) 

Frequency of Discussions about Stress with:    

Family Nevera -- -- -- 

Family Rarely -0.733 

(0.860) 

-0.647 

(1.047) 

-0.363 

(0.813) 

Family Sometimes -0.821 

(0.811) 

-1.029 

(1.004) 

-0.533 

(0.771) 

Family Often -1.270 

(0.835) 

-0.544 

(1.019) 

-0.761 

(0.783) 

Family Always -1.076 

(0.936) 

0.917 

(1.183) 

-0.041 

(0.885) 

Friends Nevera -- -- -- 

Friends Rarely -1.301* 

(0.701) 

-0.627 

(0.885) 

-1.352** 

(0.679) 

Friends Sometimes -1.411* 

(0.739) 

-1.343 

(0.913) 

-1.612** 

(0.713) 

Friends Often -1.895** 

(0.771) 

-1.674* 

(0.918) 

-2.110*** 

(0.730) 

Friends Always -2.130** 

(1.052) 

-2.593** 

(1.187) 

-3.086*** 

(0.961) 

Teachers Nevera -- -- -- 

Teachers Rarely 0.448 

(0.801) 

-0.660 

(0.970) 

0.320 

(0.728) 

Teachers Sometimes -0.333 

(0.814) 

-0.111 

(0.938) 

0.454 

(0.721) 

Teachers Often 0.106 

(0.831) 

-0.599 

(0.954) 

0.418 

(0.744) 

Teachers Always 0.874 

(0.960) 

-0.069 

(1.059) 

0.647 

(0.860) 

Principal Nevera -- -- -- 

Principal Rarely 0.251 

(0.353) 

0.226 

(0.390) 

-0.055 

(0.323) 

Principal Sometimes 0.281 

(0.405) 

-0.448 

(0.433) 

0.222 

(0.372) 
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Principal Often -.013 

(0.824) 

-0.374 

(0.854) 

0.247 

(0.744) 

Principal Always -5.638*** 

(1.908) 

-2.561 

(1.972) 

-- 

Doctor Nevera -- -- -- 

Doctor Rarely 0.043 

(0.321) 

0.527 

(0.351) 

-0.057 

(0.298) 

Doctor Sometimes -0.142 

(0.438) 

-0.496 

(0.493) 

0.062 

(0.397) 

Doctor Often 1.177* 

(0.697) 

1.073 

(0.766) 

0.417 

(0.645) 

Doctor Always 0.183 

(1.545) 

0.916 

(1.810) 

1.014 

(1.511) 

Gender and Work Experience Included Included Included 

Type of Teaching Appointment Included Included Included 

Beliefs about Stigma Included Included Included 

Threshold value to enter category  

 

   

Very dissatisfied --   

Somewhat dissatisfied -6.022 

(1.189) 

  

Neither satisfied nor dissatisfied -4.154 

(1.116) 

  

Fairly satisfied -3.381 

(1.107) 

  

Very satisfied -0.231 

(1.089) 

  

Very unlikely  -- -- 

Somewhat unlikely  -6.098 

(1.436) 

-4.761 

(1.079) 

Neither likely nor unlikely  -4.915 

(1.410) 

-3.454 

(1.064) 

Fairly likely  -4.272 

(1.403) 

-2.802 

(1.059) 

Very likely  -2.339 

(1.385) 

-1.311 

(1.047) 

Number of Observations 263 231 262 

Pseudo R2 0.136 0.132 0.084 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Ferguson, Mang, and Frost  Social Supports 

 

85 

Brock Education Journal, 26(2), 2017 

 

 

 

 

Appendix E: Table 5 

 

Ordinal Logistic Regression Coefficient Estimates of the Relationship between Social Contact 

and Job Satisfaction and Career Commitment, Elementary School Teachers (Standard Errors in 

Brackets) 

 

 
Job Satisfaction 

10 Year 

Commitment 

Choose Teaching 

Again 
Workload Stress -0.404 

(0.247) 

-0.075 

(0.257) 

-0.494** 

(0.229) 

Student Behaviour Stress -0.702*** 

(0.216) 

-0.595** 

(0.234) 

-0.396** 

(0.190) 

Professional Relationship Stress -0.565*** 

(0.213) 

-0.058 

(0.226) 

-0.274 

(0.196) 

Societal Attitudes Stress 0.150 

(0.203) 

-0.173 

(0.212) 

0.005 

(0.181) 

Employment Conditions Stress -0.168 

(0.213) 

-0.418* 

(0.239) 

-0.511** 

(0.207) 

Frequency of Discussions about Stress with:    

Family Nevera -- -- -- 

Family Rarely 0.465 

(1.700) 

-0.673 

(2.172) 

1.885 

(1.486) 

Family Sometimes -0.139 

(1.698) 

-1.181 

(2.138) 

1.400 

(1.496) 

Family Often -0.646 

(1.652) 

-1.281 

(2.120) 

0.282 

(1.430) 

Family Always -0.008 

(1.757) 

0.008 

(2.238) 

1.454 

(1.547) 

Friends Nevera -- -- -- 

Friends Rarely -0.879 

(1.112) 

-0.780 

(1.395) 

0.322 

(1.149) 

Friends Sometimes -0.955 

(1.230) 

-0.289 

(1.514) 

0.124 

(1.309) 

Friends Often -1.188 

(1.242) 

-0.421 

(1.473) 

0.445 

(1.278) 

Friends Always -2.420 

(1.570) 

-0.709 

(1.839) 

-1.949 

(1.607) 

Teachers Nevera -- -- -- 

Teachers Rarely -1.833 

(1.543) 

-0.783 

(2.290) 

-2.473 

(1.662) 

Teachers Sometimes -2.233 

(1.625) 

-1.842 

(2.366) 

-2.277 

(1.822) 

Teachers Often -1.873 

(1.643) 

-2.415 

(2.420) 

-2.363 

(1.860) 

Teachers Always -1.430 

(1.826) 

-2.271 

(2.541) 

-2.342 

(1.988) 

Principal Nevera -- -- -- 

Principal Rarely 0.742 

(0.536) 

0.655 

(0.573) 

-0.377 

(0.500) 

Principal Sometimes 0.535 

(0.587) 

-0.023 

(0.618) 

0.593 

(0.560) 
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Principal Often 1.055 

(1.098) 

-0.276 

(1.120) 

-0.772 

(1.048) 

Doctor Nevera -- -- -- 

Doctor Rarely 0.091 

(0.458) 

0.273 

(0.494) 

-0.179 

(0.438) 

Doctor Sometimes 0.656 

(0.706) 

0.193 

(0.758) 

0.302 

(0.649) 

Doctor Often 0.535 

(1.008) 

1.901 

(1.202) 

1.100 

(0.981) 

Doctor Always 13.924 

(789.145) 

-- 14.343 

(668.589) 

Gender and Work Experience Included Included Included 

Type of Teaching Appointment Included Included Included 

Beliefs about Stigma Included Included Included 

Threshold value to enter category  

 

   

Very dissatisfied --   

Somewhat dissatisfied 

 

-7.610 

(2.278) 

  

Neither satisfied nor dissatisfied -5.318 

(2.183) 

  

Fairly satisfied -4.611 

(2.175) 

  

Very satisfied -1.439 

(2.147) 

  

Very unlikely  -- -- 

Somewhat unlikely  -8.402 

(3.093) 

-4.939 

(2.117) 

Neither likely nor unlikely  -6.151 

(2.921) 

-3.630 

(2.103) 

Fairly likely  -5.500 

(2.908) 

-2.816 

(2.095) 

Very likely  -3.112 

(2.878) 

-0.890 

(2.082) 

Number of Observations 147 137 147 

Pseudo R2 0.154 0.197 0.158 
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The Impact of Use of Manipulatives on the Math Scores of Grade 2 

Students 

 
Robert Scott Liggett 
University of Saskatchewan 

 
Abstract 

 

Today’s society places a lot of pressure on schools, teachers, and students to improve test scores. 

This paper discusses the possibility of using mathematical manipulatives to improve student test 

scores and students’ attitudes towards mathematics. Forty-three Grade 2 students with age ranges 

between six and eight from a rural town in Saskatchewan were selected. They were divided 

randomly into two groups: the treatment group (n=22) and the control group (n=21) and their 

pre- and post-test scores compared. Findings supported the hypothesis that students in the 

treatment group who received the math intervention obtained higher post-test scores in 

comparison to their classmates in the control group.   
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     The purpose of this study was to determine the effect of manipulatives on improving student 

performance in mathematics. Education is constantly under the microscope. Within education, we 

are constantly trying to create the ideal school: one that is driven by a vision that involves an 

element of dreaming about the very best that can happen. Unfortunately, vision without action is 

merely a dream. Bringing the vision to reality requires the concerted effort of all education 

stakeholders, and this belief is certainly relevant as we consider mathematics pedagogy. 

Understandably, math skills are crucial to functioning in today’s world (Burns & Hamm, 2011; 

Carbonneau, Marley, & Selig, 2013). These skills are not just important in school mathematical 

classes; they are important in our daily lives. Golafshani (2013) stated, “There is no doubt that 

everyone believes that mathematics is important, however, many students have poor math skills, 

which indicates that changes are needed in the methodology of teaching mathematics” (p. 140).  

Golafshani (2013) found that there is a growing consensus around the use of manipulatives in 

instructional practices. 

     The ancient Chinese proverb, I hear and I forget, I see and I remember, I do and I understand, 

suggests important aspects of learning in this area. What is the best method that an educator can 

use in teaching mathematics?  By assumption, the best method is one in which the results will 

increase not only the achievement of students but also their attitude towards mathematics. How 

often do we hear a group of 5th Grade students say they like doing math? The chances of this 

happening may improve with the use of mathematical manipulatives (Burns & Hamm, 2011; 

Bjorklund, 2014; Carbonneau et al.; Gauthier et al., 2004).  

     One may inquire as to just what constitutes a manipulative. Johnson (1993) noted, 

“Manipulatives are objects used for instruction that vary in shape, size, and color” (p. 10).  

Ultimately, manipulatives can be any objects that an innovative teacher wishes to use to improve 

a student’s mathematical skills. Gauthier (2004) noted that manipulatives have a place not only at 

the elementary level but also in the higher grades. From starting with simple beans or buttons to 

using graphing calculators or computer software, students can explore a vast amount of 

mathematics that often was incomprehensible in the past. The goals of any math instruction should 

be to focus on helping students understand concepts. The use of manipulatives allows students to 

see mathematics as integration by relating procedures used in one question to procedures used in 

an equivalent question.   

     Mathematical skills are critical to functioning in today’s fast moving and changing world. They 

are skills that students will use in their daily lives, and thus we should be aware of the importance 

of keeping an open mind about the use of manipulatives. Education professionals are still learning 

about the effective use of manipulatives. They would do well to embrace the position that math 

instruction should focus on helping students understand math concepts. Manipulatives used by 

teachers have potential when used in such a way that they promote reflection on the part of 

students. Golafshani (2013) found that mathematical instruction should begin with experiences 

that are real to students and function as symbols throughout their learning, and, clearly, 

manipulatives represent important tools in efforts to make mathematics more real.  However, as 

with any tool they should be used with caution and care to optimize results. If used inappropriately, 

they may result in frustration or confusion, and ultimately disrupt student motivation and overall 

learning opportunities.  

     School professionals are constantly looking for methods to improve student learning. Achieving 

this will require effort and the use of multiple strategies or methods. The goal of this quasi-
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experimental study was to provide information about the value of manipulatives as another tool 

that is available to assist educators in the endeavor of improving student learning.   

 

  Statement of Problem 

 

 A report from the Canadian Broadcast Corporation (2016) noted that Saskatchewan 

students lag behind all provinces in reading, science and math based on a test from the 

Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development. Arguably, the general need for 

Saskatchewan students to perform well on school system and provincial assessment exams 

becomes increasingly pronounced year after year. This has escalated the levels of pressure on 

teachers and administrators. Teachers struggle to find adequate time to cover all the material 

demanded by the curriculum and government; they may not be convinced of the benefits of using 

manipulatives to aid students with different learning styles and they may believe that manipulatives 

are merely an additional item increasing their workload with limited promise of success 

(Golafshani, 2013). Many teachers continue to rely on traditional teaching methods (Mura, 1995).  

Golfashani (2013) found that the utilization of only one instructional approach results in meeting 

the learning styles of a few students while those of many other students are ignored. This in turn 

results in students developing negative self-concept regarding their mathematical abilities, 

accompanied by a consequent lack of enthusiasm for learning mathematics, which in turn would 

likely hinder levels of improvement in mathematical skills.  

     In light of the argument from Golfashani (2013) that traditional approaches are insufficient, the 

problem requiring investigation is:  Does incorporating the use of manipulatives as a teaching 

method improve student learning of mathematics? Specifically: Are there group differences in the 

post measure test scores between students who use manipulatives and those who do not, when we 

control for their pre-test scores, gender and ethnicity? The one-tailed hypothesis (α = 0.05) was 

that Grade 2 students who use manipulatives will perform higher in their post-test scores. 

 

Research Question 

 

    The question becomes, to what extent does the use of mathematical manipulatives improve test 

scores for Grade 2 students at a school in Saskatchewan? The null hypothesis was that there is no 

significant difference in test scores between the two groups. This researcher hypothesized that 

when manipulatives are used with a group of Grade 2 students in one Saskatchewan school, the 

higher the post-test scores will be. 

 

Related Studies 

 

    Teaching mathematics by using manipulatives has a long history. There has been considerable 

research completed on the use of manipulatives towards the goal of aiding students to better 

understand math concepts (Bjorklund, 2014; Burns & Hamm, 2011; DeLoache, Scudder & Uttal, 

1997; Driscoll, 1983; Freer, 2006; Moyer & Jones, 2006; Raphael & Wahlstrom, 1989; Sowell, 

1989; Suydam & Higgins, 1977; Swan & Marshall, 2010).  

    Some contradictory research indicated that the use of manipulatives is no more effective than 

other traditional methods of teaching (Eastman & Barnett, 1979; Fennema, 1972). One such study 

completed by Fennema (1972) involved 95 subjects from the age ranges of 7 to 8 years old. They 
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were divided into two groups: symbolic and concrete. The concrete group used Cuisenaire rods to 

answer some math questions and the symbolic group did not. The result was that the children 

learned better without the manipulative. Fennema (1972) stated, “It does not indicate that the 

concrete models are not always more effective than symbolic models” (p. 238). Thus, this early 

study demonstrated that the evidence of the benefits of using manipulatives was far from 

conclusive.  

    A study conducted by Eastman and Barnet (1979) resulted in the same conclusion. The study 

involved 78 university elementary majors. From this educational group, 39 students were placed 

in an experimental group who could use manipulatives and 39 were placed in a control group 

without the use of materials. Eastman and Barnett concluded, “In no instance did the experimental 

(hands on) group perform better than the control group, either on the paper-scored tests or on the 

tasks where both groups were asked to demonstrate the ability to manipulate the materials” (p. 

212). This research seemed to indicate that manipulatives do not aid in improving student learning 

of mathematics.  

     However, most of the research points towards the use of manipulatives as a positive tool to 

improve student learning within mathematics (Parham, 1983; Raphael & Wahlstrom, 1989; 

Sowell, 1989; Suydam & Higgins, 1979). Suydam and Higgins (1977) observed, “the overall point 

remains, however; far more of the studies favor the use of materials than favor non-use of 

materials” (p. 18). Much of the literature impacts this current study. This review will provide a 

chronological perspective regarding the importance of using manipulatives in mathematics. 

     Some of the earliest research completed in the 1960s and 1970s found mixed results of 

manipulatives such as concrete or pictorial materials in instruction. The problem with this early 

research (Kieren, 1971) was that it simply summarized the findings. There was no experimental 

process utilized as part of this research as there were no classroom observations conducted. As a 

result, there were no declarations on the belief that manipulatives were beneficial to students. This 

in turn left the readers to formulate their own conclusions about the effectiveness of manipulatives.   

     Friedman (1978) conducted an investigative review of 15 studies conducted prior to 1970 that 

were concerned with elementary school instruction. Friedman’s research, dated but still relevant, 

showed that manipulatives were beneficial for young children but not for older children regarding 

their learning. In 1977 Suydam and Higgins released the first comprehensive review of over 20 

studies involving activity-based learning in mathematical instruction from kindergarten to Grade 

8. While this review is notably dated, their review found that using manipulative materials 

produced greater achievement than not using them at all the levels of elementary school. 

     Additional research in the l980s (Parham, 1983) supported the research of Suydam and Higgins 

regarding the benefits of using manipulatives in mathematics. Further research (Driscoll, 1983; 

Raphael & Wahlstrom, 1989; Sowell, 1989) found that students from kindergarten to college age, 

who use manipulatives in their mathematics class usually outperform those who do not. 

Furthermore, Sowell (1989) found that attitudes towards mathematics are improved when students 

have instruction with concrete materials provided by the teachers who are knowledgeable about 

their use. Further, a study by DeLoache, Scudder and Uttal in 1997 involving young children 

supported the practice of using manipulatives in mathematics by revealing that concrete objects 

can help children gain access to concepts and mathematical processes that might otherwise remain 

a mystery. 

     Increasingly, educators are coming to understand that manipulative materials are designed to 

help students at all ages and learning levels. Suydham and Higgins’ (1977) investigative review of 
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the literature found that the studies support the idea that activity lessons with manipulative 

materials are important at the elementary school levels, and at the upper elementary school levels. 

Research conducted by Driscoll (1983) found that results at every grade level support the 

importance of manipulative activity lessons. Driscoll (1983) argued that manipulatives have a 

place in the intermediate grades both in developing new mathematical concepts and skills and in 

providing remedial help to students who may be struggling.   

     The use of manipulatives in teaching mathematics has developed over time. Golfashani (2013) 

noted that teaching mathematics have moved from using beans or counters to linking cubes, 

fractions circles and other technologies.  Johnson (1993) stated, “With the increased use of 

manipulatives, a new attitude is evolving towards mathematics. Mathematics is no longer a set of 

concrete rules to follow but rather a way of thinking. There are now reasons behind the rules” (p. 

11). Through many studies manipulatives have shown to be beneficial in mathematics. Ralphael 

and Wahlstrom (1989) found that teachers, reporting use of a variety of instructional aids, covered 

more content, and the use of these aids was found to strongly relate to student achievement in 

topics such as geometry, ratio, proportion, and percent.  

     Research conducted by Moyer, 2001 indicated that teachers play an important role in creating 

mathematical environments that provide students with representatives that enhance their thinking. 

Vinson (2001) stated, “using appropriate and concrete instruction materials is necessary to ensure 

that children understand mathematical concepts” (p. 91). Moyer and Jones (2004) completed a 

study of 10 female middle grades teachers during a summer institute with additional research 

completed at the schools of the participants. Their study indicated the value of empowering 

teachers towards the benefits of instruction using manipulatives. This research revealed that the 

students used manipulatives to aid their learning. These authors noted that “in this study students 

began to see these materials as one of many tools in their mathematics environment and 

spontaneously and selectively used the materials effectively to mediate their learning” (Moyer & 

Jones, 2004, p.30). It is evident that additional research on the impact of teacher knowledge about 

the use and benefits of manipulatives as it pertains to instruction is needed.  

     Swan and Marshall (2010) revisited research on the use of manipulatives in schools. They 

looked at different ways in which teaching of mathematics and the subsequent learning via the use 

of manipulatives occurred. Swan and Marshall found that there are potential gains to be made by 

using mathematics manipulative materials where appropriate and employed in a systematic 

manner. A further study involving students from Grade 3 and 4 by Burns and Hamm (2011) 

concluded that manipulatives reinforced math concepts and increased average test scores. More 

recently, the use of manipulatives has proven to be beneficial to improve learning in preschool 

children. A study conducted by Björklund (2014) found that manipulatives aided learning in 

children as young as one and two. Björklund concluded that some manipulative objects seem to 

encourage certain occupations that emphasise specific learning objects more than others.  

     Balka (1993) indicated that by using manipulatives, students made mathematical connections 

that would have otherwise gone unnoticed. More current research studies (Bjorklund, 2014; Burns 

& Hamm, 2011; Freer, 2006; Swan & Marshall, 2010) provided evidence that the use of 

manipulatives allows students to better understand the abstract concepts of mathematics and to 

achieve improved results.  

     In short, within the literature, there appears to be a dichotomy of viewpoints regarding the 

benefits of using manipulatives to improve mathematic learning. While one group of researchers 

believes that manipulatives have little effect on improving mathematic learning; another group 
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believes this is not the case. Consequently, there remains the unanswered question of whether the 

use of manipulatives will result in improving learning in mathematics. 

 

  

Theoretical Framework 

 

     The idea that young children can learn mathematical concepts better through concrete objects 

comes from the learning theory of Piaget (1970). Piaget’s theory of learning is based on his views 

of constructivism. Driscoll (2005) asserted, “Piaget also called his view constructivism, because 

he firmly believed that knowledge acquisition is a process of continuous self-construction. That is, 

knowledge is not out there, external to the child and waiting to be discovered” (p. 191). Driscoll 

(2005) observed that constructivism is knowledge that is constructed by learners as they attempt 

to make sense of their experiences. Learners are not just empty vessels waiting to be filled, but 

rather, they are active organisms seeking meaning.   

     Golfashani (2013) found that the use of manipulatives can be traced to Piaget’s suggestion that 

children cannot comprehend abstract math through explanations and lectures. Instead, children 

need experiences with models and instruments in order to grasp the mathematical concepts. 

Researchers (Driscoll, 2005; Siegler & Ellis, 1996) summarized Piaget’s theory as one in which 

he argued that children go through four stages of cognitive development. In the first stage or 

sensorimotor stage, the age range is from birth to two years. In second stage or the preoperational 

stage, the age range is from two to seven years, and children using symbols and responding to 

objects characterize this level. The third level, labeled as concrete operational, ranges from seven 

to eleven years, where children are more capable of thinking logically. At the fourth level of 

development, the formal operations level at the age range of eleven to twelve, the children are able 

to demonstrate intelligence through the use of symbols. Kamii and Ewing (1996) argued that 

Piaget’s theory is the only theory in existence that explains children’s cognitive development from 

birth to adolescence. Using Piaget’s theory as a framework provides the background for a 

hypothesis concerning manipulatives as an effective tool for adapting teaching methods to meet 

the learning styles among children experiencing difficulties with their learning of mathematics. 

 

Methods 

 

     This study took place in a northern Saskatchewan school during the fall of 2016 over a period 

of two weeks. The first week involved the administration of the pre-test and the second week the 

post-test. The students came from the town and nearby First Nation’s reserve. None of the 

participants had any learning or physical disabilities. 

     This study represented a true experimental design because of three factors: manipulation, 

control and randomization (Creswell, 2009). There is manipulation of a variable by using 

manipulatives consisting of plastic unifix cubes. Regarding control, the variable is introduced only 

during the post-test and only to the treatment group. Furthermore, internal validity is increased 

through random assignment. Random selection was followed, involving Grade 2 students from 

one elementary school. Random assignment was initiated by selecting the subjects’ names out of 

a hat to be randomly assigned to the two groups. Only one class (treatment group) used 

manipulatives (plastic unifix cubes) to aid them in their responses to the assessment. This, 

therefore, was a classic treatment design using a pre-test and post-test to study the cause and effect 
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where the independent variable, the use of manipulatives, was examined for its effect on the 

dependent variable, the test scores. Descriptive statistics were used to summarize the results with 

respect to the sample data. This included calculating the mean, mode and range of the test results 

from Grade 2 students within the school. 

     Inferential statistics were also utilized to look at the difference in comparing an outcome (using 

manipulatives) across two groups (control and treatment) across a specific time (pre-test to a post-

test). Additionally, relationships were considered by focusing on how one variable (using 

manipulatives) might relate to another (improved tests scores). Specifically, does an increase in 

one variable co-occur with an increase or decrease in another? 

 

Participants 

 

     There were 20 males and 23 females. The students’ ages ranged from six to eight years with 

the average age range being 6.93 years. The males represented 46.5 percent of the total population 

whereas the females represented 53.5 percent. There were 22 students in the treatment group 

consisting of 11 males and 11 females with an ethnicity of 17 First Nations and 5 non-First Nations 

students. Of the 21 students assigned to the control group, 9 were males and 12 were females with 

an ethnicity of 8 First Nations and 13 non-First Nations students.  

 

Procedures 

 

     The procedures used in the study included the establishment of a control group (CG) and a 

treatment group (TG) by random selection of Grade 2 students of two classrooms from the same 

elementary school. Random assignment was initiated by selecting the subjects’ names out of a hat 

to be randomly assigned to the two groups. The groups were then placed into separate classrooms 

during the pre- and post-test phases of the study. The treatment group (TG) consisted of 22 students 

and the control group (CG) consisted of 21 students.  

     Only one class (TG) used manipulatives (plastic unifix cubes) to aid them in their responses to 

the post-assessment. The treatment group was given the unifix cubes once, before the post-test 

with the offer that they could use them if they wanted but no prior practice was given. The pre-test 

and post-test measures each consisted of 20 addition problems with grouping by tens. 

 

Instrument 

 

     Because no standardized tests could be located for this type of research, assessment tools were 

created by the researcher and the two Grade 2 teachers whose classrooms were involved in the 

study. To increase the evidence of validity, the questions were based on a school division-wide 

math assessment that is given to all Grade 1 students at the end of the mathematical unit on number 

operations. In addition, the same assessment was used as a diagnostic review tool at the beginning 

of the Grade 2 mathematical unit on number operations. All grade two teachers taught using the 

same provincially-approved mathematics textbook and administered the mandated division-wide 

assessment exams. The manipulative that was used in the study was plastic unifix cubes. 

Reliability studies utilizing SPSS analytical software were conducted to complete the analysis of 

the tests. 
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Data Analysis 

 

     A one-way ANCOVA analysis was conducted using IBM SPSS version 22, allowing the 

researcher to look at the effect of one or more factors on the dependent variable (post-test scores), 

while partialling out or removing the effect of another variable. It is the common analysis for a 

pre-test and post-test design (Huck & Mclean, 1975) where the focus is on the dependent variable 

(post-test) while controlling for the effect of a covariate (pre-test) and for possible confounding 

factors (gender and ethnicity). 

     A repeated measures ANOVA, mean gain scores and a multiple regression could also have 

been other data analysis approaches utilized. However, Huck and McLean (1975) found that a 

repeated measures ANOVA was shown to provide unclear results, while gain scores analysis was 

more straightforward, they concluded that a covariance analysis was a more powerful method. 

     Assumptions for ANCOVA were considered. There was a reasonable correlation (i.e., between 

.3 and .9) between the covariate (pre-test) and the dependent variable (post-test), [Pearson’s 

correlation (r) = .81, N = 43; r = .90, Ncontrol = 21; r = .38, Ntreatment = 22]. There was a linear 

relationship between pre- and post-test scores, as assessed by visual inspection of a scatterplot. 

There was weak evidence of homogeneity of regression slopes; however, there was no interaction 

evident. Tests of normality were violated for both the covariate and the dependent variable, as 

assessed by Shapiro-Wilk's test (p < .05) whereas a significance level greater than .05 was needed 

to be normal. While there appeared to be heterocedasticity of variance in a visual inspection of the 

scatterplot, there was homogeneity of variance as assessed Levene's test of homogeneity of 

variance (p = .081) including pre-test and post-test variables. We failed to reject the null hypothesis 

that the variances were different at an alpha of .05. There was one outlier in the data with too low 

of a score on both the pre- and post-test. However, as the student was part of the class, the student’s 

data was included in the study. 

 

Results 

Descriptive Results 

 

     Participants of this study consisted of 43 Grade 2 students at a rural elementary school in 

northern Saskatchewan. Appendix A: Table 1 provides percentages for participants’ demographic 

categorical variables: gender (male and female) and ethnicity (First Nation and non-First Nation). 

The gender number within the control group and treatment group was slightly around the midpoint 

of fifty percent. However, the percentage of First Nations in the treatment group was higher than 

the control group. Lastly, the average age of the treatment group (6.77) as compared to the control 

group (6.80) differed in that the control group was on average slightly younger. Descriptive 

statistics show the mean and standard deviation of the covariate (i.e., pre-test scores) and the 

dependent continuous ratio variable (i.e., post-test scores) for the treatment group and the control 

group.  

     Appendix A: Table 2 provides the descriptive information revealing the pre-test and post-test 

scores, means and standard deviation by gender and ethnicity. The results appear to show an 

increase in the mean post-test score. The mean final post-test score of the treatment group (M = 

97%, 19.4 out of 20) was higher than the mean final post-test score of the control group (M = 79%, 

15.8 out of 20).   
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     Interestingly, the students who were randomly selected for the treatment group achieved higher 

pre-test scores than the control group. This is noteworthy due to the understanding that it is 

important to control for pre-test scores that score prior math performance when examining 

students’ differences in performance with and without manipulative (post-test comparison of 

treatment and control group). 

     Appendix B: Figure 1 illustrates the pre-test and post-test mean percentage scores between the 

control group and the treatment group. The post-test mean percentage scores for the treatment 

group were higher than those of the control group. 

     As the gender variable did not have significant effect on the outcome, it was removed from 

subsequent analysis. Thus, the ANCOVA examined the effect of treatment (manipulatives) versus 

control on post-test scores controlling for ethnicity. The one-way ANCOVA indicates that 

treatment (use of math manipulatives) had a significant effect on post-test scores F (1, 42 = 28.33, 

p = <0.001) and explained 42% of the variance in post-test results (partial eta2=.42) even when 

controlling for pre-test and ethnicity (see Appendix A: Table 3). Overall, this model accounted for 

84% of the variance in the post-test scores. This finding supports the hypothesis that Grade 2 

students who used manipulatives had higher post-test scores. 

     Appendix A: Table 2 shows that the mean post-test scores of the treatment group (M=97%) 

were higher than the mean test scores of the control group (M=79%) when taking into 

consideration the initial pre-test scores and their ethnicity. Thus, the post-test scores of the students 

in the treatment group who used manipulatives were 18 percentage points higher than the test 

scores of the participants in the control group who were not allowed to use manipulatives during 

the post-test. These results were further validated by an Analysis of Covariance (ANCOVA) test 

found in Appendix A: Table 3. Appendix A: Table 3 shows an ANCOVA result of F (1, 42 = 

28.33, p = <0.001, partial eta2=.42). This means that significance value of less than 0.001 existed 

for the post-test between the control and treatment groups. This tells us that the probability of 

obtaining this value by chance is 1 in 1000. The probability falls well under our alpha cut off range 

of acceptability that was established earlier at 1 in 20 (α = 0.05). This means that our hypothesis 

of a group difference with the post-test is indeed supported. Thus, the results of this study did 

support the hypothesis that the scores in the post-test for the participants in the treatment group 

would be significantly higher than the scores of the participants in the control group. 

 

Discussion 

 

     To summarize, this study began by asking the question: Are there group differences in the post 

measure test scores between students who used manipulatives and those students who did not when 

controlled for their pre-test scores, gender and ethnicity? This study provided support for the belief 

that manipulatives had a positive effect on Grade 2 mathematical achievement in addition tests 

while controlling for gender, ethnicity and pre-test scores. Consequently, manipulatives do offer 

benefits to students. This study provides evidence that those students who used mathematical 

manipulatives performed better on the post-test than those who did not use manipulatives.  

 

Additional Contributions Of This Research 

 

     The results of the study do complement the findings of other research on using mathematical 

manipulatives, particularly the research conducted by Balka (1993), Björklund (2014), Burns and 
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Hamm (2011), DeLoach, Sudder and Uttal (1997), Driscoll (1983), Freer (2006), Gauthier et al., 

(2004), Raphael and Wahlstrom (1989), Sowell (1989), and Swan & Marshall (2010). These 

studies focused on research where using manipulatives with elementary and middle school 

students resulted in an increase in student achievement. This study is unique in that the intervention 

was minimal but still revealed strong results. A study such as this supports the belief that if students 

use mathematical manipulatives, not only does it increase their mathematical achievement scores, 

but it also provides them with additional methods or strategies that are critical to building problem 

solving skills.  

     The results of this study suggest that the use of mathematical manipulatives in answering 

mathematical problems would be an asset to improving the students’ learning and development. 

Golafshani (2013) stated, “The fact that every classroom consists of students with different levels 

of ability to understand mathematical concepts means that teachers should focus on using multiple 

teaching strategies so that all students can benefit” (p. 139). This is something that all educators 

should consider with their mathematical programs in assisting students to achieve higher academic 

success. Eventually students will not only be more prepared to handle the demands at school, but 

also the later requirements of university, jobs and life. Ultimately, this study further supports the 

broader claim that students who are allowed to use manipulatives to answer mathematical 

problems will achieve better test scores than those who do not use manipulatives. 

 

Limitations 

 

     This study revealed three limitations. Firstly, tests of normality of the sample were violated 

which is an important assumption of the ANCOVA analysis. The lack of a formal and recognized 

standardized test that could be used and repeated in the study posed a hindrance. One was created 

based on division wide assessment exams. Future research could consider the development of a 

test that was more difficult and more items to attain a greater distribution of scores. 

     Secondly, the size of the population in the treatment and control group was small. Only 43 

Grade 2 students and only one elementary school were utilized for this study. Thus, one is limited 

in its ability to generalize to greater populations. Furthermore, the population and thus the sample 

contained no students with disabilities. The potential effects of manipulatives on mathematic 

learning for the population deserve to be looked at in the future. A positive finding provides some 

motivation to develop and further this research. The intervention provided students only the 

manipulative during the post-test. Future research can further examine the relative benefit of such 

an intervention compared to larger changes in teaching strategies.  

     Additional research into the effects of using manipulatives with specific genders remains 

unclear. This study was unable to analyze gender due to non-normality in the data, and did not 

include a measure of students’ preferred learning styles. Future research is required to shed light 

upon the degree to which manipulatives differentially improve the instruction and learning of 

mathematics within education for specific gender and learning styles. These insights would prove 

beneficial to the instruction and learning of mathematics in the long term.   

 

Conclusion 

 

     In an era when the demands for better schools, higher student learning, and school 

accountability are intense, any factor that directly affects an increase in student learning must be 
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taken seriously. A primary goal of education is to improve and extend student learning. Ultimately, 

a study such as this supports the belief that when students use mathematical manipulatives, not 

only does it increase their mathematical achievement scores, but it may also provide them with 

additional methods or strategies that are critical to building problem solving skills. The results of 

this study suggest that the use of mathematical manipulatives in answering mathematical problems 

would be an asset to improving the students’ learning and development. The goal is for students 

to be able to handle the demands at school, but also the later requirements of university, jobs and 

life.  
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Appendix A: Tables 1, 2, & 3 
Table 1 

Descriptive Statistics   

 
Gender Ethnicity Age  

Male Female 
First 

Nations 

Non-First 

Nations 

6 7 8 

Control Group 45% 52% 32% 72% 75% 43% 40% 

Treatment 

Group 
55% 48% 68% 28% 

25% 57% 60% 

 
Table 2 

Descriptive Statistics of Test Means by Gender and by Ethnicity  

 
 Pre-Test Post-Test  
 Percentage 

Score 
Mean SD 

Percentage 

Score 
Mean SD 

Control Group All 77.5% 15.5 4.18 79.0% 15.8 3.12 

N = 21 Female 76.7% 15.3 4.81 78.3% 15.7 3.39 

 Male 78.3% 15.7 3.43 80.0% 16.0 2.92 

 First Nations 78.8% 15.8 3.06 82.5% 16.5 1.60 

 Non-First 

Nations 
76.5% 15.3 4.85 76.9% 15.4 3.78 

Treatment Group All 86.5% 17.3 1.62 97.0% 19.4 0.73 

N = 22 Female 88.6% 17.7 1.27 95.9% 19.2 0.87 

 Male 84.5% 16.9 1.87 97.7% 19.5 0.52 

 First Nations 85.6% 17.1 1.69 97.1% 19.4 0.71 

 Non-First 

Nations 
90.0% 18.0 1.22 96.0% 19.2 0.84 

 
Table 3 

 

Inferential Statistics Results from an ANCOVA Analysis 

 

Source 
Type III Sum of 

Squares 
Df Mean Square F Sig. 

Partial Eta 

Squared 

Corrected 

Model 
290.42a 3 96.81 73.13 <.001 .85 

Intercept 84.46 1 84.46 63.80 <.001 .62 

Pre-test 150.14 1 150.14 113.41 <.001 .74 

Ethnicity 5.69 1 5.69 4.30 .045 .10 

CGTG 37.51 1 37.51 28.33 <.001 .42 

Error 51.63 39 1.32    

Total 13704.00 43     

Corrected 

Total 
342.05 42     
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Appendix B: Figure 1 

 

 

 
 

Figure 1. Pre-and post percentage means between control group and treatment group. 
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Abstract 

Visual-spatial ability is important for mathematics learning but also for future STEM 

participation. Some studies report children with dyslexia have superior visual-spatial skills and 

other studies report a deficit. We sought to further explore the relationship between children 

formally identified as having dyslexia and visual-spatial ability. Despite our best efforts, and 

despite recruiting from a large potential sample population, we were unable to secure a 

sufficient amount of participants for statistical power. Thus, our findings consider the ethical 

dilemma of diagnosis; namely, (1) how do children come to be tested for disabilities? And, (2) 

what are the potential implications, mathematical or otherwise, for children who have 

disabilities but are not formally identified? This report has important implications for children 
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 Visual-spatial ability is comprised of the following subcomponents: spatial 

visualization, mental rotation, and spatial perception (Linn & Peterson, 1985). It involves the 

ability to perform movements of various two- or three-dimensional figures and to mentally 

combine, transform, and move these figures to produce a new design (Casey et al., 2008; 

Clements, 2004). The research demonstrating the importance of visual-spatial ability in 

children is compelling. Numerous studies support the notion that visual-spatial ability promotes 

and is linked to mathematics learning and enhances the possibility of an individual participating 

in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) careers (Lubinski, 2010; 

Newcombe, 2010; Tolar, Lederberg, & Fletcher, 2009; Wai, Lubinski, & Benbow, 2009). 

Noteworthy in this growing body of research is the finding that visual-spatial ability is 

malleable; that is, it can be taught and children can show improvement over time (Uttal et al., 

2013).  

Our initial aim in this research was to explore the relationship between visual-spatial 

ability and children formally identified with “dyslexia.” Approximately 4 to 10% of the 

population is estimated to have dyslexia (Aleci, Piana, Piccoli, & Bertolini, 2010; Osisanya, 

Lazarus, & Adewunmi, 2013; Snowling & Melby-Lervåg, 2016). Dyslexia is defined as “a 

pattern of learning difficulties characterized by problems with accurate or fluent word 

recognition, poor decoding, and poor spelling abilities” (American Psychiatric Association, 

2013, p. 67). Aleci and colleagues (2010) have proposed that individuals with dyslexia may 

also have a general impairment of spatial perception whereby a crowding effect occurs in the 

reading of texts. However, some studies report that individuals with dyslexia have superior 

visual-spatial ability (Wang & Yang, 2011) while others suggest that no significant differences 

exist (Duranovic, Dedeic, & Gavrić, 2015). The research is also rather scant with younger 

elementary students (age 8 to 10), which was the intended foci age of this research. 

Our interest in exploring the relationship between visual-spatial ability and dyslexia 

was motivated by the conflicting research, the proposed importance of visual-spatial ability to 

STEM participation, and the highly malleable nature of visual-spatial ability. As we explain 

shortly, despite our best efforts, we were unable to secure a sufficient amount of participants 

to create a statistically reliable sample, despite our research-based estimates of a potential 

sample population. Consequently, our findings had less to do with dyslexia and visual-spatial 

reasoning and more to do with the dilemma of diagnosis; namely, (1) how do children come to 

be tested for disabilities? And, (2) what are the potential implications, mathematical or 

otherwise, for children who have disabilities but are not formally identified?  

We state up front that we do not take the opportunity to challenge constructions of 

disability. This was not our intention and nor the focus of the unintended shift in foci. Given 

the importance of mathematics education to a child’s future, ensuring that all children have 

access to mathematics education, or access to additional supports if a disability is identified, 

should be a common global concern for teachers, educators, and policy makers. Consequently, 

reflecting on the outcomes of our recruitment efforts we believe is an important commentary 

that may serve to advance discussions of equity and school-based processes. 

 

Dyslexia and Visual-spatial Ability 

 

Wang and Yang (2011) looked at visual-spatial abilities in Chinese and Taiwanese 

students aged 10-12 with dyslexia against a control from both countries. Participants were 

asked to rotate a computer 3D model of a field of columns hiding a ball and were then asked 

to pick the correct location of the ball from the plan. Their results showed no significant 

difference between the groups with dyslexia and the control on accuracy. They did find a 

significant difference in answering speed with the participants with dyslexia answering more 
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quickly than the controls. This suggests that individuals with dyslexia have improved visual-

spatial abilities based on faster response times without an increase in error rates.  

Brunswick, Martin, and Marzano (2010) found no task in which university-aged 

students with dyslexia outperformed a control group when using a virtual reality test and a 

paper-and-pencil test. A sex effect was noted, however. Males with dyslexia outperformed 

females with dyslexia and unimpaired individuals on a variety of measures. This finding further 

suggests that superior visual-spatial ability in those with dyslexia may be sex-specific.  

Testing the hypothesis that children with dyslexia have enhanced visual-spatial 

abilities, Duranovic, Dedeic, and Gavrić (2015) used multiple visual-spatial tasks, including 

the Vandenberg Test of Mental Rotation (1978), and found no significant differences between 

groups, which suggests that children with dyslexia have similar visual spatial abilities to 

unimpaired children. In contrast, Winner et al. (2011) found that high school students with 

dyslexia compared to a non-dyslexic group did not have enhanced visual-spatial skills but 

rather deficits on many visuospatial tasks. This contradicts results from Duranovic, et al. who 

found equivalent scores on similar tasks.  

Russeler, Scholz, Jordan, and Quaiser-Pohl (2005) aimed to determine the significance 

of mental rotation ability in children with developmental dyslexia. These researchers compared 

the mental rotation abilities among children with dyslexia to children without dyslexia. They 

compared the results from three tests in which letters, three-dimensional figures, and coloured 

pictures tested the children’s mental rotation abilities. Results suggested that children with 

dyslexia, when compared to the control group, showed a deficient in mental rotation and spatial 

abilities.  

Jones, Branigan, and Kelly (2008) tested dyslexic and non-dyslexic university-level 

readers’ visual attention through a visual-search task and letter position encoding through a 

symbols task and found significant differences in dyslexic and non-dyslexic readers, in favor 

of those without dyslexia. These findings support the connection between developmental 

dyslexia and decreased visual attention ability. Similarly, Facoetti, Corradi, Ruffino, Gori, and 

Zorzi (2010) tested the phonological, rapid automatized, and visual spatial attention skills in 

children with familial risk of developmental dyslexia to a group of children without familial 

risk of developmental dyslexia. Results from a comparison of the two groups suggest that 

children at risk show a deficit in visual-spatial attention.   

Given the importance of spatial ability to mathematics and to future STEM 

participation, we sought to explore the relationship between children formally identified as 

having dyslexia and visual-spatial ability and we sought to contribute to the understudied 

population of school-aged children in grades three to eight. This was the preliminary phase of 

a sequence of studies that would then ultimately consider the malleability of spatial ability in 

children with dyslexia. 

 

Intended Study 

Participants 

Students were recruited from 10 elementary schools from a mid-sized urban center. 

Only students “formally” identified with dyslexia were invited to participate in our research. 

The list of potential participants was first established by each of the school’s special education 

teacher who oversees education plans provided to students with exceptionalities, and who 

would have knowledge of those students formally identified.  

In our own jurisdiction, there is a distinction between students whose exceptionalities 

have been identified either formally or informally – and this may also be common in other 

school boards. A formal identification, as we explain shortly, would have involved 

psychometric assessments and would be more reliable in our view than informal and perhaps 

inconsistent identification of students by teachers. For this research, the psychometric 
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assessments may have overtly stated “dyslexia” as a diagnosis or would have indicated 

“difficulties characterized by problems with accurate or fluent word recognition, poor 

decoding, and poor spelling abilities” (American Psychiatric Association, 2013, p. 67). 

In our jurisdiction, parents or the school principal can initiate the formal identification 

of a student and this occurs through a review and recommendation by the Identification, 

Placement and Review Committee (IPRC). This committee is legislated to identify exceptional 

students and to determine an action plan for meeting the needs of the student. The IPRC 

includes numerous education professionals and formal identification usually involves 

significant psychometric assessment, usually at the expense of the school board. All 

psychoeducational assessments of children aged 18 and younger require informed consent from 

parents. Long delays for school board funded testing of children are often reported by parents 

and teachers (Blackstock, 2016); consequently, some parents pay for private psychometric 

assessment to expedite the formal identification (Dunn, 2006).  

A student who has been reviewed by the IPRC is considered to be formally 

identified. An individual education plan (IEP), which outlines the special education program 

and learning goals for the student, must be completed within 30 school days of a student’s 

formal identification by the IPRC (OME, 2002). The formal identification ensures services and 

supports for the student because there is an explicit and legal obligation on behalf of the school 

board to be accountable to the recommendations of the IPRC. This is not to say that those 

students who have been informally identified are not receiving appropriate services. These 

students may also have IEPs. However, there is no formal accountability to the IPRC. We 

surmise that there are advantages for a formal identification or otherwise such a process would 

not exist.  Formal identification creates an obligation by the school to accommodate or modify 

services and supports based on the needs of the student, and these obligations are not subject 

to constraints that may arise in terms of budget cutbacks for teaching support, resources, and 

so forth.  

We take the time to explain this process of formal identification in our jurisdiction 

because our results are directly impacted because of this process. Using conservative 

population estimates of the prevalence of dyslexia (approximately 4%), based on the population 

of students (n = 4138) at the 10 elementary schools participating in the study, we anticipated 

approximately 165 potential participants. Instead, only 25 students were formally identified 

across the 10 schools, of which 13 parents agreed to allow their child to participate in the study 

(boys n = 8, girls n = 5). Participants ranged from the third to eighth grade. Therefore, less than 

1% of the students at these 10 schools were formally identified as having dyslexia and thus 

officially receiving the supports and services necessary to develop their reading and/or their 

writing.  

 

Measures and Procedures 

A variety of measures were collected for the students that agreed to participate. These 

included official school-level achievement data, psychometric assessment, and a demographic 

questionnaire completed by the parents. The children were then tested individually on different 

days and in different locations as they were tested at their respective schools. Students were 

tested on spatial transformations (Levine, Huttenlocher, Taylor, & Langrock, 1999), the 

Piagetian Water-Level-Task (Quaiser-Pohl, Lehmann, & Eid, 2004), the Rod-and-Frame Test 

(Quaiser-Pohl et al., 2004), and the Vandenberg Mental Rotations Task (MRT) (Quaiser-Pohl 

et al., 2004; Shepard & Metzler, 1971; Vandenberg & Kuse, 1978). The tasks were selected 

because they were either previously used or had similar properties to in other studies to explore 

visual-spatial ability and thus the results would enable us to consistently contribute to prior 

research findings. These tests were also selected because they were easily administered by 
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classroom teachers and thus could be used in the future to assist with identifying students if our 

results should a robust pattern. 

Given the very limited amount of participants, and the wide range in ages and grades, 

we do not report the full results of this testing in this paper given the lack of statistical power 

in the small sample (n = 11). As outlined, our focus shifted to consider why so few students 

were formally identified and the implications of this unexpected and corollary finding for 

children with exceptionalities. 

 

Educational Implications 

 

From the early on during the recruitment period of the research, it became apparent that 

there were not going to be enough students to compose an adequate sample. However, this led 

to what may be an even more important question regarding identification of students with 

learning disabilities and potential equity issues in special education. To make clear, at each of 

the schools there were students who were informally identified as having reading and/or writing 

challenges. These students were receiving some level of supports and services if informally 

identified and we make no judgement on the quality of what is provided for these students. 

Nevertheless, given our criteria for inclusion in this research, these students were not invited 

to participate because their diagnosis was not independently confirmed through psychometric 

assessments and formalized through the IPRC. 

It may be that there were, by chance, few students with dyslexia compared to what 

might be expected. Or, it may be that some parents have declined to have their child formally 

identified for various reasons, such as fear of stigma. Parents have the right to refuse sharing 

the psychometric assessments with the school, including any diagnoses (Ontario Psychological 

Association, 2013). This concern may have contributed partially to the low number of possible 

participants for our study but, in our view, not sufficiently enough to account fully for the very 

low number of formally identified students.   

In each of the participating schools, we were told consistently and clearly by the special 

education teachers that quotas existed on the number of students that were funded annually for 

psychometric assessment. As a result, a plausible explanation is that students who may need to 

be tested and identified formally are not because of limited funding. Our results raise important 

ethical questions about who gets tested, who gets identified formally, and to what extent are 

instances of comorbidity of other learning challenges missed because formal testing and IPRC 

review is not occurring? 

The discrepancy between how many students actually struggle with reading and the 

number who are formally identified is problematic. Firstly, identification is important because 

many students have difficulties that extend beyond reading. Dyslexia tends to “co-occur with 

other disorders, including specific language impairment, speech sound disorder, and attention-

deficit/hyperactivity disorder” (Snowling & Melby-Lervåg, 2016). Students who are not 

identified are not only going to continue to struggle with reading, but with potentially other 

comorbid disorders that are perhaps less obvious, and may impede cognitive and social 

development in other ways. Consequently, a lack of formal identification may also prevent 

learning about other challenges that might otherwise go undetected.  

For example, a comorbid diagnosis of dyslexia and dyscalculia (i.e., problems 

processing numerical information, learning arithmetic facts, and performing accurate or fluent 

calculations) occurs in approximately 40% to 65% of identified cases (Barbaresi, Katusic, 

Colligan, Weaver, & Jacobsen, 2005; Osisanya et al., 2013; Wilson et al., 2015), despite the 

fact that they are proposed to have different cognitive profiles (Landerl, Fussenegger, Moll, & 

Willburger, 2009). We would assert that children are more likely to be tested for dyslexia than 

dyscalculia, although no research was found to indicate the prevalence of one over the other.  
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Secondly, identification can lead to early intervention, which ensures that the student 

receives support before they get too far behind their peers. Knivsberg, Reichelt and Nødland 

(1999) suggest that symptoms become apparent during the pre-school years, meaning that 

intervention can begin before students have a chance to fall too far behind. Reading skills are 

crucial in most school disciplines, raising the concern that students with poor reading skills 

will fall behind in multiple subjects. For example, Beringer et al. (2008) found that students 

with dyslexia also had problems with both handwriting and written composition, again going 

back to the comorbidity of disorders. Therefore, early identification ensures that support is 

available for not only reading, but also all compounding academic difficulties. 

Finally, in the absence of formal identification, accountability and the full range of 

services and supports may not be accessible to a student, or potentially even scaled back in 

instances where resources are limited. According to Dunn (2006), teacher’s observations are 

not given equal weight to psychoeducational assessments in terms of support 

recommendations. In fact: 

In order for a student to be classified, the standardized assessment scores completed by 

the school psychologist or speech and language pathologist had to render a profile 

commensurate with an exceptionality category (e.g., learning disability). If this was not 

the case, the student would be considered as a slow learner and denied the services 

he/she needed (Dunn, 2006 ,p. 129). 

When recruiting participants for this study, many special education teachers suggested that the 

sample size could be increased by including those students with IEPs for reading difficulties, 

despite not being formally diagnosed. While it may be viewed that our inclusion criteria was a 

limitation of this research, depending on teacher judgment only of learning challenges would 

have opened up greater concerns over the validity of our participant sample and thus was not 

considered at any time.  

The observation by the special education teachers that more students could be included 

based on identifications done by teachers, demonstrates that there are students who are 

informally identified and receiving some level of support. However, the validity of the 

identification, the extent of the support, and whether the support adequately addresses all the 

learning challenges of the student would be uncertain without the psychometric assessments 

and the IPRC review. Moreover, the extent to which the support and services might continue 

consistently through a child’s education and whether these supports and services are scaled 

back in times of fiscal constraint are unknown. To be clear, we make no rehabilitation 

judgement; that is, we are not suggesting that formal diagnosis results in beneficial outcomes 

for the student or more beneficial outcomes than that of an informally identified student. 

Rather, formal identification results in consistent and sustained learning support services and 

may also yield comorbid diagnoses.   

Perhaps one of the most important reasons that so few formal identifications are 

occurring is due to the high costs of psychometric assessments, approximately $1,500 to $2,500 

in Ontario (Blackstock, 2016). As a result, many of the schools report that there are restrictions 

placed on how many students they can recommend for these assessments. For low socio-

economic status (SES) schools in particular, which tend to have higher levels of students with 

special education needs (People for Education, 2013), sending every student for testing is just 

not practical. Regardless, parents who can afford the assessments can expedite the process.  

Parents of our student participants were also asked in which grade they noticed their 

child had a reading difficulty and also the grade their child was formally diagnosed. The 

number of years between the onset of reading difficulties and formal diagnosis was as follows: 

15% 0 years, 8% 1 year, 23% 2 years, 38% 3 years, 8% 4 years, and 8% 5 years. Therefore, 

the majority of children had to wait three years for a formal diagnosis. Evidence from our own 

small sample of students supports an SES advantage for formal identification. We found that 
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61.5% of the mothers of participants had some form of post-secondary education, which is said 

to be a predictor of high SES (Mistry, Biesanz, Chien, Howes, & Benner, 2008). This means 

that diagnosis and support goes to perhaps to those who can afford it rather than those who are 

most in need. Alternatively, parents from higher socioeconomic backgrounds tend to advocate 

more for their children (Lareau, 1987), and this may offer a partial explanation for the higher 

SES amongst those children formally identified in the small sample.  

Our intent in this research was to examine the visual-spatial abilities of elementary 

students with dyslexia. Given the mixed research in this area, the importance of visual-spatial 

reasoning, and its highly malleable nature, this goal is still laudable – and more research is still 

needed. Our unexpected results of low formal identification suggest that research that 

comparative research that explores learning and longitudinal socio-economic implications for 

learners who are formally versus informally identified as having exceptionalities is also, and 

perhaps urgently, needed. Research of this nature would also investigate the extent to which 

teacher judgements are sufficient for developing plans of action for special education, in the 

absence of specialized professional support and recommendations (i.e., educational 

psychologist). Whether a student is truly marginalized over the long-term by receiving only an 

“informal” identification is unknown. From an equity perspective, research of this nature 

should be a priority for all stakeholders, including researchers, parent groups, and also schools.  
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     In this book, Hughes makes a case for the use of ipsative (self-referenced) assessment, either 

in place of or in addition to the current regimen of norm-referenced and criterion-referenced 

assessment predominant in higher education. Hughes offers insights into the current practice of 

competitive assessment and social selection that characterizes assessment across higher 

education. In her book, Hughes demonstrates the linkages among ipsative assessment, student 

feedback, and formative assessment.  Hughes has worked extensively in the area of ipsative 

assessment and clearly has a broad understanding of the topic. 

      The book comprises two parts: The first six chapters present Hughes’s argument for ipsative 

assessment, while the last five chapters offer some limited evidence of ipsative assessment 

practices, and a discussion of the obstacles to initiating and inculcating educational innovation 

and change, particularly changes in assessment practices. 

     Hughes defines ipsative assessment as involving comparisons between past and current work 

to identify a learner’s growth over time, rather than progress toward an external set of criteria. 

Therefore, ipsative assessment is an internal or self-referenced assessment. The use of ipsative 

assessment requires knowledge of a learner’s prior accomplishments to make a comparison with 

current work. In practice, such comparisons may be difficult, because the assessor needs access 

to a student’s work history. Hughes points out that ipsative assessment is compatible with self-

assessment as students have the most knowledge about their respective prior levels of 

knowledge. However, the author argues that accurate self-assessment requires the student to be 

trained in assessment.  Hughes recognizes that a lack of training in this area may entail reduced 

reliability, which is an issue for institutional assessment policies.  

     Hughes points out that the current competitive assessment regimen values reliability and 

objectivity, as the primary perceived function of education is social selection, i.e. a major role for 

higher education is to identify those who, based on merit, should benefit from the scarce 

resources of the academy and the better employment opportunities that follow. Education is 

utilized for certification and credentialing, therefore educational benchmarks for success must 

possess a functionality recognized by society as being universally accepted and replicable.  

     Ipsative assessment occurs in other venues outside education. Hughes gives the example 

personal best which is common in sports, where a competitor strives to improve against his/her 

previous best effort.  Sports combines all three assessment regimens: Winning is clearly norm-

referenced; attaining a qualifying standard is criterion-referenced; and attaining a personal best is 
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ipsative, and by far the most common attainment in sports. This is a rare example of harmony 

across the three assessment regimens, although not all three are equally valued by society.   

     Hughes states that there is confusion and conflict in the current education system She points 

out that the current system emphasizes a deficit rather than attribute model (Hughes, 2014a). 

Under the deficit model, attention is focused on what students lack or cannot do rather than the 

attribute model, which identifies what students know or can do. Competitive assessment also: 

conflicts with research demonstrating the effectiveness of assessment for learning; is often 

demotivating, especially for low-achieving students; tends to focus on summative assessments, 

thus limiting feedback’s usefulness to students; usually involves one-off snapshots of student 

achievement, rather than viewing assessment as longitudinal and progressive; and promotes an 

entity rather than fixed theory of intelligence (Dweck, 1999, 2006). Hughes claims that ipsative 

assessment models address all the issues discussed above. 

     A major strength of Hughes’ book is her argument that ipsative assessment is more congruent 

with assessment for learning, as well as congruent with giving and utilizing quality feedback, 

compared to other assessment regimens. 

     Assessment for learning is based on the theory of social constructivism, whereby learners 

engage with others to construct and refine their knowledge. Hughes notes that “Assessment for 

learning … draws on the discourse of learner empowerment, self-respect, self-reliance and 

lifelong learning that challenge the ideology of meritocracy” (p. 31). She argues that ipsative 

assessment supports all the above dimensions. Hughes supports her argument with a summary of 

research by Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick (2006) as well as Hughes’ own previous work. 

Assessment for learning is an important strategy. In a synthesis of more than 8,000 meta-

analyses, Hattie (2009) found that assessment for learning (formative assessment) has a very 

significant effect size of 0.90 with respect to student achievement.  

     Hughes also makes a persuasive case for the relationship between ipsative assessment and the 

provision of feedback.  In the same study cited above, Hattie (2009) found an effect size of 0.73 

for feedback with respect to student achievement, without differentiating for the quality of the 

feedback. Hughes comments that feedback is often seen as a gift that instructors give to students, 

as part of a one-way transmission of information. Research shows that this method of providing 

feedback is of limited value (Hattie & Timperley, 2007). Rather, Hughes indicates that feedback 

should be a dialogue between student and assessor, and that ipsative assessment is very well 

suited to this dialogue.  She states that feedback involves recognition of a baseline starting point 

for students’ knowledge, progress in their understanding, and discussion concerning next steps.  

     A particular strength of Hughes’ book is her discussion of three dimensions to assessor’s 

responses: feed up, which allows students to answer questions about goals; feed back, which lets 

students respond based on their current level of knowledge; and feed forward, which provides 

students with the ability to answer questions about where they need to or wish to go next (Hattie 

& Timperley, 2007; Hughes, 2011, 2014a). Hughes argues for a model for effective feedback by 

Hattie and Timperley (2007) that identifies four levels of feedback: task level, process level, self-

regulation level, and self level.  Hughes describes the Hattie and Timperley hierarchy of effective 

feedback, with the most effective levels being task and process and argues convincingly that 

these levels are particularly addressed in ipsative feedback. 

     Hughes provides an interesting example of ipsative assessment in the second section of her 

book. In discussing the possibility of a dual assessment regimen—whereby formative assessment 
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is ipsative but summative assessment is criterion-referenced—she describes a typical doctoral 

program. In most doctoral programs, candidates first develop their skills and knowledge. This 

portion of the doctorate is typically ipsative, with supervisors identifying areas of strength (and 

gains), areas requiring further development, and progress toward PhD candidates’ goal of 

beginning their doctoral research. The dissertation and defense are criterion-referenced, with 

objective standards that must be met to attain the degree.  Since this is a common assessment 

format in many doctoral programs, Hughes cites doctoral programs as an example of an 

assessment regimen in which ipsative assessment is already in place. 

     Hughes limits evidence supporting ipsative assessment in practice to her own research.  She 

provides two small case studies of fully ipsative assessment regimens, both structured and 

investigated by Hughes herself.  The book would have benefited from the inclusion of studies of 

ipsative assessment by other researchers. Hughes is pragmatic when discussing the potential for 

fully ipsative assessment regimens in higher education. She recognizes that the goals of 

education are typically at odds with completely ipsative assessment, since this violates the 

requirements for reliability and replicability necessary for the goal of social selection and 

credentialing.  

     Additionally, Hughes’ claim that ipsative assessment promotes a holistic rather than 

fragmented view of curriculum is questionable.  While this claim may have merit, Hughes offers 

insufficient supporting evidence or argument for the claim.  Hughes also claims that ipsative 

assessment is low stakes relative to the high stakes competitive assessments that dominate higher 

education.  This point needs more justification and seems at odds with her description of ipsative 

assessment as part of assessment in a doctoral program.  Finally, Hughes discussion of whether 

ipsative assessment might in fact cause other assessment issues to arise is relegated to a brief half 

page near the end of the book.  This point should be explored more fully. 

     The major attribute of ipsative feedback is the view of assessment as a longitudinal process 

that involves a dialogue between assessor and assessed. This stance is based on a social 

constructivism theory of learning coherent with assessment for learning, Moreover, such an 

attitude towards assessment has positive implications for learners’ intrinsic motivation, self-

regulation, incremental theory of intelligence, and propensity to view learning as a life-long 

process. Hughes’s book offers an excellent discussion of the attributes of ipsative assessment, 

while recognizing the limitations of a fully ipsative assessment paradigm. Substantial additional 

research is needed to more fully investigate how ipsative assessment might be implemented in 

education. Nonetheless, Hughes’s book identifies a potentially beneficial strategy for assessment, 

and raises awareness of a concept that certainly belongs in the assessment discussion. 
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