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ABSTRACT 

The question to which I am most powerfuliy attracted is the question of 

how we leam. I want to understand what factors aie helpful in the process of 

Ieaming, and what inhibits or prevents leaming. I am curious about how leaming 

works, and about what stages are involved in the acquisition of new knowledge, 

atütudes and behaviour. I want to undentand how leaming changes the leamer. 

I am especially interested in exploring this question with regards to my own life 

and leaming. 

This thesis is a self-study; it is a qualitative study of my own leaming. I 

have endeavored to place my own learning, in five specific life roles, under a 

powerful microscope. I have undertaken this highly penonal research with the 

anticipation that I will actually benefit from the knowledge acquired. I hope to 

develop a greater understanding of why some leaming is less, or more, 

challenging for me, and to leam how to proactively cteate positive personal 

leaming situations. I believe that the findings will also provide me with a better 

framework with which to ask new questions about my leaming. Understanding 

my own leaming will, ultimately, make me a more effective leamer and a more 

compassionate educator. 

This research is also important in that I want my joumey to be a blueprint that 

other leamers might choose to follow. The story of one woman leaming about 

het own leaming may be seen, more generally, as the story of leaming. This is 

my primary goal. to lay down a "Hansel and Greteln path with something more 

substanüal ban bread crumbs. It is my hope that people will see themselves 



reflected in the research, and the narrative of the research, and that this 

reflection will help them in their own quest to understand their leaming. 
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You can take the girl off the fam 
but you canY take the farm out of the girl 

For the first eighteen years of my life I lived on my family's beef farm 

located thirty minutes south of Ottawa. Although I have not lived on the farm 

since. and although I now make my home in a Mexican city of more than four 

million people, the farm appears in my writing more frequently than I can account 

for. When I began thinking about a unifying frame for the telling of this self-study 

of myself as a leamer, the fam came looking for me. 

As this reading takes you on your own voyage through my thesis, you will 

Rnd five chapten. They are: 

1 : Amving at the farm 
2: Spring 
3: Summer 
4: Autumn 
5: Winter 

In each chapter, the topics discussed minor the types of activity that take 

place on the fann in that particular season. You are enwuraged to adjust to the 

particular rhythm of life on the farm, invited to join in the work, and challenged to 

leam the lessons offered by this experience. 

Before each chapter I have included a fann moment or memory that 

serves as a narrative bridge from one chapter to the next These stories, taken 

from rny family's story, are intended to make smoother the transition from one 

season to the next and to help you becorne accustomed to the flow of this thesis. 



My parents. Doug and Edith McDiarmid, have wnsented to, and blessed. the use 

of these stories. I am grateful to my parents for my life as a farm girl. 



Fami moment: Choosing the F a n  

A Time to Tal k 

WHEN a friend calls to me from the road 
And slows his home to a meaning walk, 
I don't stand still and look around 
On ail the hills I haven't hoed, 
And shout from where I am, What is it? 
No, not as there is a time to talk. 
I thrust my hoe in the mellow ground, 
Bladeend up and five feet tall, 
And plod: I go up to the stone wall 
For a friendly visit. 

- Robert Frost 

This poem has given me a gift in the forrn of an image that extends past 

the two men and their stone wall. This image transœnds the message that it is 

sometimes best to leave one's own field for a while and visit with a neighbour or 

friend. This poem rnakes me think of my father and of the kind of life that he has 

lived, both as a man and as a fanner. 

Many yean ago. before I was fully able to undentand its signifieance, my 

father told me the story of the day he left school. My version of this story I have 

heard many times is that my father was looking out at the fami fields and at the 

sky sunounding his one room schoolhouse. His teacher, a neighbour-lady (who 

would later bewme a member of his own family when her daughter married my 

father's brother) was talking and my father felt as though she had been talking al1 

of his Ife. He was in the eighth grade at the time. When no one was looking, my 

father slipped out the window and walked the mile-and-a-hal back to his farm 



where he told his parents that he would not be going back. That was that. He 

became a full-time famer that day. He was fourteen. 

The window through which he escaped became, in that moment, the door 

to the rest of his life. He had seen what school held and he was not much 

interested. School was not a good game for my father. But faming was already 

inside of him; it fit him like teaching fits me, his eldest daughter. In slipping 

through that window he chose both what he would be and what he would do. In 

walking through that metaphoncal door, he accepted a metaphorical invitation to 

leam. Much of the leaming would be about himself, although he could not have 

known that at the tirne, and the enormous cumculum would be comprised of the 

skills, knowledge and attitude he would need to f a n  with his father, his brother 

and, later, on his own. My father is a faner. He is still leaming and he still takes 

time to have a visit with a neighbour over a fence. I want to ensure that you have 

a clear picture of this fence; it will most likely be a broken-down, patched up, tired 

old fence of wood and wire because fixing fences is part of the faning 

cumculum that my father never mastered. He would Say it so himself. Not a 

good fencer. So I see him leaning over a fence, with a blade of grass in his 

mouth, and he is talking to one of his fnends about the crops. the weather, and 

their families. These are their important things. 

This thesis is my talking over the fence. I will be talking about leaming, 

specifically about my own leaming. I will be talking about the farrn as a unifying 

metaphor, and as an enormous part of who I am and have becorne. And I will be 



talking about my father who taught me the importance of taking time to lean ovei 

fenœs. 



1 : Arriving at the farm 

"at the moment 
i began this thesis 
my lumpy caterpillamess 
started spinning a silk wcoon 
we were cocooned for a long time 
now we are a different thing 
al1 togethei' 

I want to tell you a story. 

I want to tell you a story about myself. 

I am a grade seven Language Arts and Geography teacher. I am also a 

graduate student. l am a wnter. I am a daughter. Within each of these roles, I 

am also a leamer. 

This is a story about teaching and leaming. 

1 his is also a thesis. 

I want to tell you a thesis. 

I want to tell you a thesis that will read like a story and that will expose and 

explore and explode my leaming in five lived roles. I want to tell you a thesis that 

will make a difference to you, not so much because of the details of one life but 

because these details may allow you to think about your own learning, and how it 

cornes about in your life. I hope that this will be a useful story about the process 

of understanding a life, and the process of leaming about oneself from one's own 

stooried existence. It is my hope and goal that you will find your own story in the 



text and that you will add your voiœ to Mis discussion. It is my hope that this text 

will become more than just my own personal site of leaming, that this research 

will open a door or a window through which you can move into your own joumey. 

My story is about corning to undentand how and why I leam what I leam. 

I want to understand how I look at/examine/explore the events of my life; I want 

to understand how I understand my own understanding. I want to understand 

what al1 of that means for me as a penon. Telling this story is. unquestionably, a 

deeply penonal undertaking. It is also political. It is about who and what I am, 

and what I am not. The tnith about my own life is critical to how I live. the 

choices I make. and the way that I operate inside and outside of myself. 

RESEARCH PROMISES TO MYSELF 

I have a very close friend who no longer makes New Yeats Resolutions. 

Instead, she makes what she calls "Promises to Myself." These promises are 

not even slightly resolution-like; they are promises to indulge herself in a few 

treats (movies, books, and magazines) every dayiweekhnonth. These promises 

to henelf are a way of really living, of ensuring that she endeavon to enjoy THIS 

day. Another friend would cal1 this pledge to one's life "eating the peach." 

As I embark on the telling of this thesis, I am going to borrow my friend's 

clever phrase and apply it to a different kind of promise. These, then, are "My 

Promises to Myself," the prornises I have made to me. and to the research, about 

what we are to do and how we are to conduct ourselves. 



1) To understand myself as a leamer 

As I grow older I realize that so many things of great significance begin 

with a question. My best friend and I routinely ask each other, "So what is the 

question you are working on nght now?" We mean, of al1 the things in this whole 

wide world, what is the question most central to your life? I have had many 

questions over the years, questions about how to be in love (or out of it), 

questions about my relationship with money, questions about how to live a life of 

conten tment. 

The question this thesis asks (and attempts to answer) is about the nature 

of my own learning. This quest to understand my own leaming has, in the two 

yearç that I have been asking it. led me to new deep places within myself and to 

sites of leaming extemal to me. Regardless of the other questions on which I 

have been working during this time, the task of understanding how I leam, and 

the significance of what that means, has loomed above me in the skyscape of my 

own self-concept. Asking how I leam has corne to mean "Who am I and why?" 

Of al1 of the discrete questions within the larger attempt to undentand 

myself as a leamer, I am most interested in understanding how my leaming 

changes me. and why this change occun. I have seen myself changed, in a 

fundamental way, by my own leaming. Without investing the tirne, or developing 

the skills neeâed to look more closely at this phenomenon, however, I have only 

the changes themselves and questions about how these changes occurred. I 

want to understand why some leaming seems informational or functional in 

nature while other leaming changes my perspective and behaviour. 



Being forcad to study and write about my leaming in such a focussed and 

intenti onal manne? really pushes the leaming envelope. I must confess many 

things to myself. The understanding of my leaming really begins to unfold as I 

enter into the interpretation phase of my study. To know whether I am able to 

tmly understand my own leaming, I will need to focus on the discrete (and not so 

discrete) stages within my interpretation. 

2) To conduct a self-study 

Self study is the study of one's self, one's actions, one's ideas, as well as 
the 'not self.' It is autobiographical, historical, cultural, and political and it 
draws on one's life, but it is more than that. Self study also involves a 
thoughtful look at texts read, experiences had, people known, and ideas 
considered. (Hamilton and Pinnegar, 1998. p. 236) 

My thesis is a self-study. Although I have read extensively. including 

academic works, fiction, and non-fiction, and situated my research within a 

theoretical framework, the "self" part of the study atserts her voicelstory 

throughout the work. The self that is captured in my data wants to be known, as 

does the self who is currently writing the thesis; she finds her own place in the 

work as an interpreter, a later version of the data-self. In this way, my thesis is a 

"selves" study; I cannot "read" the stones of my own learning-life without taking 

into account the selves I have beenlbewme in the intervening months. 

The work of telling one's own story is, of course, a complicated and messy 

undertaking. Critics cal1 out, waming self-study researchers of the dangerous 

mcks ahead - the dilemma of both narrating and interpreting out own 

expenence. Carolyn Ellis and Arthur P. Bochner examine two questions often 

posed to writers of personal narrative. The fint is "To what kind of tnith do these 



stories aspire?" (Ellis & Bodiner, 2000, p. 745); the authors indicate that this 

question is often asked in a hostile and skeptical manner. Ellis and Bochner 

explain the critics' concem that personal narrative may ficüonalize life, that 

"narrative is always a story about the past and not the past itself" (Ellis 8 

Bochner, 2000, p. 745). The second criticism is that personal narrative puts 

forai a romantic construction of the self and is not, therefore, worthy of being 

wnsidered social science research. 

For the purpose of this research, I assert the premise that penonal 

narrative has, at its storytelling heart, the Win goals of keeping the past alive and 

creating meaning from that past. There is, however, always a possibility that we 

will distort that past in the telling. We may make erron in tone, or about the very 

details of the story. This does not, however, threaten the project of the penonal 

narrative because this type of research does not place neutrality above al1 else. 

"Life and narrative are inextricably connected. Life both anticipates telling and 

draws meaning from it. Narrative is both about and living and part of it" (Ellis 8 

Bochner, 2000, pp. 745-746). 

Ultimately, the central question of this self-study is not whether I have 

recorded every point of the story "absolutely conectly", that is to Say the way 

someone outside of me mig ht record rny story. Although it has been my goal to 

tell the truest possible story of my own leaming, I recognize the tricky reality of 

my own first row seat within the living and the telling of the story. I direct my 

attention to the issue of the wnsequences of this telling. Why will this seFstudy 

matter? What changes will the telling of this story effect in me? How will I corne 



to understand the events in my own life, and how will I create a life using the 

knowledge of those multiple, interacüng, and evolving selves? Finally, how will 

this telling and my efforts to undentand my own leaming serve as a guide for 

others? I do not mean to suggest that readers will be able to use my research as 

a blue print to their own leaming, although there may be some findings that are 

generalizable. I am speaking about how one woman's story of her own learning 

might prove valuable as it provides a record of the research process. It is the 

"how" of the telling, the way that I came to ask certain questions. and then to 

understand and integrate into my life those answen, that may be helpful to other 

There are some safeguards that may be set in place to address the kinds 

of concems that Ellis & Bochner have articulated. Robert V. Bullough and 

Stefinee Pinnegar have set out nine guidelines for autobiographical self-study 

foms. They are: 

Guideline 1 : Autobiographical self-studies should ring tnie and enable 
connection. 
Guideline 2: Self-studies should promote insight and interpretation. 
Guideline 3: Autobiographical self-study research must engage history 
forthnghtly and the author must take an honest stand. 
Guideline 4: Biographical and autobiographical self-studies in teacher education 
are about the problems and issues that make somaone an educator. 
Guideline 5: Authentic voice is a necessary but not sufficient condition for the 
scholarly understanding of a biographical self-study. 
Guideline 6: The autobiographical seFstudy researcher has an ineluctable 
obligation to seek to improve the leaming situation not only for the self but for the 
other. 
Guideline 7: Powerful autobiographical self-studies porbay character 
development and include dramatic adon: Somethjng genuine is at stake in the 
story. 
Guideline 8: Quality autobiographical self-studies attend carefully to pesons in 
context or setting . 



Guideline 9: Qwlity autobiographical self-studies offer fresh perspectives on 
established truths. (Bullough 8 Pinnegar, 2001. pp. 16-1 9) 

I wili use Bullough and Pinnegats guidelines to help me negotiate the 

narrows of this particular journey. I will then revisit these guidelines at the end of 

the thesis to ensure mat I have adhered to thern in the telling of the story of my 

own learning. 

3) To fnme my study with hemnneutic phenomenology 

Hemeneutic phenomenology and, specifically, van Manen's "life worlds" 

has helped me see the stories of my own leaming as valid lived experiences 

worthy of research. These lived experiences can be undentood through 

research activities including wriüng and rewriting, interpretationl reflection, and 

considering both the parts and the whole of the phenornenon of my leaming in 

order to balance the research context. I use van Manen's idea of "life worlds" to 

help chwse five life roles about which I write as data. Finally, van Manen's four 

existentials help me read these five "life worlds" at a deeper level, seeing in 

each: lived space. lived body, lived the, and lived other. van Manen's 

existentials bring a richness to my understanding of my own lived leaming; his 

conception of the existentials help me to develop a multi-dimensional 

reading/undentanding of rny own life worids and the data that describes them. 

4) To undentand through an interpmtative lens 

Although I am a person who reads and interprets extensively/excessively, 

I have never before "read" research in which I studied myself as a subject. I was 

learning about myself leaming (about myself). 1 once referred to this weird 



tuminginon-itself phenornenon as narrative squared. As such. I look to a 

number of interpretative lenses for assistance: 

1) a lens can be something that I have written in response to my own data. 
2) a lens can be the application of a theory to my wnting. 
3) a lens may emerge out of a passage from a work of fiction, or out of a non- 

theoretical work of non-fiction. 

The thing about a self-study is that it is about you. In this case, it is about me. 

The researcher must find ways of experiencing the data from outside of her own 

self. I do not mean to bewme diswnnected fmrn myself or the story of my 

leaming. I did not disconnect. But it is necessary for me to read the data 

through more than just myself and my experiences. Texts, for example, rarely 

provide a tidy explanation of my leaming. They cm, however. illuminate certain 

passages, incidents, or concepts that I have not seen clearly before, helping me 

to begin to make a new series of connections. These connections allow me 

access to my leaming in a new way; they can let me in the back door. a side 

door, or a window. 

5) f o  find thrmes or patterns in my Ieaming 

In my search for meaning, I am looking for themes that seem to cut across 
the five leaming roles. van Manen daims that: 

1) Theme is the needfulness or desire to make sense 
2) Therne is the sense we are able ta make of something 
3) Theme is the openness to something 
4) Theme is the process of insightful invention, discovery, disclosure (van 

Manen, 1990, p. 88). 

I have always known that my leaming, and the leaming of othen, will not 

be classifîed and packed away in small boxes for later consideration. When the 

researchers return to those small boxes. they will find the lids off, the Ieaming 



having freed itseif and gone off in pursuit of other projects and advenhires. We 

are human beings and oui leaming, this process so central to all of our 

undertakings, is not likely to correspond to a master formula that can be applied 

to al1 leamers, regardless of Meir leaming situation. I do believe, however, that 

we/l c m  make some observations about the nature of my leaming and leaming 

in general that might be of some use. My effort to locate and unfold five themes 

that transcend my individual leaming stories animates this belief. I want to go 

to my data with an open mind and open hands and ask it what it has to teach me. 

I have definitely lived a life in which I tned to stick to what I knew; I have 

attempted to focus primarily on those activities and pursuits that I already 

perfom with ease and success. I believe that one of the patterns to emerge from 

my interpretation will be an explanation for this particular behaviour. This is of 

considerable personal importance as I believe that focussing only on what I do 

well has relegated me to a smaller world than the one I wish to inhabit. So the 

patterns about which I speak are not merely academic. I am talking about the 

process of leaming some truths about myself. 

6) To tell stories 

I grew up on a beef farm just south of Ottawa. When I was a young girl, 

my family made a point of always eating dinner together and often my father 

would ask. 'What did you leam today?" I don't remember if I found his question 

boring, or if I honestly didn't know what to Say, but I began to make his question 

into a game. "1 leamed that if I don't look directly at the teacher, she probably 

won? ask me to answer the question she is asking." '1 leamed that oreo wokies 



are worth a lot at lunch time." I was transgressing, not reporting on my new 

geornetry skills. But these observations made rny father laugh and, as I now am 

realizing, I was telling my family the story of my real life at school. I was telling 

the stories about everything that rested and erupted in, around, and between 

geometry and grammar. 

Anecdotal narrative as story form is an effective way of dealing with 
certain types of knowledge. "Narrative, to narrate," derives from the Latin 
gnoscere, noscere, Wo know." To narrate is to tell something in a narrative 
or story form. The paradoxical thing about anecdotal narrative is that it 
tells something parücular while really addressing the general or the 
universal. Conversely, at the end of the anecdote, fundamental insights or 
tniths are tested for ttieir value in the contingent world of everyday 
experienœ. One rnay therefore Say that the anecdote shares a 
fundamental epistemological or methodological feature with 
phenornenological human science which also operates in the tension 
between particularity and universality. (van Manen, 1989. p. 247) 

van Manen rescues the anecdotal from the realm of gossip. He sees these 

stones as material that may be used in phenomenological writing. The stories 

themselves can be seen as practical theorking; they serve as experiential case 

studies that become the sites of critical reflection. He daims that anecdotes 

serve five primary functions. These are: 

1) Anecdotes form a concrete counterweight to abstract theoretical thought. 
2) Anecdotes express a certain disdain for the alienated and alienating discourse 
of scholan who have difficulty showing how life and theoreocal propositions are 
connected. 
3) Anecdotes may provide an accbunt of certain teachings or doctrines which 
were never written down. 
4) Anecdotes rnay be encountered as concrete demonstrations of wisdom, 
sensitive insight, and proverbial truth. 
5) Anecdotes of a certain event or incident may acquire the significance of 
exemplary character. (van Manen, 1989, p. 247) 

I am, among other things, a graduate student, teacher, daughter, sister, 

friend. and writer. I live a life of ideas and a life of relationships. I make meaning 



airoug h stories, mine and others. These anecdotes, the fragmented, selective. 

complex stories of my life, often make their way out of me in the fonn of paetry. 

7) To transcend my own Ieaming 

It is the process by which I will study myself that constitutes the purpose of 

this research. It is the close attention to, and the mindful description of, the 

process of learning about myself as a leamer that transcends one woman's 

search for meaning. This research is not worthwhile if othen cannot find 

themselves in the work; the reader may be struggling, perhaps, to understand a 

different phenomena but it is my express intention that my research will serve as 

another resource for their joumey. It is my hope that this self-study will be a 

wmpelling read both for people who have already embarked upon the joumey of 

undentanding themselves as leamen, as well as those who have never 

articulated or thought of their own leaming in this way. At the same time, I 

rewgnize that this self study cannot be a road rnap or a 'how ton book. It can, 

however, be the explicit telling of one woman's process of understanding henelf 

as a leamer. Here is where Monna started and these were her assumptions; this 

is what she read. what she wrote, and what she thought about. Here is what was 

difficult and what came easily, and here is her interpretation of these responses 

and outcornes. In the end, it is the telling of the telling of a story that I believe is 

of rnost importance to other readen. 

In preparing for this thesis I have read many autobiographical works that 

relate the story of one person's leaming. In Paradise, Piece by Piece (Peacock, 

1999). Molly Peacock leams how to transcend an abusive childhood and to love 



herself. In Travelling Memies: Some Thoughts on Faith (Lamott. 1 999), Anne 

Lamott conquen addictions to drugs and alcohol and creates a new life for 

herself and her son. In Gfis from the Sea: An Answer to the Conflicts in our 

Lives (Lindbergh, 1955), A.M. Lindbergh spends several weeks at the sea, 

leaming how to be by herseif. Each autobiography reveals a unique joumey, but 

the narratives are alike in that each tells the extraordinary story of the proœss of 

leaming. What the authors are leaming is not as important as how they are 

leaming it. 

Many who read (An Unknown Woman) understand that it is not a novel, 
not a journal, not ultimately about me, but that in tandem with the narrative 
about my wming to undentand myself it is an account of the proccess of 
coming to understand oneself: both tale and explication. (Koller, 1990, p. 
66) 

As a teacher of English Literature, I have often found myself defending, to 

my students, the reading of literature as a worthy punuit. Students are often 

bored by stories set in a past with which they are unfamiliar; they dismiss these 

narratives are inelevant to their lives. I try to illustrate to them how al1 literature is 

an examination of the human condition; no matter what the story or setting, each 

text contains within it a minor of and for the reader. The reader may see, 

refiected in the life of a charader, her own deep fean, her tendency to 

procrastinate, the way she feels when she gets up early in the moming. 

Although the details of the fictional life may differ from Our own. the process of 

k i n g  and becoming a person. and the wming to an understanding of that 

process, is a quality common to works of literature. It is this quality which 

produces in the reader a deep resonance or recognition. The reader rnay find 



himlherself reading and rereading stories of characteers dreamed of hundreds of 

yean before our own lives were even conœived of. I believe it is the 'becoming 

story" that readers find so compelling. 

When I think about the process of getüng to know myself as a leamer, it is 

my belief that the exploration will reveal important patterns of personal and 

professional development. A deeper undentanding of these patterns will provide 

me with a more intimate, less fragmented, knowledge of myself that should, 

therefore. help me live the most mindful and integrated life possible. More than 

this, my hope is that the thesis will help demystify the act of looking at one's own 

leaming. I anticipate that a reader might read my thesis and discover a process 

that is both logical and emotional. that is penetrating in its honesty, and that 

could be undertaken by others who were interested in understanding themselves 

as leamers. 

I once studied with a wise professor who told his novice graduate students 

that he would corne to our cdloquia and ask "Why? What makes this research 

worthwhile? Why bother?" He didn't ask me that question but the thought of it, 

the awareness of "why bother", has helped me ground this study in the worfd of 

applied knowledge. How can this be useful to myself and to others? 

I will respond by saying that the story of one person's leaming is a start. 

But the "why" exists in the possibility that other leamen will find themselves in 

the text, and that they will add their stories to these stories. This reading and 

sharîng of stories may lead to a development of a more significant vocabulary 

and framework with which to think and talk about outselves as iearners, as 
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teachen, and as humans. Together we are writing and negotiating a wmplex 

text about human experienœ. This is a curriculum that matten. Teacher know 

th y self. 

The process of this work is as important as the product. It is the story of 

understanding one's leaming that is really the star in this thesis. Not only is the 

process important to other readen in t e n s  of their taking something useful from 

the reading, but it is necessary for me as a researcher to Say "Here's how I did 

this. This is what I thought would happen. It didn't. Here's what was surprising. 

Here is what was challenging. Here is what I leamed." This, in my opinion. is 

good research. This attempt. on the part of the researcher, to lay bare her 

proœss and to resist the temptation to hide the bits that don't fit in large garbage 

bags in the basement. 

8) To create an aesthetically pleasing tesbarch document 

I have so much wanted my thesis to be a thing of beauty. I want to 

tell the story of myself as a leamer in a way that is easy to read and that captures 

the imagination of the reader. As a writer it is extremely important for me to 

generate a piece of writing that reflects who I am, and what I believe is important. 

I also believe that the issue of beauty is twofold in that there must be both a 

consideration of the content of the thesis and of its aesthetic quality. Sometimes 

these two are not separable. 

These eight statements wnstitute my thesis "Promises to Myselr. While 

you follow the path set down by this thesis, I will ask you to evaluate whether. 

and the extent to which, I have been successful in keeping them. 



PROFILE OF MONNA AS A LEARNER 

I want to provide you with a Coles' Notes version of my education so that, 

when Autumn arrives in Chapter Four, I may simply lay the data down over my 

educational autobiography like an acetate and you and I will be able to see the 

patterns emerging from undemeath. 

I grew up as the eldest child of two parents who were readers. As a baby 

and toddler my rnother actually read to me every night before I went to sleep. 

For my dad, his passion was the newspaper but, in spite of his demanding 

physical life as a faner, he read it from cover to cover every day. My mother 

was an avid reader and a supporter of Our local library. Every week she took me 

to the library and I would take out the weekly maximum (it might have been 

seven books) and return them seven days later, ready for a new batch. I grew up 

reading and, as a chubby, non-athletic, shy child this was more than just a 

hobby. Reading became a way to learn about different worlds, real and 

imagined, it served as an escape for me, and it became central to my penonality, 

both in my own mind and as I was perceived by others. I was a girl who read 

books. 

I was that one kid that actually enjoyed going to school. When "grown- 

ups" asked me what I had leamed at school that day, I would actually tell thern. 

The grade seven students I now teach would describe that girl as a geek or a 

nerd. I was punctual, I followed my teachen' instructions, I was respectful, I 

always did my homework and assignments on time, and I tried to do my best. As 

a result of hard work, and a 1970s educational experirnent, I completed four 



grades worth of work in aime yean in an open-concept classroom and was given 

the opportunity to be promoted directly h m  grade airee to grade Rve. When my 

teachen Mn. Hansen and Mn. Couch asked my parents for pemission, my 

parents asked me to choose. I chose to skip ahead to grade five. I think that in 

spite of being fairly conservative, my parents empowered me to do my best in 

school. to take pnde in my work. and to think in a way that was quite different 

from their more traditional ways of thinking. I also grew up with a sister, not 

much younger than 1, who did not enjoy school or succeed academically. The 

same educational expenment that allowed me to skip a year cost her a year in 

the f o n  of a failed grade. The difference in Laurie's and my experiences of 

school rneant that my parents' pride in me had to be ternpered with sensitivity to 

Laurie's struggles in school. That was hard to undentand as a young girl. It is 

much clearer to me now. 

I was always a student who played by the niles. The truth is that it never 

occuned to me that there was any other possibility. When I was in grade seven 

at Rideau Valley Middle School in Kan, Ontario, I began to becorne a more 

social creature. I can't explain why I became more extroverted at that point but I 

think it is not insignificant that I now teach children of that same age. 

In high school I wntinued to work hard; I thought of school as my full-time 

job and acted accordingly. I experienced my f i  n t  academic failure in grade nine 

Math and had to repeat the course in Summer School which. ironically, I enjoyed 

very much. I also struggled with French and Physics but there was never 

another Mure and I was consistently an Honour Roll Student. 



I chose to attend Carleton University, the university closest to my parents' 

home. The change from living at home to living in an apartment, from attending 

a high school of 450 students to a univenity of more than 20,000 students, was 

overwhelming and painful. I left university after Christmas of my fint year and 

woiked in retail for the next 18 months. When I returned to Carleton I was ready 

to leam. 

And the funny thing is I did fine at Carleton. I did well at Carleton. Most of 
my marks were in the eighties. I was on the Honour Roll one year, won a 
big scholarship. In my third year, the year I spent so much time with Chris 
Ellis, rny marks really took a beating but my fourth and fflh yean were 
fantastic. I remember a point in my ff ih year when al1 of these concepts - 
literary, historical, philosophical became aligned in my mind and I started 
to make these mind-altering connections between social movernents and 
politics and literature and I know that was a very important time for me as 
leamer. And I was in small classes and I felt that I had a lot of autonomy 
to try out new things, new ideas, on my own. I remember how much I 
loved my metaphysics course, how much I leamed that year. I was a 
rocket. But it wasn't always that way at Carleton. It took a while for me to 
be buming up with passion for leaming. And the point that I was making 
earlier was that even when I was flot a passionate student, even when 1 
was not a student who strove to correct the enon in my papen and to 
leam from that criticism, I still did fine. Because, I think, I had leamed the 
Rules of Engagement and I was skilled at cutting the corners that I needed 
to in order to get by and still have time for my social life. I knew how to 
give back to profs what they wanted to hear. (1 am not as good at that 
now!) Sadly, I was in gaod wmpany in my non-leaming approach to 
getting through undergrad. Study to the test. Get through. Then forget 
everything. I don't think I was really aware of the opportunity I was 
rnissing although I do remember feeling the shame of the knowledge that I 
was not doing my best. (Thesis Writing Data, June 21,2000) 

It was duMg these yean, the Carleton yean, that I began to suffer from 

an anxiety disorder called "agoraphobia". Translated from Latin, it means a fear 

of open spaces. In rny life, it translated to a complicated but interconnected 

bundle of phobias characterized by intensifying levels of fear, anxiety, and 

anxiety attacks leading to an avoidance of the thing that caused the discornfort in 



the fint place. This led to my inhabithg a smaller and smaller wodd. When I 

was 22 my agoraphobia becarne so debilitating that I quit my part-time job and 

took four of my five classes on television through a program called "Instructional 

Television." I was actually housebound for a number of months before I finally 

became so concerned about my health that I left my home and consulted a 

psychiatrist; he diagnosed my disorder (a chemical imbalance triggered in my 

late teens by a perfectionist penonality) and recommended cognitive therapy 

and medical treatment. 

The story of my post-secondary education has been intersected again and 

again with this disorder and my attempts to live as "healthy" a life as possible. I 

acknowledged early on in rny rewvery that, as a person who lives with 

agoraphobia, change is quite hard for me. I have to take good Gare of myself 

physically and this includes getting at least eight hours of sleep a night. I also 

had to leam how to Say "no" and to be focussed on what I needed to live a good 

life. What others may have interpreted as selfishness was, and is, simply my 

taking control of my own life. 

Teachets College at Queen's was a fantastic year, a social year, and a 

fulfilling year in which I was finally realizing my goal of becoming a teacher. As 

many have before and after, I thought that the program could better service 

teachen in training but I believed that the faculty was doing many things very 

well. I felt supported by my wlleagues and by a number of teacher-mentors who 

are still in my life nine yean later. I muet confess here that I wasn't absolutely 

certain that I would pursue teaching as a career. I had never befom k e n  





Sunday moming mass. Colombia is not Canada. The distance is wider 
than just miles. 

The kids are luscious and beautiful and full of music and they never stop 
talking. Never. I taught three classes of grade ten English - 10-A, 10-6 
and 10-C. Each group has its own distinct penonality. the kids having 
k e n  together since they were four years old. 10-A has more than its fair 
share of mega-brains. IO-C is full of mischief and fun and 10-8 has 
learned. or believes, that they are less smart and less good than their 
counterparts. And so they are - self-fulfilling prophecy. They are 56 in 
all, and each one a surprise. 

When I first amved. the kids were infinitely cunous about me. Where was 
I from? Where was that? Is it cold in Canada? What does snow feel like? 
How does it taste? Was l mamed? Boyfriend? Why did l wme here? 
Did l miss my family? Did l like Colombia? Cali? What did l know about 
Colombia before I anived? Did I think that Colombians lived in trees like 
monkeys? "God," I thought, "I hope they are this enthusiastic about 
English Lit." Of course they werentt. 

Their English was al1 over the map. They ranged from Alex, hip Califomia 
kid, who taught me how to spell awkward correctly, to Sandra, daughter of 
Nehemias who taught Science. who had obviously smiled and nodded her 
way through nine years of English. She did not undentand one word that 
I said. Every day was an adventure - the challenge was to get them 
talking in English, about the story or poem or sunset we were discussing. 
Oh. they were big talkers alnght, but my class was not high up on their list 
of favourite topics. To distract them I would try to juggle. tell them tricky 
jokes in English, make up stories. After that came the dictatorial approach 
and finally the begging. After a month, I adapted while A.J. continued to 
do battle with the grade nines next dwr. Sometimes the blurt of her anger 
would pass through the wall between classes and I would watch my 
students sit up straighter in their chairs. "Ai, Monna. your fnend. she is 
brava!" She is mad. "Does she talk like that at home?" 

From their first day of pre-kindergarten, the students called al1 of their 
teachen by their f int names. It twk  some time for it to sound nght but I 
liked it, their voiœs speaking my name - Monna - speaking me into 
existence. There is nothing sweeter than the sound of someone else 
speaking my name. 

Aside from the sometimes stniggle between teacher and students - my 
mission to convince them to read, write. explore, question and study the 
human condition - they were my friends. They made me lists of good 
music, brought samples to class, taught me the difference between salsa 
and memnge. One slow Thunday aftemoon my class turned into a Latin 



American dance studio, Juan Diego having decided that it was time for me 
to leam. They were filled with secrets about good ice cream, and the best 
locations for "parking", which of course exists wherever there are 
teenagers. These were secrets they were dying to share. They told me to 
grow my hair long and I did. They were right. I was sexier. When I think 
of Cali, thein are the faces I see. (From: "eleven months in godas 
aparbnent") 

There is no question that my year in Cali was a watershed in al1 areas of 

my life. I became a teacher in Cali and I believe that. in and of itself, is a sort of 

miracle. I was undone by the kind of culture shock that you read about in books 

and think. "Poor giri. Did she have no idea how hard it would be?" Fortunately, 

for both of us, a friend from the Queen's Faculty of Education Bachelor of 

Education program had also been hired to teach grade nine English at Colegio 

Jefferson and we were housernates. m e n  we prevented the other from packing 

up and flying home. I now see these interventions not so much as great deeds of 

friendship but as self-sewing (and preserving) actions of the desperate. We 

helped each other through the hard darkness of becoming a teacher in a 

developing country. (The schwl at which I currently work in Mexico does not 

hire new teachers; I understand why.) I don't wish to paint my year in Colombia 

as having been totally bleak. There was much culour, dancing, friendship, and 

leaming. But if I have done a more difficult aiing than survive that year, I cannot 

tell you what it has been. Colombia has often surfaced in my writi ngs as a direct 

subject. or as a refeience point against which I have stniggled to undentand 

other experienœs. Colombia has continued to figure into my thesis thoughts and 

it is noteworthy that two of my grad schwl colleagues who taught oveneas have 



also gravitated towards the discussion of culture and the idea of "othef in their 

graduate work. 

In true Hemingway fashion, Cali was my great bullf~ght. It was the year in 

which I set out to prove that I was ready for the world. It was the year that I was 

forced ta face almost al1 of my worst characterisücs. I t was the last year of my 

youth. 

In September of 1994 1 retumed to the safety of the Queen's Faculty of 

Education. In the midst of trying to survive Cali I had decided to retum to 

Kingston and pursue my Master's of Education. In a mimr of my fint year of 

undergraduate studies at Carleton, I had taken in al1 I wanted of the gradwte 

program by Christmas of rny fint year. I remernber feeling very different from the 

other students in rny classes, many of whom had never actually taught. I was 

taking an Introduction to Educational Research class and every time the 

professor spoke I was ieft wondering if I had sustained a serious head injury 

while I was away. School had always k e n  my "thing" and suddenly I didn't 

understand what my teachen and colleagues were saying. What made this 

wone was that I didn't are.  The theories we discussed had no bearing on my 

experience as a teacher. I felt completely out of place. I punuad full-time work 

in Queen's University Residences, fint as a live-in "Coordinatof or Residence 

Manager of two different buildings, and then as an administrator responsible for 

Residence Life projects occumng on an annual basis. I worûed in this field for 

five years and would credit this work with much of rny cuvent success at, and 

enjoyment of. teaching. 



My work at Queen's Residences taught me how to listen and how to walk 

carefully where people's feelings were concemed. As I helped young people 

make the transition from their high school lives, in which most of them lived with 

a parent or parents, to a more independent university life, I became aware of 

what it meant to be selfdirected. I did not yet have language to describe what I 

was seeing but it was clear that students chose many different leaming strategies 

in their efforts to become, or to avoid becoming, independent. Some students 

"ate the peach", as a close friend of mine would Say; they dove into university 

life, taking advantage of as many opportunities to leam as they could pack into 

each day. Some students were dabblers lmking for a few activities that would 

suit them in this newest phase of their Me. I suspect I belong in the dabbler's 

category. Other students, overwhelrned by the enonity of becoming an 

autonomous adult, retreated to the "safety" of their residence rooms or wped 

with their feelings thmugh more destructive behavioun such as substance 

abuse. There were. of course. other ways that students handled this transition. 

As a Residence Don, Coordinatorllntem, and Administrator 1 had an opportunity 

to work with some of these students. Often, when I asked them what was 

bothering them. they were not able to name the thing itself. The "problem". the 

stress that was wreaking havoc in their lives, was revealed only through talking, 

and talking, and then talking some more. These students were mining for the 

source of their own pain and confusion. Some of them genuinely needed help 

with the excavation; they needed a guide on their joumey to themselves. 



My own transition from high school to univenity had not been smwth. I 

was quite homesick although I lived only 45 minutes from my parents. I cannot 

remember if I was able to name that feeling of utter insignifieance at the time but 

I knew that I was not ready for university. I did not have a twsted wunsellor to 

help me unpack my emotions; I just knew that everything felt wrong. I felt wrong. 

When I left university at Christmas of my first year and worked for the rest of that 

year and the following year as well, many people, friends and family rnembers, 

voiced concems that I would never retum. I knew that I would go when I was 

ready. In hindsight, it was really important for me to have this experience, this 

glitch in my "life-plan" system as I believe, in hindsight, I needed to fail. I had 

sailed through my academic life; there had been few stoms for me to contend 

with. This experience of wmplete disconnection with univenity would help me to 

be more empathetic later in my life, with the students with whom I worked and 

with myself in situations when I was not yet ready to leam the lesson that had 

been set before me. 

In my work at Queen's Residences I found a number of things that I was 

very good at. I enjoyed my collegial relationships within my department. That is 

not to Say that this work was without its challenges; no meaningful work I have 

encountered, thus far, has been easy. But my successes in this work led to a 

feeling of greater confidence. That confidence brought me back to graduate 

work. 

I came back to the Mastets after a two-year absence. I began as a part 

time student while working full-time. This meant that I took most of my classes at 



night and encountered many more graduate students who had taught or were 

currentiy teaching. I have studied with some excellent professors and I have 

read sorne excellent books and I have participateci in some truly interesting and 

meaningful discussions about education. I have also felt separate from the 

Faculty of Education; I believed that I didn't know how to "do" graduate work 

propeily. That may still be the case. 

In the Spring of 1998 1 left Queen's University Residences and took a four 

rnonth teaching wntract at Smiths Falls District Collegiate Institute in Smiths 

Falls, Ontario for a teacher on matemity leave. I taught two classes of grade 

nine English and one class of grade ten English. Although I taught grade ten in 

Colombia, this was my first experience of teaching Ontario youths for more than 

three weeks at a tirne. I had no classroom management skills whatsoever. I'm 

sure I didn't have them in Colombia aimer but I really needed them to teach in 

Smiths Falls. While I stniggled to leam how to manage a class, I was also giving 

teaching a second chance. I had found my work in residences very rewarding 

but knew that it was time for a new challenge. I didn't know if teaching was 

"right" for me or not. I still wasn't sure at the end of the year but I had not niled it 

out. 

In the summer of 1998 1 retumed to Kingston and to Queen's for what I 

believed would be my final full-time year of graduate work. I knew that I would 

need to work while I finished my final courses and I began looking for a job. Many 

of my graduate student wlleagues at the Faculty of Education worked as 

teaching assistants and research assistants and were part of research groups. I 



didn't aven know what a research group was. I don't wish to paint myself as an 

ignorant bumbler but I tnily did not undentand the grad school "Rules of 

Engagement." By the time I figured out that I didn't know how to be a "propet' 

graduate student, I believed that it was too late to bewme one. 

To help finance my studies, I took a teaching job at the Queen's Schooi of 

English. The School of English is a language school for university-aged students 

who want to study English as a second language intensively in a university 

setting. In the fall semester I taught a Conversation class and a Creative Writing 

class. In the winter term I conünued to teach Creative Writing but also took on 

the full-time job of Reading instmctor. I saw my group of 16 studenb every day 

for an hour and a half. As I struggled to understand my feelings of "other" at the 

Faculty of Education, I was also dealing with my first failure as a teacher. My 

pedagogical style was not nght for the students. They wanted to read in English 

and they wanted to read quickly; I wanted students to discuss articles and 

participate in discussions in which students looked at questions critically. They 

did not want to think critically. I took their suggestions. I made changes and, 

finally, I felt appalled at my own inability to belbecorne the teacher they wanted 

and needed. The teacher they had paid for. Colombia had been a bullfight but in 

this particular teaching scenario. I was a lamb on her way to slaughter. I was not 

the right teacher. I had not been successful. This was very difficult for me to 

accept and it was extremely painful to wnte about in my data gathering. 

In the semester in which I taught this E.S.L. wune, I attended the 

Queen's Overseas Recruiting Fair and accepted a job teaching grade seven 



Language Arts in Monterrey, Mexico. I am grateful for the timing of this job offer 

as I fear that I might have mistaken one bad experienœ at the School of English 

for a wrong career choice and left the profession. As bad as I felt about my 

performance at the School of English, I packed up my things and flew to 

Monterrey, Mexico where I took the grade seven Language Arts classes of a 

teacher who had been tragically killed in a car accident just weeks eailier. I 

departed two days after completing the final course for my Master's. This was 

my second import teaching job, my third tirne teaching in a "traditional" school 

setang, and my first time teaching thirteen-year-olds. The kids were still 

experiencing the loss of their teacher, Carolyn Muir, but they were extremely 

generous with me and six weeks sped by. I retumed to Kingston to gather my 

data for the thesis you are reading. Although, at the üme of this thesis- 

completion. I am currentiy in my second full year of teaching at A.S.F.M., it is my 

experience of those first six weeks in May and June 1999 that constitutes my 

data. 

This bnngs us full circle to this particular June night and a lavender- 

painted sublet bedrwrn in a student house on Bagot Street where I am wnting 

about myself as a leamer and educator. This is a sort of anti-résumé writing. It 

is the kind of profile you hope that a prospective employer never gets hold of. 

But even the seerningly simple act of telling you about myself as a 

leamerlteacher has been useful. When I got to sections that seemed tricky, 

situations that would show me in a less than perfect light, I just put my head 

down and wrote right airough the discornfort. I know that this approach has 
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ment. 1 have also been forced to make decisions about what to include in this 

profile and what to leave out. I have gone with more detail rather than less but I 

decided, eariy on in this process, to try to convey how events felt. This is 

because I have leamed, in the living of my life, that undentanding the way 

something feels is fundamental to leaming. It is the connection between the 

logical and the emotional, not a barrier as I have often thought but a boundary 

over which I pass again and again trying to make sense out of my own 

experiences. 

Sometimes, when I put up an ovurhead with information for my grade 

seven students to copy down, the kids gnimble. Then one of them will Say, "Hey, 

itls an opportunity to leam." That saying is one of my trademarks as a rniddle 

school teacher. That is also how 1 think of this thesis. It's a whole lot of work but 

it's an opportunity to leam. 

INTRODUCTION TO THE THESIS: 

How will we get where we a n  going? 

I live in a large city in Mexico and I take a lot of taxis. The question "How 

does one get there?" is, therefore, central to my life. What is the best route to 

take, and at what time of the day? How do I convey to the taxi driver that I do not 

want to take Constitucion. which I consider to be the highway of death, but rather 

that I would prefer to take Avenida Morones Prieto? I Say, 'Yo conozco la nita." 

I know the route. I did not always know the route to my home; at fint I was at the 

mercy of the driver. Then I leamed more Spanish and I rnemorked the way so 



that I muld confidently Say, "1 know the route." This is also tme of this thesis. I 

am close to the end of the route. I did not know the way at first. I have taken 

many diffetent paths to this place, to these questions and these answen. Some 

roads have been clogged with rush hour trafic, some have been blocked with 

obstacles, and some have been as smooth sailing as a wide-open stretch of the 

401 between Ottawa and Toronto. Some of the routes took me back to the farm 

of my childhood, down dirt roads where everyone waves hello whether they know 

you or not. 

I should Say then, that near the end of the writing of this thesis, I know the 

routes. I am familiar with the ways I got here. Let me tell you what to expect as 

you travel through the landscape I have experienced and describecl on my 

jouney. I have divided my thesis into five chapters and the content of each of 

these parallels a particular season's activity on the farm. 

Chapter One: Amving at the farm 

The highway that nins north frorn Cornwall to Ottawa is known as the 

Queen's Highway 31. In Ottawa it is known as Bank Street, but the rural people 

who live near it, or are familiar with its twists and tums cal1 it, simply, 31. The 

highway unfolds itself through many small towns and farming communities 

including the one in which I grew up. Halfway between the towns of Winchester 

and Vernon, we will tum west ont0 a dirt road known as the "Boundary Road". 

We will travel about three miles, driving past the home of my fathets brother and 

his wife, and the fann of one of my cousins and his family. 



In our narrative we are compriseci of you, the thesis-reader, and 1, the 

researcher and leamer retuming home. We amve at the fam as March 

transforms itself into another thing called April. It is an unpredictable time, with 

snow one day and green grass the next. It is said by famiers, and other wise 

people. that March cornes in like a lion and goes out like a lamb. I was barn on 

March 1 srn, on the Ides of March, and my father believes that my birth date 

explains my penonality. March never really knows what it should be, and neither 

do 1. Lion or lamb. 

I remember an Easter in late March when rny entire extended family, 14 

girl and boy cousins, played baseball in t-shirts and shorts on the front lawn at 

my Uncle Ken and Aunt Marg's fam. I remember the slightly scary yet decadent 

sound of bees buning; it must have been their first day out of the hive that year. 

Little triangles of snow in shaded corners of the lawn melted as our game wore 

on. It was an extraordinary Spring day; my family still talks about it close ta thirty 

years later. 

Our amval in March may find the fam fierce as a lion or meek as a lamb. 

One cannot reliably predict these things in advance, even with the help of well- 

trained and well-meaning meteorologists. But the farm. whether covered with 

snow or displaying the fint buds of the new growing season. will be there. Some 

day my parents will not live on the farm but we are telling a story larger than that 

of one family. 

When you amve, you will be welcomed by my mother who has always 

done the welcoming. She will cook the rneals during our year of learning about 



leaming. She will dean the house, do our laundry, and help you adapt to life on 

the fam. She will fiIl in the holes left in my father's explanations. She will 

interpret, translate, and find you a church if you are so inclined. She is order 

where chaos would reign if she allowed it. She will dam your socks. My mother 

is a great mender of things. She will give you directions when you want to drive 

somewhere; the directions will be punctuated by the stories of the people who 

live along the back-roads of the complicated routes she will recommend. 

My father will already be thinking about the new farming year. He will 

have sped up his pace a bit from the dead of winter where everyone and 

everything on the farm slows down. He is not a man who writes things down so 

his analysis of last year will take place in his mind. He will be glad to see you, 

glad to have another pair of hands on the fann. My father has three daughters 

and they have not been much interested in inheriting his 500 acres and so my 

father has worked harder than his siblings who had boys ready and willing to do 

the hard manual labour of the fam. He won't be bothered by our research, by 

our quest for understanding. Nor will he be much interested in it. He is a 

practical man. He has always been a farrner. I have a picture of him as nine- 

year-old boy standing in front of a NO horsehitch of work horses for which he 

was responsible. When I look at that picture I can see the detemination needed 

in a farrner was already in his eyes. You will see that as you work with him. He 

would not know what to do without this farming, the physical site and the activity 

itself. Farming keeps him attached to the earth, to a wrnmunity, to life itself. My 

father, the famer, also tells very good clean jokes. Church jokes. 



Introduction of the reserrch question 

You, reader, and I have amved at the farm of my childhood to study the 

nature of my leaming. This is a self-study. I want to understand how my leaming 

works. I want to undentand how my leaming works by watching myself learning, 

and wnting about myself leaming, and discussing myself leaming. and 

interpreting myself leaming. I wish to undentand how I leam. I want to 

understand why I am more motivated to leam certain things than others. I want 

to understand what helps me work and what sewes as an obstacle to my 

leaming. I do not seek these answers simply for their own sake; I want to 

become a better leamer, a more efficient leamer as a result of my findings. 

I am booi an educator and a teacher. These roles are both central to my 

identity, to my idea of myself. Leaming has been like a friend throughout my life. 

The surprise I found, upon embarking in this self-study, is that this "leaming" of 

which I just spoke is a friend that I do not know very well. I thought I understood 

my own leaming. In truth, I probably never really gave it much thought. Another 

factor in my failure to really know my own leaming is that people in my life have 

always said, You seem to have a really good understanding of who you are and 

what you want." While it is certainly important to me, this self-knowledge for 

which I have received praise, I think that I had no idea just how liWe I knew until I 

started to ask questions about the nature of my own leaming. I would have 

agreed with soma of those who said I really understood myself. But that which is 

a self, and that which is a self-learning, cannot be known just by looking. There 

is a movie called "What You Can Tell Just by Looking at Her"; it is a small art film 



made by the filmmaker son of Colombia author Gabriel Garcia Marquez. The 

film demonstrates, through the narratives of five women. that there is very little 

you can tell about a person just by looking at them. This, of coune, is not a new 

idea; I have long been interested in the idea of the masks we Wear. It has k e n  

my experienœ, however, that the application of mask analysis is easier when 

that mask is wom by someone else. What I can see and understand clearly in 

othen - fear, anxiety, hesitation, or the projection of difficult emotions is, in 

myself, a murkier territory. Even in a woman who seems to really know henelf. 

What gets in the way? 

This is a study of the leaming itself and also of the process by which that 

leaming occurs. What I leam is significant and so is the vehicle by which I amve 

there. In ternis of how one moves through the world towards understanding, I 

have been able to walk to some of my leaming, while some of my leaming has 

been achieved only by taking a plane, train or automobile. I have hiked up into 

the canyon near my school to leam some of what is contained in this thesis. 

Sorne of my leaming came to me in the bathtub (1 believe that the Pisces in me 

really does think better in water) and some came when there were obstacles in 

rny joumey; some of the leaming came because of the obstacles in my way. 

I am writing this Introduction in September of 2001. This has been a 

month of considerable somow and 1 want to name this sadness here. It is my 

belief mat my whole thesis is a record of a life and that Ife, and probably youn. 

has k e n  deeply affected by the events of this month, a time out of time. On 



Tuesday, September 1 1,2001 schwl had been canoelled at the American 

Schoot Foundation of Monterrey due to a terrible 48-hour rainstomi which filled 

up the dry nverbed that cuts through the centre of our city. Many of Monterrey's 

pwr make their homes in this river bed, the bed of a fomeriy great river called 

Rio Santa Catarina. and the fiood waters left many homeless and ill. Our 

principal had called at 630 a.m. that morning to ask me to cal1 the memben of 

the grade seven teaching staff and inform them of the schwl closure. Streets 

had become sbeams of water and refuse. making driving unsafe. I made the 

calls, looked forward to a peaceful day of thesis wriüng, and went back to bed for 

a while. When I awakened at 9:00 a.m., I could hear the voices of our friends 

and neighboun, Dave and Maurizio, downstain. My housemate, Hilda. called up 

to me and told me that I should corne downstairs. They were watching television. 

which I found quite odd at 9:00 in the moming. As I tumed to face the television 

screen, I saw an image of an airplane crashing into one of the Twin Towen of 

the New York Worid Trade Center. I asked if it was real. It was. It was the 

second crash and. by that time. it was clear that these were attacks and not 

accidents. We four friends sat silent and shocked by images that resembled 

movies we have watched about natural disasten and tenorist attacks that shook 

the United States to its foundations. The fint step of any loss is said to be 

denial. I think. for people al1 over the world, the denial did not last very long. 

It was not to be a thesis-writing day. I was connected to the CBS 

television coverage as if I was being fed intravenously. More friends came over 

to watch as the story of the terroflst attacks on New York. The Pentagon in 



35 

Washington, and Pennsylvania unfolded. Many of us called home just to hear 

the voiœs of our families. We called other teachers to make sure that they knew. 

My friends went out for a walk, later in the day, to look at the damage caused by 

the rains. I watched Dan Rather stniggle through the day's events with a grim 

detenination. I wept. 

We retumed to school on Wednesday. Septernber 12,2001. Mine is an 

Amerîcan School. The grade seven students I teach were uncharacterktically 

quiet, obviously affected by the attacks. There was liffle laughter in our hallway 

that day and it was wnspicuous in its absence. Grade seven is the home of 

much laughter; it is one of my favourite things about these children. We al1 lived 

in the sadness of the aftennath of the attacks, and the anxiety of the unknown. 

On the following aftemoon, Thursday. September 13,2001, three friends 

and I set out for a three-day weekend in South Padre Island on the Gulf of 

Mexico in Texas. We had planned this trip weeks earlier and decided to go in 

spite of the tragic situation in the U.S.A. We took two cars and, at the last 

minute, were joined by a fnend who was trying to catch a plane from McAllen, 

Texas to get home for his brothefs wedding. Contrary to people's predictions, 

our border crossing was fast and smooth and, after dropping off out friend at the 

airport in McAllen, we amved in Hariingen, Texas late that night. In the moming 

both driven had their cars tuned up and we did some shopping. Then we drove 

to South Padre Island, crossing the enomous causeway that connech the 

mainland to the island itself. On Saturday moming. my friend Maunrio woke me 

to Say that a large barge had struck the bridge during a stom in the night. The 



collision had resulted in the collapse of 220 feet of the bridge and at least ten 

cars had plunged into the water. Again, we tumed to American network news to 

tell us the story of the newest American sorrow. Only three of the drivers were 

rescued. One of the dead was the Fire Chief of South Padre Island. The mayor 

of Port Isabel, the closest town on the mainland, died suddenly of a heart attack 

that morning. Our time on the beach was punctuated by visits to the town hall for 

information. I wuM fael my friends' anxiety levels rising; there would be no way 

for them to get their cars off the island for some time. 

On the Sunday rnorning I rose early to go to the beach. The water 

seemed angry. We left the hotel at 12:30 in the aftemoon. Our joumey home 

was wmprised of six distinct legs including a taxi, a feny, a paddy wagon, two 

buses and another taxi. Maurizio and I reached our neighbourhood after 11 :O0 

p.m. that night. The weekend I had been hoping for, a quiet time in which to 

process the week's events, became its own source of sadness and stress. I 

retumed to Monterrey feeling exhausted and weighed down with the deaths of 

more Americans. 

On Monday moming I asked my grade seven students to write about the 

lessons they had leamed from the terrorist attacks on the United States. I teach 

some fine critical thinkers in this generation of students but I was surprised at the 

depth and insight of most of their responses to Mis question. They had leameâ 

both positive and negative lessons, ranging from living every moment to its fullest 

to expecting the unexpected. 



My lesson is one about control. These tragedies have shown me that we 

have created, in North America, a flawed story about how things are. We have 

told ourselves that we can wntrol the world. We cannot. It is a lesson about 

tenorism, about freedom, and it is a lesson about my own life. 

In the midst of al1 the sadness, there are still children to teach and a thesis 

to be written. I do these things with less enüiusiasm but I still do them. I let the 

unnecessary fall away. I have repnofitized some things in my life; I am less 

inclined to do that which feels unimportant. It is a sad way to come to this 

knowledge but, unable to change the way things are, I am allowing myself to be 

changed. This is transformation. I seek to undentand how this transfomative 

leaming functions in my life, why some lessons change me forever and some 

simply become information that I store in my faulty intemal hard drive. 

Introduction to Monna the researcher and the lsarner 

I will be both the researcher and the leamer on this joumey. Make no 

mistake about the complications this has created. I am both inside of myself, 

living and learning, and outside of myself, living and leaming about my leaming. 

I am a girl in a house of mirrors whose reflection goes on for al1 infinity; it 

bewmes hard, sometimes, to know which generation these reflections are. That 

Monna within the Monna has been disorienting, but has also provided a suitably 

rich metaphor for my research methodology. I have access to information about 

myself that no one else will ever have. I know my thoughts and w n  trace those 

thoughts back to sources from when I was shorter than the June stalks of corn on 



my parents' farm. I have entered my own research the way a spy infiltrates a 

foreign country; I am deep in the heart of my own foreigness. While I am asking 

these questions oflabout my own leaming, there are questions that I am not yet 

ready to understand. So, in this way, understanding is blocked because I am the 

researcher. Or, in other cases, the answers may come more slowly because I 

am hesitant to look at that particular "truth". Of coune, this does not make sense 

logically. Why would II the leamer, not want to answer these questions about my 

own leaming, questions that could lead to a deeper understanding of my own 

process? The obstacles I have discovered (and placed) in my own path were not 

laid there out of a conscious desire to prevent my own learning. There have 

been many times in the long process of this excavation that I have had to face 

the fact that what I "wanted" as a researcher was not as important as what 

waslis. 

I believe that each one of us has things in us that are hard to look at. The 

hard-to-look-at things may be mernories from the past, or behaviours from the 

present that do not coincide with what we would like to believe about ourselves. 

It is easier to see the self as an integrated whole. The mythology of this whole 

self makes tnie self-seeing difFicult. I remember. in a graduate class I took with 

Susan Wilcox, listening to a man describing a behaviour that he claimed he 

loathed in himself. He said that he could not understand why he did this. He 

said that he wanted to change this behaviour. I asked him how the behaviour 

sewed him. I do not know what the answer was. I never heard how this 

particular behaviour. a behaviour this man saw as negative, helped him in some 



really critical way. In truth. it does not matter. The question itself was what 

mattared because, at the moment of the asking. I became aware of that question 

and how it might apply to my own life. 

It has served me to avoid asking some hard questions about myself and 

about my own leaming. Not asking certain questions has allowed me the 

rnythology of the integrated whole. Perhaps it has allowed me a better night's 

sleep. That is always a danger of opening this particular can of research woms. 

There is always the possibility that my life is not even what it seems to ME. I do 

not wish to portray myself as a person who thought she has al1 Cgured out; I did 

not. But I believed I knew more about myself than I did. 

This is the rich and temfying landscape of my research where both of us, 

Monna the researcher and Monna the Leamer, uncover both that which is easy 

to find. and that which has been hidden for a long time. It is a good joumey but 

not a tembly safe one. We are two, talking al1 the time. The leamer is, by tums, 

anxious, euphorie, curious, and sad. The researcher wants some answen, is 

less patient, wants to finish this up and move on to another set of questions. The 

dialogue between us is sometimes calm and rational, sometimes hushed as if we 

were planning a crime, and sometimes we rage at each other when the 

researcher pushes too hard and the leamer is not yet ready to see something. 

But the leamer is brave, more so even than when we began this joumey. And 

the researcher, God bless het, is a persistent creature. 

I tell you about this relationship between leamer and researcher so that at 

no time, in your reading of this thesis, do you begin to believe, "Ah, this 



exploration of Monna's learning unfoldecl so easily." It did not. The leamer and 

the researcher are two parts of one wmplicated woman for whom this joumey 

has been difficult and, in its difficulty, transfomational. 

What's next? 

And so, with the information you need for the amval at the door of the 

research, I wish to explain how we will proceed from here. This chapter has 

wnstituted my introduction to my thesis and your avivai at the f a n  that is both a 

powerful metaphor and a site of much of my childhood and adolescent leaming. 

You have driven down the Boundary Road with me past Uncle Ken's and my 

cousin Jim's. You have met my parents who are key to this joumey, not just 

because of their past roles in my life but because they will serve as guides in the 

joumey that is this reading. Mom, the creator of order in the universe. Dad, the 

planter of things that grow. We are at the beginning. Spring is around the 

corner. Welwme. Let us look ahead to the year that will unfold. 

Chapter Two: Spring 

In Chapter Two, Spring arrives on the thesis-fam in the fom of my 

Literature Review. Spring is the season for preparations. Gone is the lethargy of 

the Winter. the slow repain of equipment, the time required to read the 

newspaper cover to cover. As life pushes her way back through the earth, the 

paœ of activity on the farm quickens. We are inspired by growth. Spring brings 

a new optimism; it is the optimism of new possibilities. The faner dreams of 

fields without rocks that can damage the cultivator that hims over new earth and 



prepares it for the seeds, and of corn that will gnmr to the heavens. It is a time of 

making ounelves and the land ready for the planting to corne. We are planning 

for success. 

In my Literature Review I will provide an overview of adult education and 

self-directedness. I want the reader to understand, and to be cornfortable with, 

these ternis so that heishe may read this thesis with greater ease and with the 

possibility of applying some of what is found to one's own life. I will then discuss 

some of the key literature that explores transfomative learning. Having provided 

a basic foundation in transfonative leaming theory, I will situate myself within 

the metaphoncal web that these theonsts have spun. 

Chapter Three marks the amval of Summer. In this season the thesis- 

farmer becames action personified. It is a tirne of early momings, of heavy 

equipment, and of planting. The famer works long days, and the planting is 

punctuated by barn chores in the moming and evening. At 10:OO p.m. my mom 

will look out to the field behind the house and sigh, wishing my dad would corne 

in. The famer is acting in accordance with what he knows to be tnie after yean 

of trial and error and what he can determine about today's weather. (Please note 

that I refer to the farmer as "he" in this narrative because the metaphorka1 farmer 

of my thesis is based on my father. Many famen are women.) The famer lives, 

as much as is possible, in hanony with nature. He is also engaged. at times, in 

an intricate dance in which he tries to stay one step ahead of his partner. The 

farmer knows that he cannot beat nature; she will not be beaten. But, perhaps, 



he can read her signs and anticipate what she will do next The farming is 

implementing his own methodology, a blend of science and art tested over time. 

Chapter Three outlines the methodology I used for this thesis. I will 

outline the way I chose to approach my research question, which is to Say, what 

specific questions I asked, and how I asked them. The five "lived roles" about 

which I wrote in my data are: 

1. Instructor of English as a Second Language at the Queen's School of English 
2. Teacher of grade seven Language Arts at the Arnerican School Foundation of 

Monterrey 
3. Part-time and Full-time graduate student at the Queen's Faculty of Education 
4. Daughter 
5. Writer: in solitude, with my friand Damien. and in my Writer's Group 

I have been very specific about the kind of wnting used, the number of 

entries written, and the length of the entries that wnstitute the data about my 

leaming in five lived roles. I have done this for clarity so that my findings and 

conclusions will follow naturally and coherently out of this explanation. There 

should be no secrets betwwn us. I have also, I hope, provided a blueprint by 

which someone, if they wished, might replicate my research for themselves. 

Chapter Four finds a transformation of the leaves on the trees along the 

long lane way between the house and the barn; the maple leaves deepen daily 

into oranges and reds. In the old days, before the epidemic of Dutch Elm 

disease hit the area. there were many more trees and their branches fomed a 

canopy over the lane. My father told me that two old sisten, distant cousins of 

ours, ran this fam at the end of the 1800s and I have in my mind, I know not 



from where, a pidure of these two sisters retuming from the barn in a home 

drawn buggy. The Sun is setting and the leaf-cavered laneway is a shaft of soft 

gold through which these two old gals pass slowly, retuming to the house to 

make a simple supper. 

The days grow shorter and everyone on the farm is focused on bnnging in 

the crop. The air is crisper, it is good to breathe in the Autumn air, and long- 

sleeved shirts emerge from cardboard boxes in the cedar closet in the basement. 

This season is about results. It is about getting the last of the crops harvested 

and stored away for the winter. Autumn is also a time of business as the famiers 

seIl and trade their crops and straw for other things that they need. They are 

closing deals. They are ensuring that they have set enough feed aside for the 

winter. They make repairs in the barn, fixing broken stanchions and other things 

that have gone forgotten thmugh the long busy-ness of the summer. 

This is the home of my findings. After I had collected my data I felt a 

sense of euphofla, for about week. My data entries had been a summer in the 

writing and I was delighted to be done, and to feel that I had represented rny 

mernories, thoughts and feelings about my own leaming as accurately as 

possible. I felt that 1 had told the truest possible story of my own leaming. Then, 

as all researchers are, I was faced with the Herculean task of making sense of 

this data. The Findings was my summer, my season of back-breakingly intense 

works. Here I will bring in my cmps. I will harvest what I planted in rny data. I 

will hold the crops in my hand, categorize thern, and store them in the most 

efficient way. This is the gathenng chapter in which I analyse the data from my 



five leaming roles and tell you what I have found. Towads this end I have put 

forth five themes that seemed to transœnd my own leaming. They are: 

1. Support 
2. Safety 
3. Belonging 
4. Self-esteem 
5. Meaning-rnaking 

In this chapter I also present two "Leaming Stories", taken from my data, which 

illustrate how these themes cut across my leaming, regardless of the topic. 

Chapter Five: Whter 

Chapter Five brings the slower pace of life that is winter on the fam. We 

al1 slow down and, just as my parents observed on the Protestant Sundays of 

their youth, we do only what is necessary. My parents sleep in a bit later in the 

rnoming. My father putten around, he takes more time doing the routine tasks of 

his day, he becomes aware of the cat population in the barn. It is a time for 

reflection and for sifting through the memories of the past year. We refiect on the 

lessons learned about faming and other things. We consider what we have 

done, how successful it was, and how we might do things a bit differently next 

year. My father thinks about tile drainage, about ferülizer, about the price of beef 

versus the price of the feed. He does that math. In addition to the conclusions 

the farmer draws about the year, this is a season of reward. The Christmas 

season is a spiritual celebration and marks the end of one year and the 

beginning of another. My mother, the organizer of al1 organizen, is also a 

wonderful wok, a skiIl her eldest daughtet has not acquired. We will sit down at 



a table piled high with my rnother's extraordinary meal and we will think of al1 the 

gifk we have been given. 

Chapter Five is the home of my conclusions. Chapter Five sets about to 

answer the questions I have asked here and throughout the thesis. I will 

translate the findings into applied knowledge. I begin by responding to the 

question "Did I do what I said I would do?"; I will refer directly back to my 

"Promises to Myself" as a way of keeping myself accountable. I will then draw 

some conclusions about "Myself as a leamer". taking into consideration what it 

rneans to believe in myself and the relationship between self-esteem and risk. I 

will provide a "Self-Portrait' in which I make a number of observations about 

myself as a leamer in the form of a list I have entitled "What I know for sure." 

Given these conclusions, I will discuss the ramifications for me as a Learner, and 

then for me as an Educator. Finally, I will pull the threads of my thesis together 

in a section called "Kinds of Pilgrimages." I have created a pilgnmage that 

attempts to represent my conclusions about the nature of my leaming, and to 

transcend one person's story. 

Glimpse of Conclusions 

When I was a young girl grocery shopping with my mother. I was always 

slightly troubled by the presence of store employees whose job it was to prepare 

small samples of new products. The whole situation, with the little end-of-the- 

aisle booths with the hotplates and the platters of bite sized pigs-in-blankets. 

made me feel vaguely uncomfortable. Now that I am a person who actually buys 



groceries and has assumed responsibility for feeding herself, I am delighted to 

see the ladies at the end of the aisles with their new cream cheeses and ice 

creams. 1's the nibble factor that I like so much, enough to tell me whether this is 

something I should t v  or not. 

Imagine, then, that I am one of those women, dressed in a crisp white 

smock. My platter contains little bitty glimpses into the thesis to corne. These 

samples are not meant to tell a whole story, the whole story lies ahead in the 

next four chapters. These quotes, from chapter five, however, may give you 

some indication of whether you'd like :O buy this particular brand of chocolate ice 

cream. 

For me, leaming is the first thing to go when I feel attacked, unsafe. 

Dropping my guard allows me to do the learning I needlwant to do. As a new 

grade seven teacher I had to leam how teaching middle school is different from 

high school. 

Tnie belonging is cornplex and fraught with difficulties. It does not allow for fairy 

tales where al1 memben are lovely and loving; there will always be obstacles. 

Within "belonging", however, the members simply wpe with the obstacles. 

In Joe versus the Volcano Joe asks Patricia if she believes in God. Without 

denying the existence of God, she srniles and responds, "1 believe in myself. I 

have confidence in myseif." 



I am also speaking of the intersection of risk and self esteem. I am speaking of 

the realization that, in certain leaming situations, it is better for me to be living 

outside of the palm of love. I can transfomi on my own in a way that I don7 

transfom when I am feeling more cornplacent in a supportive cornmunity. 

You see I am a famer's daughter. No matter where I travel or live and 

redardless of my joblvocation, I will always be a famer's daughter. I leamed 

about the elements as a very young child. 

My year in Cali, a wonderfully chaotic and disruptive year, prepared me for the 

experience of being culturally "other." 

1 Writing helps me process what I have leamed and what I am cunently leaming. 1 
Poetry in particular is the great sorter of my experiences. I am a narratoi. a 

storyteller. I am interested in the details. 

1 Mostly, I leam when I am damned good and ready. 1 

1 In rny own classroom, how can I provide for the kids an environment that is safe 

enough for leaming but not so safe that the leamen are srnothered? 
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Finally, I offer you this.. . to do with whatever you are ready to do right now. 

This is an invitation to learn. 

What you choose to do with this 
invitation lies entirely with you. 

Some people have sent me invitations 
to learn but I sent them back because 

I was not yet ready. Then I was. 

Good luck on your journey 
into Inner Space. 

"Everything th.t happens to you is your tercher. The secret is to leam 
to sit at the feet of your lJlb and be trught " - Po//y Benien Berends 



My Field of Vision 

Out beyond ideas of wrongdoing and rightdoing, 
There is a field. 118 meet you there. 

- Rumi 

field 

out the northwest window 
first i saw you 
in the quietest days 
before speech was a weapon 

you would stretch out 
mostly, i remember you 
green 
from the far side of Our lane way 
to the other side of the world 

you have always been my eighty acre field 
of vision 

eighty acres green of dreams 

from the wuch 
our old green wuch 
pushed up against the window 
too close, perhaps 
to the baseboard heater 
i would set sail daily 
on my bargelship of puffy pillows (on my puffy-pillowed barge) 

out and 
over 

across the field 

you, a caterpillar in green 
morphing into stately golden stalks 
finally field of small white butterflies 

and my breath frozen in small patches 
fragile ponds 
on the glass where i would wnte 
my narne 
having developed. at last 



a consciousness 
of me, my place 

and you, a field 
separate 
but always providing the backdrop 
to the dramas played out in our living room 
and the dreaming times launched from that couch 
floating out to meet you 
in the eighty acre field of my youth 

My friend Damien and I wrote a small book of Odes to Ordinary Things. 

We asked our friends to choose twenty ordinary things and then each of us wrote 

an ode to each of these objects. I wrote my field ode to my fint field, my father's 

eighty-acre hay L l d  that lies to the west of my parents' house. 

When I was a small girl, this field was the first thing I saw each morning 

when I left my bedrwm at the end of the hall. The view out the large picture 

window revealed everything; it told me the story of the weather and the seasonal 

activity taking place in the eighty acre field that day. The field stretched out 

beyond my life into the future. 

In Spnng, the blanket of snow that covered the fields would recede, little 

by little. and my view of the eighty acre field. would transfomi itself. The 

transformation wore a green dress as grass pushed itself up through the moist 

earth and detemined iittle buds forced their way out of the branches of maple 

trees. 

Green brings hope and new beginnings on the thesis farm. 



2: Spring 

In the Spring of the year when the fanner prepares to plant the new crop, 

he needs to be sure that al1 of the relevant factors have k e n  carefully 

considered and that the planting has been meticulously planned with those 

considerations in rnind. He must prepare with the experience of years past, and 

he must read the newest research available on pesticides and irrigation systems. 

He must speak with his neighbour-fanen and discuss their obsen/ations. This 

Literature Review is like that planning. It would be hasty, and unwise, to jump 

into my own research without undentanding the body of work on adult leaming 

that exists and will help provide a framework, a net. for my own findings. This 

chapter. then, is a discussion of the literature that I have depended upon to help 

me blaze an academic trail to my own research. 

We will begin by looking at adult leaming and then we shall examine the 

theones of self-directedness and transfomative leaming that grow out of adult 

leaming. Wiaiin the field of transformative leaming, I will introduce oie work of 

six theorists: Jack Mezirow, Laurent Parks Deloz, Patncia Cranton, Stephen 

Brookfield, Robert Kegan, and Mary Field Belenky. I have endeavored to weave, 

between them, a discussion about transfonative leaming by showing where 

they are in agreement and where their beliefs diverge. At the end of this 

discussion, I shall attempt to place myself in the web that they have cteated over 

27 yean of transformative learning theorking. 



AOULT LEARNtNG 

In my Master's of Education, I first encountered the concept of Adult 

Leaming in a course I took with Susan Wilwx. In rny exploration of the field of 

Adult Leaming, I becarne acquainted with theories conceming Self-Directed 

Learning and Transfomative Leaming. I had no idea, when I chose my first 

"Adult Learning" course from the list of courses offered that semester. that I 

would end up here in this particular Literature Review. 

Adult Leaming is, as its name suggests, an enormous umbrella wvering 

countless leaming scenarios of various kinds. Adult leaming describes both 

formal and informa1 educational experiences and may include returning to wllege 

or univenity, taking "wntinuing education" classes through a local school or 

education centre, leaming a new language, or leaming a skill needed for one's 

work. On the most fundamental levet. adult leaming occurs whenever adults 

leam. Theorists who study adult leaming are particularly interested in the 

reasons why adults choose the leaming situations that they do, what factors help 

them to leam, what factors inhibit or prevent their leaming, and how this learning 

infoms their lives as adults. 

Self-directed leaming 

It is not possible to talk about adult education without looking at the 

concept of self-directedness. In the broadest sense, al1 adult leaming may be 

seen as self-directed (Counebook EDUC 893, Houle, 1992, p. 299). Self- 

diiected leaming is both a goal and a process which is to Say that self- 

directedness may describe both the way in which a person wants to leam and 



the method by which they actually get there. (Coursebook EDUC 893, Candy, 

1991, p. 5). While adults make different choices as leamen and the leaming 

itself can look quite difFerent, self-directedness is characterized by the ownenhip 

and control that is situated in the leamer from the outset. Although the fom this 

self-directedness takes may Vary from leamer to leamer. and from situation to 

situation, self-directedness assumes that the individual is in the driver's seat. For 

example. a woman decides that she wants to paint the interior of her house but, 

never having painted anything before, she begins to prepare herself for this task. 

She speaks with friends and famiiy rnembers who have painted their hames, she 

reads a few books from the library. buys a decorating magazine recommended 

by a hiend, and has a long conversation with a cornpatent salesperson at the 

hardware store. No one tells her that she should do this: her quest for 

information wmes out of her own desire to leam how to do this job well. The 

leamer has identified a desire or need for leaming, has done some research, has 

chosen a coune of action to meet the leaming desirelneed and. finally. has 

followed through with her plan. The leamer is exerting both ownenhip and 

control although, again, how these concepts are lived out in the worid will Vary 

from leamer to leamer. 

It is important, however, to note that self-directedness may also ocair in 

an adult learner who is studying with other leamen in a more formal educational 

setüng. Let us take the example of a graduate student at a Faculty of Education. 

He is taking a number of courses towards his degree; some courses will be more 

interesting to him than othen. The selfdirecteci student will pursue that which is 



most interesting in a way that surpasses the professor's expectations of him. He 

will ask for supplementary reading tecommendations, or he will research the 

topic himself. He will bring the topic back to his house and initiate conversations 

with his housernates; he will test out his understanding of the concept and, 

perhaps, his extension of the original theory. The selfairected student in a 

formal educational setting is the leamer who creates his own curriculum within 

the larger "school" curriculum; he seeks out opportunities to leam, and creates 

opportunities to apply his new knowledge. 

The penultirnate self-directed leaming theory is Transformation Theory, 

first described by Jack Mezirow. 

ADULT LEARNlNG AS MEANlNG MAKING 

According to Mezirow (1 991 ), we acquire many of our ways of 

understanding the worid through the process of socialization as children. We 

carry these culturally constructed perspectives into adulthood; they are critical in 

detemining how we interpret experiences and the world around us. Mezirow 

also asserts that the modem world is marked by both the weakening of traditional 

authority structures and by a rapid change of pace in the lives of adults. Adults 

need to solve increasingly wmplex problerns by relying on their own resources 

as culturally prescribed value systems may no longer be adequate (Mezirow, 

1991). 

Mezirow sees meaning as an interptetation. To make meaning is to 

construe experience. We make interpretations both through perception and 



cognition. We also make meaning both intentionally and unintentionally. As part 

of the process of making meaning, people intemalize symbolic images through 

the process of socialization. In order to perceive objects, events and concepts 

we refer back to our imaginative projections of these models. Mezirow explains 

consciousness then, not as a state of awareness but as the 'Yom of action of our 

construing these actionsi' (Mezirow, 1991 , p. 34). The resulting "loaded" 

perception is then objectified. or given form, through language which is a system 

of representation with no direct relationship to objects and events of the extemal 

worid. Mezirow (1 991) daims that: 

wnstrual involves projecüng our symbolic models. as filtered by habits of 
expectation, onto objects and events in ternis of (a) time and space. 
direction, dimension, entity, feeling, and punctuation of events andlor (b) 
the concepts, categories, and metaphors that come with language 
mastery . 

The prelinguistic reality of (a) affects efforts to apply the linguistic concepts 
of b) through intuition, and (b) monitors (a) through the use of reason. (p. 
34) 

Meaning perspectives act as conceptual codes that fom, limit and 

potentially distort what and how we think/believe/feel, and what, how, when and 

why we leam what we leam. These meaning perspectives have cognitive, 

affective, and wnative dimensions. 60th perceptions and comprehension are 

filtered through these meaning perspectives. 

Mezirow asserts that interpretation involves making a decision that may 

result in vanous outwmes including confirmation, rejection, extension. or 

formulation of a belief or meaning scheme. MeUrow defines a meaning scheme 

as "the specific beliefs, attitudes, and emotional reactions articulated by an 



interpretation" (Mezim, 1991, p. 35). These are recyded from earlier 

interpretations that may not have been reflected upon. Meaning schemes senre 

as specific habits of expectation while meaning perspectives may be seen as 

groups of related meaning schemes. 

Leaming, then. is a process of developing a new and revised 

interpretation of the meaning of an experience as a guide to future awareness, 

feeling, and action. Acwrding to this theory. not al1 interpretations are created 

equal. The stronger the affective or emotional dimension of an interpretation and 

the more frequentiy it is made. the more likely it is to be remembered. Mezirow 

(1991) also claims that there is much evidence to support the assertion that 

leamers "tend to accept and integrate experienœs that wmfortably fit our frame 

of reference and to discount those that do not" (p. 35). 

Our interpretations, however, are fallible and are often built upon faulty 

assumptions. Mezirow asserts that the critical examination of the justification for 

our misinterpretations, and the meaning schernes and perspectives they express. 

is "the major irnperative of modern adulthood" (1991. p. 35). 

Mezirow daims that most signifiant statements involve sets of 

assumptions that must be tested or validated through reflection and diswune. 

This validation may take the form of assessing empirical evidenœ or consensus 

seeking. Our own interpretations of experience through imaginative projecüon of 

symbolic models and through our analysis of these interpretations may require 

validation by ourselves and/or othen. Rationality, then, is the proœss by which 

we assess the reasons and justification for a given meaning scheme. 



Jack Mezimw: The development of a theory 

In 1975. Mezirow first studied 83 women retuming to college in 12 

diffetent re-entry programs. He described a proœss of "personal transformation" 

that often included some variation of the following ten stages or phases of 

rneaning: 

1) A disorienting dilemma 
2) Self-examination with feelings of anger, guilt, or shame 
3) A critical assessment of assumptions 
4) Recognition that one's discontent and the process of transformation are 

shared 
5) Exploration of options for new mles. relationships, and actions 
6) Planning a course of action 
7) Acquiring knowledge and skills for implernenting one's plans 
8) Provisional trying of new roles 
9) Building cornpetence and self-confidence in new mles and relationships 
10) A reintegration into one's life on the basis of conditions dictated by one's new 

perspective. (Mezirow 8 Associates, 2000. p. 22) 

Building on his 1975 study, Mezirow presented a critical theory of adult 

teaming and education in 1981. This work was grounded in Habermas's Three 

Domains of Learning" (1 971): the technical (empirical knowledge govemed by 

technical rules), the practical (social noms). and the emancipatory (self- 

knowledge and self-reflection). Mezirow was primarily interested, at that time, in 

understanding personal transformation or how people change their view of 

themselves as a result of new experiences. 

Drawing further on Habermas (1 971 ) Mezirow elaborated, in 1985, on 

perspective transformation and related the process to selfdi rected leaming 



(1 98%). Mezirow also brought fonuard a "critical theory of self directed leaming" 

In 1991, Mezirow brought forth his Transfomative Leaming theory which is 

constnictivist in nature and relies on the assumption that meaning exists inside of 

ounelves rather than in books or other extemal foms. Critical to this theory is 

the role of the meaning perspective. Adults expect to see things in a particular 

way based on our past experiences. We make sense of the world using our 

individual frames of reference that were shaped by the place and the way in 

which we grew up, the culture in which we live, and that which has happened to 

us thus far. Mezirow is speaking of a lens, a series of lenses, through which we 

see and interpret the worfd. 

Learning occurs when a penon reconciles new ideas or information with 

the assumptions of pnor leaming. Mezirow argued that "reflective leaming 

invoives assessrnent or reassessment of assumptions," and that "reflective 

leaming becornes transfomative whenever assumptions or premises are found 

to be distorting, inauthentic, or otherwise invalid" (Mezirow, 1991, p. 6). In this 

model, the ideal leaming environment would be one in which the leamer could 

participate fully in reflective discourse. In an optimal situation, participants in 

rational discourse: 

1) Have accurate and complete information 
2) Are free from wercion and distorting self-perception 
3) Are able to weigh evidence and assess arguments objectively 
4) Are open to alternative perspectives 
5) Are able to refiect critically on presuppositions and their wnsequences 
6) Have equal opportunity to participate (including the chance to challenge, 
question, refute, and reflect, and to hear othen do the same) 



7) Are able to accept an informed, objective, and rational consensus as a 
legitimate test of validity. (Mezirow, 1991, p. 78) 

This theory also places great importance on the ability of the penon to act on the 

insights helshe has gained. The person moves towards more inclusive, 

differen tiated , open, and integrated meaning perspectives (Cranton, 1 994). 

Mezirow (1991) also distinguished between three types of meaning 

perspectives. Epistemic meaning perspectives are those that relate to 

knowledge and the way we use it. Sociolinguistic meaning perspectives are 

based on people's social noms, cultural expectations, socialization, and 

language codes. Psychological meaning perspectives concem the way people 

view themselves as individuals, for example, their self concepts, needs, 

inhibitions, anxieties, and personality based preferences (Cranton, 1994). 

Each meaning perspective is made up of sets of meaning schemes that are 

wmprised of certain values, assumptions and beliefs. A distorted assumption is 

one that "leads the leamer ta view reality in a way that arbitrarily limits what is 

included, impedes differentiation, lacks permeability or openness to other ways of 

seeing, or does not facilitate an integration of expenenœ" (Mezirow, 1991, p. 

118). lndividuals are products of their knowledge (epistemic meaning 

penpective), their upbringing and background (sociolinguistic perspective), and 

their psychological development (psychological perspective). Few people 

question the basic assumptions they hold regarding the world. Many people are 

unaware that there is any other way to think about issues and concepts. This 



means that distortions in underlying assumptions will lead to distortions in the 

perspectives they have on the world. 

Mezirow put forth the following definition: 

Transfomative leaming refen to the process by which we transform our 
taken-forgranted frames of reference (meaning perspectives, habits of mind, 
mind-sets) to make them more inclusive, discriminating, open, emotionally 
capable of change, and reflective sa that they may generate beliefs and 
opinions that will prove more tnie or justified to guide action. Transfomative 
leaming involves participation in constructive discourse to use the experience 
of others to assess reasons justifying these assumptions, and making an 
action decision based on the resulting insight. (Mezirow 8 Associates, 2000, 
P P  8-91 

A concept that is key to Mezirow's tranformative leaming is the idea of the 

disorienting dilemma. A disorienting dilemma is any incident that throws into 

question what a leamer has previously held to be tnie. It is a break in one's 

undentanding of an idea or concept, a relationship, or a culture; it is an opening 

in which the leamer has an opportunity to reevaluate what he or she believes. 

The disorienting dilemma provides what I have referred to as an "invitation to 

Mezirow believes that transformations in habits of mind may be epochal or 

incrernental. What detemines whether the disorienting dilemma is sudden and 

dramatic or a progressive series of smaller transformations? Mezirow refers to 

Cohen's (1997) description of how an educator can help adult students who had 

negative experiences of school feel more secure as leamen. "Over time, a 

series of these transformations about oneself as a leamer ("1 can undentand 

these ideas") rnay cumulatively lead to a transformation in self-concept ("1 am a 



smart, competent persona) - a habit of rnind" (Mezirwv 8 Associates, 2000, p. 

21). 

As Mezirow suggests, we are wnstnicted creatures and as such, oui way of 

seeing the wodd has been infomed by many factors including the household in 

which we grew up, the beliefs, values, and attitudes of our parents, our 

neighbouhood, and our culture, and al1 of the intervening moments between our 

birth and this breath we are taking now. This is how a person becomes. 

Transformation occun when we encounter a new experience, view it against the 

backdrop of our particular meaning schemes with respect to that event, and 

integrate it even if it does not correspond with what we have held to be tnie in the 

past. Let us wnsider the example of a young woman who had grown up in a 

community in which there were no members of visible minorities. When she 

arrived at univenity, she found herseif living in community with students and 

professon ftom many ethnic backgrounds. When she first met these people, her 

rnind was filled with the negative comments that her family and community 

memben had made about people of wlour. As she in teracted more with her 

new wlleagues and classrnates she found that there were more things that 

united them than separated them. She found that by engaging people in real 

discussions, her leamed fear and hatred of other "racial" groups began to fall 

away. This transformation prompted an interest in black history that allowed this 

teacher to share insights about African American culture and ways of knowing 

with her students. This teachar's racism no longer held together as a meaning 



scheme given what she had leamed and experienced. She had experienœd 

transformational leaming. 

the spidemeb 

Laurent Parks Daloz (Mezirow and Associates, 2000, p. 104) refers to 

transfomative leaming. as defined by Mezirow, as a deep shift in frame of 

reference. This conception of Transforrnative Leaming is the comentone on 

which others have wnstnicted new spaces to house their theones with respect to 

transformation. BrookfÏeld has acknowledged (2000)' Mezirow's adeptness at 

proposing temporary taxonomies that prompt further debate, refutation , and 

refomulation, as Mezirow's articles in Adult Education Quarterfy illustrate. 

BrooMield daims that "Mezirow is engaged in a dialogical (and very public) 

development of his theory of transfomative leaming" (Brmkfield, Mezirow 8 

Associates, 2000, p. 132). 

Academics. educaton, and graduate students interested in Transfomative 

Leaming Theory corne to the centre of Mezirow's magnificent theoretical 

spiderweb. We read, we listen, and we leam. Then we depart from the centre, 

the hub of this meaning-world, and retum to our own parts of the web and to the 

issues that are of paramount importance to us. As we puzzle out our own 

questions of meaning, Mezirow's theory of transfonative leaming may bewme a 

tool. Some. believing that they have acquired the correct tool. apply it directly to 

other problems; new studies emerge. Others hold up MeUrowls work as a lens 

with which to look at a problern; they may find that Mezirow's theory does not 

extend far enough to explain their question. The academideducatorlstudent then 
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extends the work of Mezirow by incorpomting his or her own Rndings. This is 

done fomally, thmugh educational joumals and discussions, and infomally when 

educaton simply adapt Mezirow's theory and apply it to their own world. 

A theory. like a story, is a beginning. Mezirow's work is a creation myth; it 

attempts ta explain how transfomative leaming came to bel what it is, and how it 

works. We are al1 working in an elaborate and intricate spider's web that we 

have spun around Mezirow; each in his or her own part. spinning threads of 

meaning . 

Patricia Cranton: Interpreting, Integraüng and Extending Mezirow 

In Understanding and Promoting Transfomative Leaming: A Guide for 

Educators of Adults, Cranton ( 1  994) describes the process of transfomative 

leaming from the theoretical perspective presented by Mezirow (1 991). She sets 

out to integrate Mezirow's theory with types of leaming. types of reflection, and 

other cuvent adult leaming concepts. Cranton is an interpreter; her explanations 

and clarifications of Mezirow's work have played an important part of the twenty- 

year dialogue regarding his theory. Cranton is also interested in how 

psychological type affects or informs the leaming proœss. Finally, Cranton has 

made an important contribution ta the field of adult education through her focus 

on what it means to be an authentic educator of adults. 

PsychoIogica/ type 

ln addition to Cranton's keen interpretative skills, she has identified a critical 

conundrum in the world of adult education literature; this is the question of the 



diversity of leamers. A constnictivist view of learning asserts that individuals 

constnict their own perceptions of the world and that they make decisions related 

to these perceptions in their own way. The literature wntains many wnflicting 

theories explaining individual differences. According to Cranton (1 994), some 

theorists offer explanations that ovenimplify the complexities of leaming, growth, 

and development. Cranton tums to Jungian psychological type theory as an 

important way of undentanding individual differences. Psychological type has 

been used to explain other individual characteristics such as preferred teaching 

style, leaming style, and leader behaviour (Keirsey and Bates, 1984; Kolb, 1984). 

It has been used to explore cognitive style (Ferguson and Fletcher, 1987), 

foreign language learning (Moody, 1988). communication patterns (Thome. 

1 987), and happiness (Deiner, Sandvik, Pavot, and Fujita, 1992) (Cranton, 1994, 

p. 94). Cranton encourages a reading of Jung's original theory as it does not 

simplify behavioun and categorize individuals, and states that, "Jung both 

accepts the fact that individuals construe their own meaning of the worid and 

attempts to classify those differences without losing complexity" (p. 94). 

Most people have a preferred attitude (introversion or extraversion), a 

dominant function üudging or perceiving), an auxiliary function (frorn the opposite 

domain of the preferred function), and an inferior function. These combinations 

make up "psychological types" (p. 98). Cranton describes each of the eight 

categones of psychological type while asserting that each attitude and function 

exists on a continuum (pp. 98-104). 

Canton points out that among the rational types, both extraverted and 



introverted thinking types are more likely to engage in rational diswune. Feeling 

types are less likely to do so. Cranton is not suggesting that feeling types will not 

be able to engage in rational discourse; she is simply trying to account for 

differenœ. Looking at this process in the context of psychological type leads to 

an understanding of transfomative leaming in which people amve at the same 

destination but travel by different routes. 

Of what use is psychological type theory to the self-directed leamer? Cranton 

has developed an instrument with which a leamer can identify his or her type. 

There are actually two surveys in the package; one is called Type Check" and 

the second is called "SeFDirected Leaming Check". In each case, the leamer 

tallies up the totals from the surveys and then uses this information to complete 

the "Type Profile" and the "Self-Directed Learning Profile" respectively. lncluded 

in the package are a number of documents to help the leamer undentand these 

results. These include "Interpreting Results", "Description of Types", and a 

"Description of Self-Directed Leaming Preferences". Cranton has created a tool 

to help leamen identify their own leaming attitudes and preferences. Given what 

Mezirow has argued about meaning schemes, it stands to reason that a ieamer 

who is more aware of her own is in a better position to reflect critically and to 

participate in transfomative learning. 

Adult educator roles 

Cranton is also concemed about the role of the educator in transfomative 

leaming. She asks "How can ptomoting transfomative leaming be integrated 

into our pracüce?" (1994, p. 123) Cranton looks at three different adult educator 



roles: the Subject-Centred Perspective, the Consumer-Oriented Perspective, and 

the Refomist Perspective where she situates herself. Within the wntext of the 

Refomist Perspective. the educator, following Freire's writings (1 970). would 

assume the role of CO-leamer. In this role the educator works with leamen and 

tries to find out about "their lives and expariences even as leamers may be 

questioning their values" (Cranton, 1994, p. 129). Cranton highlights that the 

difference between the three types of adult educaton is power; the Reformist 

Perspective is the only role in which power is shared by the educator and the 

leamers. 

Educators as tninsfonnative leamers 

Cranton's Becoming an Authentic Teacher in Higher Education (2001) and 

Professional Development as Transfomative Leaming (1 996) are wrnmitted to 

helping teachers undentand themselves as people, leamers. educaton, and 

transfomen. She provides exercises and activities as opportunities for adult 

educators to reflect on their own practice. She is Mezirow's work at work. 

Stephen Brookfield: Critical Reflection 

Brookfield's primary contribution to the field of transfomative leaming is 

his focus on critical reflection. Three questions central to Brookfield's work are: 

1) What mn and should we reflect upon? 

2) What is the purpose of critical refledion? 

3) Is al1 critical reflection transfomative in nature 



These questions will serve as a guide to Brookfield's understanding of 

transfomative leaming, and how and where he disagrees with Mezirow and 

others. 

Upon whrt should we critical& mflect? 

Although Brookfield operates out of respect and high regard for Mezirow's 

work on transfomative leaming, he is concemed with how far Mezirow takes the 

role of critical reflection as ideology critique. 

Brookfield asserts that reflection is not, by definition, critical. An educator 

can reflect on something that is not working in a class and decide to make a 

technical change to address the problem. This might be to change Me seating 

arrangement, to take a longer break, or to move around the rwm more. These 

kinds of reflections are an important part of Our jobs as educaton but that does 

make them critical reflection. Brookfield argues that for something to count as 

critical reflection. "the perrons conœmed must engage in some sort of power 

analysis of the situation or context in which the leaming is happening" 

(Brookfield, 2000, p. 126). The leamer must examine those assumptions that are 

closest to him or her and that may well be destroying their sense of well-being. 

These are hegemonic assumptions that underlie al1 things political and personal. 

BrooMield goes further to Say that the ideas of critical theory. namely that of 

ideology critique, must be central to critical reflection and. acwrding to Mezirow's 

theory , to transformation itself. ldeology critique, a terni associated with thinkers 

from the Frankfurt Schwl of Critical Social Theory, describes the process by 

which "people leam to recognize how uncritically accepted and unjust dominant 



ideologies are embedded in everyday situations and practiœsw (BmoMeld, 2000, 

p. 128). Antonio Gramsci (1978) plays an important part in this tradition; it was 

his belief that hegemony explained the way in which people embrace dominant 

ideologies as always being in their own best interests. 

Mezirow does state that critical reflection can help us uncover socio- 

cultural distortions (Mezirow, 1990). He argues that ideology critique is 

appropriate for extemal ideologies such as communism and capitalism, or for 

reflection on our own "ewnomic, ecological, educational, linguistic, political, 

relig ious, bureaucratic, or other taken-for-granted cultural systems" (Mezirow, 

1998, p. 193). He distinguishes this from critical reflection in private domains. 

This is what Brookfield takes exception with. Citing poststnicturalists, such as 

Foucault. Brookfield argues that ideologies are now experienced as "constituent 

elements of our personalities, framing how we experience the world" (Brookfield, 

2000, p. 130). Brookfield acknowledges the difficulty of penetrating ideologies 

but he agrees with Foucault's assertion (1 980) that if the "nomalizing gaze" of 

ideology is a constructed thing, it can therefore be dismantled. 

Mezirow does allow for the possibility of implicit critical refiection as "when 

we mindlessly choose behnreen good and evil because of our assimilated values." 

(Mezirow, 1998, p. 186) but this does not reach far enough for Brookfield who 

feels that such a possibility denies the central purpose of ideology critique. For 

Brookfield, ideology cntique would, "focus on making explicit and analysing that 

which was previously implicit and uncritically accepted" (Brookfield. 2000, p. 

131). 



Brookfield also highlights Mezirow's own doubts regarding whether "it is 

possible and useful to differentiate between transfomative learning that deals 

with sociolinguistic codes and that which deals with psychological codes." 

Although Mezirow concluded that it is important to make this distinction, ha sees 

that there is a great deal of overlap in learning dictated by these codes (Mezirow, 

1994b, p. 243). For BrookfieM, critical reflection on "even the most private 

matters or in the most unknowable domains is culturally contingent" (Brookfield, 

2000. p. 133). 

The purpose of critical mflection 

Brookfield does not beiieve that the point of critical reflection is to uncuver 

the core self. He draws on the work of postmodemists Derrida. Lyotard, and 

Lacan to show that there is no core self waiting to be diswvered or revealed 

through transformative leaming. He asserls that even our narratives of critical 

reflection and self-diswvery are artifices using fons  such as language and 

metaphor that are also socially contructed and, as such, often distorted 

(Brookfield. 2000). 

For Brookfield, the hrst important focus of critical reflection is on the 

uncovenng of hidden power dynamics and relationship including, or especially. 

those that characterize adult education practice. Brookfield reminds us that adult 

education classrooms are not separate from social, cultural, and political life. 

Brwkfield contends that these classrooms are "contested arenas - whirlpools 

aintaining the contradictory crosscurrents of the struggles for material superiority 
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and ideological legitimacy that exist in the worid outsiden (Brookf~eld, 2000, p. 

137). 

For BrooMield, the purpose of critical reflection also includes uncovering 

hegemonic assumptions. These assumptions are those that we take as 

commonsense wisdom and acœpt as k i n g  best for us even though they serve 

the interests of those opposed ta us (Brookfield, 2000). 

Not all c d t M  Mection is tmnsîbmative leaming 

Brooidield daims that the terni Transformative Leaming is too often used 

to describe any instance in which reflection leads to a deeper understanding of 

an issue. He argues that leaming may only be called transformative if it involves 

"a fundamental questioning and reordering of how one thinks or acts" (Brookfield, 

2000. p. 139). If something is transfoned it is, at its most basic level. different 

from how it used to be. 

Brookfield cautions adult educators not to allow "transfomative" to 

becorne "a premature ulti mate; that is, a terni that once invoked forestalls further 

debate or critical analysis" (BrooMield, 2000, p. 141). Bmkfield also wams that 

cntical reflection does not necessarily lead to transfomative leaming. 

Transformative leaming requires critical reflection, but the presencelpractice of 

cntical reflection does not always result in transfomative leaming . 

Robert Kegan: A portmodem interpmtation of transformation 

In Over Our Heads: The Mental Demands of Modem Me (Kegan, 1994) 

explores the mental demands in four different areas of modem life. They are: 



1 ) Adolescence 
2) Private Life: Parenting and Partnering 
3) Public Life: Work and Self-Expansion 
4) Postmodem Life 

In his chapter on private life, Kegan reiterates the constnictivist idea that it 

is possible for people to live an entire lifetime without ever confronting the 

mythology/mythologies of their own lives. When a person is not aware of the 

way in which one's life is socially and historically constnicted. one operates 

under the assumption that their truth is THE truth. The idea that one's tmth is 

only A truth, one interpretation or way amongst many, grows out of the 

recognition that tnith is negotiated and settled upon by the people with whom one 

lives (Kegan. 1994, p. 86). 

Instead of ieaving the dilemma there. Kegan introduces us to men and 

women who are grappling with the demands of modem life. These people corne 

to us in the fom of case studies and Kegan allows the reader to leam along with 

the characters in his cases. 

Accarding to Kegan 

Only a fraction of the adults entering school programs do so with the hope or 
intention of personally growing from k i n g  in school. Most have what they 
(and we?) would consider far more practical goals. such as getting ahead in 
their work lives. Yet school experiem in adulthood places one. as Charles 
Seashore put it. 'in grave danger of growing'. (Kegan. 1994, p. 293) 

Kegan has put his finger on something I believe to be missing in the literature on 

transfomative learning. Several of the studies of transfomative leaming about 

which I have read feature the transformations of adult students retuming to 



college (Mezirow, Peny, Belenky and all, Kohlberg). Is it possible that these 

studies are actually looking at how adult leamers transfomi in a university/wllege 

setting, as opposed to how adults transfomi? The university or college has a 

very specific historicallphilosophicaI1cultural context. If one of the aims of the 

university is to make students into critical thinkers, should we really be surpnsed 

that adult-leamen bewme better able to cntically reflect on the life they live, and 

the world in which they live? As Kegan points out. even students with Me most 

practical of goals are in grave danger of growing. I am interested in seeing 

studies of people leaming in non-academic settings. For example, I am curious 

about what transfomative leaming looks like in adults leaming to care for 

children, knit, fix tractors, or becorne better children and caretaken for their aging 

parents. What constitutes transfomative leaming in these situations? What 

does it look like? 

Leaming in conte* 

Where would we place Kegan in relationship to Mezirow? Kegan speaks for 

himseff. 

Some academic writing -- that which is most frequently parodied and ridiculed 
- uses obscure language to hide the fact that nothing tembly original is being 
expressed. Some unappealingly obscure academic language is in the service 
of genuinely new ideas; the thinkers are just better at creating new thinking 
than at devising the language requireâ to express it. And on occasion a nchly 
heurisüc set of novel ideas finds an appealing language for its expression and 
the field takes off.. . And surely transfomative leaming is another. Jack 
Mezirow's genius and our good fortune denve from this double-header ability 
to provide accessible new language in service of valuable ideas. (Kegan, 
2000, p. 47) 

Kegan goes on to highlight Bradmeld's point that the language can be so 



appealing that it begins to be used for different purpases. It is possible for the 

author's original meaning to be distorted or lost. Kegan begins in a place of 

respect for Mezirow's transformation theory before he goes on to state several of 

its features that he believes need to be more explicit (Kegan. 2000, p. 47). 

Kegan puts forward the following six suggestions: 

1) He believes that transformational kinds of leaming need to be more clearly 

distinguished from informational types of leaming. He sees both as valuable and 

states that they should be recognized as such regardless of the field or discipline. 

2) Kegan argues that the Yom" that is undergoing transformation must be better 

understood. He asserts that if there is no form, there can be no transformation. 

3) Kegan asserts that there is always a way of knowing (Mezirow's "frame of 

reference") at the heart of a fom. As such. he believes that genuinely 

transfomational change is more than a change in behaviour or an increase in the 

quality/quantity of knowledge. Kegan argues that there must be an 

epistemological change. 

4) Kegan is in favour of a nanowing of the concept of transformative learning in 

order 10 focus more explicitly on the epistemological. At the same time, he 

encourages a broadening of the theory to include the entire life span. 

Transfomative leaming, as he points out, is not solely the province of adulthoud 

or adult education alone. 

5) Adult educators need a better understanding of their students' current 

epistemologies so they do not create leaming designs that unwittingly 

presuppose the very capaciües that their designs might seek to promote. 



6) Kegan encourages adult educaton to develop a better understanding of 

students' present epistemologies and the epistemological complexity of the 

leaming challenges that they face in their lives. He believes that these 

undentandings will help adult educators better discern the nature of leamen' 

particular needs for transfomational leaming (Kegan, Mezirow & Associates 

2000, p. 47). 

Having articulated these six goals, Kegan then addresses each in the context 

of the "predicarnents of Peter and Lynn" a case study couple struggling with the 

mental demands of modem life. It is this contribution of context that sets Kegan 

away from Mezirow; Kegan bnngs alive his ideas by applying them to the lives of 

people who are very much like his readers. His wncem with applicability and 

accessibility is a significant contribution to the field of transfomative leaming. 

Orders of consciousness 

Kegan's "Five Orders of Consciousness" are ways of descnbing epistemologies. 

He has mapped out the five orders in a chart of five increasingly cornplex 

ideologies (Kegan, 1994. pp. 314-31 5). This table outlines. for each of the five 

levels subject, object, and underiying structure. Kegan's first order leamer is 

focussed on perceptions and impulses including social perceptions. The second 

order of mnsciousness finds the leamer exploring ideas like cause and affect, 

developing simple points of view and enduring dispositions including needs and 

preferences and, finally, developing a self-concept. At level three, the adult 

leamer is working with abstractions including ideality. inference and 

generalization, hypothesis and proposition, and ideals and values. They are 



conscious of their roles with respect to others. and understand the idea of mutual 

reciprocity. In the third order of consciousness, leamers are aware of their own 

inner states including their su bjectivity and self-consciousness. The fourth order 

learner is characterked by an ability to formulate and criticize ideology; helshe 

has developed multiple-role consciousness, and self-authonhip including self- 

regulation, self-formation, iden tity . autonomy , and individuation. The leamer who 

has achieved the ffih order of consciousness possesses a selflworld view 

described as trans-ideological or post-ideological. inter-institutional. and self- 

transformational (Kegan, 1 994, pp. 31 4-31 5). In "What 'Fom' Transfomis?" 

(2000) Kegan has added another way of identifying each of these final three 

epistemologies. The third order is called "The Socialized Mind." The fourth is 

referred to as "The Self-Authoring Mind", and the fifth order, has been named 

"The Self-Transforming Mind." 

I have spent a great deal of time with this chart and I cannot help but think 

that such a table is substantially more helpful to those closer to the fifth order 

Vian the first. I tried to place myself within the five orders and came up with two 

different answers. Ultimately, I agree with Kegan that the mental/emotional self 

continues to develop only insofar as we challenge ounelves. and are provided 

with opportunities to stretch the boundaries of who we know how to be. Kegan's 

orders put me in mind of Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs; our basic needs must be 

met before we can discuss self-actualization. StiII, if part of my role as a 

transforming leamer is to be concerned with the educational and transformational 

possibilities of othen. I would have to argue for a different kind of table. This 



table would allow a non-academic leamer to look at the chart and Say "Oh. I am 

here. This is where l am operating. The next order of consciousness talks about 

developing an undentanding of my role within many communities at the same 

time." It is my strong feeling that the words we choose to describe this concept 

are secondary to a person's ability to identify that concept as a goal and to leam 

what is necessary to make that transformation. I will speak more about my 

concems with regards to language in my discussion of Belenky's work. 

Modern life as cu~cu lum 

Another major contribution of Kegan is his idea that modem life is the 

cumicula that drives adult leaming. ln Over Our Heads (1 994) explores the 

mental demands of adolescence. of private life including parenting and 

partnering, of public life including work and self-expansion, and of postmodern 

life more generally. The contents page of this book lists the life roles that 

constitute the curriculum of our lives. This is parücularly important to me as a 

researcher and leamer in that he references my own "life-roles", five of which I 

have studied explicitly here. Kegan addresses al1 of one's life roles, not just 

those that are transfomative in nature. 

May Field Belenky: Knowing what women know 

It is my hypothesis, and has k e n  for quite a long time, that people leam 

difFerently. I have never found an owner's manual to leaming that adequately 

described the myriad ways I have obsenred people of different ethnicities, socio- 

economic backgrounds and genders engage in the leaming process. Cranton's 
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discussion on psychological type has been helpful to me as a leamer in that it 

acknowledges that I will leam differently based on the make-up of my unique 

personality. The pieœ that was missing was the discussion of how women make 

meaning within a patfiarchal framework. 

While transformation theory assumes that leamers are equal, Belenky and 

Stanton (2000) argue that this is not the case; they refer to this as the asymmetry 

of human relationships. Thinking about this asymmetry can lead to a kind of 

dualism (male/female. thinkinglfeeling) that actually functions as a kind of 

hierarchy in which one of the poles is prized. In addition to their concems 

regarding false dualisms, Belenky and Stanton are critical of Mezirow's "elegant, 

detailed description of one important endpoint of a long developmental process" 

(2000, p. 73) in that it does not make explicit the many steps that people rnust 

take before they can know what they know. Belenky and Stanton argue that 

even with people retuming to school, they simply may not have developed the 

skills neœssary for articulating and then criticizing their own 

thinking/assumptions about the world. Also, for many people retuming to school 

later in life, school may not have been a positive, life-affining place. For some 

adult leamen, school may have been marked by trauma or failure. Many of 

these students do not come ftom communities that value Mezirow's reflective 

discoune (Belenky & Stanton, 2000). 

Women's Ways of Knowing (Belenky , Clinchy, Goldberger, and Tanile, 

1996) was a study 130 women in college; these women came from diverse 

backgrounds. Each woman was asked to describe how she gained new 



knowledge, how she had gained a voice in the world, and what had held her 

back; essentially each women was asked to articulate how she knew what she 

knew. When interpreting their findings and attempting to place them within 

existing frameworks, the research coilaborative had to "push and shove to fit the 

women's thinking into the established scheme. Although Perry (a theorist who 

had wnducted a similar study with different conclusions) had described much of 

women's experience quite beautifully, it became clear that the map did not wver 

the whole terrain" (Belenky & Stanton, 2000. p. 81 -82). 

The Silenceû 

Although the women in Belenky's study saw thernselves as able to leam ftom 

their own wncrete actions, they did not believe themselves capable of leaming 

that which was mediated by language. An inability to articulate what they 

knewlthought about themselves rendered these women voiceless. Beienky and 

her wlleagues narned this outlook "Silenced". Sinœ the women felt both 

incapable of speaking and hearing. they liveâ isolated lives. 

The study showed that rnany of these women had grown up in the midst of 

great violence and had grown accustomed to using words as weapons rather 

than as a means by which to communicate meaning to othen. Due to their lack 

of comfort and skill with language as a communicative twl, the women were 

unable to participate in the kind of diswune Mezirow describes (Belenky 8 

Stanton, 2000). 



The "Silenced" cannot dimb the steps of Mezirow's transfomative leaming 

journey because they do not have access aven to the bottom step. They do not 

believe themselves capable of leaming from experienœs mediated by language. 

My own experience of 88Silence" 

Although I did not corne up against any fom of abuse in my childhood, I 

might be described as "Silenced" in a slightly difFerent way. The faming 

community in which I grew up and came of age does not place a high value on 

an academic Me. or on the language used by acadernics. This, in fact, is an 

understatement. Then is an underlying skepticism of what is described as "high 

falutin" language and this may come from many generations of fanners having 

been silenced because of their lack of socio-economic power in the larger 

political and academic arena. 

The famen in my family and my community use simple language to 

convey simple messages about what they will do that day, what they will have for 

dinner, or what time they should leave for church. It is not at al1 my goal to paint 

my family, or faming families in general, as simpletons. This is not my 

experience. Many of my wmmunity members have exhibited deep intelligence 

in a variety of fields. The words. however, with which we choose to articulate our 

thoughts and experience are not sophisticated ones. They are not specific. 

They do not Say exactly what we mean. This rnay result in some 

rniswmrnunication; I am unsure. It is possible that my community has, over 

many generations, developed a dialect that meets its own needs perfectly. But 

our use of language does set us apart in the woild outside of that faming 



community. In particular, I have found my famer's daughter vocabulary 

inadequate to participate fully in the worid of academe and the worid of 

professional work as an educator. Even as I wnte this segment, I am aware that 

many memben of my own farnily would find the ideas in this thesis inaccessible. 

This is the source of both inner wnflict and sadness. As a precocious child who 

loved school, my own "Monna" dialect surpassed that of sorne adult family 

members. At home, my dialect was too sophisticated and, as I grew older and 

left the farm for an urban life, my vocabulary was not nearly extensive enough to 

describe what I was leaming. I have been both embarrassed by my univenity- 

speak in the presence of my family, and humiliated, at school, by my lack of 

ability to comprehend concepts critical to my studies and my own experience of 

the world. In my own studies. I have observed that my diswmfort and 

unfamiliarity with a particular kind or level of language has made a deep and 

cornplete understanding of sophisticated concepts extremely frustrating. Like the 

wornen in Belenky's study, I found that my inability to understand the language of 

academe has, at times, blocked my acœss to the concepts and ideas that 

seemed, to me, locked inside these words. 

In addition to the adoption of a non-sophisticated vocabulary, we did not 

leam how to talk about our feelings on the farm. I believe that rnany people have 

a similar story but I wish to speak of this absence of ernotional dialogue as it 

characterizes my own farming community. We did not speak of our own sadness 

or ambivalence about issues and relationships in our lives. It is my belief that 

this culture of unexpressed feelings has contnbuted to a higher than average 



incidence of mental disordem. Of course, the problem is exacerbated by the fact 

that mental illness is another thing we do not discuss. Mental illness, then, goes 

unchecked and the people who suffer must do so in silence as they have no 

language with which to describe the dark place in which they find themselves. 

They cannot ask for help. The cycle continues and the unsaid stories of one 

generation manifest themselves as ghosts in the lives of the next generation. 

I have not been silenced by a group that actively oppressed me. I have 

been silenced, rather. by my own socio-economic background. The story of my 

silence, and the silence of my wmmunity memban, is one of profound sadness 

that affects me to this day. As I read the literature of adult leaming, including 

self-directedness and transfomative leaming, I was struck by the absence of 

faming-folk. We have no voiœ in the literature. Perhaps it is only when we 

emerge from Our closed rural wmmunities to enter univenity that we becorne 

visible as we did in studies like those of Mezirow and Belenky. 

But I have not stayed silent. I have emerged screaming from the womb of 

my own silent background. How did I find my own voice? 

Dmwing one into her own voice 

Belenky argues that bringing these women into an ongoing and open 

dialogue requires the creation of an extremely safe and caring community 

comrnitted to these women, and to drawing them into their own voices. The 

researchen daim that this experienœ can be profoundly transfomational 

(Belenky, Bond, 8 Weinstock, 1997). 



So I wnsider this assertion and I cannot think of what community might 

have served to intentionally draw me into my own voice. I have belonged to a 

number of w a n  and supportive communities but none of them was aware of my 

feelings about having al1 the wrong words. I was not able to articulate this 

particular thought unal recently. Further to finding my own voice, I have leamed 

how to use it to ask dificult questions about my life. 

it is critically important for people who have been silenced, argue Belenky 

and Stanton (2000), to develop the capacity for critical thinking. As F reire (1 970) 

argues, the ability to question authority, tradition. and basic assumptions is 

especially important to those who have been oppressed. Although Belenky and 

Stanton do not use the term explicitly, the article speaks about the importance of 

empowerrnent for those who do not, at first, have a voice that they can use to tell 

their own story. 

The question of etnpowetment 

The question of empowerment has always posed dificulty for me. What 

exactly does it mean to empower someone else? Let us retum to my assertion 

that I found my own voice and to my rejection that this occurred in a cammunity 

wmmitted to drawing me into my own voice. I have, without question, had 

fantastic teachen and mentors. Rather than "drawing me into my own voice" 

these teachers and role models have introduced me to ideas that helped me 

expand my own private univene. I have been extrernely fortunate in ternis of the 

quantity and quality of leaming oppominities that I have encountered and 

stumbled upon. The difference, however, is that I pbced myself in the driver's 



seat. Ultimately, I recognized what I was missing and made decisions about how 

to go about finding it. I chose to take advantage of some leaming moments and 

to reject othen. 

I am not dismissing the importance of nurturing leaming environments. As 

a leamer, I often leam best when I am supported, when I feel safe, and when I 

develop a sense of belonging to a particular leaming community. What I do not 

want is to be empowered by someone else. What are we really saying when we 

refer to empowenent? Are we. as educaton, eve" able to give our power to 

othen? I am stniggling with both the language and the intention surounding 

empowement. I believe that the idea of "giving" a person his or her own voice is 

far more wmplex than it may appear. Who will decide how much power the 

silenced perron gets? Who will decide where. when, and how the penon gets to 

use this voice? What do I owe a penon or group that has drawn me into my own 

voice? 

I believe that what we cm, and should, do is to provide an environment 

where leaming is most likely to occur. In this environment we would let the 

learner and hislher interactions with other leamers and educators lead to self- 

empowerment. We would provide opportunities for the taking up of the leaming 

invitations, while relinquishing out control over other people's leaming goals, 

proœss, and success or failure. 

This matter of empowement is enonnously complicated. I acknowledge 

that the issue is further muddied by the fact that I am operating out of my own 

assumptions about what an empowered woman is, and how she acts. Am I an 
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empowered woman? I was not empowered in Susan's Transfomative Leaming 

class; I lost my voice in the presence of several of my peen. I felt so unsafe in 

this leaming environment that I shut down in ternis of my contributions to the 

group's leaming. I actually skipped a class because I could not face feeling so 

uncomfortable and unworthy. I understood al1 of this when it was happening. 

What I see more clearly now is that I allowed these students to affect how I felt 

about myself as a leamer. Essentially, they could not disempower me without 

my own consent. I was a participant in my own silencing. I was exhausted from 

keeping too many commitments, and I did not want to be perceived as the 

"feminist bitch." I made a choice to be silent because I thought it would take less 

energy. It has taken considerable more energy since to corne to tems with that 

decision. 

I want to be very careful, as a leamer and as an educator, with the term 

empowerment. I want to provide othen with leaming opportunities and I wish to 

benefit from those opportunities as they are given me. I do not wish to empower 

anyone, but I would like to create leaming environments in which they may 

empower themselves and continue to be empowered. 

Ultimately, Belenky echoes Mezirow's sentiment that we are best able to 

have transforamtive leaming experiences when we are well-infomed, free from 

coercion, listen active1 y, have opportunities to participate. and ta ke a critical 

stanœ towards the status quo. I believe that the power to do so must come from 

deep within a person, even one who has been silenœd by violence and other 

challenges. 



Laurent A. Parks Daloz: Transformation for the cummon good 

In his article "Transfotmative Leaming for the Common Good" (2000, pp. 103- 

123) Parks Daloz explores the relationship between transfomative leaming and 

social responsibility. Parks Daloz operates from Mezirow's definition of 

transformation as a deep shift in frame of reference and this view is reflected in 

"Common Fire" (Parks Daloz, Keen, Keen, & Parks, 1996) which studied the 

lives of 100 socially responsible people who had demonstrated a long-temi 

cornmitment to the common good. 

While transformation is often seen as "a lonely and rather sudden event" 

(2000, p. los), Parks Daloz found that this is not always the case. As Cortenay, 

Merriam, and Reeves (1998, p. 78) point out. "catalytic events" that often lead to 

transformation are not isolated but "emanate from a support system of family and 

friends, support groups andlor spitituality." Transformation has a wntext that is 

historical, developmental, and social. Mezirow refers to this as "incremental 

transformation." Transfomative learning may be seen as a phenomenon that is 

a long time in amving (Parks Daloz. 2000). 

Nelson Mandela, a subject in the "Common Fire" study, illustrates this point. 

In reflecting upon the gradua1 process by which he amved at his life's work, 

Mandela said, 

I had no epiphany, no singular revelation, no moment of tnith, but a steady 
accumulation of a thousand slights, a thousand indignities, a thousand 
unremembered moments produced in me an anger. a rebelliousness, a desire 
to fight the system that imprisoned my people. There was no particular day 
on which I said, Fmrn henceforth I will devote myself to the liberation of my 
people; instead I simply found myself doing so, and could not do otherwise. 
(Mandela, 1994. p. 95) 



Mandela's obserwtions are important to our understanding that 

transfomation does not always occur in a great sudden epiphanic flash. 

Mandela is clear that his transformation came through many small moments, 

episodes, and responses which, together, served to make him socially 

responsible. This is not to Say that a sudden epiphany is not possible, but it is 

crucial to acknowledge that transformation occun differently in different learnen. 

Parks Daloz also outlines "Four Conditions of Transfomation." He begins 

with what he knows: that the engagement with "the other" plays a signifiant role 

in transfonation, that it does so through an incremental process of differentiation 

and integration, and that the process is wmprised of a number of identifiable 

steps. His question, then, is what are the conditions under which those steps 

might occur? Ultimately, he is asking about the conditions under which 

engagement with othemess might lead to greater social responsibility. Parks 

Daloz (2000) puts forth the following four conditions as being critical to the 

development of this increased social responsibility: 

1) The presence of the other 
2) Refiective discoune 
3) A mentonng community 
4) Opportunities for committed action. 

These are uinditions for the development of increased social responsibility and 

conditions of transfomative leaming. Parks Daloz seerns to be working from 

Mezirow's premise that leaming is only twly transfomative if a leamer is able to 

translate his or her new knowledge or perspective into action. This is important 

because both Mezirow and Parks Daloz will not bestow transformation status for 

the statement, "Okay, I have changed my mind. I was wrong. I now see things 



differentiy." Seeing a problem or situation difFerentiy, while part of the process of 

transfomative leaming. is not its endpoint. Transfomative leaming cannot exist 

without a "real-Me" response. This is not just important on an academic level; 

both theorists are teaching me that even as t punue this particular research 

question, my leaming about my own leaming will not be transforrnative unless I 

do something with my findings. In my own case, I have interpreted this 

responsibility as an invitation to teach others, in whatever ways I cm. what I have 

learned about my own leaming, and about leaming as a process. 

Let me provide an example. I have. over my yean in the Master of Education 

prograrn at Queen's University. had the good fortune to study with three 

professon who were enomous fans of the "Penonal Leaming Project". I have 

had the opportunity to study the nature of writing groups. becoming better at 

managing my finances. and my leaming within the wntext of the graduate 

program in which I was enrolled. I have embraced these opportunities without, 

perhaps, spending a great deal of time wnsidenng why my professors were 

asking us to undertake the projects. As a grade seven teacher. I recently 

assigned year-long Penonal Leaming Projects (the students like to cal1 them 

PLPs) as part of our Language Arts program. After the students chwse a topic 

and do some preliminary research, they will be asked to choose an applied 

knowledge project. Many of the students had a great deal of difficulty 

understanding the idea of applied knowledge and so I relied. as teachen do. on 

the example. If. I said. I were a grade seven student who had chosen interior 

decorating as my topic. I might ask my parents for a small budget with which I 



wuld take my knowledge about decorating and apply it to redecorating my room. 

"Cool", they said. "Can I make an instructional vide0 about skateboarding and 

about leaming to do an 'Ollie'?" "Yup". "Hey miss, can I plan my farnily vacation 

to Europe?" "If it's okay with your parents!" The kids were spinning with the 

excitement of getting to do something "real". This applied knowledge will be the 

culmination of new knowledge and attitudes acquired in the research proœss. 

They will share their leaming with their peers. This sharing will bring their 

leaming full circle but one of the most important things about a circle is that it 

never actually ends. In order for the leaming to be transfonational, the new 

knowledge and attitudes must be kept alive in the mind, and through the actions 

of the leamer. 

By asking my students to accept the challenge of these Penonal Leaming 

projects, I am also bringing my leaming from this thesis full circle. 

Tlonsfomative learning is not inevitable 

Working from Mezirow's understanding of transfomative leaming as a deep 

shift in frame of reference, and Kegan's (1 994) "orden of wnsciousness," Parks 

Daloz asserts that "although the capacity to develop more adequate meaning- 

making ftameworks is always there, transformative leaming is not inevitable and 

depends strongly on the parücular environmental and cultural forces at work in 

the individual's lifen (2000, p. 104). So, although people have the potential to 

make the deep shift that Mezirow speaks of, whether they do or not depends on 

factors like an effective education and good friands. Growing up alone in a 



hostile world, dearly, would make it much more difficult to develop different, more 

helpfultadequate meaning-making frameworks (Parks Daloz, 2000). 

Monna McDiarmid: Creating narrative space in the spiderweb 

We retum to the metaphor of the spidemeb. Having looked at the work of 

Mezirow, Cranton, Brookfield. Kegan. Belenky, and Park Daloz it should be 

clear that regardless of whether a theorist agrees with Mezirow on al1 matten 

transformational, Mezirow's theory of transfonative leaming is always at the 

nucleus of the discussion. Cranton interprets the work of Mezirow, has 

expanded his ideas to inciude psychological type, and works with educaton to 

help them foster transfomative leaming. Brookfield is focussed on the question 

of critical reflection as it related to transfomative leaming; it is his opinion that 

Mezirow has not integrated ideology critique into critical refiection of an 

interpersonal nature. Kegan has explored Mezirow's theory of transfomative 

leaming from an accessible perspective; he is concemed with how we leam from 

and through our response to the mental and emotional demands of living in the 

modem world. Belenky and Stanton comment that although Mezirow's theory, as 

well as those of some other theorists, do not adequately address the 

predicament of the "Silenced", both regard him as a midwife-teacher. Finally, 

Parks Daloz uses Mezirow's theory ta study those who have committed their lives 

to the common gwd. Each one who wmes into contact with Mezirow's aieory 

reads. refleds. discusses, reflects, writes, reflects, expands, rejects, and reflects 



some more. Mezirow's theory of transfomative leaming is a theoretical chat 

room that is always crowded. 

As for me and my house, Mezirow's theov is so exhaustive I am aware 

that I have just now began to understand the significance of his argument. Like 

Brookfield, I admire Mezirow's openness to criticism and his willingness to 

participate in an ongoing dialogue about his theory. I appreciate that his is a 

theory in progress; his adaptibility and his readiness to rethin k/rework/represent 

earlier ideas mirrors the content of his theory. 

My particular section of the spider's web is a small one and I am spinning it in 

the space between Cranton, Kegan, Parks-Daloz, and Freire as I find the 

acœssibility of their work to be both refreshing and nourishing academically. I 

align myself with the folks who can pcovide a good example. As a grade seven 

Language teacher, I know that a good example can Save you from the wolf on 

your walk through the woods to grandmother's house. 

Without question, I am spinning my transfomative leaming questions in the 

"applied knowledge" section of the spiderweb. I am a piactical spiderwoman by 

nature; I want to understand how and why things work. This also explains why I 

would undertake this particular thesis. I have b e n  working away at the idea of 

Mezirow's disorienting dilemma. What is particulariy wmpelling for me is the 

question of what happens when we leam, regardless of whether that leaming is 

technical or transformational. 

The second question about which I have been spinning cornes out of a desire 

to undentand more about the actual a d  of transformation. When a person 



91 

experienœs transformation, what rnakes that parücular disruptive moment THE 

ONE? What makes that disruption stick? I will argue that the leamer must 

participate in choosing the profound disruption that leads to lasting change. The 

leamer must be open to the aftershocks that the disruption will cause; he or she 

must be prepared to ride out the ride of the transformation, no matter how painful 

or frightening it may prove to be. I will argue that this requires a certain 

readiness and a level of self-esteem that will sustain the learner through the 

disorientation of the transformation 

Finally, my reading about transfomative leaming has k e n  both a rich and 

fnistrating experience for me as a leamer. I find myself grateful for theories that 

have helped me understand thought processes I have experienced. and 

emotions that I have felt. I am also aware that I have aquired much of my ability 

to think critically about my own leaming at the banquet table of my academic 

programs. These skills have made an enonous difference in my life, have 

transformed me, and it is with some sadness that I watch loved ones remain 

stuck in their old. static patterns of thinking about themselves and the world. In 

taking my place in the spiderweb. I would like to use my unique narrative voice 

to tell the most accessible version of the transfomative leaming story. I would 

like to tell that story to people who are not necessarily academics. 



Farm moment: The colt and the bee-box 

My father was a precocious young child and it seems to run in the 

family . 

In the spring of the year when he was seven and his siblings were al1 

between five and nine, the four of them decided that it woutd be an excellent idea 

to take their father's five-month old colt and hook it up to a little cart. Even at 

their young age. they knew that the horse was not old enough to pull a real 

camage so they rigged up a beebox (a box in which bees were kept) for the colt 

to pull. Their mother, Geraldine, happened to be looking out the window and she 

came out and "put a stop to things." 

But the idea of this home cart was such a good one that the kids tried it a 

second time. They attached this old bee-box, without the bees, to the young colt 

and this time their mother did not see them and the horse went tearing up the 

lane as fast as her young scared legs would carry her. My father laughs as he 

describes his memory of this colt running with what was left of the bee-box 

floating along in the air behind her. He says his dad never found out and, if his 

mom knew she kept quiet. 

I asked what ha leamed and he said he thought maybe it wasn't such a 

good idea. But he was still laughing. 

The year my father tumed eight he operated a two-hone hitch and 

ploughed 200 acres of his father's fam. He said that after that he was pretty 

much done with colts and bee-boxes. 



3: Summet 

Histoty, like science, is limited by its own methodologies. 
- Diane Schoemplerlen 

I have asked a question about the nature of my own leaming. I was not 

prepared for the process by which I would answer this question. 

EMPLOYING HERMENEUTIC PHENOMENOLOGY 

Max van Manen's Researching Lived Experience: Human Science for an 

Action Sensitive Pedagogy ( 1  990) was enormously helpful to me in thinking 

about how to answer this question about my own leaming. His explanation of 

hermeneutic phenomenology provided me with a clearer framework with which to 

tell the story about my own lived experience. van Manen puts forth a set of 

guidelines entitled, "Methodical Structure of Human Science Research" in which 

he stresses that these six activiües of hemeneutic phenornenology need not be 

pursued in any parücular order. These activities are not, in the strictest sense. 

"stagest' of a method. van Manen places the emphasis, instead, on the "dynamic 

interplay" among the six research activities (van Manen, 1990, p. 30). These 

activities are: 

1) tuming to a phenomenon which seriously interests us and commits us to the 
worfd; 
2) investigating experience as we live it rather than as we conceptualize it; 
3) reflecting on the essential themes which characterize the phenomenon; 
4) describing the phenomenon through the art of writing and rewriting; 
5) maintaining a strong and oriented pedagogical relation to the phenomenon; 
6) balancing the research context by considering parts and whole. 



Henneneutic phenomenology fit me and rny research question well as it 

operates out of a deep interest in understanding a phenomenon or lived- 

experience. It is interested in the phenomenon itself, rather than in a syrnbolic 

representationlinterpretation of that experience. It is dependent on writing and 

rewriting as a means by which to understand a lived experience. It explores the 

themes that cut across this writing. It never forgets that this research is a 

pedagogical pursuit; we cannot divorce research from the world in which it is 

done. Finally, it concerns itself with a view that is not trapped inside the 

particular. nor watered down in an attempt to describe the universal. 

Heneneutic phenornenology was an appealing approach for al1 of the 

various selves in me, for the graduate student wanthg to understand her own 

leaming, for the teacher of grade seven students, and for the writer. This 

methodology offered a framework upon which I may hang my leaming stories. It 

was also clear that heneneutic phenomenology offered an interpretative 

process that was appropriate to that which I was studying. I have, in this 

process, participated in relection, in the search for meaning or themes, and in 

interpretation of the wnting through various lenses, including my own writing 

about the writing. The tncky thing here is that while these activities may be 

described as separate, the practice of them was more fluid. I have moved from 

the act of reflection into writing and back to reflection. 

Narrowing the panmeters: Establishing my life iolesllife woilds 

I had done a lot of reading but it became time to translate this information 



into practice. Having estaMished the framework for my enquiry. a self-shidy of 

my own leaming, I had to define the parameten of the study. Once again. van 

Manen came to my aid with his idea of four lifeworlds that may be seen and 

utilized as guides for reflection in the research process (van Manen. 1 990. p. 

101). 1 understand his lifeworlds to refer to the conundnim that although I am 

one person, I am involved in many different roles. Shakespeare would Say that I 

am a player on many different stages. In May of 2000. 1 found myself teaching in 

a classroom in Mexico. Several weeks later I was back in Kingston. at the 

Queen's Faculty of Education, working on my Master's Thesis Proposal. I hold 

roles as a daughter, fnend, and sister. I go to church, sometimes. Each of these 

various roles. or hats, may be seen as a lifeworid. I inhabit different lifeworlds at 

different times of the day as I move between the worid of graduate study and my 

other lifeworids. van Manen defines the hurnan lifeworld as "the lived world as 

experienced in everyday situations and relations" (van Manen. 1990. p. 101). 

I decided that I wanted to look at my leaming over a number of yearç and I 

thought that three might be a sufficient period of time to look at myself as a 

growing leamer and teacher. These yean would span from July of 1997 when I 

retumed to the Master of Education program after having taken several years off 

to work full-time, up to and including June. 2000. In spite of this relatively small 

time frame I becarne overwhelrned by the number of roles I held during that time. 

During those three years I was both a part-time and full-time graduate student at 

the Queen's Faculty of Education. I was employed as Assistant to the Associate 

Director of Residences at Queen's University and as an instnictor of English as a 



Second Language at the Queen's Schwl of English for two sessions or 

semestem. I had a number of free-lance consulting jobs for various Ontario 

University housing organizations. In May of 2000, 1 began a new job teaching 

grade seven Language Arts at the American School Foundaüon of Monterrey in 

Monterrey, Mexico. In addition to these academic and professional roles I was, 

and am, a daughter, a sister, and a friend. I am also a writer, and during this 

period I belonged to a Kingston writen' group and wrote with othen on a regular 

basis. 

When I listed al1 of these roles and wnsidered the magnitude of such a study, 

I knew that I needed to choose a few on which to focus. After some 

consideration I chose to focus on only five of the learning roles I held during that 

period: 

1) Instructor of English as a Second Language at the Queen's School of English 
2) Teacher of grade seven Language Arts at the American School Foundation of 
Monterrey 
3) Part-time and Full-time graduate student at the Queen's Faculty of Education 
4) Daughter 
5) Writer: in solitude, with my friend Damien, and in my Writer's Group 

Two of these, my work at the School of English, and my job at the American 

School F oundation of Monterrey were teaching roles, although they were quite 

different in nature. I believe that my experience of being and bewming a teacher 

in Cali, Colombia seven yean ago will also find a voice through writing about my 

current teaching position in Monterrey, Mexico. My third leaming role was that of 

a part-time and full-time graduate student. While this role may appear to be a 

fona l  leaming role situated in an educational setting, my data were not 

restricted to that aquired in the classrwm. The last two leaming roles, those of 



daughter and writer, were a departure fmm the first three in that they were not 

connected to formal education. I believe that this contrast, the informality of 

those two leaming situations, proved helpful both in ternis of studying HOW and 

WHAT I tend to learn. As a person for whorn relationships are central to 

wellbeing. I could not possibly write a meaningful account of myself as a leamer 

without telling stories about myself in relationship with others. 

Other parts of me were present in the research even if I did not explore 

them in an explicit way. I believe that the Monna I am today includes al1 of the 

Monnas of the past. I have become this penon as a result of my expenences of, 

and leaming infirom, every job I have held, every friend with whom I have shared 

my life. and every book or movie that I have read or seen. I am aware that I am 

the sum of these parts. I was concemed, however, that focussing on too many of 

these parts would result in watered-down research. I was conœmed that I wuld 

end up saying very little about a great number of leaming roles. I prefened, 

instead, to Say a great deal about myself as leamer in a few leaming roles. This 

was a way of going deep into my own leaming. 

Tho inclusion of other aspects of my life 

I would like to add, however, with reference to the other "parts" of me that, 

as I wrote about writing this thesis, the line between 'rolen and "identityn became 

funy. I began to wonder about how other parts of me fit in to the picture of 

myself as a leamer. When I Say 'parts", I am referring to facts about me 

including the fact that I am fat, and that I have an anxiety disorder. These 
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characteristics are present each time I find myself leaming. If I am leaming 

something of a physiml nature, I am bound by the limitations of my round body. I 

may experience embarrassrnent or shame about these limitations and these 

may, in tum, shape the learning experienœ. Similarly, as a result of my 

agoraphobia. I may experienœ acute and disabling anxiety in a new leaming 

role; the anxiety may become so distressing and disnipave that I rnay expenence 

trepidation about continuing with this learning project. I will not pursue the fact of 

my fatness, or of rny agoraphobia as leaming roles per se, but they have 

sornetirnes intersected with my leaming and infonn how I leam. As I write I will 

be mindful of, and refiect upon, the important role these traits play in my leaming. 

There are leaming roles that I am not prepared to examine for the purpose 

of this research. Although, for example, I interpret what I have leamed about my 

intimatelromantic relationships for myself, I will not be reporting on this leaming 

in the thesis. This part of rny life feels entirely too personal to make known in this 

manner. 

THE DATA COLLECTION: WRlTlNG ABOUT MY OWN LEARNING 

In ternis of data collection, I focussed on some of the leaming stories of 

my life. I chose my five learning roles and I generated writing in each of these 

five areas. I thought about my data collection in the following way: during my 

data collection I kept an (irnaginary) box beside tny computer. lnside of that box 

were 20 invitations to write. There were four invitations marked "Daughter", and 

so on. four for each of rny five leaming roles. I gave myself six weeks to dip into 



the box and fish out each invitation to wtite. I wrote whenever I felt 

motivatedlinspired to do so; there was not a predeemined "writing tirne" written 

into my agenda. I also wrote al1 of the entries directly onto my cornputer. As it is 

a portable "i-book", this did not restrict me to writing only at my desk. 

The writing itseif was a variation of Natalie Goldberg's "Wildmind" method 

in which the writer begins with a prompt (For example. "What I really want to 

write about is.. .") and writes for a set time. For the purpose of this research, I 

wrote for at least thirty minutes per invitation, but there was no enforced end 

point. I was free to write for an hour, or more, if I chose. 

In ternis of the writing itself, I observed al1 seven of Goldberg's guidelines 

for "Wildmind" writing. They are: 

1) Keep your hand moving 
2) Lose wntrol 
3) Be specific 
4) Don't think 
5) Don't worry about spelling, punctuation, or grammar 
6) You are free to write the worst junk in the universe 
7) Go for the jugular (Goldberg , 1 990, pp. 2-4) 

At the end of each writing. I went back over the pieœ and edited for meaning, to 

ensure that I had clearly expressed what I thought and felt. I also edited for 

spelling, grammar, and punctuation, as this writing was also the entry point to 

more writing. 

I created a special notations section at the bottom of each entry. In these 

boxes I noted the date on which I wrote the entry, the specific time I began and 

finished, the location of the writing, any music that I listened to while I was 

writing, and any other special notes or details that may have been relevant to my 



writing that day. In this last category, I might have noted how I was feeling, 

physically or emotionally, or I rnight have recorded how I felt about writing that 

day if I had not done so in the "Wildmind." The notations box looks like this: 

Date wdtten: 
lime: 
Location: 
Music: 
Other details? 

These notes assisted me with my reflection and interpretation on the 

wnting as they helped me recreate a more accurate mental picture of each 

wnting, and often illuminated why I took a particular writing perspective on a 

certain day. I think of the notations box as another interpretative tool. 

Am I done yet? Reading the entries 

When I had written four entries for each of my five leaming roles, I read 

them over together in order to gain a sense of emerging patterns or themes. 

This reading also revealed, airough absence, important matenal about which I 

had not yet written. I reserved a fifth "invitation to write" in each of the five 

leaming roles in the likely case that my reading would locate holes in my wnting 

about myself as a leamer. I allowed myself two weeks for the reading and 

preliminary analysis of the first 20 entries, and the potential wnting of up to f ve 

final entnes. I ended up wnting a fifth entry in al1 but one of the five leaming 

categories. At the end of this data gathenng process I had generated 24 typed 

entries. constituting 91 pages of double-spaced text. 

Ultimately, I was not interested in reporüng a play by play account of 



myseif as a leamer in these five roles. I was interested in understanding larger 

phenomena conceming how I leam, how I have changed, and why. I knew that I 

wuld not tell the whole story of myseif as a teacher of English as a Second 

Language; this would take eight months, the same amount of time I spent 

teaching English as a Second Language. I am confident. however, that I have 

achieved, through my writing, a knowingltelling of myself as a leamer in this 

environment. I was interested in finding patterns that helped explain me as a 

leamer without becoming lost in the minutiae of individual stories. I believe that 

the method of data gathering I chose has allowed me to tell a meaningful story 

without telling the "whde" story. 

This investigation has been made more interesting because I collected 

and interpreted my data while I sirnultaneously lived the expenences about which 

I was writing and reading. Rather than thinking of this complexity as a difficulty, I 

have chosen to see it as a possibility for a richer exploration of the themes that 

have emerged out of my wnting. 

If, however, the writing of my data sounds simple, then I need to take a 

moment and address the challenges of participating in this writing pmcess. In 

the six weeks that I put aside for the writing of the 20 original entries, and in the 

two weeks reserved for the writing of the subsequent four entries, I felt like I was 

undergoing the most intense therapy of my life. Each of the #ive themes is 

central to my identity and to the way that I live rny life in the world. So I would, 

for example, sit down at my desk at nine a.m. and begin that particular writing 

with an innocuous enough beginning "1 remember when. .." The writing might 



take me quite quickly to a painful or unpleasant memory and because my job in 

this writing was to leam about myself as a leamer I sat there and wrote my way 

through sorne pretty difficult stuff. I had been using Goldberg's "Wildmind" 

writing approach for more than five yean and my sense is that my wmfort with 

this free writing style enabled me to crack through my surface thoughts much 

more quickly than if I had just discovered the method. It also meant that the 

writing sometimes left me raw and bniised. God help the poor person who had 

arranged to spend time with me after one of these particularly difficult writing 

sessions. In looking through my notations boxes I was reminded that my feelings 

about a cornplex personal relationship were also present in my writing. but I was 

also leaming about love and myself through that relationship. This was the 

intersection of leaming that I expected to see. The writing was flch and 

fascinating but it was also difiicult. I make this point explicit in response to those 

who, after hearing about my research, have commented that it must have been 

lovely to have had al1 that time to write. This kind of response is not made out of 

a lack of kindness, but out of a lack of knowledge of qualitative, narrative 

research. Ultimately. I believe that what a person is willing to risk tells you a 

great deal about who they are. This thesis will tell you a great deal about who I 

am and am becoming. 

Interpretation: Reading the Data 

The process of intecpretation began with a series of careful readings and 

re-readings of the 24 entries and reflecting upon what I had written. I was 



amazed at the detail with which I had capturd my thoughts and feelings about 

my own learning. I felt a sense of pride at having taken the risk to put al1 of my 

questions and pain out into the world through my data. I was also however diny 

with confusion as to how to readlunderstand the many dimensions of myself, and 

my own leaming represented in my data. 

van Manen's existentials 

van Manen conceives of four existentials that researchen may use as a 

tool in understanding lived experience. These existentials should not be 

confused with life roles such as teaching or parenting. According to van Manen, 

the four existentials are: 

1) Lived space (spatiality) is felt spaœ. 
2) Lived body (corporeality) refen to the phenomenological fact that we are 

always bodily in the world. 
3) Lived time (temporality) is subjective time as opposed to dock time or 

objective time. 
4) Lived other (relationality) is the lived relation we maintain with others in the 

interpersonal space that we share with them. (van Manen. 1990, pp. 101-1 05) 

Each human life is wrnprised of a number of life roles; for this research, I 

have identified five of my own. As I studied these roles, in an attempt to better 

undentand myself as a leamer. I found that the four existentials pervade each of 

them. I laid these four existentials across my various life roles of teacher. 

students, wnter, and daughter and, in each case, I found that the four axistentials 

were applicable. In each role, the existentials served as an effective tool for 

closely examining various aspects of my experiences. van Manen argues that 



regardless of the experience we have, we are always able to apply the four 

existentials (van Manen, 1990, p. 102). 

By way of example, let us consider the four existentials as they apply to 

my teacher self. As I stand before, or beside, my students, I am aware of myself 

in relation to that which is around me. One of the walls is painted a light pink and 

this has a calming effect on me. This has been my classroom for 2 years; it is a 

familiar space and I feel more comfortable in this room than in the classrooms of 

my colleagues. The room is decorated with many photographs. posters and 

other artifacts that are important to me; the roorn has bewme a reflection of both 

my personality and my approach to teaching. I am also an authority figure in this 

room and am aware of my own power and the responsibility that cornes with it. 

This is what van Manen means by lived space. 

In ternis of lived body, my grade seven students are aware of the 

roundness of my body and that most of them have grown quite accustomed to, 

and even wmfortable with. that fact. This is particularly significant because we 

live in a culture that prizes thinness in women. I am also aware that the fact of 

my roundness makes a few of the students uncomfortable. Because I have been 

teaching these students for a number of months, I move quite naturally and 

unselfwnsciously in my body. I feel confident that I am not expending energy to 

conceal my body's size and shape from them. Yet, as a teacher of grade seven 

boys, I am careful not to enter their persona1 spaœ in a way that is, or might be 

perceiveâ as, sexual. I am grateful for the students' acceptance of my body 
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because I have expenenced the discornfort and awkwardness that cames with 

the cntical gaze. 

Lived time is different for me as a teacher than it was for me as a student. 

For example, I gave a short vocabulary quiz a few days ago and I experienced 

the time in which the students wrote it as a long stretch of quiet time in my 

dassroom in which I wuld look after some administrative tasks without 

interruption. When I looked up and announced that five minutes remained, I saw 

a few students tense up while others began scribbling furiously. I was 

experiencing this fifteen minutes as an oasis of "found" time in my work day while 

the same amount of time felt insufficient for some of my students. After the quiz 

we spent another fifteen minutes discussing "The Story So Far". my method of 

reviewing novel chapters orally. The time flew by for me and I felt anxious 

because I did not have enough time to cover al1 of the salient points. Both of 

these blocks of time were fifteen minutes in length but I experienced them very 

differently. The first felt long and relaxed while the second felt rushed and short. 

The difFerence in the way I lived the time may be explainad by my feelings about 

the two different activities. 

In order to leam students' names before they amve in my class. I 

photowpy their yearbook pictures and memorize names and coiresponding 

faces. This means that before these students amve in my classrmm in August 

they exist, for me, only as small black and white heads. Then these students 

appear in my class. They become real as we enter each othets lives with Our 

bodies. They bewme real for me as they pass over the tbreshold of my 



dassroom and I am faced with the physical people that they are. We are 

experiencing lived other. Some of the students who smiled for their yearbook 

photographs are not big smilen in Language Arts. Some are wami and funny 

and others are intense and distant. We are now living and leaming in the 

presence of each other's bodies and these relationships deepen and change as 

we spend more time in each otheh company. I have some female students who 

are big huggen; they walk right up to me and throw their arms around me. I 

cannot help but know these students differently as lived other than I do a student 

who is physically distant and remote. 

The four existentials, in combination, constitute my human lifeworld or 

lived experience. While the existentials are not actually separate from each 

other, they can be differentiated. This differentiation allows the researcher to 

temporarily focus on one existential at a üme. I think of the existentials as a 

"pause" button on a VCR; they have enabled me to stop the action and to look 

more closely at an emotional response, or an action. In my task of reflecting 

upon myself as a teacher, the existentials have allowed me to better focus on 

different aspects of my teaching life including my actions, responses, 

perceptions, biases, frustrations, motivations, as well as the interaction between 

myself and my students in different mntexts. Ultimately, these existentials have 

assisted me in my leaming about myself being and becoming an educator. 



Articulating emarging themas 

The next task in my interpretative work was to seek, in my data, meaning in 

the fonn of theme. None of these "activities" is really distinct as I had already 

begun my "meaning-making" through the process of critical reflection. The 

search for themes grew out of that reflection. It is a product of reflection. So, in 

my search for meaning. I was looking for themes that seem to cut across the five 

learning roles. van Manen daims that: 

1) Theme is the needfulness or desire to make sense; 
2) Theme is the sense we are able to make of something; 
3) Theme is the openness to something; 
4) Theme is the proœss of insightful invention, discuvery, disclosure. (1990, p. 

88) 

Some go gold-digging and I was going theme-digging. In order to rnake 

sense of my data. I had to spend a lot of tirne with it. I took my hard copy with 

me to Mexico. I bundled up the five roles into one package and numbered the 

pages one to 91. Every time I read through the data, I would write in the margins 

wmmenting on a particular passage, or I wocld highlight a line that was 

significant for some reason. I began writing cbmments in response to other 

cornments in the margin and I tried to date these so that I would be able to trace 

the genesis of an argument later. I also began wnting the names of possible 

themes but I am getting ahead of myself. Let me describe to you how the data 

set came to becorne what Dennis Surnara refen to as a "cornmonplace text." 



My data as commonplaœ bd 

In the novel, The EngIish Patient (Ondaatje, 1992) a French Canadian nurse, 

Hana, her own heart broken with the recent deaths of her sweetheart and a close 

friend, decides to care for a badly burned patient in the last days of his life. Hana 

reads to the Patient from his one possession, a well-worn copy of the ancient 

Greek historian Herodotus's The Histones that he has camed with him for the 

thirty years in which he has been explonng the North African desert. The book, 

swollen to twice its original size. is filled with photographs, small drawings and 

paintings. and letten and other musings wntten by the English Patient and by 

others. Some have been pasted into the book. others are simply placed between 

the pages of The Histones. The patient has continued to read and reread this 

book over three decades, wnting comments in it. As Sumara indicates, the 

English Patient's copy of The Histories has become "an important cultural object 

- an object that announces the possibility for an interpretative location" (p. 20). 

His copy of The Histories has become a cornmonplace text. 

I recently came across an interesting pieœ of information that rnakes 

Ondaatje's choice of a commonplace text. The Histones, ncher and more 

cornplex. Herodotus of Halicamassus is known as the father of history but he 

has also k e n  called the father of lies. 

Belonging to the romantic school of writing, he treated his subject in a grand 
manner. making full use of vivid description, lively characterization, colloquial 
speech, and lyrical language to dramatize and invigorate the raw materials of 
his research. He did not underestimate the importance of fachial accuracy 
but felt free to engage in invention and conjecture when the facts were not 
available. He made no dear distinction between history and m m .  
(Schoemperlen, 2001. pp. 1 161 17) 



Herodotus was a storyteltei. The Histories, then, is a work of fact and 

interpretation. The book itself is also as a location for the English Patient's 

history, fact and interpretation. 

The hard copy of my data functions, in a much smaller sense, like The 

Histories. It is my history, or rny history from my birth up until the last day of my 

data writing. It tells that story. As I described eailier. I corne in and out of the 

data now, underlining, writing questions in the margin. and then answering those 

questions later. The hard wpy of my data, the physical thing itself, has become 

a wmmonplaœ for my interpretation of my data, and of my leaming, and of my 

life. It is a site, like a classrwm is a site of leaming. The more I wrote on the 

data, the more questions I had for myself, the less linear my leaming appeared. 

and the more complex the "stories" became. Yet. I believe this process is a 

"tme" one in that I was attempting to tell the truest possible story. I was bringing 

the reflection and interpretation of al1 the selves I have been between the 

completion of my data writing in July 2000 and this day in the summer of 2001. 

There would be more writing, the writing and insights of future selves to 

seelilluminate passageslproblems that were impenetrable up until that point. 

The themes came out of this web of meaning that is my data set. I asked 

myself a simple question again and again through the readings and re-readings 

of my data "What are the factors or forces that have an impact on my leaming?" 

It did not matter if the impact was negative or positive, the only requirement was 

that these factors/forces had to cut across my fve leaming roles. I leam 



difFerentîy in different setüngs; I was interested in the mmrnon threads, the forces 

that cut across al1 of my learning. 

Although I have called them by different names, and lumped them 

together only to separate them again, the first three of my Cve themes emerged 

quickly and easily. These are support. safety, and belonging. The themes of 

meaning-rnaking and self-esteem came later. 

As I began to copy and paste passages from my data into a document that 

was the beginning of my thesis, I saw that closely connected to the factors of 

support, safety, and belonging was how I made meaning of thern. Evidence of 

the ways in which I chooselam forced to sift through the events of my life was 

everywhere in my data. It may not have been visible to me at first because the 

whole thesis is one enomous task of meaning-rnaking. But how I do this 

meaning-making, what I chose to look at most closely, and what I chose to ignore 

are significant. These proœsses certainly have an enonous impact on my 

leaming as it is the reflection, rather than the event itself, which translates 

something into "leaming" for me. 

Selfesteem emerged even though I think I would have very much liked to 

have left it imprisoned and silent in the closed copy of my data. I could not. As I 

wrote more about support, safety, and belonging, interpreting the data, I saw Mat 

there were places where the first three themes were present and setf-esteem 

was not. It was not a clear pattem to me at that time but it was clear that I had to 

deal with the issue of self-esteem and leaming. 1 have a clear memory of sitting 

in "my" chair (1 actually think of it that way because when I am at Susan's office I 



am always in this chair and have, therefore, never seen anyone else sit in it) and 

of saying to Susan, "So I guess it lwks like I am going to have to deal with self- 

esteem?" I am sure that Susan had been waiting, patiently, for me to own (up to) 

that particular theme. It was the last to emerge and the hardest, without 

question, to acknowledge. 

This is not to Say that there are not other themes in the data. There are 

more, and there are probably some themes I have not yet seen. The task at 

hand, however, is to interpret Monna as a leamer. I have taken the five themes 

that have spoker most loudly to me about their involvement in my leaming. It 

has k e n  a bit like picking team-mates for an elementary baseball game. There 

were always a lot of kids, but the ones usually "picked' first were the best bal1 

players. These themes are my best bal1 playen; in concert. they will be the best 

teachers of my own leaming. 

So what does this mean? the application of interpmtative Ienses 

When I found five themes that seem to resonate throughout my writing. I 

began to read my data through various lenses. When I use the word "lens", I am 

using it to refer to three different kinds of texts. 

1) a lens might be something that I have written in response to my own data. 
2) a lens could be the application of a theory to my writing. 
3) a lens may emerge out of a passage from a work of fiction. or out of a non- 

theoretical work of non-fiction. 

Fint, a lens might be something that I have written in response to my own 

data. Essentially, the writing that I generated about the lived experience of being 



Il2 

a leamer in my five learning roles provides a foundation for more writing. For 

example, several passages inspired poetry. The poem, then, becomes a lens 

through which I can readlunderstand the original piece in a new way. Writing 

about my own writing is a means of penetrating, and of peeling back the layers 

of, my own exparience. 

Second, a lens couid be the application of a theory to my writing. As a 

penon who leams through connections, much in my own writing reminded me of 

reading that I have done. My own data gave life to Mezirow, to Kegan, to 

Belenky. Each theoretical text wnstitutes a lens that offers greater opportunities 

for a deeper, multidimensional undentanding. 

There were also times when a passage from a work of fiction, a 

description of the wuntryside, or a bit of dialogue became an interpretative lens. 

This has been both a blessing and a cune as I am an avid reader and the 

reading of my writing would take me plunging into a novel to find the author's 

reference to narrative, truth. or family. Fiction has illuminated much of my 

writing; it has provided a background, a tension, a home. Rebecca claims that 

poets must read poetry in order to becorne better poets and readen must read 

poetry in order to bewme better readen (Luce-Kapler. 1995). In this sense, a 

penon wriüng about tnith needs to read about truth. The fact that novels are 

fictional, does not prevent them from telling a truth. What has happened is that 

my writing has k e n  a cumplex web of reading my data, reading theory, reading 

fiction and writing about al1 three. As the through-lines ernerge and. as i see 

more clearly what has been happening in my own learning, a thesis has 



emerged. It is the relationship between these activities, this interaction or 

transaction, which constitutes Sumara's cornmonplace location. This location is 

not a physical space. Sumara refen to it as "an opening which functions to help 

the reader to shift perspective and undentand his or her life differently because 

of the relation established within the literary text" (Sumara, 1995). The location. 

then, is the spaœ between things, it is the moment of recognition of a pattern, 

the connection made to another text, the memory of myself as a small girl in a 

blue dress with pink and yellow polka dots. 

Each lens has given me a ficher undentanding of the phenomenon of my 

leaming as it allowed me to stand in a different place in relation to that lived 

experience. Ultimateiy, the theoretical wnting, the fiction and non-fiction, and my 

own writing about my wnting have woven their text over, under, and through the 

original data in such a way that it shines light on my lived experience of k i n g  a 

learner in these five roles. I do not mean that the application of these lenses has 

changed the original data; I mean that the "othet' texts have provided me with a 

deeper and more meaningful undentanding of the phenomenon as it waslis. 

Some thoughts on interpretation: T elling the tmth 

As I have written, interpretation did not happen suddenly one Sunday 

aftemoon. I did not begin interpreting my data on a certain date and leave off on 

another. I know that I was interpreting even as I wmte my first data entry in May 

of 2000. Because my life and my leaming are works in progress, so too is the 

interpretation. In thinking about interpretation, it was important to me to find a 



way to write about rny leaming in a holistic way, where I did not impose false 

categories or boundaries in order to make sense of the data. I was conœmed 

about the idea of telling the tniest possible story. Laura Richardson addresses 

this conœm in Fields of Play: Constmcting an Academic Life. Richardson points 

out that crystals are pfisms reflecting both what is happening outside of them. 

and what is refracting within them. She writes, "Crystallization, without losing 

structure. deconstnicts the traditional idea of 'validity' (we feel how there is no 

single tn~th, we see how texts validate themselves); and crystallization provides 

us with a deepened, wmplex, thoroughly partial understanding of the topic. 

Paradoxically we know more and doubt what we know" (Richardson, 1997, p. 

92). The image of the crystal resonates with me; I see it as a description of what I 

am envisioning for this thesis. It should be a work that reflects and refracts. 

Part of the struggle of self-study is that one is not just dealing with one 

static self. Even when I wrote rny data there were already two selves; there was 

a "leaming" self (the subject of the data) and a researching self. Add to this split- 

penonality sœnario, the selves I have been at different points throughout the 

research. I have been changed by my living in Mexico for a year. I have been 

changed by my relationships with the children I teach. I have been changed by 

my intimate relationships. Each time I sat down to interpret I was, in a sense. a 

new self, bnnging new experienœs and insights and baggage to the act of 

interpretation. I am not arguing that there is no "aire self"; I believe that there is. 

But. I do believe, as Heraclitus claimed, that it is impossible to step in the same 

river twiœ (Schoemperlen, 2001. p. 1 15). Sometimes Monna the interpreter 



was a gentie stream, sometimes a raging river, sometimes a creek reduceû to a 

trickle in the dog days of summer. There is no point in trying to imagine myself in 

a white lab mat. I am not a detached observer. I am in my life. I am living the 

life about which I am writing. now and now and now. This rnakes for quite an 

interpretative mess but it is a rich and meaningful mess. 

The really interesting thing that happened in the summer of 2001 is that I 

was able to see myself in the data without being a captive to that story. I know 

that I was a reliable narrator in the sense that I was cornmitted to telling the tniest 

story possible. The intervening year, between data gathenng and thesis writing, 

had been the site of personal and professional change. When I sat down with 

my familiar laptop and my familiar view of Andrea's Convenience Store on Bagot. 

I was the changed variable. This phenomenon changed my reading of past 

leaming events and stories. The events were the same, my changing does not 

change the "facts" of my data. but 1, as a reader. was difierent. I was able to 

read that Monna from a place of familiarity, having lived the story, but I had also 

gained some signifiant distance from those events. In my interpretation of my 

own leaming stories, I began to feel like a trusted friand or an older sister to 

myself. I loved the woman narrating the story; I wuld undentand why she had 

made certain choices, why she felt the way she did, I wuld empathize with her 

pain. But I was not lodged in the place from which she was narrating heriour life 

story. I did not feel unsupported, unsafe, or alienated hom my leaming 

wmmunity. I felt a great sense of accomplishment in my professional life as an 

educator. I was pleased to have another summer to spend in Kingston, a city I 



love. I had relinquished my too-tight hold on an intimate relationship. I felt more 

centied inside my own life. Let us be dear that this is neither a self-help book 

nor a fairy tale. Although I may read both, I believe neither. This is a thesis and 

while I expected that the interpretative process would be richer given the "never 

the same river" dynamic, I did not anticipate what a difference a year would 

make. I did not know that I would be able to read through my data and finally 

understand why I had felt a particular emoüon and why I allowed that emotion to 

have such an enormous impact on me. There were wishesAongings that I 

articulated very clearly in my data; I wuld see a choiœ that would make my life 

better and I was able to both see and describe the path. The thing was, I was 

not able to take the path. Awareness had not translated itself into action. I saw 

difficulties, dilemmas, wnflicts but I was till inside of them. 

When I returned from Mexico in June of 2001, 1 was outside of those 

problems. In some cases, a "later version" Monna had solved the problem. In 

other instances. the situation no longer seemed problematic to me. I had simply 

released the dilemma. It no longer served me. 

This interpretative distance, this kindly-older-relative-perspective, has 

helped me tell the truest telling of the truest telling. I fully acknowledge the 

wmplexity of this multiple layering of interpretation by earlier and later selves. 

The motivation for this work, however was to tell the tnith about my own leaming. 

My cuvent self sees my past with an experience and a knowing that allows deep 

understanding of the data I wrote a year ago. I am deeply invested and 

interested in my own leaming; this is the interest that motivated me to write this 



thesis. It serves me, as a leamer and as a researcher, to find ways to tell the 

most complete tnith, the most wmplete story of my own leaming. I am not 

claiming, "I am a perfect leamer now. I'm done. Thank you." I realize that if I 

wrote a new set of data about my leaming in five roles, the new data would be 

riddled with new difficulties. I am, however, arguing that future selves would 

bring new experience, information, and wisdom to bar ;  future selves would shed 

new light on these questions, helping me to find new rneaning for old questions. 

This is the way the river flows. Time teaches us.. . othen teach us.. . and we 

teach ourselves. 

Structuring: The trouble with structure 

In April of 2001, 1 was faced with the great joyitask of actually beginning to 

write the thesis. As I worked on my interpretative writing I was looking for an 

emergent structure to guide the organization of my chapters. It was really 

important to me to find a structure that grew naturally out of the stories of my 

lived experienœ as a leamer. I had originally conceived of writing a chapter for 

each of the themes but as I tried to envision what that would look like, it becarne 

more difficult to imagine this kind of discussion in which I would treat the themes 

as i f  they were separate, unconnected phenomena. The five themes were so 

interwnnected that I was often challenged in my placement of a particular piece 

of data. Some incidents fit into two themes; for example, a leaming story could 

easily belong to both safety and support as they are so closely related. Alsol 

within ais structure, there seemed to be no natural home for an explanation of 



my methodology and results. Sa I abandoned the idea of using the five themes 

as my organizing device. 

1 came to the same conclusion when I tried to imagine the thesis woven 

around the themes of the five stages of the disruption theory I had observed. 

This was a source of some frustration and disappointment for me. As I have 

mentioned, it was very important to me to create a piece that came naturally out 

of rny own aesthetic as a writer. I wanted the thesis to be beautiful. I thought 

that having a lovely structure in place, a clothesline on which to hang the 

garments of my leaming, would help me wnte. 

I emailed Susan from Mexico. I was on my Easter vacation. She was on 

sabbatical. I wrote, "Susan, this isn't working. Would you please send me a list 

of the five chapter names traditionally useâ in Masters' theses." She did. They 

are so boring, I thought, but so darnned clear. After some consideration, I 

decided that the traditional thesis structure built around five chapten, 

Introduction, Literature Review, Method, Results, Discussion and Conclusion, 

would serve my data and me well. This beautiful investigation of my own 

leaming could hang on a more traditional hanger. It was a small sorrow but one 

worth mentioning. 

Which data to use where? 

Having settled on a larger structure for the thesis, I had to begin making 

choices about what pieces to use and in what order. This phase was one of 

selection and editing. I wanted to pull the lwse strands of the interpretative 



writing together into one larger, polished, piece of writing that would hang 

together as an explication of myself as a leamer, and would also serve as a 

starting point for more questions. Again this was not as easy as it sounded when 

I wrote it in my proposal. One of the central problerns I enwuntered was 

deciding how many data passages I needed to include in my efforts to prove that 

a particular theme actually characterized my learning. My conclusion. in the end, 

was that there was no magic number that could be unifomly applied to my data 

selection for each theme. I had to leam to trust mysel, to write until I felt that the 

leaming was clear and that I had interpreted it to the best of my ability. There is 

no manual for this, either. 

I began cutting and pasting passages from my five life roles into their 

relevant theme assignments. I found that I had pasted a disproportionate 

number of passages from the life roles that came fint in my data set. This was 

problernatic. At this point I went back to the data amed with five cue cards each 

labelled with the name of a different theme. I made a list of al1 of the examples of 

support on the appropriate " support " card. I repeated this process four times for 

each of the four themes. When I was satisfied that there was ample evidence of 

each theme in each life role, I retumed to the organizational question of how to 

explain these themes. 

In wnsidenng this question, I saw that in writing about the themes, I was 

unable to keep the themes from spilling out of their own category and into 

another. In particular, there was a great deal of overlap between support, safety, 



and belonging and I was retiœnt to force them apart since the connedion 

between the three thernes is crucial to a complete understanding of my leaming. 

Finally, I abandoned what was beginning to feel like a false separation of 

factors in my leaming. I made a decision to begin by providing an explanation of 

what I meant by each of the five themes: support, safety, belonging. self-esteem, 

and meaning-making. I then chose two leaming roles from which I chose a 

number of passages that would tell a kind of leaming story. Five would have 

been out of the question since it would have made my thesis unthinkably long 

and I was not convinced that five life stories would prove more valuable than DNo 

that have been well explored and explained. Next. I struggled with the question 

of which life d e s  to use. Susan and I had agreed that I should choose two roles 

that were quite different from each other. Since my wnting about my wnting life 

and my role as a graduate student were both fraught with dilemmas and big 

questions of meaning, I chose to tell those two stories. My writing about my 

mother had been quite straightforward, as had my writing about teaching at the 

American School Foundation of Monterrey. My role as an instructor at the 

School of English had been difficult to write about as I felt that I had failed but, 

even as I wrote the data. I had developed an understanding of the reasons 

behind that failure. Writing and graduate studies offered two windows into the 

complex castle of my learning. 

A NON-LINEAR VOYAGE 

There is no "method" for doing the thing. Coming to understand who you are 
follows no easily delineated procedure. No one sudden illumination cornes 
from you know-not-where, after which everything falls immediately and 



perfedy into place. There are, instead, fleeting shafts of light, and it is you 
who prepares the groundwork for their appearance. They let you go fomard 
a little way, but soon they disintegrate, and you fall back into the dark a 
greater distance than you gained. But then you lure out another light, and 
follow it until it, too, slips away. So winning and losing, in shreds and chunks 
rather than in a single unbniised whole, you find Mat the work is done. 
(Koller. 1990, p. 5). 

In this passage. from Stations of Solitude, Koller examines the nature of 

methodolgy. This quotation captures, for me, the essence of the wonderfully 

fnistrating process by which I conducted this research. To portray my 

methodology as a stnctly linear process would be a misrepresentation of what 

occurred in real life. Each step of the method was more like a layer of research. 

something else would be peeled off, or slip away, and I would have to ask myself 

"Okay, so what now?" or, "What do I do about this problem?" The answers came 

with and through tirne, and thought. and conversations with othen. Shards of my 

methodology actually came to me in dreams. It was not until I sat down to write a 

detailed account of my methodology, so that another researcher wuld duplicate 

the method. that I began to see it as a whole thing. Until that point, the 

methodology had been questions and challenges and insights and moving 

forward and back. The method by which I generated my data has been complex 

and enormously gratifying. It has not, however, been straightfoiward. This non- 

linear proœss has been true of al1 parts of my thesis and this is significant as I 

am a leamer who craves order. Moving back and forai between dark and light in 

order to answer my own questions has been important leaming in and of itself. 



Farm moment: Go west, young man 

In 1952, when my father was 19 years old, he and his friend and cousin. 

Don Allen, decided to go out West. There had ben ,  for many yean, a 

govemment program that paid for young men from Ontario f a n s  to go out to the 

Prairie provinces and help with the harvest. When I asked my dad if that 

program had paid for his transportation, he said, "No, the luck dried up just 

before we were old enough to go." But there was still the irresistible draw of the 

tradition of young men from my dadas community going out west in the late 

surnmer and early autumn. My fathets brother, Ken and three of his friends. had 

gone out to Saskatchewan the year before and rny dad and his friend Don had 

decided that it was their turn. 

Dad and Don left their family farrns near Osgoode, Ontario, in early 

August of 1952. They caught a ride to Chatham, Ontario with a guy they knew. 

and then they took the bus to Windsor. Already, my father was as fa? away from 

home as he had ever k e n .  They were supposed to meet a guy with whom they 

were riding ta Saskatchewan but he had already been there and gone one day 

earlier. So, the guys went to a local garage and through the kind of odd luck that 

has often been my fathets story, there was a guy who was transporthg a truck 

out west and he agreed to take along "two bums" as my father described himself 

and Don. 

The three men left Windsor on a Saturday aftemoon and amved in the 

town of Yellow Grass, Saskatchewan, a little town 45 miles South East of 

Regina, on a Tuesday aftemwn. Yellow Grass is just two towns away from the 



U.S. border. They went to a Chinese restaurant for dinner and. part way through 

the meal, were approached by a young man who asked, "Would there be any 

chance that any of you guys would be going to work for George Klink?" This 

was, in fact, the name of the farmer that rny dad was to work for. The younger 

man pointed at an older man who was his dinner companion. "Well, that's 

George Klink right there and when he's done his dinner, he'll take you on over to 

the fan." The younger man was George's son-in-law. 

I asked dad if he thought Klink was a funny name (he had no idea how to 

spell it when he told me this story) and he said, "Well, no. I expect lots of people 

think McDiarmid is kind of an odd name." Point taken. 

My father worked for the Klinks for two months, helping them with their 

haivest. Don worked at a couple of other fams nearby. At the end of October, 

the people for whom Don was working went on vacation and Don and my dad 

stayed at the fam, looking after things and "bachin' it." 

In mid-November, my dad and Don took the train out to Vancouver where 

aiey stayed with their great-aunt, Mabel Watson. She was their grandmotheh 

sister. They started looking for work and rented a car. One of the first places 

they visited was a f a n  on Vancouver Island. The farm was run by a father and 

son and they talked with the son who was pretty sure that they wuld use some 

extra help. As it tumed out, the father thought they had ail the help they needed. 

Dad and Don also looked in the newspaper for jobs and they saw an ad for a job 

handling extra Christmas mail at a Post Onice. My father laughed when he said 

that they were pretty sure they couldn't handle that. So they had a vacation 



instead, driving their rental car around to visit people and places about which 

they had heard. 

They boarded a train in early December. It was a Saturday night and their 

joumey lasted until Wednesday. The train went right through their hometown but 

there was no stop so the young men amved in Ottawa later on Wednesday 

moming. When I asked my father what he did when he got home, he said, "1 put 

the harness on and went back to work." 

I have heard about my dad's trip out west since I was a girl. I know it was 

a rite of passage for him. When I asked him about his reasons for going he said 

that it wasn't so much about the money, although they made enough money to 

tour around Vancouver and for their train ticket home. He wanted to be sure that 

I understood that they actually had a seat on the train. He said that going out 

west when he was a young man gave him a chance to experience a different 

kind of lifestyle and to meet some new people. 

My father had Yellow Grass, Saskatchewan and I have Monterrey, 

Mexico. It helps me understand him better, this trip out west. It helps me 

undentand the dreams of a young man who went out west to help some 

strangers with their harvest. 15 yean before I was bom. 



Autumn 

So at this point, the reader is looking for some results. You now know 

what type of research I have undertaken, why I am investjgating this question, 

and how I am punling away at the problem. Now it is time to tell you the story of 

what I found. This would be the part of my thesis in which I tell you the story of 

the results. 

Patterns and metapatterns of Ieaming 

As I said in Chapter Three, my intention was to locate themes or pattems 

that transcended one or two leaming roles. I wanted to discover what factors 

contribute both positively and negatively to my leaming. What kind of leamer am 

I? In what ways am I brave as a leamer? In what ways am I fearful? I felt sure 

that there would be some rhyme and reason to these questions. There is. But I 

would like to begin with a finding that pulls all of these themes together. As I 

read the data I began to see a pattem to the patterns. This metapattern of which 

I am speaking is the way in which leaming takes hold of me, the way in which I 

am engaged. The pattem I am describing is not simply a leaming choice or 

preference. but a disruptive moment that lodges itself in my life in a way that 1 

mnnot ignore. The disniptions of which I am speaking occur too often in my data 

and my writing about the data not to investigate their nature and significance. Let 

me begin to explain with a story. 



My friends Mau and Ron dimb mountains 

It is a hot aftemoon at the beginning of April of 2001. We have driven 

Ron's old but reliable Nissan (nicknamed the "Distinctive Blue Truck") out to la 

Huasteca Canyon, just five minutes from the private school where we al1 teach. 

Ron and Maurizio are hell-bent on making a dimb that had "spanked" them a few 

days eariier. In rock-climbing teminology, that means that the rock face had 

beaten them; they were not able to make the climb. As a member of their car 

pool, I am along for the ride. As a friand, I am there with my camera and moral 

support. As a leamer, I am watching the stoiy of people leaming unfold just a 

little bit more. 

The men change into their clirnbing gear. I sit in my red folding chair 

bought in my new home city, Monterrey, Mexico, and watch as two of my best 

fnends prepare to tackle this killer-climb. The first 20 feet of the climb are 

wmpletely vertical and from where I am sitting I cannot even make out the 

crevices into which they are slipping their toes and fingen. After the sheer 

vertical beginning wmes a ten-fwt tall overhang and for me this is the show- 

stopper. I cannot see how they can avoid it, nor can I see how they can use the 

overhang to their advantage. 

Mau goes up fint. He gets to the overhang and grabs onto a section of it. 

He realizes that the rock is not secure, that it may not hold him, and he rethinks 

his approach. He is talking out loud the whole time and Ron responds calrnly. 

Then Mau sees another route. He says "1 see it.. . it's this and then this and then 

this" and he begins his asœnt. The route is clear in his mind but he can't make 



his body do what he can see in his mind. He falls twice; Ron has him. The 

climben are tied to each other; the climber on the ground is quite literally the 

climber's lifeline. On one of Mau's falls Ron pops up into the air for a moment. 

We don't remark on this; we al1 three are aware of the risk involved. Mau starts 

climbing again from the base of the overhang. He is working hard but he can't do 

it. 

Ron lowers Mau and they change positions. Mau is now on the ground 

and Ron is climbing. As he approaches the overhang Mau describes what he will 

see there. He describes the route he has in his mind. Ron, taller than Mau, is 

spread out like some enomous insect on the rock. He loses his footing and 

swings out. Mau has him. "God, this is fun," yells Ron. Mau says, "Yeah!" He 

means it. Ron moves back into position, finds a foothold. He is working on 

another problem now; he can't decide which way to us his hands. The guys 

discuss it. Slowly and methodically, using Mau's route, Ron climbs up the 

outside of the overhang and finishes the climb. When he is safely down we hoot 

and holler our congratulations and support. The guys slap hands, a gesture I 

have never seen rny colleagues share. Ron says, "problem solving." Mau says, 

"lt's a series of moves; once you've got one you have the next one." 

Mau tries the climb again but it is not going well. He swean in Italian. He 

says, "I can't do this today" and Ron's response is, "No, one more tirne." Mau 

doesn't make it. He will subsequently climb this killer; he will realize the moves 

that already exist in his mind. 



The guys are leaming how to climb mountains, about how to use their 

hands and feet to climb that which seems impossible. They are leaming, testing, 

and challenging Meir own level of ability, and they are discoverhg the stuff of 

which the other is made. From my red chair, with my notebook in my lap, I am 

leaming about climbing, about male friendships, about commitrnent, and about 

perseveranœ. 

I am also leaming about leaming. Their aftemoon on the rock symbolizes 

a pattem that has helped me understand my own leaming. 

The disruption 

Although climbing has becorne a part of the guys' routine, this particular 

climb. this enonous overhang constitutes a break in that routine. It stops them. 

The overhang is a disruption. The stopping place becomes an opportunity or an 

invitation to leam. With climbing, the challenge of the stopping place, the break 

from what is known, often necessitates profound leaming that will affect the 

climbers. This learning may transfomi them. 

This disruption moment, this metaphorical stopping on the mountain to 

find the next step, is the phenomenon that transcends al1 of my leaming, as 

captured by the five themes that I will articulate later in mis chapter. 

what pushes its way through 
(for friends who climb mountains) 

in the canyon 
it's mitten wld in the shade 
greek island in the Sun 



at extrerno 
the farthest wail 
they Say îhat anyaiing is possible. 
nothing is easy 

i am not a mountain-climber 
i am a woman sitting in a red chair 
(bought at a wal-mart in texas) 
drinking mineral water 
dozing in the Sun 

i am an import-iguana 

i examine stones 
frame them with my palm 
thumb their hard bellies 

i study the sturdy things 
that push themselves up 
through the canyon floor 

even this place 
drove itself up through sea 
into sky blue 
and there are other stubbom signs 
of life 
dwarfish trees daydream 
of cloudbursts 
wild bushes sprawl close to the ground 
move while i'm not looking 
one tiny yellow flower 
tums its face towards a Sun 
desœnding 

i hear friends cal1 
to each other 
move right. just a bit. 
you can do it. 
the voices of those on the ground keep 
othen attached to the sky 

i am a student 
of what pushes its way through 

(written in la huasteca canyon 
santa catarina. rnexico. deœmber 17,2000) 



I first began thinking about story as disruption in Dr Rebecca Luce- 

Kapler's Qualitative Research class in the spring of 2000. We had been looking 

at Jerome Brunets Acts of Meaning (1 990) in which he discusses the nature of 

narrative. He taped the oral meaning-making of a girl named Emmy from the 

time she was one until she was three years old. His finding, on analysing these 

years of data, was that people undentand, very early on in their lives, the 

unfolding of patterns or stories. 

Based on his findings, Bruner set out a "Grammar of Narrative" in which 

narrative: 

1) Has a means for establishing human action. (An agent with a goal). 
2) Requires a sequantial order that is established and maintained. 
3)Requires a sensitivity to what is canonical and what violates canonicality in 
human action. 
4) Requires something approximating a narrator's perspective. (Course 
overhead. Luce-Kapler) 

Another way of looking at Brunets "Grammar of Narrative" is that humans 

respond to rhythm. 

As I recently explained to my grade seven Language Arts students, 

imagine a man who gets up at the same time every day, has the same bowl of 

corn flakes, takes his dog Spot to the park for 30 minutes, and wmes home to 

watch The Price is Right." After his lunch of macaroni and cheese, the man 

reads his newspaper and does the crossword puzzle. The man has a nap, 

makes himself dinner, takes his dog for their second walk of the day, and then 

falls asleep in front of the television. "Well?", I said to the kids. This man has a 



boring life," was the unanimous response. "Okay. But is it a good story?" They 

declared that it was not a good story. When I asked them what would make it a 

good story, they told me that sornething would have to happen. I pointed out that 

a number of things happened to this man every day. And on this point rny 

students were very clear. They told me that something different would have to 

happen. When I asked for an example, one student said, "It would be a story if 

his dog was run over." Another student suggested that it would be a story if he 

met a nice old lady in the park. They had put their collective finger on my point. 

The story occun when there is a break in the man's routine. The kids know 

about stories; they remind me of the plot graphs we create to study short stories 

and novels. We begin with a straight line; we are bewming acquainted with ouf 

characters and the worldhime in which they live. The line shoots up with nsing 

action and spikes at the climax, the highest point of action. Then the action of 

the story falls off into the denouement or resolution. Finally there is an 

establishment of a new routine which takes into account the events, actions 

taken, and consequences of the story. 

Leaming as dis~pt ion 

In this sense, the anatomy of the story is analogous to the anatomy of a 

(transfomative) leaming experience. I will refer to this phenornenon as 

disniption theory, with the disniption providing the opportunity for transfomative 

leaming. I have reflected upon the profound leaming experienœs over the two 

years captured in my data, and I have corne to see the disruption process as 

occumng in five steps or stages. My observation of this leaming, as I have just 



illustratecl in the stories of my friends dimbing, begins with a disniption of a 

routine. Within the tradition of tansformative leaming there is a great deal of 

evidence supporting the significance of what I have refened to as the 

"disruption." 

Discussion of the disorlenthg dilemma 

Disruption was captured by Mezirow in his original conception (1975) of 

transformative leaming theory. Mezirow put forth a list of ten stages through 

which ha believed that most adult leamen progressed. Mezirow described a 

"disorienting dilemma" as an incident that provokes a process including self- 

examination, a critical assessrnent of intemal assumptions, a relating to the 

experience of othen, and an exploration of options for new behaviours and a 

building of competenœ in new roles. The leamer then develops a plan of action 

and acquires the knowledge and skills required for the implementation of that 

plan. The leamer then tries out these new roles and seeks feedback. Finally, 

there is a reintegration in which the learner joins society having been bansformed 

in some way. 

Ross Keane (1 985, citeâ in Mezirow, 1 991 , pp. 1 77-1 80) studied 

transformation resulting from a wmmitrnent to religious life and described four 

phases: disorien tation , search for meaning and peace. self-acceptance, and 

integration. Keane's fint stage. disorientation, is characterized by an inner 

disequilibrium in which the harmony of the self is disturbed but the problem itself 

is not understood or named. 
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J. Taylor (1 989, cited in Mezirow, 1991, p. 172) described six steps of 

transformative leaming. These are: encountering trigger events, confronting 

reality, reaching the transition point, making a shift or leap of transcendence, 

making a personal commitment, and grounding and development. 

Patricia Cranton, in her critique of a study of the stages in becorning self- 

directed in a graduate level adult education course, suggests the following 

model: curiosity, confusion, testing, withdrawal, exploration and reflection, tuming 

to others, renewed interest and excitement, reorientation, equilibrium, and 

advocacy. Cranton points to data collected from three groups of adult leamen 

working towards self-directed learning as providing some evidence in support of 

this model (Cranton, 1994, p. 72). 

In the abundanœ of work that names some kind of disorienting dilernma 

as part of the process of leaming and transfomative leaming, it is important to 

acknowledge the different ways in which this dilemma may occur. Mezirow 

points out that a transformation of the mind rnay be epochal in nature: sudden 

and traumatic. The transformation rnay also be incremental involving a 

progressive series of smaller transfomations that culminates in a transformation 

of the mind (2000, p. 21). The dilemma need not be a life-threatening situation 

although it certainly rnay be. A disorienting dilemma, then, rnay be a smaller, 

less dramatic episode, or it rnay take the fom of many smaller, less obvious 

disniptions, that move the leamer toward transformation. 



Anatorny of dismption in my own Ieaming 

Stage One: The mutine 

So we retum to the stoiy of disniption theory. Stage one takes the fomi of 

the routine that I have developed in a given leaming role. I think it would be most 

instructive to use an example from my data. In my role as daughter of my 

mother, I have not been very communicative about my finances. My mother is 

very good with her money and I am not. and wnsequently I have found it best 

not to discuss my financial matters with her. I have observed that there needs to 

be a crack in the surface of things in order for me to really leam something. This 

can be a move, an event, a crisis, or a ioss: it can be anything that illustrates a 

need for me to leam about something, or that provides me with an opportunity to 

leam something. 

Stage Two: Th8 disruption 

The second stage, the disruption of that routine occurred when I moved to 

Mexico in May of 2000 and rny mother and I opened a joint bank account so that 

she could handle, in Canada, the payrnent of my tuition, student loans and other 

bills. We also have a joint credit card for which she receives the statements. In 

the fall of 2000 1 used the credit card to buy a number of expensive items in 

Texas. When my mother received this bill she was wncemed about the amount 

of the bill, and also about her credit rating, should I be unable to pay this bill. 

Whereas in the past we may have avoided this issue entirely, my mother's new 

email skills enabled her to raise the issue with me. This candid aising of her 

concems was a disniption in our routine as mother and daughter. 



Stage Thm:  The lked urperience of UN dismption 

The third stage of rny disniption theory occurred when I chose not to 

ignore or deny the disniption. I read her email several times and then I took a 

couple of hours to think about a response. I emailed my mom back that 

aftemoon telling her that I was sony that she was upset and that I had every 

intention of paying off the credit card debt. I was very clear with her about how I 

would do that. I atso assured her that I was also wncerned about her credit 

rating and that I would never do anything to put it in jeopardy. I chose to really 

experience the disruption, to try and place myself in my mother's shoes. and to 

deal with the situation as quickly as possible. 

Stage Four: lnteqwetation and analysis of the dismption 

The fourth step was to examine my experience of the disruption. I do not 

enjoy conflict; this became particularly clear to me in rny reflection on my writing 

about teaching at the Queen's University School of English. I spent some time 

thinking about how I might handle things differently in the future. For example, I 

decided that I could begin by letting my mother know when I had used the credit 

card. When I was home at Christmas, we sat down together and went through 

my finances and came up with a payment schedule. This is the point at which 

the leamer may employ his or her critical reflection skills in order to come to a 

better understanding of what has happened. 

Cranton puts forth some questions that a leamer may ask when he or she 

engages in reflection. The leamer may ask: 

1) What do I believe? 
2) How have I corne to hold this belief? 



3) Why is this important? (Cranton, 1994, p. 43) 

These are the kinds of questions that allow the leamer to process the 

significance of an event. a new piece of information, or a paradigmatic shift. 

Critical reflection is essential in order to understand where one has been and 

where one is going; critical reflection is the holding up of this new thing against 

the canvas of what he or she has believedlbeen in the past. If the learner does 

not think critically about the disruptive event, it may well slip into the file of things 

that simply happened to you. A lack of reflection on a disruptive moment actually 

disnipts transformation, abandoning it partway through the process. 

Stage Five: Reestablishment and maintettance of a new routine 

The fifth and final stage of the disniption theory is the re-establishment of 

a new communication routine with my mother, integrating the insights and 

lessons leamed through the interaction with the disniption. My mother and 1 are 

much better able to talk about things that we might have avoided in the past. 

This new level of more honest and frank communication, much of which is 

conducted via email, has become what is nonal  for us. We recently had a really 

good dialogue about an aging family member and oui respective concems in 

tenns of dealing with this situation. 

The incident that I have just descnbed was not simply an example of the 

acquisition of information, as my students might encounter and begin to 

undentand a new literary t e n .  The disruption in our mode of wmmunicating 

with each other, precipitated by a number of factors including my move to 

Mexico, our new financial arrangement, and my motheh comfort with the 



Intemet. led to a leaming expefience that has changed me in a significant way. 

This disruption has actually changed our relationship. 

I remember someone in a class at the Faculty of Education posing the 

question "Isn't al1 leaming transfomational?" I believe that depends on your 

definition of transformation. My acquisition of any information, whether it is a 

news story about the Middle East or a situation comedy on television. leaves me 

a different person in the sense that I now know something that I did not 30 

minutes ago. This is in keeping with the "never the same river twice" theory of 

human development. Everything that we encounter leaves us changed. 

My question is one about the nature of the change experienced by the 

leamer. In my example of the news story frorn the Middle East. my 

wmprehension of a new chapter in this wnfiict will almost certainly make me a 

more infonned citizen, and better able to undentand some aspects of North 

American foreign affain. It will not however, given my present life 

circumstances, evoke a profound and transfonative change in me. It may 

provide me with a new perspective and a new level of empathy for a pafticular 

penon or group, but it is unlikely to change the way I live my life on a daily basis. 

The transformative aspect of leaming begins in the critical refiection upon the 

leaming. It is completed when the leaming produces a change in perspective 

and an attendant change in attitude andlor action. 

With reference to stage five of my disruption theory, if I don't somehow 

integrate what I have leamed into the fabric of my "newn routine. it cannot be truly 

transformational. 



The disniption moment may tead to thinking critically about old modes of 

thinking and acting, to learning a new way of beinglacting, and to wntinuing to 

act and think in that new way. Transfomative learning is bom out of a shift in our 

perception of the way things are. This shift is not simpiy the acquisition of new 

knowledge; it is a watershed moment, however large or small, marking a change 

in the way we live in the world. The carrying of the change into the world. the 

living of that transformation. is what characterizes transfomative leaming. 

ARTlCULATlNG THE LEARNING THEMES 

These disruptive moments, both large and small, are reflected in each of the 

five themes I identified as transcending the individual "leaming roles" explored in 

my data. These are the themes that I have underlined repeatedly in my data. 

They are the themes about which I have scrîbbled madly in the rnargins, making 

reference to other sections of my data and to other theorists. These are the 

questions about which I am still thinking long after I have closed my books and 

put the thesis work aside. These are the themes that characterize my leaming. 

Before I speak more of the themes I have found in my data. I refer to van 

Manen's assertion that a theme is 

1) the needfulness or desire to make sense 
2) the sense we are able to make of something 
3) the openness to something 
4) the process of insightful invention, discovery, disclosure (van Manen, 1990, p. 
88). 

In this sense, themes are more than organizational categories situated in 



çolumns in which scientists mark a check each time a relevant incident occurs. 

van Manen sees themes as k i n g  more organic; a theme is about meaning- 

making, an openness to Iife, and a process by which we both diswver and 

invent. This conception of theme is much more appropriate to this parücular task 

of finding thernes in my own self-study. van Manen understands the storied 

nature of life and of leaming. 

In this section it is my explicit task to lay bare the leaming patterns or 

themes that transcend my five leaming roles. This is'the bare bones of it, the 

skeleton, the infrastructure on which everything else gets built, hung, or created. 

In some cases these are the bare bones that stayed bare, that did not get 

covered because I was not able ta leam. That is also important, what did not get 

leamed and wtiy. I will attempt to tell a story of those absences, as they are also 

story . 

I have read my data often enough to recite entire passages as a child 

would at a Christmas pageant. Every time I travel through the pages of my data 

some new thing gains wings, Ries up, and I am caught up in leaming again. The 

constant element in these readings, however, has corne to be my understanding 

of the themes that cut actoss al1 the leaming I recorded as data, and the leaming 

I have subsequently discovered. This list of five themes could be labeled: "What 

is essential in order for Monna to leam. or "What are Monna's leaming non- 

negotiables?" These themes are what remain when everything else falls away. 

They are: 

1) Support 
2) Safety 



3) Belonging 
4) Self-esteem 
5) Meaning-making 

I am going to begin by explaining what I mean by each of these five tens. I 

want to Say that I am not providing definitive definitions of the ternis support, 

safety, belonging, self-esteem, and meaning-making as they might apply to al1 

adult leamers. I am providing an interpretation of what each of these themes 

means as a container that catches up and helps describe the process by which I 

have leamed and made meaning in five lived roles over two years. 

I think it is also important to acknowledge that whenever I try to speak about 

these themes separately they end up looking more like mud puddles; the proœss 

of separation itself always leads to what I now refer to as mud puddling. 

Whenever I think, "At last, I have got these five things separate" some life-stuff 

begins to trickle from one puddle to another and soon there is a pretty heavy flow 

downhill and it is impossible to tell one theme puddle from the next. I invariably 

end up with mud on my nice yellow mbber researcher boots and I feel like a bad 

scientist. The thing is that I should not be surprised that it is difficult to keep 

these things separate. We are talkinglwriting about learning and one theme will 

nin into the next. The themes themselves arent concemed about tidiness. They 

have no regard for the boundaries or categories that I have imposed in order to 

understand the process of my own leaming. I will do my best. when explaining 

the genesis of each tbeme, to show how it ~nsltrickleslgushes into the next. 

In "Representing Insight: Mapping Literary Anthmpology with Fractal Foms" 

Dennis Surnara, Brent Davis and Rebecca Luce-Kaplet respond to the stubbom 



resistance of people's stories to 4e categorized into tidy themes. They draw, 

instead, on the use of the fractal; the fonn allows an interpretation that is 

recursive, scale independent, self-similar, and cornplex. The idea of the fractal 

resonated within me; the article offers up multiple interpretations of a study that 

do not daim to be "completen, chronological, or tidy. 

I have "capturedm five thernes (as promised), but after explaining my 

understanding of the meaning of these themes as they exist in my own leaming, I 

will change gean. Because of the un~liness of these themes, because of their 

tendency to jump out of their little boxes, I will trace these five themes as they 

intersect two different learning "stories" from my data. As always, I will opt for 

the story. 

Theme One: Support 

My friendships and relationships with family memben, colleagues, and 

aquaintances bnng a richness to my life that is central to my sense of worth and 

emotional wellness. Not only do I leam things from the people in my life, but the 

conversations we share have served as new lenses through which I am able to 

look differently at what I am leaming. These relationships. these conversations, 

allow me to grow and to corne to a better undentanding of the process of that 

growth. 

When I use the term support, I am referring to relationships that are 

characterized by actions of helping me do the best I can in a given role. These 

relationships may be with instnicton, colleagues. friands, family memben. and 



students. While support may include the actions of listening, helping, and caring 

about me. I do not mean dependency or the extraordinary efforts on the part 

of others to "save" me from a mistake or personal crisis. Support, in this sense, 

does not need to come from a close friend. When I speak of support from a 

professor at the Faculty of Education I am speaking of the intetest and aid that a 

reasonable professor might bestow upon a student in hisiher course or under 

hislher supervision. When I speak of support from a writer-friend, I mean that 

this person would edit my work constructively and hope for my success in my 

writing. I am speaktng of a consistent and caring concern for me in whatever role 

I have assumed in relation to that person. Concem then. is contextual. In some 

contexts I actively support the other person. In other contexts, in a teaching 

position for example, my supervisor does not expect the same degree of support 

fmm me as heishe extends to me. 

As the theme of support emerged as significant. I began to pay more 

attention to my relationship with cunent friends. colleagues and mentors. I 

began to listen more carefully to our conversations and I paid close attention to 

my response to their wmments and feedback. I observed that I am fortunate in 

the number of tmly outstanding souk I have in my life. I took the comments of 12 

of these menton, mostly received in e-mail correspondence (such a vital medium 

of communication to import teachers). and tumed them into a "found" poern. In a 

"Found poemn the poet takes someone else's words and creates a new thing. 

The new thing that I have created is an attempt to show the support that I feel 

without telling the stories of my relationships with 12 separate menton. 



i 
think of al1 the zillions 
of people there are now 
and al1 that have k e n  here 
before 

hard ta believe 
that the existence of one person 
could make much 
of a difference 

wortd is a richer 
better place 
for having you in it 

can't wait to see what else you will 
do/say/write/become 
before you are done 
with your life 

i i 
a number of my students 
found your proposal 
inspirational 

realize there are options 
other ways of doing 
this work! 

iii 
think your life is iemarkable 

doing stuff that most of us 
don't try to do anymore 

iv 
guess we always hold 
differen t views 
of ourselves than 
how others see us. 

always saw you as 
the ZANIEST 
of my friends 



always a tnie adventurer 
in your own right 

the smaller and "less significantn 
these acts are to others 
the more awesorne 
their power to transfomi you 

v 
glad you are in the world 

happy to celebrate 
the day you got here 

vi 
who brings together 
intellect and emotion 
and gets them talking 

lives fully with the present 
while flirting with 
the future 

who can relish risk 
when she chooses to 
but knows when to seek 
the wmpany of safety 

vi i 
impossible to Say only one 
nice thing 
most unrelentingly 
loving 
and supportive 
friend 

viii 
this cornputer is getting worn out 
sending you thank-you notes 
for al1 the things you do 
for our schwl 

ix 
have reœived several comments 
from very happy parents 



about your poetry reading "events" 
what a neat idea! 

X 

could change one thing in my class 
it would be to make 
it more like yours. 

xi 
leave me speechless 

xii 
are the sweetest 
most thoughtful 
delicious woman 
i've ever met 

I am a person who thrives on positive feedback. I can accept a lot of 

constructive criticism preceding the line "There is a lot of good stuff here." I am 

not making any particular value judgement about that state of being but it is clear 

that positive feedback and support were critically important to the leamer-woman 

I was during the two yean captured by my data. 

Theme Two: Safety 

When people leam that I live and teach in Mexico, that I lived and taught 

in Colombia for a year in my twenties, and that I live with an anxiety disoder 

called agoraphobia they sometimes tell me that I am brave. I don't believe them 

because I know al1 the things of which I am still afraid and I am familiar with the 

ghosts that continue to lurk in the dark corners of my professional and personal 

life. I don't know what it means to be brave exactly. What I know is that I am a 

coping expert. I can assess a problem, explore its wnsequences, corne up with 

sbategies and weigh their respective ment, and be working on the solution faster 



than a speeding bullet. I don't think that is aie same thing as being brave. In 

order to leam, in particular, I must feel a certain level of safety. In its absence. I 

shut down entirely. People around me may perceive that I am leaming but I am 

not. I am simply surviving in a mom full of other people leaming. 

When I use the t e n  safety, I am speaking of a perceived sense of 

security that allows me to take the nsks necessary in order to learn. Now we are 

entenng the mud puddling of which I spoke earlier. An important part of my 

feeling safe in a particular leaming environment is dependent on whether I feel 

supported by instwctors, colleagues, co-leamers, and friends. 

Vulnerability, a feeling of k i n g  unsafe, of being too wide open. of being 

too easily seen through runs through my data like hydro lines in a Mexican 

pueblo (village). They are everywhere and they have not been put up in an 

aesthetically pleasing manner. As a writer, as a teacher, and as a graduate 

student I have felt oppressed by my own fear. Examples of this vulnerability in 

action involve shanng my writing with othen, functioning in a graduate class with 

an unwmfortable gender dynamic, or leaming how to make a log cabin table. 

Whether that fear was founded or not seerns of lime wnsequence at this late 

date; it was the perception of being vulnerable and what I did about these 

feelings that is of interest to me as a researcher. 

Theme Thme: Belonging 

I attended a Residence Life conference a number of years ago and the 

keynote speaker, Dr. Will Keim frorn Oregon State University, said something 

that has lodged itself in my memory. This idea has becorne one of rny guiding 
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principles, so much so that I found myself passing on this bit of wisdorn to a 

group of middle school students at a Creaüve Writing conference in March of this 

year. Will Keim daims mat, at the most fundamental level, everyone wants two 

things. Everyone wants to achieve and everyone wants to belong. 

What does it mean to belong to a particular leaming comrnunity? I can't 

help but think of the television show "Cheers". a bar where "everybody knows 

your name." The emphasis on belonging was so great. in fact, that every show 

began with a certain "regular", Mr. Peterson, entering the bar to the welcoming 

and united yell of "Norm" from al1 of the custorners and staff. Norm proœeded to 

get the show started with a witty response to variations on the question "How are 

you?" This idea of belonging is part of Our collective unconscious; we long for 

that kind of camaraderie. "Cheers" also symbolizes belonging in that each one of 

the characten in the ensemble was a bit eccentric, naïve, promiscuous, lethargic 

or possessed some other combination of very human flaws but each was still 

loved and valued. The charaders of "Cheers" also leamed and transfomed 

airoughout the years. They grew up, loved and lost. and made difficult decisions. 

Truly "belonging" is about feeling that what you have to offer to the 

leaming comrnunity, your unique contribution, is valuable and that you also have 

something to leam. It is not simply about membenhip. Paying dues or fees, 

signing up, or being assigned to a particular group does not ensure one a sense 

of belonging. 

I have in my t h e  as a teacher enwuntered too many children who did not 

feel that they "belonged" in their classlschool. Often these children have k e n  



perœived as different and they themsehres identify as "other." It is very painful 

for me, as an educator, ta watch a child not belong, not fit in. I am thinking now 

of a particular boy that I taught this past year in Mexico. He is thirteen, wildly 

articulate, a skilled and talented creative writer, and a tmly original thinker. He 

never needs to be reminded to answer questions in complete sentences. He is a 

thin boy and he wean glasses. He doesn't enjoy playing soccer. The othei 

children regard hirn as if he were from another planet. He and I have talked 

about his feelings about being different. His attitude, as mature an approach to 

this situation as I have enwuntered, is to find and "hang out" with the few 

students at the school who are like him, and to hope that there will be more as he 

grows older. 

Another boy, also thirteen, dealt with his feelings of being picked on, a 

symptomlconsequence of not belonging, by becaming a bully himself. He said 

he wuldnt take it anymore; the teasing had been going on for three yean. 

It is hard to really feel like you belong when you are in grade seven and in 

the midst of becoming this new creature, an adolescent, and everyone else is 

doing so at the same time, and friendships and allegiances are always changing. 

It is difficult for these kids to figure out who they are, let alone the "who you are 

supposed to be" Mat allows you access to the club. In a private school where the 

children are from the same socio-ewnomic background and where most families 

share the same cultural and religious background, the parameten for what a 

thirteen-year old must dolbelstand for in order to belong are very n a m .  I am 

quite sure I would not have passed the test. 



Watching my grade sevens stniggle with questions of identity and 

belonging has provided me with a useful background for my own musings on the 

issue of belonging. In this new environment where I live and teach I do have a 

sense of belonging. That may seern odd given that I am a single, round, 

feminist, Protestant, English-speaking Canadian woman living in Monterrey. 

Mexico. It sounds odd to me and it is my Me. But I am an import teacher at the 

American Schwl Foundation of Monterrey and this means that the spectrurn of 

wholwhat I can be, and stili fit in, is a broad and forgiving one. On the other side 

of the continent I am accepted as a perfectly normal grade seven Language Arts 

teacher. 

Ironically, right here in Kingston I have had the experience of being "othet' 

within the F aculty of Education. As a graduate student I have never felt that I 

belonged inlaüto the faculty. I have felt like an outsider and continue to do so at 

the time of this writing. This story is such an important one that it is one of two 

story lines that I will tell as some length as a way of demonstrat~ng how the five 

themes have infomed my leaming in that slippery way they have. 

Theme Four: Self-Esteem 

"Confidence, like art, never cornes from having al/ the answers; 
it cornes from being open to al1 the questions. " - Earl Gray Stevens 

While reading my data, one of the hard facts about myself that I kept 

bumping into was a lack of self-esteem that has intenected al1 five of the life 

roles I have explored in writing. It is a fact about me just as are blue eyes and a 

love of chocolate and peanut butter ice cream. It is not a fact that I am content to 



leave lie. The desire, the need. to be more content inside myseif is one of the 

metanarratives of my existence. I am quite sure that I am not alone in this 

search for contentment but it is certainly not my task to prove the universality of 

this point. What I mean to say is that how I feel about myseif informe how I leam. 

It is simple, really, and also very complicated. 

The place where my sad lack of self-esteem becomes most interesting is 

in the final days of my data. The wish to develop a greater sense of my own self- 

worth was not simply lip service to a new self-help book; it was an explicit goal. 

In my data about teaching in Mexico. 1 wrote 

I think I actually need these yean. I need to look after myself. be less 
vulnerable, live a happy life inside myself. Be self-sufFicient. Thals what 
so much of this is about. I think I always knew this about coming to 
Mexico on my own - that it was another test of my ability to live more 
independently. (A.S.F.M. Data, May 31. 2000) 

I was aware of the importance of developing a sense of self-worth that 

transcended the voiœs of others and what they think about me or my actions. 

The interesting thing about a self-study is that one year after the data was 

written, I can corne back to the act of writing and interpretation as a person who 

was that Monna and is now a different person with twelve months more life 

experience. reflection, and transformation. This affords the study with a unique 

opportunity to examine the development of self-esteem. 

A question I will pose here for consideration. and retum to in my 

discussion of the two "leaming stories," is the possible displacement of the need 



for support, safety and belonging by a strong sense of self worth. Is it possible 

that the presenœ of one makes the other more difficult or wmplicated? 

Theme Five: Meaning-making 

I am a student, regardless of the life role that I assume at any given moment. 

I am a person who loves to leam. I am that annoying woman asking al1 the 

questions on a tour of a Mayan Ruin. I really want to know. I realize that what I 

am doing is making connections between ideas, concepts. eras. myself and the 

people I came from and the people who will live here long after I have gone. 

The question of how we make meaning of things is one of the central 

questions of humanity. As a literature teacher I love to wade around in the muck 

of a good novel or play with my students; I love when they tell me that Romeo 

and Juliet can't be the great love story of al1 Cme as Romeo would have dated 

anything with a pulse at that point in his Me. I love to waCh them make sense of 

what they are reading ; this attempt to find a context for understanding something 

written five hundred years ago. 

As I read my data I could see that I am a leamer who is constantly looking for 

connections. I want to undentand things through other things. I want to interpret 

new situations or events through what I already know about the world. My 

writings are those of a woman who wishes for things not to ôe random. I 

acknowledge that wishing does not a make a thing so, but it is a wodd view of 

which I am speaking in which events are held to be connected to other moments 

or theories, films, or poems. My data confirmed for me rny belief that life 

provides minon; I find myself in other people; I see them making an error in 



judgement that I cannot bear in myself. Seeing my own actions in another helps 

me change my behaviour. 

This theme of seeing things as wnnected arose in my exploration of rnyseif 

as a graduate student. 

And I am a graduate student trying to wnte her thesis. And there is the 
tension of my lived experience right there. I am not this thing or that thing. I 
want to write about being a grad student but Damien sneaks in that back door 
I left open, or my mom pops in and I wonder if I left my little Mexican turtles 
(wwden, not live) at her house. .. and in this way everything becomes al1 
tangled up and I have such a difficult time isolating this learning role from this 
role. Because we are al1 stardust. I wrote that line a few days ago and could 
not remember who said it. It's the fortune teller in the Ethan Hawke/Julie 
Delpy film "Before Sunrise." Julie Delpy has her fortune told and at the end of 
the telling the woman tells them to remember that they are stan. And she 
says that stan breakdown and bewme stardust and we are al1 stardust. I 
don't know what it is about this line that is so compelling me - perhaps the 
idea that we are al1 part of each other. Once we were al1 stan and now we 
pass each other on the street, we sit together on the bus. we are each other 
mothers, daughten, friends. But in some ancient part of the heart we are still 
the same star. Maybe that explains the way we are attracted to each other, 
the longing I feel for a kind of connection to othen. It's like the stan are 
calling us to reunite. The star that we were is still a force pulling us towards 
each other. 

I think we are stardust and we are afraid. (Graduate Student Data, June 20, 
2000) 

My writing reveals that when I am grappling with a particular question of 

meaning I often refer to an extemal text, a novel. a Song, or a movie. These 

texts often help put the issue in some kind of perspective for me. The references 

make the question seem or feel more manageable. 

And then he (actor John Heard in the film "Mindwalkn) uses this line "Life 
feels itself." I wrote it in my notebook, along the side of a page. Life feels 
itself. And the poet was trying to Say "Why do we have to choose between 
this approach and another? Why can we not just live and have conflict 
and sort it out and accept that it is a beautiful mess." I am paraphrasing 
here, to be sure. (Daughter Data, June 28. 2000) 



Like the theorists in the theoretical framework of transformational leaming I 

described in Chapter Two, I am negotiating a spider web of meaning in my own 

mind. This is, then, my own mindwalk. I am gathering information, opinions, 

data and situating it according to what I know and what I don? know. As I am 

exposed to, or encounter, new concepts I becorne caught up in a process of 

refiection on what I already knowlbelieve with respect to this issue. Then ! am on 

the move within the web, searching for parallels, points of reference, and 

arguments against. 

I have found that, in the literature surrounding adult education, self- 

directedness, and transfomative leaming, arely does a theorist address that 

which should not be accepted and integrated into a leamer's life. Yet, leaming is 

not a benign process. Much that can be leamed in the world is not necessarily in 

the best interests of the leamer. This. I realize, is a slippery dope to be 

negotiating; who will determine what is in my best interests or what will enhance 

my quality of life? What I mean to Say is that not everything I have been "taught" 

has been helpful to me personally. By wandenng around rny web with this 

"teaching", I have been able to locate anecdotes or evidence that have allowed 

me to reject the teaching. 

My own web of meaning is a messy place where I dare not go without a 

flashlight and a snack but it is the means by which I reflect upon, sort, and store 

information. It represents the process by which I rnake sense of the world. This 

is a wodd that includes me and my stories. 



TWO LEARNING STORIES 

Story 1: Becoming and k ing  a graduate student 

What is it about the lvory Tower? A good view. 
- Graduate School Data. July 20,2000 

Being a graduate student at Queen's University has been both nounshing and 

damaging to me as a penon and as a leamer, and it has k e n  everything else on 

the continuum between those two extremes. As 1 sit in my Bagot Street sublet in 

this June and July of 2001, this last summer of my thesis, it seems odd that I 

have not even visited the Faculty of Education in the three days that I have been 

back in Kingston. At fint glance, my absence from the Faculty might refiect the 

alienation I felt with respect to my place at the faculty and about which I wrote 

extensively in my data about being a Graduate Student. There is that river of 

meaning. But as I am a different river a year after my data was written there are 

new interpretations that need to be examined, and taken into acwunt. I will 

retum to the new nvers in my discussion of meaning-making. 

Gmduate school support 

Relationships are cumcular for me. Positive relationships often f o n  the 

foundation on which I build trust and safety and belonging. This support often 

makes it easier for me to leam. As educators we talk a great deal about being 

supportive towards our students, about getting to know hem and trying to 

understand how they learn. There is, of course, more to the story. 

In the summer of 1998, as I retumed to the F aculty of Education after a 

lengthy absence. I wondered why I felt so out of place as a graduate student. 



This is. more than any other, the question that marks my thinking and writing 

about my learning as a graduate student. I asked a professor I trusted about this 

feeling of alienation. 

(A professor) spoke once about what a graduate student is owed, and 
should not have to ask for. We were talking about instruction and 
supervision, and how many students INCLUDING ME feel tao intimidated 
to ask for the help that would make graduate work bearable. easier, 
enjoyable, fulfilling. It was the first time that anyone had acknowledged 
how difficult was this undertaking, how painful, how isolating. (Graduate 
School Data. June 16,2000) 

I had not. before that point, given much thought to the issue of support in 

graduate school. I knew that I did not feel entirely cornfortable but I did not have 

enough experience or knowledge of graduate work to know whether my feelings 

were "normal" or common. Suddenly, I felt liberated to Say that I did not feel 

supported as a graduate student. Now I believe that I may have veered a bit too 

far in that direction. I became too cornfortable pawning off my feelings of 

dissatisfaction on others. 

What is interesting to me, here, is that I would never question someone 

else's data in which they claimed that they had not reœiveû enough support in 

graduate school. I would accept that statement at face value. But in terms of 

interpreting my own data, I lived the story, I wrote the truest possible account of 

that data knowing what I knew at the time. Now I am one year into my future and 

I see aspects of my life more clearly. I am unable to stop seeing the unfolding of 

my own story. The data set, while wmplete in some ways, bleds into the future 

and some of that future is already my past. 



Let me Say this more clearly. One year after the completion of my data, I 

believe that I actually had quite a lot of support from faculty and staff including 

Susan Wilcox, Rebecca Luce-Kapler, Gary Rasberry, Rena Upitis, Bob Wilson, 

Aynne Johnstone, and the kind folks in the Graduate Studies and Placement 

offices. One year ago, however, that was not my perception. I saw these people 

as the exception to the rule rather than the nile. I did not see this amount of 

support as more than a graduate student needs to thrive. I was placing the locus 

of control over my graduate work and my feeling of success outside of myself. 

Whether or not I actually had adequate support at the Faculty, it was my feeling 

that I did not and that was a real issue in my life. This perceived lack of support 

affected my ability and willingness to learn. 

Graduate school sakly 

As I explained when I laid out my working definitions of the labels chosen 

for the Sve themes, support bads to safety, and a feeling of safety leads to a 

sense of belonging. These three themes cluster themselves up into a group of 

forces that Say, quite loudly, she learns well when she feels loved. I am not 

gaing for a subtle scientific interpretation here; I am attempting to bring what is 

wntten in the data to this thesis as plainly as possible. I believed that I leamed 

well when I felt loved. 

In one particular 1999 graduate course the gender dynamics of the class 

became problematic for me. I dont believe that this was a problem for other 

women in the class; they would simply have identified difiarent personalities as 

k i n g  in wnflict. I began to feel sick about what I felt was a co-opting of space 



and time by the men in the class. I had seen this before, at the undergraduate 

level, but in such a small class it took al1 of my energy. I also recognized that a 

couple of the men in the class responded very negatively to my efforts to take up 

the instructar on her invitation to serve as a CO-leamer. As a result of this 

response, I found myself struggling with the task of leaming independently while 

also being a member of this particular leaming community. I had a lot of difficulty 

coming to ternis with how a coune that I loved so much wuld be so challenging 

on a personal level. On a couple of different occasions, the instructor or 

someone else in the class was credited with my ideas or actions. I felt both 

angry and invisible. I did not have the emotional equipment or the energy 

reserves to do anything about what I perœived as an injustice towards me and 

towards other women in the class. So one day, about two-thirds of the way 

through the course, I chose to stay home. I thought about the class al1 day, 

during the class I taught, during my daily routine; I was Rlled with anxiety and 

dread. I knew that I couldn't face the feeling of powerlessness that came over 

me in that class so l stayed home. This, for me, is the ultimate lack of safety, this 

active opting out. When I came to wnte about this section I went back to my data 

to find the description of it but I had not wntten about it. Perhaps I did not write 

about this course because it was still t w  fresh in my mind, or perhaps I felt great 

shame about not standing up and sharing my discornfort. At any rate, the 

absence of that experience is important. Sometimes what we leave out says as 

much about our story as what we tell. 

In my course evalwtion, I wrote to the professor 



in this class. i felt uncornfortable at times. part of !hat was the gender 
dynamic - with which you are well acquainted. i didn't even realize that it 
was happening at first - because i have been trying to be sort of 
postmodem about this stuff - we are al1 people, individuals. deal with 
people one on one. but then, during one class at the school house, i just 
felt sick at how much the men were talking. and i really wanted to hear 
what the women were thinking but how could they break into this fortress 
mat had been erected if i couldn't? but i know there's a whole lot more 
going on here. (i found reading the udealing with differencen chapter - p. 
21 2 - of kegan's book was quite a helpful reminder of things i already 
knew but had forgotten.) (SeKEvaluation for EDUC 873) 

This was my one incident of true unsafety at the Faculty of Education. Even with 

the support of my instructor and of my wlleagues who listened to rny anxiety 

about the situation, I continued to feel unsafe until the end of the course. My 

instructor's attempts to make it safe could not Save me from a situation that 

transcended discornfort. I could not fee! at home, could not share my 

thoughtsfieelings about the course content as I did not believe that the men in 

the class respected me or my contribution to the class. Is that tme? I am less 

sure now of the intentionality of their domination but the domination shut me 

down. That much is certain* 1 felt unsafe. I told a friend 

that I am an efficient leamer and that I also have a need for a high degree 
of safety in my leaming environment making me less good at 
institutionalized learning. Like (my) last class. When I don? feel safe I 
shut down. I said I thought there was a tension there - k i n g  efficient and 
vulnerable in the same breath. I think there is. (Graduate School Data, 
July 21, 2000) 

Graduate school ôelonging 

As I have indicated. support slips into safety and together they result in a 

sense of belonging. Or not. With respect to belonging, I believed that I did not. 



And one thing is certain. If you believe that you do not belong to a certain 

community then you surely will not. 

The way I want to do grad work, for instance, is so different from the way 
that others do it. I want this part of my life to be one of many things I do - 
write poetry, work, study, go to the movies, talk with my friands, see things 
as if the worid was new every day, make love. I want my grad work to fit 
into my life; I don? want to fit my life around my grad work. (Graduate 
School Data, June 20. 2000) 

I remember this feeling as if it were yesterday and not almost a year ago. 

I would be at the Faculty and my colleagues seemed so busy with their 

committees and their classes and their time at the library. I felt odd. as if there 

must be something wrong with me because I simply wanted to go to class, use 

the library as a resource for questions about which I was genuinely interested, 

and then leave. In the data, I am quite clear in my undentanding that being a 

graduate student was only one aspect of my life; it did not define me. I felt like 

an imposter but. at the same time, I asserted that I didn't want the life of the 

graduate students I saw around me. 

I once heard a speaker advise students to treat their univenity program 
like a full-time job - to work 40 houn a week on campus. and not to go 
"home" until the end of the work day. I see graduate students at the 
faculty al1 the time - in the library, hanging out, working on committees, 
t.a.ing. It just never felt like my wortd. It isn't my world. And I feel so 
different in the hallways of the schwl where I teach. That is my 
community. I go out into the hallways and it feels just like home and I see 
the kids and we say hello and I go into rny colleagues' classrooms to Say 
hello and that feels like leaning over the back fence to Say hello. Like my 
dad would do on the farm. 

So why never at the Faculty of Education? Is it just me? Well, I can't be 
sure.. . Is this educational system wrong for me? I have definitely leamed 
lots of things but most of them were not written inside Masten textbooks. 



Life lessons. I have an inwmplete Masters in life lessons. (Graduate 
Schwl Data, June 16,2000) 

In both of these passages I am identifying a feeling of being different or 

"other", of not "doing" grad work in the same way as my wlleagues, of not doing 

things in the nght way. This recognition is difficult for me as being a student has 

always been such an important part of my self-concept. But, at some point, I 

have become a person who stopped playing by the rules. Perhaps they stopped 

making sense to me. Clearly I began to wonder whose rules they were. 

In ternis of feminism and issues of social justice, I had developed an 

awareness of power differentials much eailier, in my early twenties. I was not 

passive about this, but active, dragging my parents into discussions that made 

them profoundly uncomfortable. I have k e n  thinking critically about power for 

more than a decade but for some reason I did not apply this same critique to 

schools, to education. This may have been because my own experience of 

schwl had been so positive, because I had been one of school's "success 

stones", one of its poster children. I was a f a m e h  daughter pursuing her 

Master's. l believed that a good education was the great equalizer. Being a 

good student and a good teacher was too important to me to question the 

institutions in which I studied and taught. 

Until I began punuing my Master's it did not ocnir to me that school might 

not be a good place for some students. More than that, I could not imagine that 

schwl might actually damage some students. Then I became a student for 

whom that was true. These sentiments are refiected in an email written to a 
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fiiend while I was writing my data and pmœssing the question of belonging in 

school. 

i have been writing about not feeling "at home" in grad school and 
realizing, for the first time that school wasn't good for some people. so i 
found this great bit in paolo freire's "pedagogy of the oppressed" where he 
talks about the banking model of education ... based on deposits and 
withdrawats ... the way we were taught to think about school ... teacher 
imparts knowledge ... etc. it's a great analogy in ternis of undentanding 
where my own disonance comes fmm...and having so much invested in 
the institution both as teacher and student made it more dificult to see the 
problems with the banking model. 
transgression ... i'rn not sure why i wrote that ... maybe it's because i 
(mostly) succeeded with the banking model because i was able to 
transgress in small ways - cut class. opt out if i didn't like a profs style, 
small rebellious actions taken within the system rather than me 
questioning why i had to keep switching profs and classes. (Journal entry, 
June, 2000) 

Here I describe my own success with Freire's "banking model" of 

schooling. For much of my formal education, I did not even iealize that there 

was a game, let alone that I was able to play it with great mastery. Certainly I 

r e q  nized that certain teachersiprofesson had certain biases or expectations 

and I was careful not to violate these. And what I was doing worked, sa there 

would have been no reason for me to have given much thought to how and why it 

worked. Of coune. the tricky thing is that once you ask the questions about how 

and why education works, and after you have seen that education does not serve 

al1 children or adults equally, it is impossible to operate without that knowledge. 

This was the dilemma in which I found myself in graduate school. 

So I felt out of place, an outsider, and I was critical of the institution itself, 

an institution of which i was doubly a member as a graduate shident and as an 

educator. My success in this educational system had also provided me with the 



intellactual spaœ and opportunity to leave my parent's farm upon graduation 

from high school, attend univenity, and to becorne a teacher. I recognized my 

own good fortune as a penon who had benefited from a good education and yet 

I felt both angry and alienated as a graduate student at the Queen's Faculty of 

Education. This was quite a conundrum. 

I have asked myself, repeatedly, why I was angry. It is one of the most 

difficult pieces of the thesis. and not a question for which I have a satisfactory 

answer yet. In the absence of certainty. I shall do my best to understand my 

feelings and behaviour given what I know and have observed about myself. It 

has been my experience that my fear often masks itself as anger. I believe that 

this disguised fear grew out of an unfulfilled desire for Will Keim's Win 

accomplishments - those of achieving and belonging. I believe that I was afraid 

of not being "cornpetent" enough academically, and I was afraid of not belonging. 

It is the "belonging" piece that is really important here. 

The absence of belonging is most significant in that it serves as a maiker. or 

a symptom. The fact that I felt so sad and angry at not belonging to the Faculty, 

in a meaningful way, points to the fact that belonging is incredibly important to 

me. 

In order to try to undentand why belonging was. and is, so important to me I 

sought an example of a positive community. I felt immediately at home at the 

American School Foundation of Monterrey, a Mexican school at which I had only 

taught for six weeks when I wrote my data. Other leaming cummunities to which 

I felt a sense of belonging included: 



1) Queen's University Residenœs 
2) teaching at Smiths Falls District Collegiate Institute 
3) the final year of my undergraduate degree at Carleton University 
4) my Bachelor of Education at the Queen's Faculty of Education 
5) Osgoode Township High School, the high school I attended as a student 

These communities had a number of things in wmmon. I began rny 

time in these communities with a number of other people and there was an 

orientation process, either fonnal or informal in nature. In some cases, the new 

leaming environment was a rite of passage. In each leaming community, I 

understood the structure of the organization; who did what and why. I knew and 

understood the rules. I had some control over my leaming or teaching 

environment in each case. Within the larger leaming community, I had a smaller 

group of peers with whom I was close. There were moments of great joy and 

laughter in al1 of these leaming communities. Finally, I had a number of 

cherished "fnends" in each of these communities and these people played a role 

in my life outside of the school environment. 

I have felt tnily nounshed in al1 of the communities listed above. I felt 

cared for. I felt like I had something to offer, and that my working or studying 

there mattered. When I feel a sense of belonging I experience a real sense of 

cornfort and security in my community. For nie, "belonging" has always been 

about feeling included on one hand, and about wntributing something significant 

on the other. It is a largely emotional phenornenon. Belonging occun when I 

feel wnnected to people and to the work we are doing together. 

During the time that I felt so alienated from the Faculty of Education I was 

living in the same building as my best friend who was also struggling with his 



place at the Faculty of Education. I think that I may have simply retreated into a 

lime cocoon of secunty within my home environment. I k m  that I stopped trying 

to understand the Faculty and its rules. I stopped trying to make friends, and to 

connect to people on a deeper level. I may have bailed on the Faculty before it 

bailed on me. 

Why would I have abandoned the Faculty of Education? I still cannot be 

sure. I started at the Faculty as a full-time graduate student and then withdrew 

four months later. Several yean later I went back to graduate work on a part- 

time basis while I worked at Queen's University Residences. When I retumed to 

the Faculty to work on rny Mastefs course work and thesis full-time I was dividing 

my time between graduate work and a job at the Queen's School of English. In 

retrospect, I did not feel a sense of belonging to either community. When I want 

my students to listen to something that I have to Say I ask for their undivided 

attention but I did not give rny undivided attention to my graduate work. Even 

now, as I finish my thesis, my research is one of six significant "work" roles that I 

have. 

I have never felt connected to the Faculty. I believe that I have never 

given it everything I had. It could. therefore, never give me everything it had to 

offer because I was barely there at all. 

A friend recently posed an interesting question about belonging. She 

asked if I believed that membership in one community diminished the need to 

belong to subsequent comrnunities. I think this is an important question. My 

initial response was that if I belong to one community and feel supported by it, 



then I donY really need to belong to another. I no longer agree with my own fint 

reaction. I think that I need to feel a sense of belonging to each cornmunity of 

which I am a member. I may feel that membenhip differently than others, but 

unless I feel a sense of belonging I fear that I will not contribute to it. This lack of 

belonging and lack of contribution becomes a vicious circle that characterizes my 

relationship with that comrnunity. 

The impact that my anger about my sense of non-belonging has had on 

my learning is, I fear, substantial. When I feel that I do not belong, I shut down 

completely. I do not give and I do not receive. In retrospect, the amount that I 

have taken away from my Master's degree is incredible given how little I have 

actually given to the Master's and, therefore, to myself. 

My sense of belonging, as represented in my data, is complicated in that it 

also captures several moments/episodes of graduate school belonging. 

I belonged to that summer and the idea of commonplace books and to 
Aynne's illness and to betng in love.. . and to the other memben of that 
group the summer I had my gall bladder removed. The surnmer I was 
thinking about going to woik at UBC, the summer I was scheduled for an 
interview in Vancouver but didn't go. And on the rnoming of our last class 
sharing time in our regular dassmm, Cal drew my portrait. I was talking 
about my writing and I asked people to do a thirty-second portrait of 
someone else in the class without looking at the paper. And Cal did me. 
And when I asked people to write something to the penon whose face 
they had drawn, he wrote about me going for gall bladder surgery later 
that moming, about my spirit, about me wanting to be at that class. I have 
it somewhere still. 

Belongings. To have, and to be part of (Graduate School Data, July 8, 
2000). 



I wtote this about a summer course in which we students and instructor 

wandered for wonder and read by candlelight and met in various places for class 

and wrote and talked and tried new things and the risk of it was good for al1 of us. 

I was working full time and this class, this nine hours a week for a month, was an 

intense little retreat for my mind. This professor didn't pretend to know the 

answers; he simply put questions out there and we punled them out togethet. I 

think the freedom of this class, a 'rnake up your own assignment" course made 

some people uneasy at first. For me, it was like skinny-dipping at the lake down 

the road on a hot august night. It was exactly the right combination of risk and 

pleasure. 

There are pockets of profoundly good instruction and support at the 

faculty. Although this is not the focus of my data. I wrote a great deal about the 

freedom I felt in this course. It was a time of awakening after a long sleep. 

My education w a right and a msponsibiiity 

I think of myself as a responsible penon. What. then, was my 

responsibility in feeling like an outsider? What could I have done differently? I 

wrote: 

Maybe I haven't done a good enough job either. Maybe I could have done 
more to help out. Maybe I could have started a cornmittee to make new 
grad students feel more welcorne. Perhaps I should have been that 
person. But I didn't do that and I know that I won't now because although I 
am still a grad student at the faculty. I am actually done there. I may 
check out books or go to visit Rena or Sharon or Elspeth. But I am a 
graduate student on the outside. (Graduate School Data. June 20,2000) 

It is clear that I felt that there were things that I could have done, and 

contributions that I could have made, that would have facilitated a greater feeling 



of community among graduate students. I wmte about this a year after my 

course work was finished and more than when I attended classes there, the 

faculty had become a place to fiIl out papeiwork. I acknowledge both a 

responsibility and a shirking of that responsibility. I am not so much excusing this 

negligence as I am stating that I am an outsider. As an outsider. I don? feel 

enough ownership of the problem to solve it. This strikes me as fascinating since 

it wntinued to be my problern. 

Muû-puddlng within Graduate School themes ' 

I mentioned when I first spoke of the five themes - support. safety. 

belonging. self-esteem, and meaning-making - that I could not keep them 

separate to Save my soul. Going back to the well of my data. it is so clear that I 

felt outside of the faculty. I truly felt that I was not "doing" grad work wnectly 

and that I did not receive enough support from colleagues and professors. In 

retrospect. I'm not sure what I expected; for them to race behind me shouting, 

"Let us help you" as I sprintecl from the building. The point is not to denigrate my 

very real emotions at the time but to try to understand what I was leaming, how I 

was leaming it, and why. As a student who didn't feel particulady supported or 

safe. my sense of belonging was extremely low. The connection between these 

three themes is quite clear to me as the effect and wnsequences of one thing 

trickled down into the next. I did not belong in the way that I longed for. Yet. I 

was living a different kind of life; I had, for most of my graduate studies, a full- 

time job in an extremely üght-knit department at the university. I had lived in 

Kingston for six yean and for one year subsequent to rny year in Colombia, and I 
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had a network of friends including my writing friands and a very close friend who 

was my primary support. I was wishing for a student status that didn't fit with my 

life circurnstances, and that I was not willing to work to achieve. 

Gmduate schoal seM-esteem 

This degree prograrn has not k e n  easy. God and Susan both know that. 

But I am here, carving six weeks of thesis-writing time out of my summer 

vacation. I continue to find the time, the money, and the intellectual interest and 

energy required to complete the final requirement for this degree, the thesis. I 

have a strong (some might Say bull-headed) desire and need to finish this thesis. 

I believe that I can finish it and that belief does not come from anywhere else; it is 

an entirely intemal phenomenon. I do appreciate, however, the help and 

guidance I have received from people within and without the Faculty of 

Education. 

I have had my share of doubts. On June 16, 2000 1 wrote, "1 realized just how 

scared I am that I am not going to get my thesis done on time." My idea of on 

time was last Thanksgiving. We have slipped by that "on üme", we have 

renegotiated the perimeten of the thesis, and we have envisioned a new timeline 

that fits with the reality of my life as a full-üme grade seven teacher who lives in 

Mexico. 

I wrote, "1 honestly can't remernber why I am doing this degree" (Grad Data, 

June 16,2000). 1 had begun the degree, as do many students because I didntt 

know what else to do. Unsure about a teaching career after my first year of 

teaching, I had retumed to univenity where I had almost always thrived. The 



story took sorne unexpected tums. I know now that this is what has made it a 

story. 

I have also had doubts about the way that I communicate meaning in 

academe. Again, there is a glaring hole in my data where I have not written 

about this. The crux of my anxieties about myself as an academic is that my 

style of communication is informal and colloquial. I have womed that other 

academics will hear my unconventional academic voice and not take me 

seriously. Professors have commented on this voice so I know that this is not 

something I have invented. It is the voice that I acquired as the daughter of 

farrners from the Ottawa Valley. It is a voice that attempts to make connections 

between things, people, and ideas. But, in spite of my anxiety, this voice, the 

voice of my poetry, has not preventeâ me from succeeding in academe. The 

voice is authentically mine. I think that there is room for me to bewme proud of 

this different voice. 

Perhaps many of the self-esteem questions explored in this thesis are marked 

by a watenhed moment that occurred between last year and this day, a moment 

when I tmnscended acceptance of my unique ways of knowing and 

communicating and k i n g  and began to feel pleased about my splendid 

quirkiness. 1 certainly feel a sense of pride about this thesis and its genesis. 

There was, however, a seed of things to corne in the data I wrote last July just 

before I left for Mexico. 

My thesis is filled with beauty and meaning and connections. 1 still feel thrilled 
when l tell people about it It feels important. Unwieldy. Strong. Things l 
know for certain. (Graduate Schad Data, July 21 ,2000) 



There is no question about rny cuvent faim in this oiesis as a thing that I am 

creating. Faith seems like the correct word to use here. I have faith that it will 

tell a true story, that it will Say something important to others, that it will have a 

beauty of content and fom and that I will be able to complete it. I recently told 

Rebecca that I am ready to be finished. This has k e n  a very good question I 

have been working on; it is, I believe, a question of identity. But there are more 

questions out there and I would like to move on. 

It is hard to understand how I wuld feel so cut off from the roots of rny 

own education and still thrive. 1 am a plant that grows al1 winter under the 

insulation of a thick coat of snow. It may seem as though the cold and the wind 

and the snow might be too much for me to bar .  The odds of the little plant 

suiviving are overwhelmingly bad. This is the interesting thing about safety, 

support. and belonging on the one hand and self-esteem on the other. 

Everything I have leamed at the Faculty of Education and in my five yean at 

Queen's Residences has taught me that the plants need sun and rain and the 

nurturing hand of a caring gardener to survive. The plant will wither without the 

nourishment brought by summer. But as the snow falls the plant devetops other 

systems for sunhval. 

We return to the central question of this study. How do I leam? What 

happens when I leam? According to my data, where safety, support. and 

belonging have not been available or, and this is important, feltlperceived, 

something else must take its place in order for me to leam. Another force must 



kick in. This looks tremendously like self-esteem to me as this force is intemal 

and has nothing to do with the perceptions of othen. 

I realize that this nins wntrary to what I myself have always felt about the 

ideal conditions for leaming. Nevertheless when I look back at the betrayal I felt 

with regards to my place at the Faculty of Education a year ago, I see that there 

has k e n  an enormous shift. The first difference is in my attitude towards the 

physical place itself and, more significantly, I have developed a greater 

confidence about my thesis and my work that was not present earlier. 

I am arguing that, sometimes, the safety, support, and belonging must be 

absent in order for self-esteem to materialize. In the house where safety, 

support, and belonging live, at the blazing hearth of all that heip, the role of seîf- 

esteem is not as important. The irony is not lost on me. I am not arguing that a 

penon who feels a great sense of self worth should not be supported. I am 

saying that in my case, a woman without self-esteem may never develop it under 

the hot house lights of safety, support. and belonging. This trio of wmforters 

may almost always provide her with what she needs so that she does need to go 

inside of henelf to leam. Essentially, when self-esteem is low. then safety, 

security and belonging are especially important. When self-esteem is higher. 

safety, security and belonging may be less important. 

This is also not an easy thing to write but a year has passed since I sat 

before this liffle blue cornputer in a beautiful little apartment three dwrs down the 

street and wrote this data. Sometimes a year makes all the difference. In this 

time, Mexico has happeneû. It had begun to happen last summer, I had taught 



at A.S.F.M. for six weeks. Now I have completed a year of full-tirne teaching. I 

moved my life there, took books, cds, videos and photographs. I changed 

everything. I did not take support with me. There are people who Gare about me 

in Ontario and scattered throughout the world but they are not in Monterrey when 

I feel lonely. I certainly have friends in Monterrey but I have nothing like a best 

fnend there. There is no one to carry my troubles. I cany them. Carrying my 

own troubles has changed me. It has changed how I leam, how I see things. 

I am talking about the importance of risks. In a poem I wrote in Monterrey 

in March of 2001 1 wrote, 

in the absence of lime green 
there is only this risk 
taking moment 
in which i am becoming 
confidence and silver bangles 
woman becoming an angel 
in black over silver 
yellow hair for wings (fmm "Black Louben Angel") 

I had given my kids a writing prompt that was "the wlour lime green" and each 

student was asked to begin hisfher writing with that phrase. I try to wnte with my 

students, whenever possible, and was delighted to have an opportunity to write 

some of my own poetry at this three-day writing workshop. I wrote a "wildmind" 

which, later that day, I began working into a poem. It was obvious to me almost 

immediately that I was writing a poem about my own personal transformation, 

physically and in other ways. At the time of the workshop I had begun wearing 

my hair in a new way with wispy bits reminiscent of Farah FawceWs farnous 

seventies "do" but shorter and more wholesome looking. One of my wlleagues 

told me that I lwked like an angel painted by Rueben. The pun is that on the 



writing day in question I was wearing a fancy designer dress. a risky sleeveless 

"Louben" dress that I had purchased in Canada. I felt beautiful and mmpetent. 

I am reminded of a long distance phone debate I had with a friend about 

bodies. I have endured so much bullshit from others about my body, and about 

other people's bodies. I find the whole discussion boring. People's attitudes 

about my roundness are leamed; our culture equates fat with iaziness, sloth. 

untidiness, and being unhealthy. Our ideals of what is sexually attractive almost 

never extend to a round body. On Amencan network televiston, where it is 

unthinkable to make a joke at the expense of a racial group. writers and acton 

are still going for the big easy laughs by ridiculing people who are overweight. In 

fact, the most positive characteristic that many people seem to attribute to fat 

people is a certain state of jollyness; imagine their surprise when we are not al1 

as cheerful as Santa Claus. This is not so much a surprise really when you 

consider the shame that most fat people cany around with thern. Shame is the 

heaviest thing. 

I have, for many yean of this boring but oppressive discussion, maintained 

that my k i n g  round is simply a fact about me. Like my blue eyes. I am fat. I 

was telling my friend that I believe that the body is simply a container. What 

really matters is what is inside the container. Then my friend said something 

really interesting. He claimed that changes in the body signaled, reflected what 

was happening inside the penon. He was not endoning thin or fat or anything in 

between; he was simply saying that the body tells us things about a person. The 



way a person moves is significant; it tells a story. I wasn't sure. In fad, I 

disagreed. 

Now I see what he meant. That day, at that writing conference, I came to see 

myself differently. I wrote myself down differently. I was the blonde angel with 

the silver bangles and this was my risk taking moment. The flsk was physical, in 

the wearing of the sleeveless dress, and emotional. in my telling of a 

transformation that had been a long time coming. 

"ln the absence of lime green" is just making sense to me now as I look more 

closely at this poem. It was the writing prompt for the "wildmind" writing but in 

the editing stage I was free to dump anythingleverything. Every time I tried to get 

rid of "in the absence of lime green" the line would wom its way back into the 

poem. I did not know what it meant but I liked how it sounded so it stayed. "In 

the absence of lime green" simply means in the absence of other things, there 

was me in this risky black dress becoming a new thing. I was becoming the 

"black louben angeln woman in the absence of support, safety, belonging to the 

comrnunity of my twenties. This is the absence of lime green. 

Here is my poern "black louben angeln in its entirety, foilowed by a poem 

called "Crossing Over Madison" written by my friend Damien. It is also about me. 

black louben angel 

in the absence of lime green 
there is only this risk 
taking moment 
in which i am becoming 
confidence and silver bangles 
woman becoming an angel 
in black over silver 
yellow hair for wings 



tum to your well-wom mernories 
everything is so funny 
the cornfort of love's cool sheets 
and life goes on 
continues to buy expensive black dresses 
in spite of being done done done 
with new 
dresses 

turn to the mythology of love 
(it doesn't end 
just because we don? see each other) 

tum to photographs (not yet sent) of angels 
in Mack designer dresses 
woman swathed in black 
soars on silver satin dreams 
(this image fint conceived 
by her patron saint, a sad man 
long since liberated 
to retum to his own prison) 

tum inside myself 
bewming 
fierce and gentle the wornan 
he kept alive 
in his mind al1 those years 

in the absence of lime green 
there is only this risk 
taking moment 
in which i am becoming 
black louben angel 

written march 22, 2007 
edited april 1, 2001 

CROSSING OVER MADISON 

the truth lives in you 
threateningly 
moves in you like hammen 
in a house of mirtors 
twisting 



you're listening to Emmy 
in the Madison Avenue superstore 
as toothpicks in stillettols 
hip-slick by 
your nodding blonde 
shines like mernory 
through the falling reign of distortion 
and your dancing body 
is goddess envy 
what She would choose 
were gods made by gods 
and not by men 

written 06.02.01 

Graduate school meaninpm8king 

When you are in the middle of a story it isn't a story at all, but only a 
confusion; a dark roaring. a blindness, a wreckage of shattered glass and 
splintered wood; like a house in a whiilwind, or else a boat crushed by the 
icebergs or swept over the rapids, and all aboard poweriess to stop it. It's 
only afterwards that it bewmes anything like a story at al\. When you are 
telling it, to yourself or to someone else. - Margaret Atwood, Alias Grace 

It feels like a thousand years since I began Qing to make sense of my 

own leaming as a graduate student. I will begin by saying that I have often done 

so through the written word. These attempts at meaning-rnaking have taken the 

fom of class projects, journal entries, poetiy, and in my data for this thesis. I will 

expand on the importance of writing and language to the meaning process when 

I look at the story of my writer-role. 

I will begin with my class project for a course on Transfomative Leaming. 

I wrote a series of 15 postcards expressing how I felt about various aspects of 

my graduate program. It was an attempt to make sense of how I felt about my 

program and about this course. 



To the students in my classes: We are al1 enrolted in the same program. 
We study with the same professorç, take educational joumals off the same 
library shelves, sit side by side in the same small windowless classrooms. 
and get our cokes out of the same vending machines. But our paths are 
very different. It is as if we travel the same halls but are sometimes 
invisible to each other. I am leaming not to assume things about you, your 
life, and your experience of the Faculty of Ed. As always. I am leaming 
this the hard way. 

To my very own penonal M. Ed mdtdown: A psychologist recently told 
me that I do not need to be in therapy. I thought he was kidding 

I have been a nuclear holocaust this year. I have been sad, disabled, 
isolated. I have been on the brink of leaving the program in moments of 
forgetting, forgetting who I am outside this degree program, forgetting the 
feeling of welcoming a class of grade tans on a hot June aftemoon, 
forgetting what it means to be an educator. Sometimes I forget why I 
thought this degree was important in the fint place. Sometimes I 
remember. But there is no quick fix, and there is no happy little solution. 
There is only through the woods to grandmother's house and wolves 
along the way. (Post cards, Class project, EDUC 873) 

What am I grasping at in these postcards? I am trying to make meaning 

of rny relationships with my colleagues in a class that was very problematic for 

me. I am trying to acknowledge the real pain and subsequent loss of us, as 

students and cdleagues, not seeing each other. I am trying to make sense of my 

own place in this faculty. I am extending a hand to my colleagues saying, "1 have 

experienced this. If you have experienced this isolation or confusion then you 

are not alone." 

Again, at the end of these postcards there is my acknowledgement that 

"there is no quick fix, and there is no happy little solution." This is an important 

admission as I clearly see that there is no easy answer. My characterization of 

graduate work as "a trip through the woods to grandmother's house with wolves 

along the wayn is in keeping with my perception of a lack of safety, support. and 



belonging. I categorize my graduate work as a joumey with dangers. I see the 

wolves now as al1 having my own face. 

While I am not where I was when I wrote these postcards a year and a 

half ago, the method by which I was attempting to make meaning of my leaming 

situation is important. These postcards were a real departure from the kind of 

self-expression I had used in the past. I didn? wnte an essay or a little narrative 

piece, or even a poem, although al1 three forms find a place in the postcards. 

The postcards were a public act. The fom itself, the postcard, has no envelope. 

Anyone who picks up a postcard can read it. Sometimes, having sent a 

particulariy racy postcard to a fnend, I imagine happy postal worken along the 

route my postcard will travel. The second way in which these postcards were 

public is that. at our last class, I distributed thern and had people read them 

aloud. I wanted other people's voices to bnng to life the words I had wntten. The 

postcards were a departure from what I had done before. a creative and personal 

risk, a leap of faith. 

The next pieœ is from my data. The writing of my data came one year 

after my course work was finished. I am moving away from grad school, looking 

back over my shoulder at my expenence and trying to undentand what has 

happened, and why I have felt as I did. I believe that this passage does not so 

much signal a change in the way I lived my life as a graduate student (1 did not 

change the way in which I lived my life as a graduate student) as it captures a 

shift in perspective. 

I wanted to write today that I am, at this moment, a happy graduate 
student. The courses and conflict are in the distance and I a n  still see 



thern in the distance as I drive away. I can see them as I look over my 
shoulder. They are getting smaller. This, I think is good. The fields are 
still there and I can go back if I want. I wonder if the w m  will look different 
than it did then, when I worked those fields. Yes, I imagine that looking 
over the fence is a different activity, that memory-retum. the joumey back. 
But it is still the field I sowed and it will always be there in the large 
landscape of my mind. I wonder if, as I stood in the field in my nibber 
bwts with the John Deere tractor that my dad lent me for the purpose of 
imagination-farming, I thought about really living in the moment. Being 
present, we Say. Was I present? Or skipping ahead in my mind to the 
next thing? I see faner  bent down with a handful of dirt. And he inhales 
- the earth, his earth, and the air. He takes in the etements. For a 
moment everything else slips from the man and he is the earth and the air. 
Elemental. (Graduate Schwl Data, July 21 , 2000) 

I am looking across the field of my graduate work. It is dusk and there is pink in 

the sky, swirling into the blues and the deep purple to the west. I retum to look at 

what I have done, and I retum via a farming metaphor. As I wrote earlier, I grew 

up on a farm but I would not describe myself as being "at one" with fam life. It 

was where I was bom and where I grew up. When I was a kid I thought it was 

"so boring", living so far away from my friends, living a long distance phone cal1 

away from my best friend who lived on the fam next door. I was not suited for 

fann work, always with my head in the clouds or a book. I left that life as quickly 

as 1 could. 

Now, when I retum to the farm, it is with a sense of awe that I never felt as 

a child. It seems that this awe grows out of two factors: 1) I am no longer a child 

and 2) 1 do not do the work of the fam. I have only the wideopen spaœs and 

the view. I am responsible for nothing but watching. I often stand on the west 

side of the house, sometimes inside and sornetimes outdoors, and look across 

my dad's eighty acre field up to the Acres' family fam and off to the west where 



the land meets the sky. I have a collection of photographs taken of Mis exact 

view; the most recent of which is a sunset in December. 

The farm, while not the right lifestyle for me. is a place of acceptance. 

There is what is. I am not romanticizing farm life; it can be extremely difficult. I 

am explaining that farming is grounded in a way that many other modem and 

postmodem punuits are not. My father looks over the fence. Crops are diffetent 

fram year to year. A calf dies before the vat can arrive. Frost arrives earlier or 

later. Loved ones fall ill and die. But there is this fence and one looks over it. 

This fence-gazing I described in my data is critical reflection, Ottawa 

Valley style. What have I done? How did it go? What would I do differently next 

time? In my writing. there is an acceptance that "ths is the field I sowed". I think 

this piece signals a beginning of my ability to take responsibility for my own 

graduate school experience. It is also significant that I retumed to the place that I 

am from in order to look back. 

Finally, in writing a final paper for my EDUC 895 Research course, I was 

drawn back to a poem that I had written after retuming from a year teaching in 

Colombia in 1993194. This poem describes that actual and metaphoncal falling 

that resulted from my inability to make sense of what was happening to me, and 

from my inability to fathom my new culture. There is a stanza in which I describe 

my sense of disorientation. 

falling easily 
because gravity works different here 
and al1 the tricks i've used for yean 
to hold me up at home 
do not apply 



The idea that the rules upon which I have depended no longer apply was 

central to the expression of the anxiety that I felt as a foreign woman living in 

Cali, Colombia. My writing about this Colornbian disruption allowed me to 

undentand the role of disruption in narrative. Later, as I worked away on this 

thesis, 1 began to see disruption as central to leaming. Before we examine how 

this is related to my meaning-making of my graduate studies, it would be helpful 

to undentand the genesis of this metaphor. 

I descnbed, earlier in this chapter, five stages of disniption theory. The 

fint stage was the living of a routine. I had been living and attending the faculty 

of Education punuing my Bachelor of Education the year before I moved to 

Colombia to teach grade ten English literature in a private bilingual school. My 

life in Kingston, and in the preceding years as a student in Ottawa, had a certain 

rhythm to it. I attended class. I researched and wrote papers, I worked part-time 

in various jobs, I hung out in bookstores the way other people go to a favounte 

bar, I went to the movies with friends and by myself, and I had parücipated in 

great discussions with gwd  friends. It was a fairly simple life. 

The dismption took the fom of my move to Colombia. NoViing was 

familiar. I lived in Cali. a city of over 2 million people, where al1 but hnro of us 

spoke Spanish. There were only four "import" teachen at the school and NO 

had lived in Cali previously and were completely bilingual. The city belched 

exhaust and fumes from twenty-year old vehicles and industrial plants that lined 

the highway to our school. There was no acœss to email at that time; there were 

only two wmputen at the school (both in the offices of administrators) and I had 
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never even used email. There were no little baokstores, and no clothes that 

would fit a woman over site 14. 1 wasnY labking for a McDonalds; I didn't expect 

to find a place exactiy like home. But there was so much that was unfamiliar it 

was impossible for me to establish a new routine. Everything I experienced was 

disruption. I was experiencing a kind of emoüonal static, like that thing that 

happens to your television when the station loses its signal, al1 of the time. I was 

disruption-girl. 

What I have called "The Lived Exparience of the Disniption" twk  on an 

interesting meaning in Cali. I was certainly living the experienœ of the disruption, 

but this experience was so disorienting that, in many ways, I wasn't really "living" 

in Colombia at all. I had no skills for living there. I didn't know what to Wear, how 

to act. or what to Say. This was, of course, complicated by the fact that I spoke 

no Spanish when I fint amved. I also looked different from everyone else; with 

my blonde hair and blue eyes, it was so dear that I was "gringa", "extranjera" 

(foreigner"). I never felt cornfortable. 

In ternis of my interpretation and analysis of the disruption, I wrote 

copiously in my journal, trying to understand the culture and my response to it. I 

wrote long, descriptive letters to friands and family home. My flat-mate A.J.. a 

Canadian fnend from Teachefs Collage, and I spoke at great length about what 

a crazy place Cali was. While this helped keep us sane, it was not a 

sophisticated attempt at analysing our situation. That would corne later, in the 

safety of Canada. When the school year was Rnished I flew back to Canada to 

begin my Mastefs of Education. I wanted to put Colombia behind me. But the 



experienœ needed to be interpreted. I wrote the poem "falling into wlornbia" two 

years later. when I was working full-time at Queen's University Residences. 

Naming the experience of falling, of feeling so utteriy disrupted and 

hearühomesick, was important not just in tems of my Colombia year but it has 

helped me understand other experienœs such as graduate schod. Writing and 

talking about this "fallingn has also allowed me to retum, as an educator, to a new 

culture. 

The reestablishment and maintenance of a new routine happened. on one 

level, immediately. "Yeah, I'm home. Let there be book-buying and breakfast at 

Dunn's." I was not able to establish a new routine that incorporated what I had 

leamed in Colombia until I leamed it. two years after my retum to Canada. My 

father would cal1 that Monna "a slow leamer". but that is how long it took for me 

to stop telling a negative story about my Colombian year and to begin to see the 

experience for what it was. Like looking over the fenca. 

So how did this experience and the subsequent understanding of it. lead 

to meaning-making of myself as a graduate student? The paper I wrote for 

Rebecca was an examination of myself as a graduate student and I began to see 

striking parallels between my experiences as a foreigner and new teacher in Cali 

and rny experience of k i n g  a graduate student. I was thinking about my own 

place at our Faculty of Education when I wrote the second voice to my poem 

"Falling lnto Colombiaw as a part of my €DUC 895 paper. 



This poem is to be read by two people. At tirnes the readers speak alone, 

or in unison. At other times the readers speak different words at the same time 

in a kind of poetic discord. 

falling: a poem for two voices 

falling into colombia 

i 
headlong i am falling 

facing pavement 
mouth of dirt and knees of stone 
screech of tires above my head makes me 
diuy. quick get up 
i am stumble blwd disorient 
what? 
on rny way to immigration 
so close. a block away 
now i am wounded 
i stand at the corner 
in tersection 
think of what to do and cry 

and no one stops 

ii 
i fall into the heavy traffic of this culture 
fall into muddles and mudpuddles 
emerge unclean 

i fall into traps for gringos 
into silent solitude 
nostalg ia 

i fall 
into deepest homesick 
into wild love 
and out 

falling into my thesir 

headlong i am falling 

on my way 
so close 
now 
i stand 

think of what to do 

and no one stops me 

i fall 

emerge 

into silent 

i fall 
into deepest 
into wild 

interpretation 



falling easily 
because gravity works different here 
and al1 the tricks i've used for years 
to hold me up at home 
do not apply 

so you fall 
falling over younelf 
and try to get up 
not defeated 
still tw much enamoured 
with how it's done at home 
get UP 

in colombia i fell 
a lot 
my knees were bruised 
from small journeys towards earth 
my heart splintered from falling 
falling 
in colombia 

poems 

iii 
everywhere we fall 

falling easily 
because gravity 
and al1 the tricks i've used 
to hold me up 
do not apply to research 

so i fall 
falling over myself 
and try to get up 

get up and write 

a lot of memory-moments 

from small joumeys 
my heart splintered from 

and the pieces become 

and pages and proposais 

everywhere we fall 

Writing the fint "fallingn poem had been painful. The subsequent addition 

of the second voice to describe parallels to rny graduate school experience was 

relatively easy. There was already a pattern with which I was familiar. I am 

making connections here, understanding one experience through another. The 

first poem became a lens through which I rnay view my leaming as a gradwte 

student. I am looking at both my leaming and the process of leaming how to 

become a graduate student. 

I see clearly that my experience of Colombia and my graduate work are 

similar in that 'al1 the tricks I've used to hold me up do not apply." There are 



different sets of niles, languages for each; these niles must be leamed in order 

for Will Keim's "achievement and belonging" to ocwr. Is there a comfort that 

comas with the connection of the two experiences? Yes, I think there was at the 

time. It has always b e n  important to me to be able to Say this thing is more like 

this thing. It makes me feel safer, as if I can create some small oasis of order in 

the midst of chaos. I know that this c~nnection helped me to understand my 

response to graduate school disniptions; the feelings of alienation and isolation, 

the anger, and the despair. The drawing of the parallel helped me see my won 

behaviour transfened ont0 another experience. 

In the new poem, the meaning-making process. I do something that 

signais a new awareness of the opportunities provided by the fall. The voice on 

the left is the original poem about Colombia and the voice on the right belongs to 

Monna's graduate student of April 2000. 

in colombia i fell 
a lot 
my knees were bruised 
from small joumeys towards earth 
my heart splintered from falling 
falling 
in wlombia 

poems 

iii 
everywhere we fall 

a lot of memory-moments 

from small joumeys 
rny heart splintered from 

and the pieces becorne 

and pages and proposais 

everywhere we fall 

I see that "everywhere we fall" but with the pieces of my splintered heart I am 

going to create poems and pages and proposals. I acknowledge that we fall, that 



falling is unavoidable. The differenœ is what I decide to do with the fall, whether 

I let the fall shut me down or whether I see it as "an opportunity to leamn as we 

Say in my grade seven classroom. My interpretation of my situation reflects an 

optirnism that is absent in my thinking and writing about the earlier days of my 

graduate program. I am looking back over the fence, thinking about the how to 

improve my corn crop for next year. 

Story Une 2: A writing life 

Poetry is life feeling itseK 
- Wnting Data, June 29, 2000 

A colleague at the school at which I teach remarked recently on how hard 

writing was for her. Someone asked her what, specifically, was hard to write. 

"Everything," she responded, "wmments for report cards, thank you notes, my 

resume and covering letter. Everything." 

I thought that might be a lesson in taking things for granted. Writing is a 

thing I have always done. I do not remember a time when I did not revel in the 

act of expressing myself through the written word. 

1 am a writer. I have always been one. I remember practicing my letters 

in the kitchen when I was four and I remernber finally reading the stories in the 

little "Ladybird" books when I was in grade one. Others were already reading by 

then but I was slower to corne to the written word as laid down by someone else. 

I remernber skipping grade four because I had run out of work to do. I remember 

Mting speeches and thinking how easy it was to write this lime piece about the 

Royal family, and wondering what al1 the fuss was about I remember some of 



my fint poems from high school - one was about a dream in which I had 

discovered the meaning of life, but forgot as soon as I awakened - and I 

remember winning a prize for writing from our regional library for a short story as 

a youth. I do not recall what the story was about. I remember another story 

about a young girl whose closest friends were involved in a tragic car accident on 

prom night. 

I remember, quite a bit later in life, coming to the decision that I could cal1 

myself a writer. I was writing with a group of three women-friends at the time and 

we al1 struggled with the label. My question was "How good a writer do I have to 

be in order to cal1 myself one?" Then I succumbed to the freeing logic that a 

writer is someone who writes. It was such an empowering thing to do, to identify 

myself as a writer. I think this may be particulady important for me as a teacher 

because teachers are often perceived as those "who don? do." Anyone who is 

acquainted with a handful of teachen knows this is not the case, but I believe it is 

important for students to see a whole person when they look at their teacher. I 

want to show my kids that I write. I use my own poetry in class for interpretation 

and for pleasure. I use my knowledge of, and passion for, creative writing to 

encourage my students to write, to express what they have inside of them. 

So I begin this "story" of writing by saying that I am a writer, and that 

writing is central to my identity. But do not let me fool you into believing that I 

was a confident and carefree writer. I was neither. 



Writing support 

As I stabd earlier. in my explanation of my five themes, I use the terni 

support to refer to relationships that are characterized by the actions of helping 

me do the best I can in a given role. I am a toy that is easily broken, therefore in 

the context of my writing, the support must m e  gently or it does not feel like 

support. An example of this sort of gently-given personal support leading to a 

feeling of safety occurred in my writing relationship with my writer-friend Damien. 

and i started to let damien read my woik and that was scary at first. but 
he is a poem farmer and he undentands about providing light and love for 
things to grow. and many do not. and he is careful with me; says, "i 
would do this thing or that thing and here's why but that might be a damien 
thing to do." he knows that we are not al1 growing the same poem. he 
knows that my garden is a more fiagile heart-place. he removes his 
shoes, walks lightly through rows of words emerging. he looks at them as 
they are. not as he would wnte them. 

this friend. this story-teller, this poem famer, this man of word-bouquets 
has escorted me, gentiy and safely, into the writing-world. it's hard to 
know how to Say thank you. (Writing Data, July 3. 2000) 

According to my writing about five lived roles, the area in which I am most 

vulnerable, in which I feel the least safe, has been my writing, specifically sharing 

my writing with othen. I wnte this with some sadness because I think of myself 

as a writer, because writing bnngs me an enomous amount of joy, and yet I 

have not always felt secure sharing my writing with othen. I was able to share 

my writing with Damien, and to benefit from his comments and feedback because 

he knew me and my leaming style well enough to see that I would not be able to 

take in criticism that was not offered up gently. 



I wuld write an entire thesis about the phenomenon that is putting one's 

writing out there in the big world and feeling unsafe as a result. As much as I felt 

supported by Damien, his approach was the exception. Other people were not 

aware of my over-sensitivity (neuroses) to cnticism, nor was it their job to care. 

What I see now as quite a reasonable amount or level of criticism felt like a 

dagger dnven directly into my heart. 

What follows are two passages that illustrate the degree to which I felt 

unsafe with the writing feedback/criticism of others. 

I don? wish to be defensive or ungrateful when someone wants to offer 
their suggestions. But I sometimes it sounds like "Your baby is tembly 
ugly. Let me help you dress it more nicely so people won? notice." I am 
so vulnerable and I want there not to be experts when it cornes to writing 
because then regular people in the wodd don? write because they feel that 
they arent good enough and that is really the craziest thing 1 have ever 
heard. I ls  like saying, "1 can't sing." We CAN sing but perhaps sorneone 
has said something cruel about our voices and that one comment plunges 
us into silence. And singing is one of the wondeiful things we do. The 
feeling of singing loudly in your apartment, or in the car with the radio 
turned on full blast. And for a few minutes we feel ourselves become 
young again and it is pure joy to make noise in this way. We can sing and 
we can write and we should just keep doing them. Oh yeah, and reading 
aloud because no one owns that either. 

I am not claiming that there is no mastery. It's just that for me, focussing 
on the mastery makes me anxious, ~ k e s  me afraid. I don't need to be 
perfect yet. I just want to write some stories. (Wnting Data, June 29, 
2000) 

I definitely agree with my own assertion that everyone can write poetry 

and that everyone can sing and that sometimes people lose the courageldesire 

to share their beautiful inner voices because they were tapped on the shoulder 

by a music teacher a long, long time ago. At the same time. however, it seems 



as though I am taking my own anxieties about sharing my writing and cioaking 

them in an argument about creative license and what constitutes good poetry. I 

acknowledge that there is mstery with regards to writing. I knew, and know, that 

there are "less good" poemslpoets in the worid. The problem. as I begin to 

articulate it in the data, is that I am afraid to take the risk involved in writing the 

best possible Monna-poems. I Say that I don? want to be perfect yet. I find this a 

really interesting statement. Where did I get the notion that I would ever be 

perfect, or that any writer I know might ever enjoy this anornaly, this miraculous 

creative writing conception? I wonder at my use of "yet"; am I claiming that I am 

okay with being imperfect now. but that someday soon I will have to attain this 

state of writing flawlessness? I then team this curious statement with the 

assertion that I just want to write some stories. My tesponse to that now is 

"When have 1 no1 told stories?" I was angry and I was afraid. I was angry 

because I was afraid. I believe that much that is negative has its roots in fear. 

I was angry because I do not want my work dissected by poetry scientists 
with whom I have not been intimate. It is not safe for me to allow tbese 
white-mats access to my soft body of work. Read it, if you want. Hate it 
or like it. You choose. But this frenzied poetry fixing up feels iike "Here, 
let me teach you to be the kind of poet I am." And isntt that the trouble 
with everything? You should have a body like mine, you should love like I 
love. you should behave the way I do in social situations. at a funeral. 
(Writing Data. June 29,2000) 

I am struck by the power of my images for criticism offered in a way that was not 

particularly gentle, criticism that did not first affirm the good things about my 

wn'ting. I Say that I do not want my poems dissected by poetry scienti sts in their 



white mats. I extend this scientic analogy to describe the feeling that a 

particular "methodn of poetry has been irnposed upon me. 

Where does this corne from? I remember a particular conversation with 

some writer-friands in which one wnter was wmplaining that the facilitator of a 

workshop had not really helped her improve her poetry. She wanted readers to 

be brutal; she did not need them to tiptoe around her. Now, as a poet who 

preferred people to tiptoe about my poetry. as if on point shoes. I intemalized her 

comments and I became angry. When I wrote this entry I still felt as though her 

words had been a judgment about my vulnerability and insecurity. They probably 

were not. but even if they were, I believe I was shouting "I will not shove myself 

into the box of what other people deem good poetry" to mask my considerable 

fear that perhaps I was not a good poet. 

I continued this same piece. writing, 

Could I write better poetry? Maybe. Maybe I will get better at saying 
things in a new way. Or maybe cliches help people feel safe and so they 
trust you enough to follow you into the forest, into the darkness, into the 
red of a heart split open by "1 will never love you." Maybe I need people to 
feel safe. Maybe thafs what my poetry is about. I feel a certain thing and 
I want to undentand what I feel. And I know that other people feel similar 
things. Maybe they will know what I am writing about. Maybe it will help 
to know that there is someone else who feels that thing. Just feels it - 
bare, not hidden behind the impenetrable wall of good poetry. Maybe they 
will feel relief. There is enough sonow for al1 of us (Writing Data, June 29. 
2000). 

Here I am making an argument that safety lies in cliches. I am justifying my own 

poetry by arguing that people neeâ cliches, that they need to feel that someone 

else understands them and shares their experienœ of love or life. I am critical of 

the "impenetrable wall of good poetry." Again. my sense that I am not writing 



"good" poetry surfaces; it is a sense that my own writing violates what is 

canonical. Most importantly, I have a sense that this violation matten. I am 

trying to wnvince myself that my writing serves a purpose, even if it is not "gooâ" 

writing . 

Wriüng belonging 

So the next question that pushes itself out of al1 of this anger is "How 

wuld 1, this angry, fragile poet. twly belong to a community of other writers?" 

Interestingly, I did. I wrote with three other Kingston women for five years. I was 

frightened but they called me "poet" and they accepted my work and 1 loved the 

space we created. 

It was. however. not always easy for me. These were the women with whom 

I fint shared the pale underbelly of my poem-work. I dont think these women 

ever knew to what extent I was vulnerable with my poems. I think, now, that was 

for the best; it was not their responsibility to vanquish my writing demons, to slay 

my metaphorical dragons. It is not that these women were not supportive to me. 

They were enomously caring towards me. The simple truth is that they did not 

love my poetry unwnditionally and I was so fragile that this felt like a betrayal. I 

will address this at great length in my discussion of my self-esteem. 

In spite of my own insecurities, I did bewme a writer in their midst. We met 

once or twiœ a month at ouf various homes. We woked for each other, ate out, 

ordered in. Food and drink were enormously important to our gatherings; it was 

ceremonial. We talked about families and about love. k i n g  in and out of it. We 

hiked to remote cabins, we took femes to nearby islands. we had art days and 



dinner parties, and we put a book together. We took photographs using old 

coffee cans, we travelled to Toronto for a concert, we wrote and read aloud and 

laughed a lot. Of coune we cried. We were women writing and sometimes oui 

stories were hard. But we wove our stories together once or twice a month. 

of al1 the things that 
might have been 
that could have been 
wild dogs in packs 
and poets splashing splendid 
through not so frozen ponds 
(sylvia and virginia, Our protectors) 
we had only 

tempestuous winds and road blocks and power lines 
smoking the elegant tops 
of tall fir trees 
'the whole place is gonna light up, ladies, 
dan't take your time" 

bare-chested man 
salting the road 
salt of the earth 
slipping back toward us 
three dames in a truck unseen 

monna down on the trail 
(her mother warned her) 
twisted ankle framed in snow 
a rena-sprint for tensor 

two to operate the sled 
careening crazy downhill 
above, behind the puller-pushen 
lynda, callie 

a bel1 to ring when amving 
delve deep into close cabin comfort 
out the back window 
m a ' s  lu with a view 



the sounds of the outside 
being white and still and cold 
punctuated by lynda's blade 
licking wood like envelopes 
and the distant yells of callista and lynda 
bnnging up the big bits 

of al1 the things that could have been 

just these 

and me wondering about the difference 
between "i think he is boring" 
and "he says things aren't divine." 

The five years of writing together changed al1 of us. I changed most, perhaps, 

as the youngest member, the girl who was frequently "evolving", shape-shifting 

into a new form. At the end of five years writing in this way was no longer 

helping me. 

I was.. . ready to leave the group and I had been ready for several months. 
It was a thing whose time had m e  and gone for me. Those (airee) 
women.. . helped me in the joumey of leaming to become myself. They 
taught me new things, introduced me to fine food (to brie, baba ganoush, 
gwd bread, and to soup and salad for a meal) to art and music. They 
were excellent teachen. But then I reached a point where I had leamed 
what I felt I was supposed to leam from them. And it was very difficult to 
Say that I was leaving the group because I love them and I no longer see 
them and I knew it would be this way. And I miss them enonnously but 
that is what happens when we leave people we love. 

Aynne and Damien write on Wednesday nights and I can join them 
whenever I want but I don't really want to write with other people dght now. 
t have taken rny writing inside. I have gone inside with my wnting-life and 
I am trying to leam how to feel good about who I am. I want other 
people's opinions to mean something - just not everything. Another 
tension. (Writing Data, June 21.2000) 
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I really did belong to this group even though I felt vulnerable with my writing. I 

was a founding member, one of the women who stood up and said, "Let's do 

this." For many yean, this writing group was the adult "continuing education" 

class in the world. Our cumculum was not limited to writing, the whole world was 

ours for the taking, the talking, and the writing. Ironically, I knew that I belonged 

because when it was time for me to go, it hurt to leave. 

This is not an easy piece to write. In the data detailing my leaming in five 

lived roles, my lack of self esteem and confidence is most marked in my writing 

about my writing. I wanted to show how insecure I felt about my writing; as I so 

often tell my students "show, don? tell!" There were three relevant passages and 

I wpied them from my data and pasted !hem into this section. Reading through 

the three passages was difFicult, partly because of the sadness I felt about the 

content, my writing life, and partly because of the repetition of certain ideas or 

sentiments. After looking at these passages for some time I decided that the 

best way to interpiet them would be to create a found poem using only the text of 

the three pieces. I have not added one word to this poem. I have removed 

repetitive statements while using great care to preserve the original tone and 

feeling conveyed in rny data. 

goodenough 

i remember sitting outside at Chez Piggy 
there were little twinkie lights on the bushes 

i remember feeling vulnerable 
it was one of the first times 
we had workshopped our work. 



two wnters jumped right in with suggestions 
one was gentler, more tentative 
as always 

i have no idea what poem i was working on 
i remember that it felt scary 
to have the soft underbelly 
of my poem 
out 
on that table at Chez Piggy 

what exactly was i afraid of 
this is the important question 
i know that i ls about way more 
than writing 
i don? really want to write about this 
but there is no getting out of it now 

my poems are too closely attached 
to my idea of Monna, 
to my self-concept 
self-worth 
Mere are a thousand ways to Say it 
if my poem's not good 
then maybe I'm not either 

not able to separate my writing 
as a product 
from myself 
my ideas, my contributions in class. my papen 
they were like my babies 
i wuld not bear to have them 
cri ticized 

as a consequence 
i did not develop the fine mind i might have 
if I had been open 
enough 
to leam from my mistakes at Carleton 

(unlike Anne of Green Gables, 
i do sometimes 
make the same mistake 
more than once) 



i always feel the shame 
of the knowledge 
that i am not doing my best 
in almost everything 
including my own wnting 

i don't know how to be better 

i just want to be different. 
i want to spin coloured cobwebs of deiight 

i do not know how to be 
a better writer 

but if i would listen 
to 

people's 
criticism.. . 

the truth 
i am not very good 
at accepting criticism 
never have been 
i don? feel good enough 
about myself 
to acœpt 
other people's judgements 

THIS 
1s 
A 
REAL 
PROBLEM 
IN 
MY 
LlFE 

It is interesting to me that I would have chosen to write a poern. to improve 

upon the first version of my writing, about my insecurities about my writing. It is 

not, I think, insignificant. As I wrote about in my discussion of the themes of self 

esteem and meaning-making as they pertain to my graduate work. a year can 



make an enomous differenœ in terms of analysis and interpretation. I am no 

longer part of a writing group. I do not have a "wAing friend' with whom I share 

al1 of my poetry. I teach full-time which certainly leaves less time for creative 

writing. I have, however, written twelve poems. They are poems about Mexico, 

the extraordinary landscape, and people that I have met or seen. Most of the 

poems are like photographs of a particular moment. I will cal1 them narrative 

photographs. These are not poems about the wreckage of my personal life. 

It was only in the telling of my story that I could recognize how change has 
been happening al1 along. Now I understand that change (like tirne, 
history, and words,) is both quick and slow. Too quick. Too slow. Now I 
understand that it is time I stopped telling the story of my life only in terms 
of the men I have loved, lost or found or both (Schoemperlen, 2001, p. 
326). 

These new poems, I do not always love them but that thought does not get much 

air time since the wnting keeps coming and it doesn't seem to matter how busy I 

am. It is said that writen write. I keep writing. 

Sharing my poetry has also become easier over the last year. Perhaps 

this is because al1 my "Mexico people" are in my life and I don't have as much at 

stake; perhaps I do not need their approval. I think I care less. I have shared my 

writing with at least ten of my colleagues. An Arnerican poet friend commented, 

"Monna, much of this is publishable." To which I said, "Thank you. Soma of 

them have been published." Without missing a k a t  he retorted in the great 

cnisty way he has, "Fine. Publish the test. What are you waiting for?" Another 

English teacher-friend told me that I should not bother to write about love or 

relationships. He said he was not interested in these themes; there was no point 

in trying to write about them. This has become an ongoing joke between us. 



When we are talking about a story or poern, I will ask, "Ifs not about love, is it?" 

He shall never live it down. 

People will enjoy my work or they won't. Perhaps they will find something in it 

that provides a mirror, a window, a soft breeze. Or not. I keep writing; I get 

better. I talk to people about their craft; I get better. I read poetry; I get better. 

When I presented my poetry workshop at the Creative Wnting Conference in 

Monterrey this spring, one of the students provided us with a writing prompt. The 

prompt was "What it will take to Save my soul?" The student was eleven. This 

is what I wrote. 

what will it take to rave my soul? 

damned beautiful worîd 
writing by candlelight 
keeps us afloat 

new worîds arise 
inside wine glasses 
on tiny tugboats 
on the waves of 
porcelain bathtu bs 
where fi refl ies 
are writing sonnets 

pilgrims we are 
lighting stories on fire 
to know what cornes next 
but also afraid 
to keep Our hands moving 
writing the lines 
that will keep us alive 

burgundy seeing window 
opens us 
to light 
and poet-fireflies 

written rnarch 22,2001 



Here is the sensibility that chases the fear away. Writing is the opportunity to 

create new worlds or to express the worids inside of us. Wnting is the thing that 

saves us. I wrote another poem, "a band-aid poem", which articulates this idea 

more explicitly. This is the last stanza: 

damaged as they are 
the writers discover 
that writing down wounds 
and words 
may Save them from the jagged 
edge 
of their own stones 
(written march 22,2001) 

Writing has been what has saved me from the jagged edge of my own 

stories. I have written the story of my life, mostly in the fom of poetry for seven 

years. I wrote a book once when I had some things I needed to figure out. 

Writing has been a kind of salvation. It took some time for me to see that. 

In the film Joe versus the Volcano Joe, piayed by Tom Hanks and Patricia, 

played by Meg Ryan have been shipwrecked and are floating on the ocean atop 

Joe's four very expensive steamer tninks. Days pass and &el who has been 

giving al1 of the bottled Pemer water to Patricia, is passing in and out of 

wnsciousness. He wakes to a full moon that leaves Joe in awe. He reaches his 

amis up to the moon and says, "Dear God whose name I do not know. Thank 

you for my Me." This scene marks a significant transformation for Joe as he had 

recently leamed that he is dying of a "braincloud." He has lived a small and dark 

life for eight years since leaving his job as a firefighter, and now has agreed to 

jump into a volcano as his last great act When he speaks with God under the 

full moon and gives thanks, he really begins to Iive. 



It occurs to me that gratitude and self-esteem come frorn the same place. 

Sometimes it takes some %me to joumey there. 

Wrlang meaning making 

1 wMe letters to nght brain al/ the time. They're just little notes. And dght brain, 
who likes to gel little notes fmm me, will offen corne through within a àay or two. 

- Sue Grneon 

The interesting thing about meaning-making within my writing life is not 

just the meaning I make about writing, but the fact that I make meaning about 

everything throughlby wnting. It is my way of sorting. 

As I walked to a meeting with Susan in late June of 2001, 1 watched while 

a group of high school graduates received their Queen's Tour. I couldn't help but 

think about the way their young minds work, like surgical instruments, so sharp. 

My own mind is a different instrument al1 together. As I explained to Susan, my 

mind is like a medieval sorting machine, a huge contraption into which I load al1 

of these seemingly disparate facts, opinions, and lost loves. My mind takes in 

this jumbled mess and puts out connections, a theory, or advice for the lover. My 

idea of my own mind looks like something that Dr. Seuss would have conceived 

and drawn. 

It is my writing that allows the sorting, the creation of connections. In rny 

data, I explored how writing allows me to "leam by heart." 

Leaming is about how I feel. IYs about where my mind and heart are and 
how I feel about myself. It will never be explained by a scientific formula 
because you could never isolatelidentify or control for al1 the variables. 
Myers Briggs cannot explain how I learn. I am leaming by heart. Not 
everyone feels their way through every damned thing and how fortunate 
for them. Nick is a thinker. Damien, too, I think. Masters Head, Miss 
Heart I am leaming by heart. 



The more I write, the more questions I have. I am not solving the "How- 
Do-1-Leam" problem but I am conducting a pretty goad search. Research. 
I always thought I could answer these kinds of questions but what I am 
doing is seeing two or THREE sides more clearly. And is that helpful? 
Maybe i ls helpful for me to see that there are no formulas. Life is 
beautiful messy. (Writing Data. June 29,2000) 

This "beautiful messy" that I make reference to cornes from an idea that I 

fint enwuntered almost two decades ago when I read Dons Lessing's Briefing 

for a Descent lnto He//. It is, at its wre, a book about education and leaming and 

the main character struggles with wmpeting views. She leams to see that it's 

not "this or that" but "this and that" that is important in questions of rneaning. 

This does not represent a hesitancy to chwse, not indecision, but rather the 

realization signals the character's epiphany that "or" dichotomizeslseparates, 

while "and" unites concepts, approaches, and people; "and" brings forces 

together. 

For me, a student in my final year of undergraduate studies at the time. 

this "and" idea was revolutionary. lt created space for multiple realities. I no 

longer felt constrained to chwse one story or interpretation as "truth". This 

approach has also enriched my life as an educator. When I ask rny students 

questions, more often than not, I do not have a "correct" answer in mind. I am 

asking for their interpretations. The idea of "and" allows for healthy debate and 

discussion. Students are not participating in a contest in which the student with 

the "right" answer wins, but rather they are being asked to think about what they 

betieve and why. We use a parking level analogy. Parking level one thinking is 

superficial; the higher the number, the deeper is their thinking. My students love 



it when I tell them, as a class, "we have parked our car on level six, folks." The 

ambiguity that cornes with this kind of thinking is not without its own challenges. 

It is disorderîy, it is more difFicult to evaluate (no multiple choice tests here). and it 

makes some other educators very uncomfortable. It is not my role to tell othen 

how to teach, but in my classroom I do see it as my responsibility to bring the 

complexities of the posümodem worid to my students. I accept that mine is a 

world-view like any other, but the "and " of it makes space for other possibilities. 

for discussion, for the invention of a new kind of curriculum. 

Later in my life, I had a friend who is committed to the idea that we need 

never wnvince anyone of anything. The significance of this non-convincing is 

that it tums its back on academe's obsession with argument and debate. These 

are not always productive punuits. Perhaps there is more than one truth. 

Imagine that. 

Diane Schoempeden, in her most recent novel, Our Lady of the Lost and 

Found (200 1 ) , writes, 

From a very eariy age, we are indoctrinated into seeing the world in pain 
of opposites. Think of al1 those children's books in which the world is so 
clearly and cleverly laid out two by two: big and little, boy and girl, stop 
and go, up and down, happy and sad. Perhaps it is some unconscious 
atavistic longing for the old mechanistic univene (where there were no 
contradictions and al1 rnysteries could be solved) that keeps us ciinging to 
these tidy constnicts ... It is time to venture out of the comforting land of 
eitherlor opposites and travel into the uncertain temtory of bothland. Time 
to realize that irony is not cynicism, paradox is not chaos, and prayer is 
not wishful thinking. Time to accept the possibility that these, irony, 
paradox and prayer, are the still points, the thin places, the perfect 
quantum qualities. It is time now to admit that reality is not as simple as 
we would like it to be and that, given half a chance, it will indeed expand to 
fiIl the space available. (Schoemperlen, 2001, pp. 326-327) 



As I read this passage I remernbered Btiefing for a Descent into Hell and I 

imagined Lessing nodding her head gently. "Yes, that's what I was saying. 

Thank you." 

My making meaning is a making of connections, just as I have just done. 

"Beautiful messy" were the words I used to describe my struggle with the 

research: the fact that the more I write, the more questions I have. "Beautiful 

messy" describes my sense that there is no formula that can be neatly laid down 

that will explain my leaming. I then look for the origin of that idea and find it in 

Lessing's book read when I was in my early twenties. I examine the difference 

this had on my thoughts about literature, worldviews, and my own teaching. I 

reflect on the "and/or" question as a question of language. I connect this with the 

receptivity to my frîend's assertion that we needn't wnvinœ people of things. I 

then weave in my most recent account with this idea in Schoemperlen's novel 

and how her words resonated with me and afiirmed a view that fits me better as I 

grow older. 

F inally, as I made explicit in the self-esteem segment of this leaming story, 

writing is the prirnary method by which I make meaning. Writing is how I vent. 

search. and sort. It is how I understand who I am and who I used to be. Writing 

has also helped me to understand the lives of those around me. One of my life 

roles, that of k i n g  a daughter to my mother, has been the site of great learning 

for me, and a source of greater communication for both of us. 

My father is a skilled storyteller and so I know much about his life as a 

child and young man. He will often Say, "That reminds me of the time ..." and a 



delightful and hilarious story will follow. I am grateful that his love of connections 

and stories has found a home in me, his eldest daughter. My mother talks about 

the details of everyday life. She is a voracious list maker, an organizer of the 

logistics of my family's increasingly wmplex cornings and goings. But I do not 

know the stories of her childhood. 

When I was home last summer, my mother and I took a long drive to the 

campground where my youngest sister was working. It has been my observation 

that people talk when they are in a vehicle for a long time, even people who are 

not nonally storytellers. I listened carefully and that evening, while my sister 

and my mother were sleeping, I wrote her story. This helps me undentand how 

she got here. It helps me remember. 

rnom's story 

it was a long-drive day 
my mom and i had a list of a million things to do 
for the youngest sister 
newly employed at a campground near sharbot lake 

it was a cold and rainy day 
the weather has been terrible since my retum 
from red hot monterrey 
my morn hoped i would bring the sunshine with me 
al1 i could manage was me (and at 1 :30 in the rnoming at that) 
one black suitcase 
and some mexican pesos 

i have slept a lot since i got home. 
i haven't slept in for 6 mexiw weeks 
i am very tired. 
my morn let me sleep in un61 10: 15 am 
this moming 
while she altered a new biack skirt 
took out every waistband stitch by hand 
added some elastic. 
i had said that i would get it done in kingston. 



when i awoke this moming the black skirt 
was perfeect 
and a penny saved is a penny earned. 
after all. 

we left at 1 :O0 pm. 
i hugged my dad. 
"don't work too hard." 
we always Say that. 
it's Our way of saying "i love you." 
we zigzagged cross country picking up things for megan 
a wrench frorn kerri-ann, 
some coveralls from my other sister laurie 
(we left her a candle made inside an orange. 
i wish i had bought one for myself. 
we left the candle on top of the freezer 
so her husband wouldn't step on it 
with his worltboots.) 
then to canadian tire. megan has a new tracker. 
it's red and she's decided to change her own oil. 
then we got her groceries in kemptville 
swung ont0 highway 7 for the drive to the campground. 
it was still raining. 

on the way 
we pulled off onto highway 38 
and took a tour of sharbot lake. 
"just to see." 
that's what my mom says. 

and on the way 
we talked about stuff 
her life mostly. 
how she never had bangs, 
how she started working at the bank when she was 16. 
when she was 24 she moved to vancouver. 
it was a promotion. 
but her boss wouldn't give her 
any holidays to be in her sister's wedding. 
(although she didn't Say so to me 
she would have had strong feelings about this) 
so she quit and came home 
and she started to date my sweet father 
(who is not always sweet 
but is always good) 
and she said he was a handsome devil then 



and i believe it. 
so she worked in ottawa between 
september and deœmber of that mid-sixties year 
and on christmas eve 
she walked down to the airline 
and it was pouring min and she got soaked 
and she bought her ticket to retum ta vanwuver 
she said she really liked it there, 
her trunk was already packed 
and when she told rny father 
that day or the next 
which would have been christmas 
he asked her to cash it in. 
and she did. 

they knew each other from church. 
he spent christmas with her family. 
she spent new yeafs with his. 
his family knew that he was bringing someone 
but they didn't know who. 
they got engaged on valentines day, 
my father using up al1 of his sentimentality 
while still a young man. 
it wasn't a surprise 
they had been shopping for rings. 

they got mamed in june. 
it was going to be september 
but my father thoug ht maybe it would be good 
to work it around planting 
and the hantest. 

so they mamed in june 
and then we carne. 

and i talk with my morn as we 
drive through the grey day 
drive towards this campground 
on the other side of arden 
and i ask questions 
because 
i am curious 
because i want to imagine the world 
as it was before me. 
morn says she wasn't sentimental back then 
didn't cry when dad asked her 



to marry him. she says she hugged him. 
now she cries at the deaths 
of the two fictional storeowners 
in a novel she has been reading. 

i am a deeply sentimental girl. 

does dad feel bad that i am so far way? 

no. you are a big girl. 
you get to do whatever you want. 
we al1 understand that. 
it's different now. 

rny mother's mother was upset 
when she went to vanwuver 35 yean ago. 
she was only gone for 4 months. 
then she mamed and she never went away again. 

my mother's mother has k e n  gone for 12 yean. 

my mother gives us her life 
in small doses 
grocenes delivered to the door, 
home made sweet pickles. 
late-night trips to the airport, 
longdrive days of stones 
from when she was just a git 
the age my little sister is. 
my sister at the campground 



Fann moment: What it means to pay attention to the details 

Wsdom is a life that knows it is living. " - Moravian payer book 

My father's favounte joke is that if he won a million dollars he would farm 

until it was al1 gone. Farrning has not always been an easy way of life for my 

father. It is physically demanding in the extreme and quite solitary at times. The 

weather is unpredictable at best, as are other factors like the price of beef. The 

money he makes from farming cleariy does not justify the choice of this career. 

But I believe that farming is not a choice for my father. Sinœ the day he 

left grade eight. he has been a full-time faner. My mother married him knowing 

that. He will be a farmer until he dies. even should ill-health prevent him from 

doing the physical labour involved. 

Farming is in him. Farming transcends choice. 

There is a scene at the beginning of A Thousand Acres, in which Jason 

Robards is bending over in his field. He has dirt in his hands; he is lost in the 

smell of the earoi and the air, and the green of the fields. It is his fam. The 

scene had a profound effect on me as I have often seen my father taking in the 

sights and smells of his land. I grew up watching hirn paying attention. 

I admire my father's single-mindedness, his hurnility. his acceptance of 

factors beyond his wntrol. and his belief in the value of his own labour. These 

have been powerful lessons for me. I am proud of his wmmitment to keep 

choosing, every day, this thing that first chose him. 

And I have leaming. lt has chosen me. I know that my job is to pay 

attention. My father taught me. 



5: Winter 

To most of existence them is an inner and an outer world. S M ,  bark, 
surface of Ihe ocean open to reveal other realities. What is inside shapes 
and sustains what appears. So it is too with human consciousness. And 
yet the mind rarely has a simple connection to the inner Me. At a certain 
age we begin to define ourselves, to ch00~8 an image of who we are. 1 
am this and not that, we say, atiempting thus to erase whatever is within 
us that does not fit Our idea of who we should be. In time we forget our 
earliest selves and mplace that rnemory wifh the image we have 
constructed at the bidding of others. - Susan Griffin 

PART 1: PROMISES TO MYSELF REVlSlf ED 

I was raised to believe that it is important to keep one's promises. As I 

have grown older, the wisdom behind this belief has become clearer as I have 

witnessed, first hand, the consequences of not keeping one's word. The telling of 

this thesis has demanded a particularly cornplex level of promise-keeping in that 

these promises involve not only myself but anyone else who reads this thesis. 

These are research promises, promises on my part to tell the tniest story 

possible. I have pledged not to "spin" data so that it will tell a particular story 

about me as a leamer, about my leaming, or about learning as a more general 

process. 

As outlined in Chapter One: amving at the fam, I made eight specific 

promises to myself about the research and writing of this thesis. As a reminder 

they were: 

1) To undentand myself as a leamer 
2) To wnduct a self-study 
3) To fiame my study with hermeneutic phenomenology 
4) To understand through an interpretative lens 
5) To find themes or patterns in my leaming 
6) 10 tell stories 



7) To transœnd my own leaming 
8) To create an aesthetically pleasing research document 

At the end of this proœss, wrapped up in a wam blanket and sipping hot 

chocolate in the Winter of my thesis, I wish to take some time to evaluate my 

success at keeping my own promises. 

I will begin by evaluating my success in the area of self-study. In my 

introduction, I acknowledged the difficulty of self-study in that the researcher and 

the subject are locked together in the same self. Critics have articulated 

concems about both the nature of the story that is being told. and the validity of 

this research (Ellis 8 Bochner, 2000, p. 745). In an effort to address these 

wncems. I retum to the nine self-study guidelines set forth by Bullough 8 

Pinnegar (2001 . pp. 16-1 9). 

As I read my thesis, and hear wmments from other readen, it is clear that 

I have written a penonal narrative that rings true and enables others to make a 

wnnection to the stories of my leaming (Guideline 1). The thesis promotes 

insight and interpretation by asking difficult questions and by explicitly inviting the 

reader to becume a participant in the process of answenng them (Guideline 2). 

My thesis presents and engages history, mine and larger histories, in a candid 

and honest fashion (Guideline 3). The work addresses many problems and 

issues faced by educaton (Guideline 4) and I have added to the authenticity of 

my voice, the voiœs of other theorists, authon, and texts in order to produce a 

more scholarly work (Guideline 5). It is an explicit goal of the thesis to improve 

my own leaming situation and that of others (Guideline 6). My thesis portrays 



character development. mine and that of those around me. and includes dramatic 

action; it is unlikely that anyone reading this work would question that something 

genuine is at stake in the story (Guideline 7). The thesis attends mindfully to 

pesons in wntextlsetting through my awareness and careful treatment of the 

relationship between my past and present selves (Guideline 8). Finaily. through 

the lens of my unique style of story telling, and through my commitment to telling 

the truest possible story. I believe that this research offers fresh perspectives on 

established truths (Guideline 9). 

I feel quite proud of my ability to keep these self-study promises. In fact, 

when I look back at the list of eight promises to myseif there are only two ways in 

which I have not been as successful as I would have liked. These failures are 

not, however, situated in a lack of effort and commitment on my part. 

Fint, in ternis of understanding my own leaming I continue to stniggle with 

my relationship with belonging and comrnunity. I have spent more time writing 

and puuling over this theme than on any other and yet an understanding of how 

it contributes to my leaming continues to elude me. I think this undentanding is 

dificult because the therne of "belonging" transcends leaming; "belonging" is 

central to my self-concept. I have confiicting feelings about belonging as it 

pertains to my life. I long to belong to supportive communities and yet I have 

found myself disappointed in many of the communities of which I have been a 

part. I do not yet fully understand why this is, why a comrnunity that is a fertile 

leaming ground for othen is banen for me. As I seek patterns that might help 

me understand this question. I am. however. beginning to see that the common 



factor in each situation of non-belonging is me. It would be reasonable to 

assume that, in addition to factors beyond my control, there is someaiing 

important about me and my need to belong that is affecting my ability to belong 

to communities in the way that I would like, in a manner that allows the best 

possible leaming . 

Second, in my Thesis Promises b Myself, I stated the importance of 

creating a research document that is aesthetically pleasing. I so much wanted 

this thesis to be a thing of beauty. Sadly, I do not believe that this thesis is 

beautiful. It does not hang together as one unified piece in the way that I had 

imagined. It does not make me proud in the way that my proposal does. It does 

not sing. In response to this, I have asked myself, "Have I sacrificed beauty for 

truth?" Yes, I believe I have. Is it worth it, this trade-off? I think the compromise 

of beauty is justified in that I have done my best to answer some important 

questions about leaming and I have represented these answen as well as I am 

able. And there are some moments of beauty of which I am especially proud. I 

am also delighted at the creaüve tums, the great imaginings, that my mind has 

delivered unto me during the writing of this thesis. There is much in the thesis in 

the way of metaphor and narrative that, I think, will be both enjoyable and 

informative for the reader. 

I also promised to conduct a self-study that uses hemeneutic 

phenomenology and interpretive lenses. I prornised to find themes, to tell stories, 

and to transcend my own leaming. I am proud of the thesis that has corne about 

as a result of my adherence to these goals and promises. I have been a good 



promise keeper and a good researcher in my attemph to understand my own 

leaming and to tell the tniest possible story of this search and these diswveries. 

Even with respect to the issues of belonging and the beauty of the thesis, I know 

that I did my best. I would also like to invite you to evaluate my success at 

achieving my promises. 

In keeping my promises, I actually leamed many things that I did not 

anticipate. or intend to leam. The most significant of these is the way that the 

research and the wnting has changed me as a leamer and a teacher. When I set 

about writing my proposal in the Spring of 1999 1 was a particular version of 

Monna McDiarrnid. The two and a half yean that have passed have seen me 

become other Monnas, different rivers. 

I was explaining this notion, the idea that we can never step in the same 

river twice, to my grade seven Language Arts students a few weeks ago. I was 

hoping this illustration would help them understand the idea of transformation 

and epiphany, how we are always changing and leaming as a result of every 

experience and conversation that we have. At the end of this past week I took in 

some writing assignments from my students about their most inspirational 

teachers. One of rny students, an Amencan boy named Jeff, wrote about me; 

this was surprising to me as I have only taught him for two months. He wrote, at 

length. about the "never the same river twice" lesson. This student wrote that 

this story helped him to see his own potential; he undentaad that he would just 

keep getting better and better. He also explained that he now understood that al1 

of the conversations he had were important. 



About a rnonth ago I asked this same student not to use the phrase "shut 

upn as I believe it is disrespectful and does not allow the other penon any dignity. 

Three days ago I attended a party for a student who is leaving our school to 

move back to the United States with her family. Another student yelled at 

someone to "shut up" and my student. Jeff. told her not to use that phrase 

because Ms. McDiamid doesn't like it. I asked him to explain why I don't like it 

and he responded that it wasn't kind. 

This student, Jeff, is now more conscious of hïs own life joumey. He has 

corne to sae his life as a creation. one that he is actively creating, rather than just 

the sum of the stuff that happens to him. I feel humbled that I am one of this 

studentk most inspirational teachers. I am gateful that he was able to hear my 

story and make it important in his own life. 

His joumey serves as a minor of my own in which every experience that 

presents itself to me constitutes an opportunity to leam. The process of asking 

myself about the nature of my own leaming, and of writing about what I have 

learned, has provided me with a greater mindfulness. My fint "Promise to 

Myself" was to understand my own learning. What I have corne to understand is 

that I leam best when I am paying close attention. This intense attenüveness is 

characterized both by watchingllistening more carefully to my encounten and 

experiences, and to noting my emotional and physical responses to what I leam. 

This realization about the nature of paying attention has been 

transfomational in my life. I have leamed how to be more open to invitations to 

leam. I have leamed how b detemine whether or not I am ready to leam a 



217 

particular lesson. I have learned that constructive cdticism, while still difficult to 

hear, is extremely important to my leaming and to telling the truest possible story 

of myself to myself. This thesis has constituted my most remarkable invitation to 

leam and it took me a long time to accept it. Accepti ng it has changed me in 

profound ways. I will never be the same Monna again. 

PART 2: LEARNING FROM THE INSIDE OUT 

Myself as a leamer 

i) The five themes at work rt A.S.F.M. 

As promised. when I read, reread and wrote about my data, I was on the 

look out for through-lines. for themes that infonned my leaming. It is important to 

state that not al1 five themes enhanced my leaming one hundred per cent of the 

time. A theme might enhance my leaming in some cases while, in other leaming 

environrnents, that same theme might serve as an obstacle to my leaming. Still, 

each of the five themes that I have identified has played an important role on the 

stage that is my learning. 

We begin with suppoit. When I feel supported in a particular leaming 

environment I am more comfortable. I know that my presence has been 

sanctioned on fonnal or informal levels and that the people with whom I am 

engaged, my w-learnerslinstnictorsIcoIieaguesladminis, care about my 

success. 

Let us use an example of my data that has been largely untapped. Bat of 

my role as Grade Seven teacher at the American Schwl Foundation of 



Monterrey. In a very sad tum of events, a teacher from the school was killed in a 

car accident. The principal of the high schoal, with whom I had interviewed about 

a month earlier, called to ask if I would come down as soon as possible. I told 

him that I would come as soon as I had finished my coursework for my Mastets 

of Education in four weeks. I also had to ask a principal who had offered me a 

job earlier that day to release me from our verbal agreement. He refused and the 

next two weeks were spent in a fluny of emails with the two principals. The 

principal at A.S.F.M. remained calm and supportive. He indicated, tactfully, that 

he could not offer me a job while I had an agreement with another school. I 

broke my contract with the second school, fully understanding that I might also 

lose the job at A.S.F.M. I did not. 

The principal at A.S.F.M. picked me up at the airport on the last day of 

April2000. He drove me to rny apartment which I would be shanng with another 

teacher; on the way home he gave me a tour of the neighbourhood so that I 

would know where the grocery store, dnig store, cinema. and other amenities 

were located. When we arrived at the apartment he camed my bags up three 

flights of stain (no mean feat!) and heiped me figure out the three-lock system. 

He tumed on the air wnditioner in my room, showed me the groceries that the 

schwl had purchased and left in my fridge for me, and gave me a list of al1 the 

other import teachers. He then asked if I would like to come back to his family's 

home and have dinner with Mern; it was a grandchild's birthday. The principal 

came and picked me up two days later and twk  me for a tour of my school. and 



he arranged for a carpool to pick me up for the six weeks until the end of the 

school year. 

This was not a one-time deai. This principal's support of me as a teacher 

and as a penon has been constant. Although he is a busy man, he often pops 

into my room to Say hello. to wish me a good weekend, to pass on a compliment 

from a parent, or another staff member. In short, this principal believes in me 

and is an active participant in my professional success. 

The presence of this positive support allows me to grow as a teacher in 

this new culture. When my mother grows tomato plants she drives a stake into 

the ground beside each plant and then fastens the plant to it with string. This 

stake holds the plant upnght; it helps the plant to grow and meet its potential. 

This is a good analogy for the way in which I feel supported by my principal and 

many other members of my teaching staff. This support makes me feel safe. 

The support of colleagues and administrators at A.S.F.M. has resulted in a 

sense of professional safety that has freed me up to do my best work as a 

teacher. I wish to be very specific about the difference that has made in my own 

leaming. I do not doubt that my contribution to the school is appreciated. I do 

not feel that I am looking ove? my back to see if anyone is watching me in the 

classroom or leading a meeting. It does not matter if they are watching or not as 

I feel secure within my role as a teacher of Language Arts and Geography. In 

fact, I often extend invitations to administrators and colleagues to join us when 

my students are presenting something I feel might be of interest to others. I have 

received the stamp of approval. There is nothing to fear. 



And this is the key sentence. There is nothing to fear. 1 have the support 

of my school community and I do not fear k i n g  perceived as inexperienced or 

inwmpetent. I do not, in fact, feel inexperienœd or incompetent but I certainly 

did at the beginning of my teaching career. and then, more recently when 

teaching adults at the Queen's School of English. What can be just as 

damaging. however, is the perception on the part of others that one is 

inexperienced andlor incompetent. This, I believe, can be more damaging. 

I have nothing to fear. This feeling of safety allows me to let my guard 

down. I have used that saying many times in the past but I am not sure that I 

have given a great deal of thought as to what it really means. I want to pull back 

from my own situation for a moment. When someone's guard is up, they are 

actively involved in protecting themselves from something. an invasion or attack 

of some kind. This threat may be real or imagined, physical or emotionai. When 

a penon (or nation-state or ethnic group) lives under that kind of stress, it is my 

observation that many other processes are intempted. All energy goes into self- 

preservation. Imagine a caterpillar rolling up as your finger rnoves towards it. 

The caterpillar has its guard up. 

This interruption in the routine is a disruption that can be very difficult to 

leam from. As I have written in response to rny poem "falling into colombia" the 

disruption of living and teaching in this new culture was so intense. the perceived 

threat so great. that I could not think clearly. There was a constant static or b u n  

in my head. The disruption in my routine was too great for me to see the 

opportunities for leaming. I could not make out patterns or plan new leaming 



projects. I operated on survival mode. In this case, the leaming about Cali 

occurred much later when I was back in the "safety" of Canada. 

For me, leaming is the fint thing to go when I feel attacked, unsafe. My 

mind is occupied with strategies, with worst case scenarios, and with wondering 

how I allowed my situation to deteriorate to this point. I stop leaming. Letting my 

guard down is a deliberate act in my life. I watch for a while to make sure that 

there is no trickery on the part of othen, and no mistake on my part. When I 

relax and demobilize my defenses, opportunities for learning are visible once 

more and, because I am not busy defending rny professional reputation or my 

tender heart, I am able to engage in and be engaged by these opportunities. 

Dropping rny guard allows me to do the leaming I needlwant to do. As a 

new grade seven teacher l had to learn how teaching middle school is different 

from high school. I wanted to understand how the kids are different and what 

they needed from me as a teacher. I had two very specific leaming goals for 

those first six weeks of teaching in the spnng of 2000. 1 needed to leam more 

about dassrwm management for grade sevens; I needed to undentand what 

they responded to. I also needed to develop a different way of evaluating the 

students that would be mare appropriate for their age and grade level. I spent a 

lot of time speaking with. and watching, my grade seven colleagues Diane, Hilda, 

and Kinten. Each one wntributed to my leaming project with suggestions and 

advice. but also by modelling strategies with their own students. 

In the safety of this teaching and leaming environment. I successfully 

punued specific leaming goals. Building on the professional safety I feel at 



A.S.F.M. I have, in the 2000-2001 academic year become heavily involved in the 

extracumcular life of the students. My sense of safety had led to a feeling of 

belonging . 

Let us see safety, here, as the traveller's amval at a cabin in the woods. 

You have walked a considerable distance through the wld and the deep drifts of 

snow to get there. Night was falling and you could just make out the lights of the 

cabin. Safety becomes belonging when a large mug of hot chocolate is pressed 

into your hand and you join the othen, colleagues, friends, or family memben (it 

does not matter) in front of the fire. Belonging, in my research and my life, is the 

sense that I am a part of a greater whole. I am not incidental to this group but a 

participating member who brings a unique contribution. Perhaps, that night in 

front of the fire, I will tell a story about a faraway land where the seas are blue 

like the prairie sky. It will not matter if I am wnfused about a detail. Someone 

will correct me, or not. "Belonging" is characterized, for me, by an authentic 

knowledge and acceptance of who/what I am by the others in the group. True 

belonging is cornplex and fraught with difficulties. It does not allow for fairy tales 

where al1 memben are lovely and loving; there will always be obstacles. Within 

'belonging", however, the members simply wpe with the obstacles. 

So, along with support and safety came belonging. I felt. and continue to 

feel, very much a part of my school community. This sense of belonging fosten 

a responsibility and a desire, on my part, to contribute to that wmmunity. In this 

past academic year at A.S.F.M., I have pleûged my belonging. I served as the 

primary Staff Advisor to the Middle Schwl Student Council. I helped organize the 



Middle School Creative Writing Conferenœ for the American Society of Mexican 

Schwls; I presented a poetry workshop at the conferenœ and lived in as a 

chaperone. I filled in for the Grade Seven Team Leader when his baby was 

bom. I attended a Middle School conference in St. Louis, Missouri and made a 

presentation to my colleagues when I got back to Monterrey. I suggested a 

system wherein new "ImpoK teachers would be paired with retuming teachers; I 

was asked to implement this program. I felt so galvanized by rny professional 

success, that I started a monthly Book Clubl an effoit that pulls my belonging out 

of the school and extends it into my social life in Monterrey. This is not simply a 

list of activities; this is a portrait of my full membership in a school wmmunity. It 

has been a painting long in the works and it will never be wmplete. What was 

painted first has been wvered up with newer images. But the colours are vivid 

and the painting, both process and product, continues to engage. 

In Joe versus the Volcano Joe asks Patricia if she believes in God. 

Without denying the existence of God, she smiles and responds, "1 believe in 

myself. I have confidence in myself." This, better than any long explanation I 

wuld give, symbolizes selfesteem. 

In the film, Meg Ryan plays three different women. The fnt ,  Dee Dee, is 

a meek and fearful colleague of Joe's. Angelica is a troubled wornan, a painter 

and poet, who lives off of the rnoney of her wealthy father. She is desperate to 

change her life but is unable to initiate that transformation. Her half-sister, 

Patricia, has been hired to take Joe to the island of Weponey-Woo on a sailboat. 

Patricia acknowledges to Joe that she is doing so in retum for the boat itself. As 
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a person who wanted to "steer clear' of her father's money. she feels haunted by 

the realization that she can be bought for a price. On their first night at sea. 

Patricia tells Joe that she is soul-sick with this knowledge. Patricia is the only 

one of the three characters who sees herself as she is, who continues to hold 

henelf in high regard, and who bas confidence in herself. Patncia is the risk- 

taker: she falls in love with Joe in spite of the fact that he is going to die. She 

takes the great volcano leap with Joe. She is aie optimist who insists that 

everything is going to be okay. The character of Patricia is the promise of what 

Dee Dee and Angelica wuld bewme if they could/would only face their fean and 

take "the leap". whatever their own personal risk rnight be. Joe says to each of 

the women "When I Rrst met you. I had a feeling that I had seen you before." 

Patricia is transformation. She has transfomed herself through her own 

confidence in herself, through her selfesteem. 

Selfasteem is the point at which the pattern-paths of my data diverge. 

This is the point at which the thernes bewme more complex and slightly less 

predictable. Support, safety, and belonging are three parts of a whole that often 

leads to my fullest participation in a leaming wmmunity. I feel supported, and 

this support leads to a sense of safety in which I experience a greater openness 

to leaming. In a safe leaming environment I am not preoccupied with efforts to 

keep my "guard upn. Safety lays the groundwork for belonging in which I 

continue to leam but where the leaming is accornpanied by significant 

contributions to the group. 



A presence of seif-esteem can make the su pport-safety-belong ing 

continuum much less important in a leaming situation. My own sense of self- 

wotth, in the absence of extemal support, has allowed for some powefful new 

leaming. The disruption, and the living of that disruption. has been experienced 

outside of my safety net. Critical reflection and integraüon occurred as a more 

solitary undertaking. 

What is even more startlinglimportant is the revelation that there are some 

lessons that must be leamed outside of the safety net. It is the nature of the 

lesson. I am speaking here not so much of leaming within a school environment 

but leaming of a more penonal nature. I am also speaking of the intersection 

of risk and self esteem. I am speaking of the realization that, in certain leaming 

situations, it is better for me to be living outside of the palm of love. I can 

transfom on my own in a way that I don't transfom when I am feeling more 

cornplacent in a supportive wmmunity. 

Risk taking moments may lead to leaming. If you doubt this claim consider. 

for a moment, the success of educational programs such as 'Outward Bound" 

which depend on the lived experience of risk. With regards to risk, the 

appearance of it does not guarantee a leamer a meaningful leaming opportunity. 

To use the language of the disruption, a leamer may choose to simply avoid the 

disruption, to make another choice in which helshe does rot have to deal with 

Mat particular nsk. In this scenario, the leamer does not have a lived experience 

of the risk and cannot leam from it although some leamen may leam from an 

avoidance of nsk. This is, however, a different lesson. 



There are any number of interpretations regarding what lawslforces govem 

that which happens in the worîd every day. Are our actions the random choices 

of people who find ourselves here, thrown together on this blue-green planet? Or 

are there other forces, such as destiny and fate, at work? Without taking on this 

parücular debate, it is safe to acknowledge that there are those who believe that 

the universe or life itself semes as a teacher. Whether or not we leam these 

lessons depends on our willingness to accept the invitations that are issued to 

us. At first we may not recognize signs as invitations. I am thinking of a 

particular life lesson I recently leamed about love. Looking back over the last few 

yean I have been sent many invitations to leam but I wasn't ready to recognize 

the invitations for what they were. After some time, I began to recognize the 

wnting on the invitation but still, I did not fiIl out the reply card and pop it in the 

mail. I was not ready. The invitations continued to arrive. Finally I said, "Okay, 

let's do this. Let's take this risk. Lets learn this damned hard lesson." When I 

Say, "leam the lesson" I do no; mean simply acknowledging the substance of the 

lesson aloud. I am speaking of a lived experience of the lesson that led to 

growth and change. I knew the "tmth" of the lesson long before I lived it and 

made it part of my life. Knowing and doing are different. One is passive and 

cerebral while the second is active and visceral. Knowing the truth is iike looking 

at a painting of the woods and thinking, "How pretty." Leaming the tnith is a walk 

in the woods with shafts of Sun slicing through trees and cutting into the black 

leather of your boots. It is the sharp of the wind, the cold of your nose, and the 

cninch of leaves as you walk along. Leaming is the experience itself, your 



interaction with the woods, and the meaning you make of being there. The walk 

in the woods represents your acceptanœ of the invitation. 

The lesson I leamed? It is so simple that I almost dare not write it down. 

Love dies when it is held too tightly. In this sense love is like fire; when the 

supply of oxygen is cut off, the fire goes out. This. I tealize is not a startlingly 

new claim. But leaming it in a way that has altered the way I live and love has 

taken me years and I have ignored a lot of invitations on my way to the woods. I 

was simply not ready to leam this lesson. As educators. we talk a great deal 

about the question of readiness to leam. This most recent experience with 

leaming a thing that many around me have known for decades has been a 

powerful illustration that we do not al1 leam at the same rate. 

In my case. I leamed this lesson at a time when I had made an abrupt change 

in rny routine. I had moved to a new city for a short period of time and had none 

of my usual routines, friands, and safety net. While the city itself was not 

unfarniliar to me, this experience of it was not marked by support, safety, and 

belonging. My Crst few days were spent in relative chaos as I "set up housen and 

waited for my telephone line to be installed. I was adrift on the seas of 

uncertainty and soma considerable stress when yet another invitation to leam 

atrived. I saw what it was and I sent back my reply, whether to the divine 

postmistress of leaming. or to the univene, I do not know. Yes, I will leam this 

lesson. I am ready. 

So the question that presents itself is how could I have been ready in the 

absence of al1 the factors that have, historically, been so important to me in order 



to leam. Now here's where things get really exciting and unpredictaôie and 

weird. I needed to leam that lesson in the absence of the trilogy of support, 

safety, and belonging. It's a lesson about too much love. I was not able to leam 

that lesson inside love; I had to be outside of it. I had to leam this particular 

lesson from deep within the well of myseif; I had to draw on the well of my own 

self-esteem. In the absence of other factors that nomally enhance my leaming, 

self-esteem was al1 that I had; I had only my core sense of my own worth. There 

was only me and the quiet that often leads to my best moments of critical 

reflection. Having had some time to reflect on this transfomative leaming 

experience it is clear to me that. had it not been for my profound solitude, it may 

have taken many more disruptions or invitations for me to leam this lesson about 

the nature of smother-love. The lesson was so big, so important, and so central 

to a number of my relationships that the leaming of it had to be hard and raw and 

expeflenced viscerally. There was no one from my cast of comfort-friends to Say, 

"It's going to be alright." The lesson was about doing it on one's own and 

therefore I had to be alone in order to appreciate this lesson. 

The fifth of my five themes is meaning-making, whether it is punued in the 

securîty and interdependence of "belongingn, the relative independence of self- 

esteem, or in a combination of both leaming "locations". It is important to see 

that one state does not necessarily preclude the other; "belongingn to a leaming 

community does not preclude having healthy esteem, nor does self-esteem 

impede belonging. 



In any leaming situation, whether it is instrumental or transformational in 

nature, the leaming must be interpreted and understood if I am to integrate that 

infonnati on into my life and reestablish a new routine. Having responded to a 

disruption, having accepted an opportunity to leam, from inside my safety net or 

more nakedly from outside of it, I have to make meaning of new leaming. When I 

reflect on my own process of critical refiection, two fundamental ways of 

meaning-making emerge. These are writing and the making of connections. 

They are, of course, connected. 

I write. It's what I do. My life is littered with my own words scrawled in 

joumals, on napkins, on the backs of bank accuunt balance sheets stuffed in my 

wallet, and in various academic works including this thesis. The words soothe 

me. They take me away, and bnng me back (to) myself. They free me. They 

allow me to write for myself a difierent ending. That is not a lie, but a different 

way of seeing. a sideways shift within my own life. All of these words make me a 

better reader of my own life. 

In "The Poet's in, Gary Rasberry explores the use of wordplay as wnting 

practice and reading practice, a site of leaming in which teacher candidates may 

leam to "more generouslyn read themselves and others, including their students. 

Wordplay is tangled. Wordplay can further tangle, just as it can offer to 
untangle. Meaning. A trip through the tangle. A trip. Through. The tangle. 
The construction of a sentence, the placement of words, of signs and 
signifien, -the wording- can intentionally trip. The reader. In wordplay, the 
words play differently on the page. The words play. Differently. On the 
page. In ways mat make different meanings available to the 
readerlwriterlreader. So, while wordplay is, itself, a form of trippng or 
stumbling, it is a tdpping or tumbling-towards- meaning, differently. A trip or a 
stumble is thus an opportunity. An invitation. lnlto leaming. To read our own 



writing, as-% for the first time. As if we were leaming. For the first time. 
DifTerently. Each time. (Rasberry, 2001, p. 102) 

Gary's play and work with wordplay brings the readefs attention to the actions of 

writjng and reading one's own wnting. In his naming the complexjty of the tangle, 

Gary is speaking of my "beautiful messy". If I am being as authentic as is 

possible. the "truth" of the leaming experiences within my own story won't be a 

simple one; a "Once upon a time.. . she leamed sorne important lessons.. . and 

lived happily ever after." The words that I write are tools. I wnte them now. I 

interpret now. I will interpret later. I will write about that interpretation tater. The 

layers of words build up until I becorne an archeologist in the niins of my own 

words. But this is still a site of leaming and I have a very good pair of work bo ts  

and I am not daunted by thirty-four years of words. 

It is not good science to let the study of my own life through my own words 

seern simple. It is not. I am not without rnethodology. I do not. however, want to 

confuse methodology with a recipe. 

ii) Wods keep us connected 

While I am writing I am also reading al1 the texts I encounter and making 

connections between the texts and the text of my life. Some of these texts are 

traditional, books and academic articles; others are less so - movies, memories, 

and snippets of conversation heard on Kingston sidewalks as I walk to the 

market to buy strawberries. I have reœntly leamed (or releamed) that there is a 

belief that not al1 texts were created equal. I was telling some frîends about using 

Joe versus the Volcano in my thesis and one of my dearest friends laughed 



about this. Joe versus the Volcano is a movie 

CRy is a television show about transformation, 

about ttansformation. Sex and the 

The Sound of Music is a play 

about transformation. I have wnsumed al1 three of these texts in the last week. 

All three have helped me develop or c lam ideas about my own learning. They 

have served as connecton. through them and back to myself. 

You see I am a famer's daughter. No matter where I travel or live and 

regardless of my job/vocation, I will always be a faner's daughter. I leamed 

about the elements as a very young child. I saw that if we did not get enough 

min, the com would be dwarfish, too much and it would be thin and spotted like 

an old man in a story. Things are connected to each other. 

I am also a child of popular culture. I read a lot. Mostly Canadian fiction and 

non-fiction. I am a wild consumer of cds. I go to the movies. I rent movies. I 

own movies. For me, al! of these sbries are one story. 

I am not story and yet I am. Every moment is stoned and I am the star. the 
stars, the handmaiden. the Made of grass. Lauryn Hill sings that "Everything 
is everything." That seems nght to me. That reminds me of "Mindwalk"; 
that's what that woman was saying. I have always believed it. I am story. I 
should always fiIl my story with stories of flowers and with good souk with 
whom time slips unnoticed, away from us as we transfomi a conversation into 
a large silk net used to catch memories. (Data from Grad School July 21 st) 

There is one story and we simply change the details. We make the female 

protagonist shorter and we give her some neurosis about writing. We make her 

taller, a redheaded courtesan. Then we give her a terminal illness and an 

impossible love. lt matten not that one is a reai live woman and the second one 

is an actress playing a fictional character based on a real woman and that the 

story is told in the form of a movie musical. Everywhere people. real and 



imagined, are meeting obstades. Eveiywhere people are overcoming them or 

k i n g  destroyed by them. Everywhere people are leaming. This is what 

interests me. This is what I write about. This is how I make sense of my life 

which is connected to al1 of these other lives. If you look carefully, you c m  see 

weaving happening. 

iii) Coming full c i d e  

It was a w a m  night in early March and ten of rny students and their 

parents had gathered on the verandah of our schwl's cafeteria for a night of the 

children's poetry. There were wndles on the red Pepsi tables and stan in the 

sky. The mountains that f a n  la Huasteca Canyon fomed a perfect backdrop 

behind the chiidren as they read their poems, alone and as duets. Their parents 

dapped with great enthusiasm. Daniela Cota, one of my "cool" girls, and I read a 

poem for two voices and she was perfection at the age of thirteen. At the end of 

the evening I read the following poem. I explained that I had written it when I fint 

amved in Monterrey, when I was first trying to figure out who I would be as a 

teacher and a cornmunity member in my new city. Then I read. Later that 

evening, one of my kids asked me "Hey Miss, are those the red shoes from your 

poem?" 

"Yup." l answered. 

"Cool." 



red shoes 

ttiere are these red shoes 

saw them downtown 
nose pressed against storefront glass 
on princess street 

thought about buying the red shoes 
these oxblood clogs 
with their soft woven leather 

imagined myself wearing these shoes 
in a hot country i had never seen 
oxblood clogs for Mexico 

chose the brown instead. 
this seemed sensible to me 
at the time 

Wear brown every day now 
at my diego rivera school 
painted purple. orange. and red 

brown is the colour of desert 
of dust and bumt grass 
and my clogs 

haven't been sleeping well 
dreaming of red shoes 
vivid feet glide over ceramic tile 

a gecko appears on a white wall 
small green seer dimbs 
diagonally through my sleep. 

cal1 my friend late at night. 
would you find the rad shoes? 
he remembers them 

red is the mexican sunset 
25 chairs in my classroorn 
salsa and chilis 

it is june already 
the red shoes are in a box 



on my bed in a northem town 

there are these red shoes 
when i Wear them 
i will walk in mexican suns 

The writing of this poem brings me full circle from 'Yalling into mlombia." I 

actually wrote this piece in my first six weeks in Mexico; it was not a reflective 

piece written afterward. from the safety of "home." I was capable of living and 

learning and observing and reflecting al1 at the same time. I could write "Red 

Shoes". a poem about adjusüng to a new culture. at same time that I was actively 

riding through the waves of that disniption and working to establish a new 

routine. What are the factors that allowed me to do that? I think there are many: 

support. safety. belonging, self-esteem. meaning-making. I also think that age 

can be an incredible teacher. I recently asked a grade seven student to define 

wisdom and he responded that being wise meant "being doser to Yoda than 

Elmo." Finally. Colombia allowed me to write about the red shoes. My year in 

Cali, a wonderfully chaotic and disruptive year, prepared me for the experience of 

being culturally "other." Wnting and reflecting on Colombia has taught me the 

importance of getting back up again after I fall, both literally and figuratively. 

Reflecting on and writing about Colombia has taught me that I am the kind of 

person who can gel right up, clean myself off, and keep on leaming. 

6) A self-portrait 

I am an infant, a 34 year-old woman and a wise old broad al1 at the same 

time. I love to leam and I am temfied by it. I am a model student, always 



following the rules. I am a James Dean rebel without the old leathei jacket. I am 

a stniggling graduate student and a competent grade seven teacher. I am a 

writer, ping-ponging my way from confident and carefree to neurotic and panic- 

stricken. I make lists. I chuck the lists in the garbage and start al1 over again, 

leaming by heart. 

When I fint thought about writing a portrait of myself as a leamer at the 

end of the thesis, a sort of correspondent bookend for the portrait of myself I 

wrote in the Introduction, I thought it would be a relatively straightforward task. 

This, of course, has proven to be untrue. In the end I have chosen to write the 

things that I know to be tme, the things that don't "depend. It will be a tribute to 

Oprah Winfrey who writes, as the final page in each issue of " O  magazine, a 

piece called "What I Know for Sure". 

What 1 know for sure 

1. Time and geographical distance illuminateslelucidates my own leaming. This 

is the critical refiection time I need. 

2. Wnting helps me process what I have leamed and what I am currently 

leaming. Poetry in particular is the great sorter of my experiences. I am a 

narrator, a storyteller. I am interested in the details. 

3. 1 constantly make connections between things. It helps me make sense of the 

universe. 

4. 1 love to be part of a group of people who are working towards a common goal 

and who are good at being with other people. This meeting of "like" minds gives 

me enonnous energy and I can be sustained by that wave for quite a long time, 



and it can get me over quite a few obstacles. It has not happened often but 

when it does, I am light itself. 

5. 1 am a visual leamer. Draw me a picture, show me a video, do a little dance. 

6. 1 read voraciously to leam. Non-fiction and fiction both are great teachen. I 

believe that the truth lives in facts and in fiction. 

7. When I feel unsafe in a group leaming situation, I withdraw. I shut down. I 

stop risking anything by making myself emotionally unavailable. 

8. 1 have to work hard to listen. When someone is annoying me in a group 

setting it is probably because they are "bulldozer, non-listening" person and this 

reminds me of myself. 

9. Talking and explaining helps me leam. The things that I have taught to my 

children are with me months and years later. 

10. I enjoy working on leaming projects with an ending and a product, whether 

that is a physical thing or conceptual. I enjoy working towards a goal. Without 

such a goal I am apt to be found wandering in the wilderness, muttering to 

myself. 

11. I am an introvert now. I have not always b e n  but I am now and k i n g  with 

people in a leaming situation often leaves me exhausted. I need to be alone 

afterwards to recharge my learning-energy batteries. 

12. 1 love positive feedback about my leaming. I CAN take a compliment. 

13.1 am the grade seven teacher that I would have loved to have been taught by 

as a thirteen year old girl. That teacher is really concerned with feelings. This is 

about being a leamer and being a teacher simultaneously. 



14. Mostly, I leam when I am damnad good and ready. 

15. 1 pay attention to other people's leaming. I recommend books and articles 

that I think might be of interest. 

That is a good list of what I know for sure about my own learning. These 

are the things that are consistent. I think, however, that what is missing from 

this list tells as important and interesting a story as what is rewrded. Some 

leaming is dependent on variables such as what it is that I am leaming, my 

competency in this arena, and the people with whom I am working. Not al1 

leaming is fixed. It is not a disappointment to me that I am not able to quantify 

and qualify al1 of my leaming. It refiects the complexities of learning and of me, 

and the tangled interactions between the leaming and me. 

One such complexity occuned when 1 tried to write, separately, about 

what I had leamed about myself as a learner and what I had leamed about the 

leaming process. Nope. Like the discussion of support, safety, and belonging, 

these two would not be separated. I was plagued with mudpuddling again. After 

fighting for a while to separate that which is not separate, I gave in to the 

complexity. Myself as a learner and the proœss by which I have 

leamedlbewme those things are al1 tangled up. But the way in which these two 

factors disappear into each other is "tnie" and that is what I set out to do and 

diswver. 



Ramifications for me as a Iearnor 

One of the critical things that I have learned in the writing of this thesis is 

that belonging matters to me. Once I undentand more about that, and have 

identified what a good community looks like for me - we are talking about the 

matter of "fitff here - then It is my h o p  to bewme more proactive about finding 

these communities. This is what it means to be a fully engaged, self-directed 

leamer. Susan's adult education classes always began with surveys and writing. 

She asked us to consider questions such as "Who am I?" and 'What do I want?" 

Without this kind of intentionality, without this reflection on what one wants, adult 

education rnay deteriorate into a bunch of grown-ups wandering around in the 

dark, bumping into things. Adult learning rnay belfeel especially nsky since we 

do not necessarily think of ounelves as leamers and there may be more at 

stake, both erotionaliy and financially. The bruises that are sustained as we 

wander without direction, or in the wrong direction, can be enough to prevent us 

from future risks. I have to know what I want and what 1 am dealing with. I need 

to know whether my need for structure is high or rot. (It is.) It is this process of 

asking and answering, of theorizing and challenging that leads to self- 

directedness. No one will daim this is an easy path but self-directedness is a 

way of really getting your money's worth out of your own leaming. The work is 

an investment in you. 



Ramifications for me as an educator 

The ramifications of my research for me as an educator corne in the fom 

of questions. 

1) In my own classmom, how can I provide for the kids an environment that is 

safe enough for leaming but not so safe that the learners are smothered? 

2) How can I provide the students with opportunities to design more of the 

curriculum and to make more "real" decisions mceming our shared life in the 

classroom? 

3) How can I facilitate the twin desires of achievement and belonging in my 

classes? 

4) How can I ensure that kids know how things work; how can I ensure that they 

are adequately oriented to my classroom, seventh grade, middle school, and la 

Huasteca Campus? 

5) How can I find a balance between the " w a n  funy" me who wants to play and 

the teacher who knows how important structure is to most grade seven students? 

I know that more questions will corne, but the only way to answer them is to 

do what I have done in this thesis. I must live the experience, ask the questions, 

wnte and read, talk out loud, try new things and, finally, trust the process of 

leaming about leaming. 



PART 3: OUT INT O THE WORLD 

There are diffemnt kinds of pilgrimages 

Being at the end of my thesis is rather like being at a cottage across a lake 

from the girls' camp you used to attend as a child. You will never go back, now 

far too old even to retum as a wunsellor. But the smell of the campfire and the 

sounds of girls laughing and singing takes you back in a way that is more 

powerful than you expected. You are pulled back into your own past, and to the 

mernories that surface take the shape of a list of life lessons.. . the things you 

leamed at camp. Lots of things that I leamed at camp have been transferable to 

the rest of my life. I leamed the importance of saying hello fint, even if I was 

scared. I leamed about working with a group of people I didn't know; that it 

wasn't always easy but if I remembered to keep my mouth closed for part of the 

time I might leam sorne pretty interesting stuff. I learned that taking physical 

risks. the scariest of al! for a young non-athletic camper, gave me a feeling of 

enonous pride and satisfaction. 

What is trairsferable? 

Now. as I sit across the lake from my data, and now from the majority of my 

thesis. my question is what, of this leaming, is transferable to other leamen? 

t want to te11 you a story.. . 

Once upon a time in a kingdom far, far away (a beginning with which we are 

al1 familiar) lived a people consumed with the question of leaming. How do 



people leam? What are the conditions under which people will leam best? How 

do we know when we are done leaming? The people were so obsessed with 

leaming how to leam that they spoke of alrnost nothing else. They fomed Royal 

Commissions to look into the questions. The more sensitive citizens adually lost 

sleep about this leaming situation. 

One day, a visitor announced that he had heard of a graduate student typing 

away in her ivory tower in a far-off medium-sized eastern Ontario city. It was 

nimoured. said he, that the graduate student was studying this exact question. 

The kingdorn's town council (letls make it a real democracy) was able to trade a 

supply of their greatest export, the Crispy Cninch, to sorne unscrupulous and 

choailate-addicted academics for a rnap to the ivory tower in which the graduate 

student lived. The people chose their four most trusted messengen to make the 

four-day voyage ta Kingstown; they had been entmsted with the important task of 

inviting the graduate student to wme and share with them about what she had 

learned about leaming. They were to bflng her back to their kingdom so that al1 

of the people could leam how to learn. 

There was a great party the night before the rnessengen departed for 

Kingstown, so great was the people's anticipation of meeting the one who would 

answer their questions about leaming. The people wished the riders well, 

squeezed their hands and patted their backs, and everyone went off to bed to get 

a good nightk sleep. And. in the moming, the messengen rode their mgnificent 

homes towards a biazing sunrise in the east. (Gallant steeds always rnake a 

story more imptessive). 



After their first day of riding the four messengers stopped to spend the night 

at an inn. They had a pint or two with dinner, as messengers will do, and dinner 

stretched into after-dinner and the messengers filled their evening with stones 

and gooû scotch. When they gathered in the morning for eggs and strong black 

coffee, one of their group was still absent when it was time to leave. Momie went 

up the stairs and knocked on Jacob's door. The door opened just a crack and 

Jacob's face appeared. "Sorry, old man". he said to Morrie. "I'm not coming." 

Morrie was outraged. "What do you mean you are not coming? We need to 

fetch the graduate student so that we c m  leam about leaming." It was useless. 

Jacob had met someone over scotch and stones and. at some point during the 

night. their stories had merged. Jacob was in love and some other things too. 

Jacob was most decidedly not interested in riding to the end of the earth to find 

this graduate student. 

Mome explained the loss of Jacob to his fellow messengen, Nina and Carol. 

The three stood in the stables shaking their heads. Butl since nothing was to be 

done, and since three was still a fine number to fetch a graduate student, they 

mounted their majestic homes and set off towards Kingstown. 

This day's riding took the messengers through the fertile rolling fields of 

familand. The green of the field was soothing for their eyes and their souk and 

they rode without talking. As the Sun began to dip between the rolling of the hills 

the messengen were aware that they had not seen an inn al1 day. They decided 

that perhaps they might ask for lodging at a nearby fam. The farrner who came 

out into the yard seemed quite surpriseci to see them there with their enomious 



horses but he showed them the barn where they watered and fed the animals. 

Then the farmer took the messengers into his home where he introduced them to 

his wife and their son and daughter. They were just sitting down to dinner (that's 

what the evening meal is called on a farm) and everyone knows that there is 

always more than enough to eat at a famihouse. The messengen spent a 

pleasant evening with the fam family, talking about their joumey and also about 

life on the farm. 

In the morning the fannets wife made an astonishing breakfast and the three 

messengen wished they could eat bacon every moming. As they rose to saddle 

their horses, Carol stayed in her seat. Mome and Nina could sense what was 

wming. "Sony guysn, she said. "I've never really thought much about faming 

but the famer's description of his farnily's life here has made me wonder what I 

have been missing. I am going to stay here on the fam and help with the 

haying. I have always longed for a simpler life and I want to see if I might be a 

happier farmer than a messenger." Mome and Nina wished her the best, since 

they were bewming accustomed to this particular scenario, and they rode off into 

the new day. 

They were still a two-day ride from Kingstown and each messenger felt some 

anxiety that heishe might have to complete the mission alone. The rolling hills 

evened out and the riden approached an enormous town called Moreonto. They 

had no dificulty finding lodging that evening. The red lights of Young Street 

announced inn after inn. Çinding a stable for the horses was somewhat tnckier 

but, finally , they found a large domed building with exceptionally good grass. 



They left the horses in the large stable dome and went to their inn. Nina was 

quite tired after the adventure of riding into this bustling town and trying to find a 

place for the horses. She ate quickly and went to her room. Mome, who felt 

invigorated by the town, put on his jacket and went out into the bright lights to 

see what Moreonto had to offer. 

At six o'clock the following moming Nina was awakened by three sharp 

knocks on the door. When she opened it she found Mome, looking very much 

like he had not yet slept. "Nina", he began, "You are on your own now. I know 

this will be very hard for you to understand but I have decided to stay in this 

glamorous town and become an exotic dancer." It was. indeed, hard for Nina to 

understand. This was not because she questioned Mome's desire to try 

something new but because she had never heard of exotic dancing. She 

wondered if it was a bit like the polka. She gave Marrie a light kiss on the cheek 

as she left, and resolved not to stop riding until she had arrived in Kingstown. 

Nina wllected her steed who, she had noticed, had eaten quite a nice patch of 

grass in the dome-stable. She rode out of the city and back into green; she rode 

hard al1 day, stopping only to eat a light meal of apple pie made inside a giant red 

apple. The sun set behind her and still she rode by the light of the fireflies that 

she had summoned. It was well after rnidnight when she entered the old town 

with its stately limestone homes. She followed the map to the corner of Bagot 

Street and Earl. She looked up and saw that there was, indeed, a light blazing in 

the tower. It was as if the graduate student had been expecting her, as if she 
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was just waiting for the invitation Nina camed, along with a few melted 'Crispy 

Clunches" in her saddlebag. 

Nina stood at the bottom of the tower and shouted the name of the graduate 

student. Suddenly a woman appeared at the window. "What?." snapped the 

graduate student. 

"l've corne from a land far. far away to fetch you and take you back to my 

homeland so that you can teach my people how to iearn." pronouncd Nina in 

the most dignified and serious sounding tone she could muster after midnight. 

"Corne on up," hollered the graduate student. 

Nina had expected more of an adventure here. She thought that she might 

have been forced to sale the tower wall amed only with duct tape and her 

Swiss Amy knife. She had hoped that pehaps the graduate student might 

provide some kind of riddle, a test of her worthiness. Nothing. Nina climbed the 

narrow staircase and entered the chamber of the graduate student. It was a 

small room and someone had painted it lavender. How odd. 

Nina shwk the hand of the graduate student who then offered her a chair and 

a glass of iced tea. Nina offered the graduate student a "Cnspy Cmnch" which 

the graduate student ate slowly while Nina described her people's obsession with 

leaming, and the long joumey that had brought Nina to the tower. Nina 

explained that there had been four messengen. so important was this quest to 

her people, but that three had chosen other paths. The graduate student then 

explained what exotic dancing was. "Oh!" exciaimed Nina. 



After a few minutes had passed. Nina suggested that they set out again in the 

moming. She asked where she might aquire a second home for the graduate 

student The student looked a bit crazed at this point and Nina suspected that 

she had corne to yet another obstacle in her joumey. "Nina, I am very flattered 

by the invitation you have brought from your kingdom. The thing is I have just 

ten days until the first draft of my thesis must be finished. Ten days." The 

graduate student was most definitely looking a bit crazed. "And Ninan, she 

added, "1 am just a student and I cannot possibly have the kind of answers your 

people are looking for." 

Nina thought about this for a moment and then she contemplated retuming to 

her far, far away land without Jacob, without Carol, without Mome, and without 

the graduate student. It was quite impossible. She would be humiliated, 

demoted even. She tried to explain this to the graduate student and. although 

the graduate student felt quite bad about Nina's having corne al1 this way, she 

definitely was not signing up for the retum trip. Just when Nina thought al1 hope 

was lost the graduate student came up with a humdinger of an idea. "Nina, do 

your people have email?" "Of course, we have email", replied Nina, a bit 

surprised at the graduate studenrs ignorance. The graduate student proposed 

that she send the town council an email outlining what she had leamed about 

leaming. She said she couldn't send her whole thesis as it was still a work in 

progress, but she would try to send what she thought would be helpful to the 

people in the far, far away kingdom. Nina was ovejoyed at this solution and she 

slept soundly in a small room behind the staimell. 



As Nina prepared to leave in the morning she found a note that had b e n  left 

by the graduate student. The note said: 

"Everything that happens to you is your teacher. 
The secret is to learn to sit 

at the feet of your life and be taught." 
- Polly Berrien Berends 

Nina folded up the note and placed it in her saddlebag. She left the still-soundly- 

sleeping tower, saddled up her tnisty steed, and headed into the west where it 

was just becoming day again 



Date: Mon, 23 Jul2001 2 l:O3:46 -0400 
Frorn: Monna McDiarmid unonnamcd@ learningmail.ca> 
Reply-to: monnamcd@ 1earningmail.ca 
To: Far Away Kingdom Council <the council@ learningmail.ca> 
Subject: an interesting request 

Dear people of the far, far away kingdom. 

Hi there. 

1 was most honoured by your very kind invitation for me to mvel to your far, far 
away kingdom and share with you some of the things that 1 have learned in the 
process of researching and writing my thesis. 

As Nina will have told you by now, it was quite impossible for me to accompany 
her back to your kingdom. Please be assured that Nina gave a very thorough 
explanation of your interest in learning, and she did her best to convince me to 
make the joumey. 1 am on a journey of my own nght now, a joumey of words. 
finishing up my thesis that 1 have been writing for many years. Perhaps, when 
this work is completed. I could visit your kingdom. I'd like to leam more about a 
people so cornrnitted to the subject of learning. 

1 promised Nina that 1 would send an email explaining what 1 have learned about 
ieaming. I hope this correspondence will, in some smdl way, rnake up for rny 
absence and that Nina will feel that her joumey was not undertaken for nothing. 

Fint, Nina told me that four messengen set out on the joumey to Kingstown but 
that al1 three of her colleagues found other interests along the way. Jacob found 
love. Carol became a farrner. Evidentiy, Mome has corne to a certain 
appreciation of dance. Each of your three citizens has created a new life. Each 
one of hem is learning. Right now. 

1 can tell you that people need different things to leam. Each person will need 
different things in different doses depending on the thing that he or she is learning 
and the presencdpressure of other factors. 1 am sorry to say that there is no recipe 
to learning. 



But on the other hand, I'm not so sorry. The fact that there is no formula makes 
learning a dynamic and unpredictable pmess. Learning cm be very exciting. It 
can feel just like feeling in love. 

Although there is no 'guide to al1 leaming' that 1 can recommend to you, 1 have 
learned that there is a kind of pattem to much leanwig. Within this pattern there is 
also chaos. You may choose to see this complexity as pattemed chaos or as a 
chaotic pattern. That is up to you. This freedom of interpretation is another great 
thing about learning. 

For me, there are five stages that are normally present when 1 learn. First we start 
with a penon just living life. This is what 1 refer to as the routine. It includes the 
core personality (if you believe in one) and al1 of the thingdessons that one has 
learned up to this point in life. Suddenly. the routine is interrupted by a 
dismption. This disruption can take a lot of different fonns; it could be an adult 
education course caiendar for a nearby univenity, it could be an illness that the 
person has developed. it could be an old lover who has appeared in town after a 
long absence. Whatever the disruption itself is, it serves as an invitation to lem.  
Sometimes people dont see that at first; they don't realize that they are king 
provided with a new opportunity. Sometimes they do see the invitation but are 
afraid because the leaming involves Rsk. 

Risk. It's a four-letter word if you allow it to be. The risk is the living of the 
disruption. Let's take the example of the adult education course calendar. It sits 
on the woman's coffee table for a week and she doesn't even open it. She is a 
thirtysomething woman and she has a very nice. very settled life. She has very 
few regrets but one is that she never mastered any of the domestic arts. She can 
warm up a meal (not exactly cooking) and clean a toilet. Aside horn that she's 
lost. She has learned none of the handicrafts that her grandmothers and mother 
did with such ease and grace. The wornan really thought their work was art. The 
quilting especially. The woman would like to learn how to quilt. inside that 
catalogue there is probably a course that will teach her al1 about quilting. The 
description of that course will include the nights on which the course is king 
held, the number of weeks it will run, and the cost of the course. She is fairly 
certain that there is an opportunity to leam to quilt described in that catalogue but 
she does not open it, at fmt. because she is afraid. She thinks this is irrational but 
she has never been very good with her hands and she is afraid that she will mess 
up. She won't get the stitching right, she won't be able to keep up. she will be 
embarrassed in front of people who an younger than she. people who will quilt as 



if they emerged from the womb doing so. The woman thinks about this and she 
thinks that the course would be a waste of money. She does not open the course 
cale nadar . 

The woman is not ready to learn. There is a lot of writing about readiness to 
leam but most of it relates to children. Adults, too, experience this lack of 
readiness. They feel that the nsk is too great. They are afraid. They are not yet 
willing to accept the invitation to learn. 

Another week passes. The woman. Sylvia, opens the calendar one night afier the 
1 1 :ûû p.m. news. She is not even really conscious that she is doing it. She looks 
up quilting in the index and flips the calendar open to the beginnerts quilting class. 
She feels excited and scared at the sarne time. The course meets twice a week, on 
Mondays and Wednesdays, and she thinks the course fee is quite reasonable. 

The next day Sylvia mentions the course to her younger sister. Her sister thinks 
the course is a temfic idea and asks if she can join Sylvia. Sylvia tells Jocelyn 
that she hadn't quite decided for sure but it certainly would be great to do this 
together. By the end of the conversation Sylvia has decided to enroll. She and 
Jocelyn sign up for the course the next day after work. Jocelyn's interest and 
support has helped Sylvia feel a sense of safety. This safety was what she 
needed to push her into the class. 

Sylvia loves the classes. She does have sorne trouble with the stitches at fint as 
her fingers becorne accustomed to this different kind of rnovement. Swn her 
stitches are tiny and even and she looks forward to Mondays and Wednesday 
evenings with great anticipation. Her sister's son is sick and Jocelyn misses a 
couple of classes but Sylvia wouldn't drearn of missing a class. Sylvia is 
experiencing the disruption. She is right there in the learning opportunity. 

She loves the new quilt they are working on as a class. It reminds her of one that 
used to lie on her matemal grandmother's bed. Sylvia goes through a bag of 
fabric scraps at her rnothef s house and chooses pieces for the quilt. She holds the 
soh bits of fabric in her hand and against her face. This activity. this quilting, 
bnngs back many lovely mernories of both of her grandmothea. 

Sylvia tries to figure out what she was so afraid of. Was she really afraid that she 
would not be able to make her hands work? That is what she beiieved at the time. 
But the more she thinks about this question, the mon time she commits to cntial 



refiection on her own learning, the more she sees where her fear came from. Her 
grandmothers and her mother were real "ladies"; they sat correctly. they knew 
how to set a table, and they could make anything from scratch. Sylvia was afraid 
that she did not possess my of these qualities. Rather than try to learn these 
skills. she had made up a story in which she was not physically capable. She was 

afroid that if she tried to quilt and wasn't skilled at it that her failure would 
confirm her fear that she wasn't as good as they were. What Sylvia was doing 
was holding up her new learning and love of quilting against her old fear of 
Iearning how to do it. 

Sylvia decided that she was as "good" and "lady-like" as her mom and 
grandmothers; she was just different. She couldn'.t believe that she had k e n  
carrying around that old fear for such a long, long time. Sylvia didn't need to 
pursue any other "womanly" arts. She had found what she was looking for. 
Quilting had helped her to see some things more clearly; it had helped her to 
develop a better sense of her own self-worth or seif-esteem. S ylvia integrated 
this leaming and rehimed to her routine, except that her new routine now 
included quilting. She has woven the threads of the original disruption, that first 
invitation to leam how to quili. into the fabric of her life. 

Sylvia has k e n  quilting for ten years. She belongs to a small quilting circle. Her 
sister. who is busy raising a farnily, was not able to take another course after the 
course they took together. Sylvia, however. meets with her quilting fiiends once a 
week. They make quilts for family and friends. they donate quilts to charities to 
be raMed off. One of the loveliest things that has happened since Sylvia joined 
this quilting circle is her connection to these women. They tell stories about their 
families. they share their romantic woes. and they remember the quilts of their 
grandmothers. Sylvia feels a real sense of beonging here. She did not feel that 
in her beginner's course. but as she grew more confident. she was able to relax 
and enjoy the Company of the other quilters. She sees that she both contributes to 
the group, and receives the gifts of friendship and the creation of their collective 
art. 

Finaily. some people believe that in order for learning to be truly 
transformationai. the leamer has a d a J  respomibiiity where the leaming is 
concemed. It rnay be difficult to see how an activity Ore quilting rnight lend itself 
to social activism. But in Sylvia's case, her quilting has become part of her 
identity. Sylvia sees quilting as artwork. She has recently assisteci the curator of 
a small museum in acquiring a number of quilts from that city; some of them date 



back almost two hundred years. Sylvia has done a great deal of research. talking 
with other quilten. in order to piece together the story of quilting in their town. It 
is important to Sylvia that the quilts be accornpanied by the most accurate history. 
This is women's history. 

So that is Sylvia. You saw her original routine and the disruption that she was not 
pnpared to accept at first. You saw her experience the disruption and make sense 
of it. You saw her integrate her learning into her life. and finally you witnessed 
her act on her sense of social responsibility with respect to her leaming. 

That is the pattern that 1 have observed in myself and othen. The "how" of it, the 
exact details. are always different. This is the chaos within the pattern. The 
pattern within the chaos. 

One of the places 1 have tumed to in my research about leaming is the bookshelf. 
Mine, the libnry's, too oftcn the ones in the bookstore. There are lots of really 
good books that you could read about learning. 1 am not talking about academic 
books or manuals detailing the steps involved in learning about certain topics, the 
"how-to" books. If you want to l e m  about building a pond in your backyard. 
then by al1 means, buy a how-to book. What 1 am speaking of are the stories of 
people's learning. 1 would recomrnend the following autobiographical works: 
- A Life in School by Jane Tompkins (non-fiction about a woman corning 
to tenns with her teaching self in academe.) 
- Plain and Simple by Sue Bender (Bender describes her tirne living with the 
Mennonites and the ways in which it transformed her) 
- Gifrs from the Sea by Anne Morrow Lindbergh (non-fiction book about solitude 
and simplicity) 
- Breathless by Louise DeSalvo (one wornan's story of learning to live with 
asthma) 
- Composing a fife by Mary Catherine Bateson (the story of four women creating 
complex lives as professionals, wives, and mothen) 
- Travelling Mercies by Anne Lamott (Anne Larnott's account of becoming a 
Christian against al1 odds) 
- Long Quiet Highway by Natalie Goldberg (Goldberg describes her life, her 
Buddhist practice. her writing practice, and the intersection of these) 

You can also find amazing stories of learning and transformation in novels and 
movies. Don't be fooled because they are passed off as fiction. Fiction contains 
mith; it can mirrot you in a way that non-fiction does not. 



Then is one movie. in particular, that 1 would üke to recommend to you. It is 
called Joe versus the Volcano and it stars Tom Hanks and Meg Ryan. You may 
think it is a little dated when you first begin watching it; don? tum it off. The 
movie has good things to teach you about leaming and gmwth. At one point in 
the movie Patricia. played by Meg Ryan. tells Tom Hank's character, "My father 
says that almost the whole world is asleep - everyone you know, everybody you 
see. everybody. everybody you talk to. He says that only a few people are awake 
and that they live in a state of constant and total amarement." 

This is a very important concept, 1 think.. . that of king wide awake. 1 think the 
"awakeness" that Patricia is speaking of is the awareness of oneself in relation to 
others and the world. It is the awakeness of a person who has been transforrned 
by learning. When you are awake, it is impossible to go back to sleep. Like it or 
not, you are up. The question is: "What will you do with this?" It seems that there 
must be a responsibility that comes with the awakening. 1 think it is the same 
kind of responsibility that Sylvia felt after she became cornmitted to quilting. I 
think it will make people uncornfortable to talk about this part of the adult 
leaming process. 1 ihink many people would prefer not to acknowledge any 
rersponsibility. 

It's Ume for me to wrap up this email and get back to work on my thesis. 

1 cannot help but think that Jacob and Carol and Mome received and accepted 
invitations to Iearn on their journey. Nina did too; she accepted what was perhaps 
the most difficult invitation of all. she continuai the journey to my tower on her 
own. Each one of them is wide awake now. The next time you are lwking for 
someone to teach you about learning. you needn't corne as far as Kingstown. 
Your messengers along the way are learning. Each one of you is learning al1 the 
time. 

When Nina was here 1 told her that 1 didn't have the answen that you were 
looking for. Now 1 think that perhaps my statement was not quite correct. 1 do 
have some answers about learning. The thing is that you have them too. You 
need to ask yourselves. You need to watch and listen and write and leam from 
your own leaming. Al1 of the answers you will ever seek about your own learning 
are already right there, inside of you. 



Take good c m .  

Cheers, 
Monna McDiarmid 

. - - - - œ I H L I I ~ I I I o I - - - - - - - - I o o  

Everything that happens to you is your teacher. The secret is to leam to sit 
at the feet of your life and be taught." -- Polly Bemen Berends 



Epilogue 

My final draft is due and it is time to submit these precious pages to the 

Faculty and hope that it tells a story about me and about the ways that I leam. I 

hope that this thesis tells a story about the proœss by which I have corne to the 

doon of myself and entered to find things that were gwd and things that were 

difficult to manage. 

As we go to thesis-press and defense. the question that continues to 

weigh heavily upon me is the question of belonging. I have read and written and 

thought so much about belonging in the last six months that I was not sure I 

would recognize a significant tmth if it hit me in the head. 

Then this story amved from a friend. 

IN THE ABSENCE OF COURAGE 

Now orange, uanslucent at half its thickness. the tomato glows like Paola's 

bedside light unnoticed at rnidday, the knife moving through like silhouette glirnpses of 

sunlight slipping past the legs of her summer dress, the scored maple surface counting the 

beat once, sharply. Susanna tilts the glass, wrist-still. the gesture al1 in the fingers, for a 

slow sip of red wine, and sets it back in the circuiar stain on the maple island where so 

many such glasses have left their footprints. In four beats more, she wipes the knife, 

blade up, thmugh a dampened tea towel as even slices of tomato faIl agûinst each other 

like surprisecl dominoes. Ford does his best to slice the bread with similar precision, but 

lacks Susanna's ski11 and prefers to invent, then biame, the tendency of twelve-grain to 



nun the edge near the lower third of the loaf. if she notices the botîom-heavy wedges he 

passes to her. she is gracious enough not to mention them. The blade blinks in the 

window light and passes again ihrough the tea towel. Her precision is careless. evidence 

of her praciiced dedication, the years exaggerated in the birch-bark creases of her hands. 

They seldom bother with plates or use tableware in Susanna's kitchen. and she passes 

him the two halves of the sandwich on a small pine cutting board. "One of these days. 

you should stay for dinner." she says and as she tums from the island to the sink. the late 

rnoming light yawns across her iris. tming the soft-eanh there to honey, and he thinks 

how deeply he would have been in love with her. had he met her first. as a younger man. 

Savounng their sweetness with the white pepper and garlic of the sandwich she 

makes from last evening's Comish hen. he asks if the tomatoes are from Hannah's f m  

and she tells him that they are from Jack's, that Hannah was not at market this moming, 

that she has k e n  feeling a bit off and went with her husband to the city for a check-up. 

She tells hirn also, that Hannah's tomatoes tend to be smaller, better for soups and salads. 

but not as good for griiling. He finishes his lunch and asks if the mushrooms she is 

cleaning are also Jack's, and she tells him that the previous night's frost got the best part 

of Jack's crop. These. she tells him, are from Andy Webster's backyard. where the 

blanket of leaves woven by his neglect acted as the unlikely insulator between his garden 

and the unexpected frost. Again, the tea towel flicken like a magician's handkerchief, 

the knife vanishing in the motion. and as the caps of mushmoms roll semitircles in the 



direction of Mrs. Janney's onions. she tells him too. that the Quintero family Mssed 

market today, in order to take advantage of the frost and hawest their grapes for ice-wine. 

and that the Cade family also missed market to help them. He brushes away the 

sandwich cmmbs and sets the pine board down on the terra cotta tiles that frame the sink. 

warmly. He offen to go with her to do the shopping in the moming, and she raises her 

whole-wheat gaze to meet the faded-jeans blue of his own. "Perfecf" she says, flipping 

the tea-towel over her shoulder. sidestepping to make room for him by the sink. 

He tums the porcelain taps and waits for the clouded fountain of water to warm 

and clear, watching spray-drops roll down the white enamel sink into the whirlpool 

drawing them into the drain. washes the remnants of lunch from his hands with the same 

care he uses to dry them. and crosses to the antique sewing table on the other side of the 

kitchen. where he takes a small stack of off-white parchment from the table's only 

drawer. With thumb and forefmger. he snaps the stainless steel lid from his  fountain pen. 

a lifetime of scratches obscuring what might otherwise have shined. presses flat the 

parchment before him and begins. in a smooth and precise flow of ink that defies the age 

of his hands, to transcribe the stories of the market and the business of the cwking into 

Tuesday's menu, while Susanna sings quietly to herself over the miscellaneous 

percussion of the kitchen. 

But still. there is guilt. He has, by this tirne lost almost everything to the atrophy 

of a vision he lacks the wisdom to abandon as much as the ability to fulfill. His savings 



depleted, he lmks at the two cardboard boxes that contain his life, registering oniy btiefly 

the absence of the first of the two possessions he brought with him to Findley, a home- 

movie projector whose chrome he kept bright enough to shave in. sold three years earlier 

to pay the back-rent on the one room apartment from which he had been politely evicted. 

Three yean of momings spent scribing menus for the restaurant. talking with Susanna 

over her father's chopping-block island about creams and cheeses and peppers and 

spices, about wines and fruits and chocolate. about four kinds of wheat and the wannth of 

fresh bread. three years of mornings that paid for his permanent residency in the Kid- 

Smart Boarding House. nurtunng his eighty-year-old sense of the absurd. three yean of 

momings away from his second possession. a manual typewriter of blackened iron. wom 

to a paintless polish by the fingerprint oil of too many lost keystrokes, a dreamless 

chassis, an overtumed tude amid a surf of cnimpied pages exfoliated by the 

discriminating vision like so rnany dry momings of dead skin. T h e  years of momings 

away fiom atonement. 

The fint page. with its seven word dedication, yellowed and min-rippled in the 

years since its writing. is fued to the wall above the typewriter by an abused ribbon of 

scotch tape that threatens imminently to let go, but cannot decide between releasing the 

paper or the wall. The second page of his novel. this love letter that he had so desperately 

meant to speak but never could. lives in landfill with the other second pages. scattered by 

sea-gulls lwking for digestibles amongst al1 his hesitant vocabulary. In al1 his years of 
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atoning for silence, he has only eleven pages to show for his penitence, describing the 

sensual details of a worid opened to new eyes by the light of an orange shade, bedside at 

midday; the feelings of a man whose hem and mouth s h m  no direct connection, the 

beautifid music of thank-you lost in loops of feedback in the circuitous paths of his brain. 

And so the world he wants her to see in him, the one she ignited within him, eludes 

description still. in al1 the dwindling temptation of promise, between his fingen and the 

shiny black keys. 

This Tuesday 's menu is purple. for the bnvery with which she lived. And 

Susanna is clear about this, that the evening is a celebration of Hannah's life, not a 

commemontion of her death. "She always said that the one thing that does not belong in 

crearn of cauliflower soup. is cream," Susanna says. and though she does not speak it. the 

words are flavoured with remembrance of Hannah's unusual accent. Susanna peels away 

the green from cauliflower heads that iiannah's husband has brought from the farm. 

There are tomatoes tw,  small ones, from which she makes Gaspacho, and red peppers 

and yellow peppen and mushrooms and eggplant she roasts topther with rosemary in a 

salad. The main course is served with rutabaga, mashed and baked with brown sugar, 

Rice & Peas, and scalloped potatoes. She stuffs the turkey, injects it with seasoned 

butter. the h m ,  speared with pineappie, she bastes in maple synip. Ali of bis, Ford sets 

down in the menu. Nonnally, he would copy it ail twelve times, once for each of the 

tables in Susanna's restaurant, but this evening, she wants al1 of her guests, al1 of 



Hannah's fiiends. to take a copy home. as the last diners of other evenings often do with 

the handwrinen menus that Ford produces. But this evening's menu is different. features 

a smaller. more dear selection of the things Hannah loved bat. things grown from her 

own farm, with her own hands, with the failing strength of her own swoilen heart. 

Hannah's favourite meal was always Thanksgiving dinner. 

Ford. however, feels little ttiankful. He knows as he leaves the restaurant that he 

will not retum. that Hannah. younger still than he, had unlived drearns. words she did not 

say. He spends the next days lying under the window of his hostel room, hand-winding 

home-movies with sunlight shining through the legs of her celluloid dress. listening to the 

remaining ticks of his life. counting his lost illusions like sheep; the heaven-stretching 

ceiling of Paola's room. the way her skin changed from silk that night to wet velvet by 

mornhg, the orange glow that made the brownest strands of her black hair red until he 

watched her wake in the rniddle of the day, watched the dance of her breasts rolling into 

window-light, the sheet falling away from her shoulder biade, the incandescent S shining 

off the hairs of her outstretched a m  as she reached up under the orange shade to tum out 

the last forgotten star of the long-sleeping dawn. The abused nbbon of scotch tape 

releases, finally, both the paper and the wall. the page hitting the floor, folding over itself 

like an old woman sleeping in the shade of her own dying Light. the tape flicking out from 

the wall in tumbling slow-fa11 like tired confem. He takes the dedication from the floor 

beside hirn and reaches up to set it on his stack of pages, the eleven pages he despises for 



saying nothing with little of nothing's eloquence. and pushes up the bottom edge of the 

pile until the al1 his iiseless words slip out the window into autumn's imverent wind. 

When the invitation amves, it has k e n  three weeks since he lefi the restaurant, 

three days since he ran out of money, and distantly. Ford wonders why he has not yet 

k e n  evicted from the hostel. So. when Otis comes to wake him early in the aftemoon. he 

starts to pack his things without even looking up. "Have you got a clean shin. Ford?" 

Otis asks, dropping the invitation on the bed. "1 can lend you one, if you need it." 

The restaurant looks different at night, less like a house. He stands in the 

walkway in a borrowed shin and a jacket he's lost too much weight to fit properly into, 

hesitating, like a child in front of a darkened veranda on Halloween. He stands there until 

one of the waiters sees him from the window and he knows that he must 60 in. He opens 

the door and offers the maitre d' a handful of pickings from the hostel's withered 

flowerbed, to take into the kitchen for Susanna. But as he asks, he realizes that Susanna 

is not in the kitchen. Rather, she is waiting for him, in a black dinner dress and nail- 

polish, sipping red wine at the small table in the big bay window. She srniles, though she 

seems tirrd, looking for once. like al1 of her thirty-four years. "I'm happy you came. 

Ford." she says, "Are you going to sit down?' 

He sits across from her and they eat a meal that reminds him of every moming he 

spent in her kitchen, of stories and recipes and shopping trips to the market. As the main 

course is cleared, she puts a gift on the table in front of him. He has spent the last days 



trying desperately to become a ghost and feels, suddenly, tw visible. He lems shyly on 

an arm that he raises between himself and the rest of the restaurant. "Why?' he asks. 

She simply tells him to open it. and reluctantly, he does. Unwrapped. the gifi is a hard- 

bound book of almost eight hundred pages. Inside the front cover, there is a yellowed, 

nppled sheet of paper with a tape stain at the top, and in faded ink. "For Paola, in the 

absence of courage." The dedication is repeated as the title. on the first page of the book 

itself. under which is wrinen, "by Ford Jason Thomas." He turns the pages with 

dumbstnick fingers and discovers a reproduction of every menu he ever wrote for the 

restaurant. Collected, his menus read like three years in the history of a small town. al1 

the sensual details recorded by a writer who has learned, who has k e n  taught, to love al1 

of the small gnces the world. When. after his long silence, Susanna asks if he minds that 

she took the liberty, he says simply, "It's beautiful," and the other diners in the restaurant 

begin to applaud, and he realizes that each of hem has a reprint of ihe menu book. 

written in his own hand. 

When he has accepted al1 of their congratulations and al1 of their thanks, and 

when he has signed al1 of their books, and when they have al1 gone home. Susanna says 

to him, bbDessen is in the kitchen," and they go into the kitchen and they sit at the maple 

island Susanna's father built, and Susanna sips from her glass of red wine, and Ford eats 

a thick slice of amaretto cheesecake with a bent fork, off a small pine cutting board, his 

book cradled in his lefi hand across his lap, and finally, he begins to cry. 



I am like Ford. I am not old and I do not write menus for a living. These 

are just details. In a more important way, Ford's question is my question. 

The fint couple of times I read this story, I was focussed on al1 the things I 

didn't know about Ford. We don't know where he has corne from, or whether he 

has been married or had children. We do not know how he eamed a living. We 

do not know how he stumbled upon the small town of Findley. We don? know 

how long ago he knew Paola, if they were ever actually together, or if that 

memory is a life-sustaining fantasy. We dont understand the source of his deep 

sadness. 

We know that Ford supports himseif by writing menus for Susanna's 

restaurant. We know that his calligraphy is sumptuous: I don't know exactly how 

I know that but I know. I know that he and Susanna are friends and that she 

treats him with a dignity to which he still rnay not be accustomed. I know that he 

owned two possessions of value, a movie projector which he sold to pay his 

back-rent and a typewnter on which he tries to write a love latter or a novel. A 

typewriter on which he tries to write the things in his heart that he is not able to 

encourage nor evict through his mouth. 

When their friend Hannah dies, with fewer years than Ford, he shuts down 

completely. He does not attend Hannah's mernorial dinner and he does not go 

back to work at Susanna's restaurant. Ford had given up. Hannah's life was the 

last sad point frorn which he could not retum. He seems to slip away, becoming 

a living ghost with al1 of his unsaid love and his lost hope. 



Susanna is the one who pulls him bad<. Susanna's gift of the book of 

menus is his belonging book. Written in his own hands are the stories of the 

people to whom he is now connected. Findley is his cornmunity: it might not be 

the cornmunity he dreamed of as a younger man but it is his and they are his and 

he is theirs. That is pmbably how most of us find our communities, not quite 

perfect but we belong to them and it is our task to make it work. 

Finally, holding the menu-book, Ford cries. 

I cried when I read Damien's story. I was sitting on the edge of my bed 

and it was hot outside and it had been a hatd day. Damien was simply finishing 

a story that had been in his head for at least two yean. I think it is unlikely that, 

at the time he sent it, he knew that it was the pieœ I needed to finish my thesis. 

It was. It is. 
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