Broken Trust:

  Teachers’ Talk About Literacy Teaching in Times of Mandates
National Reading Conference
December 1-4, 2004

Purpose 
Narrow measures for proving literacy achievement have placed schools in the position of having to defend their teaching practices and outcomes, but do these mandated measures really make schools better places for children and teachers?  This paper examines what teachers’ talk reveals about teaching reading and language arts in an age of district and federal mandates and accountability.  My questions are:
1. What does teachers’ talk reveal about Discourses that constitute and coordinate “teacherhood” and the ways teachers enact being reading and language arts teachers?  

2. How do teachers carve out livable spaces among all the possible spaces open to them as teachers of reading and language arts?

Studying teachers’ talk about literacy teaching will help identify patterns or discourses about teaching and teachers’ identities. 
Theoretical Rationale

This study is informed by feminist poststructuralism for the theoretical leverage it offers in understanding how power is implicated in language, identity, and social processes as practiced and performed in schools.  The word “discourse” is defined in various ways by different theorists.  I agree with those who see discourses as ways of understanding the world, influenced by historical developments and conflicts of social relations in the world; these ways of understanding that become so characteristic (or ingrained) that we begin to see “certain perspectives and states of affairs” as “normal” and others as “deviant or marginal” (Gee, 2000, p. 197).  Although discourses themselves are not textual, they may be traced in texts that are often means by which discursive knowledges are circulated, established or even suppressed.  In other words, to understand how teachers are positioned in one particular discourse, we need to see how relations can be configured differently within another discourse. What counts as “normal literacy teaching” in one school may not count as such in another.  Although language systems are capable of producing an infinite number of discourses, society and history also set boundaries upon what individuals will be allowed to produce or reproduce.  Language becomes not only the place where we are constrained, but also the place where our subjectivity is constructed.  According to Weedon (1987), 

As we acquire language, we learn to give voice – meaning – to our experience and to understand it according to particular ways of thinking, particular discourses, which pre-date our entry into language.  These ways of thinking constitute our consciousness, and the positions with which we identify [or] structure our sense of ourselves, our subjectivity (p. 32). 

From a poststructural perspective, we are not just one being but many, and our experiences help us form ideas about our own subjectivity (Davies, 2000).  Those ideas, however, often contradict one another because we are all positioned within many different discourses.  We begin to speak with “authority” on discourses with which we both agree and disagree.  Stories are seen as tools or means by which we interpret life’s events.  Although these stories are understood as fictions, they “provide the substance of lived reality” (Davies, 2000).  Stories and words that teachers use in talking about the teaching profession are truly “language from the heart of the field” (Gee, 1996).  Spend time with teachers and you hear both new stories and important stories of old, told and retold around the table.  They are not only stories about teachers; they are stories that involve many different people who are stakeholders in education.   Students, other teachers, administrators, parents, and even politicians can be characters in the stories teachers tell.  Connelly and Clandinin (1990) note that humans individually and socially lead storied lives, so it is not surprising the study of teachers’ talk is meaningful in the determination of teachers’ ways of representing themselves and their worlds.  


Teacher identity formation becomes a by-product of power and knowledge within the 

context of these regimes or “normalized institutional codes” (Foucault, 1972).  When Zembylas (2003) asked teachers to analyze how they believe they are regarded by society, the stories teachers told became political forces for changing interpretations of educational matters and aided in the construction of new teaching discourses.

Lave and Wenger (1991) believe people negotiate their identities within multiple sociocultural contexts called “communities of practice.”  In their ideas about “situated learning,” they follow novices brought into communities of practitioners, and watch as identities are formed in the process of participation in activities.  “Learning thus implies becoming a different person with respect to the possibilities enabled by these systems of relations…learning involves the construction of identities” (p. 53). Like Lave and Wenger’s communities of 
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