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(Re-)Experiencing
Beginning

By Stefinee Pinnegar

How lonely | feel arriving alone. Although | know several people and can now see
Cindy from where | sit—I came alone and remain alone. However, | feel “able” to
do this. | recognize this as a point of beginning—the arrival. | have directions but
not theconcreteideaof arrival . At thistimetheemotionsareat thesurface. Wefeel
more than know. Arrivals then are difficult times. Coming to initial meetings
alone.... However having experienced many beginnings before this | knew as |
came this morning that there would be people to ask. | knew if | got in line and
followed aclump of people, | would arrivewherel needed to go. (August 24, 1992)

And so | begin. Thedifficulty of this beginning has almost overwhelmed me,
because | am both the framer and the framed in this narrative about the meaning of
beginning and being a beginner. Unlike Nespor and Barylske's (1991) analysis,
critique, and formulation of the use of narrative in research in teaching, | am the
interviewer and the interviewee. | am both the selector and the selected. This

narrativeisaconstruction of self asbeginner, analy-
I sis of Other as beginner, and areformulating of per-

Sefinee Pinnegar isan sonal experiencethat attemptsto combine—and make
assistant professor of mobile and immutable—knowledge about begin-
educationintheCollege ning and beginnersfor othersinterestedinbeginning
of Education at and beginners. Still, itisclearly aconstruction of self
Brigham Young as beginner.

University, Provo, Utah. In this research project, | have played severa
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roles: therole of research designer, therole of datacollector, therole of interviewer
and interviewed (as both the interviews became a collaborative exploration), the
role of dataanalyst, therole of interpreter, and therole of narrator. Asaresult, | am
both the Self and the Other that Nespor and Barylske (1991) articulate. | have never
tried this before so systematically.

Inthisstudy, | have my own recordsand memoriesof other beginnings. At the
same time, | have attempted to collect from as many perspectives as possible
comments of other beginnersabout their own feelings and experiences (see Barrell,
Aanstoos, Richards, & Arons, 1987, and van Manen, 1990, for an explanation of
this methodol ogy). The resulting analysis can always be suspect. The results can
always be questioned as a tautology: where | begin with aformulation of what it
meant to be abeginner, collect and interpret datain waysto support that, and then
present the original formulation. Or it can be viewed as a rigorous examination of
beginning where | begin by illuminating clearly what | think it means to be a
beginner. Throughout the project, | was the strongest skeptic. At each step (data
collection, analysis, and interpretation) | sought evidence that would cause me to
reconsider and reformulate. | havetried to do the later, but since | have also been
struggling myself with beginning, | may be self-deluded. What followsisaprobing
of the question: what doesit mean to be abeginner, to beinvolved in beginning as
ateacher?

Data Collection

In collecting datafor thisstudy, | asked the 48 studentsin abeginning teacher
education courseto keepjournalsof their experiencesbothinthecourseandintheir
field observations. | have collected journals from four student teachers and three
teacher interns whom | supervised. | have collected short essays from 20 student
teachers in the English program concerning their understanding of being a begin-
ning teacher. | have audiotaped interviews and conversations with two colleagues
who, like me, are in their first year at this university.

In addition, | have collected data from my own experiences as a beginner. |
have recollections of my experiences as a student teacher. | have journal entries
recording my experience as a first-year teacher, as a beginning graduate student
teaching freshman compositionfor thefirst time, asateacher in ajunior high school.
| have journal entries concerning my first year in graduate school. | have letters
written to family and friends aswell asjournal entries about my first year teaching
as an assistant professor. | have e-mail messages and journal entries and lettersto
friends and family concerning my experiences as a beginner this year.

Participants

The various participants bring a rich perspective of what it might mean to
begin. Four student teachersin the study allowed meto usetheir journal s concern-
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ingtheir student teaching experience. Only oneof thesestudent teachersisteaching
in a formalized setting for the first time. One of the teachers taught French to
English-speaking students. Shortly after, this same person left for an extended
period of church service teaching in Haiti. Another taught music and dancing
lessonsfor two or three years and wasthelead singer in arock group from thetime
shewasasophomoreinhighschool until thisfall. Another of thestudentshastaught
WordPerfect seminarsfor about three years. Even the “ beginner” wasin a second
student teaching experience. Her first wasin teaching secondary special education
students.

Of thethreeinterns (studentswho have not student taught, but who will teach
this year as a teacher in their own classroom while they are mentored by an ex-
perienced teacher), oneis the child of ateacher and has had experience teaching
writing in several settings. The other two have had variousteaching experiencesin
church settings. One of theseinterns, like those discussed by Bullough, Knowles,
and Crow (1991), has an uncertain understanding of herself in the role of teacher.

The studentsin the preservice course include several studentswho are either
currently teaching life skillsor American heritage courses on campus. About ten of
the students are currently teaching foreign languages to people preparing for
extended periodsof churchserviceinforeigncountries. Several of thestudentshave
tutored or provided editing servicesin the University’ sreading and writing lab. All
thestudentshavehad experienceasteachersin church settings. About 20 have spent
18 monthsin church servicefocused on teaching religion. Several worked asjunior
teachers during their high school years. They taught in junior high or elementary
school classesduring part of theday for ayear. Inaddition, about ten of thestudents
havetaught dancing lessonsor pianolessonsor other kindsof lessonsfocusing on
teaching students a particular skill either individually or in groups. A few of the
studentshaveworked asteachersand directorsat summer camps desi gned specifi-
caly for at-risk inner-city adolescents.

My two colleagueswhom | interviewed for thisstudy havetaught before. One
has been in teacher education since 1969 and had full professor status at her
previousinstitution. The other isarecent graduate and her present appointment is
her first official position asateacher educator. However, shetaught coursesduring
her Ph.D. program. She had complete responsibility for the initial field component
for acohort of studentsin afifth-year program. She al so taught math for more than
fiveyearsin junior high and high school. She did not move to the location of our
University, electing instead to commute each day from anearby community that has
been her home for about 20 years.

DataConsideration

In contemplating thisanalysis, | find myself vulnerable and apprehensive, yet
hopeful, unsure of what is salient and unsure of meaning: | am a beginner both in
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thisinstitution and in attempting to use methodology in thisway. For thisinvesti-
gation, what | have constantly struggled with is making sense of what it islike to
begin as ateacher or teacher educator and at the same time | have been intensely
experiencing the repercussions of being abeginner. | have spent the year not just
beginning, but struggling with how to represent that beginning. Asthe quote that
opens this paper suggests, | have been trying to “feel” and “ see” what this exper-
ienceislike at the sametimethat | have been “feeling” and “ seeing” as aresult of
being abeginner. When | say, “We (beginners) feel more than we know,” | am the
one feeling and unsure of what | know.

| have been constantly concerned with how andinwhat waysthisbeginning as
a teacher was like the many other beginnings as a teacher | had experienced. It
became astrange sort of “ combinational dichotomy” because | found myself inthe
role of expert-novice aswell astheroles of expert and novice. Thiswasevident on
thefirst day and isapparent inthe opening quotation. | talk of “recognizing that this
isthearrival.” However, even though | do recognizethis, | till feel alone. Another
exampleemergesin my own statement in aninterview | conducted with acolleague
who isbeginning at thisinstitution with me and yet has been in teacher education
since 1969:

Great, except what you said isthat you wanted to be able to hop in and have your
life be the same efficient person that you were.... | am saying that | had decided,
that | knew it took me three years to begin to get things in place when | was at
WMU. Thatiswhy it wasreally hard to come. Ontheonehand, | waskind of being
driven out by things that were happening in the department. On the other hand,
thingswere just beginning to flower. | knew that my going would mean that many
of those things maybe wouldn’t flower.... So in coming here one of the things that
| really decided wasthat | would not be so driven, that | would recognizethat your
first year inaplaceisaplace when you just haveto get oriented. Y ou need to take
the advantagesthat come, but you do not haveto be driven about doing everything.
(12/92)

What this quotation reveal sis some of the personal problems of thisbeginning for
me. | had moved to this new institution partially because of difficulties at the
institution | left and partly because | wanted to come. | understood al ot about being
abeginner. | understoodthat it took timefor thingsto devel optheway that | wanted.
I understood that | would need time just to figure out how things worked and what
needed to be organized. | understood that things would comein timeif | just took
advantage of the opportunities asthey arose. | understood that routines, relation-
ships, networks of support, understandings of how things work in this context
would not bethereintheway they had beenintheinstitution| hadjust | eft. But even
in knowing this, | still had to live the experience, and | was apprehensive that the
things | chose to do would lead to later conflict.

Asl struggled to make sense of beginnings, | revisited other pertinent begin-
nings. | thought of my own student teaching experience. | thought of how alone
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feltthefirst day of student teaching, eventhough| knew my cooperatingteacher and
had known her since childhood. We were beginning a new relationship and | had
not only my own honor but the honor of my family to represent. | remember often
during that experiencesitting in the classroom at lunch and | ooking out the window
at the Woodward building and the pep rally being conducted by my students. | felt
bone-tired and exhausted and | was worrying about my afternoon lessons and
wondering if my lesson planswould work and if | had the energy to finish the day.
| remembered clearly experienceswith my studentsthat | ater led to theway | would
interact with other students. Thisfall oneof thosestudentsdiedinaplanecrashand
that brought back in exquisite detail many of my experiences with him and his
classmates.

| thought of myself at 20, loading al my possessions into my new Nova and
driving across the Navajo Reservation to Sanders, Arizona. | recalled the times |
stood on the bluff overlooking Sandersand looking out over that vast array of land
and feeling lonely, aone, inadequate, and overwhel med.

| recalled driving an almost unconscious student 50 miles to an emergency
room in Galup and waiting with her in an examining room—a pool of blood
underneath the spot where the stirrups used for pelvic examswould have extended
apatient and thought of thewomanwhom we saw being carried out of theroom just
beforewe entered. | remember listening to the doctor as she stitched up the wound
of a patient injured in a drunken brawl in the next bed, screened off from us only
by acurtain. | waswondering if my student would die or permanently lapse into a
coma before the doctor even had a chance to look at her.

| remembered the first of my students who died, Charlie Redhouse. I ndividual
teaching events from that year re-presented themselves to me.

| remembered beginning at this institution as an English M.A. student. | re-
called teaching freshman composition in a make-up room where we either sat in
darknessor thelightingintheroomilluminated each person asif they wereon stage.
The mirrors reflected across the room, giving an eerie feeling of an eternity of
studentssitting waiting to betaught. | remember feeling out of step, unsure, stupid,
andliketheskeletonineveryone’ scloset asl attended thegraduatestudent teaching
seminars each week.

| remember my first year teaching at Tuttle Junior High in Crawfordsville,
Indiana. | remember realizing that as a newcomer on a faculty who had been to-
gether for at least ten years, that five yearsfrom now, they might also still consider
me the beginner. | remember being the coach of a sport | could barely play. |
remember the first time | gave a student directions and pointers for making an
overhead serve and my astonishment when the player delivered a correct serve. |
felt overwhelmed with trying to teach each day and still meet the immediate de-
mands of coaching that team.

| remember beginning as a graduate student at University of Arizona—the
awkwardness of trying to sort out who waswho. | felt apprehensive, unsure of the
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knowledge | had. | felt disconnected from any of my sources of knowledge or
support. | clearly recognized that thekinds of knowledgel had about students, how
they cameto learn, and how | could figure out if what they had learned was unim-
portant or unusablein thisnew arena, where | was studying learning and devel op-
ment theories and research.

| remember my beginning at Western Michigan, unsure that anything | had
learned in any other setting would be of use or valued here. | remember my first
semester and team-teaching with another faculty member, trying to learn the
curriculum, to figure out how the work got done, to understand how what we did
fit with what went on el sewhere. | struggled with how to construct alife, not just for
me, but for my family as well. | dreamed about myself as a tap dancer. | watched
in nightmare my pitiful performance: | got the beat, then | began the step, then |
picked up the cane, then | lost the beat, then | dropped the cane.

Therefore, as | watched myself begin and tried to account for this beginning,
| watched student teachers and interns and beginning teacher education students
and colleagues. | began to question what makes an event called or labeled abegin-
ning. What elements seem common in an event labeled as a beginning? What
elements of such events are problematic?

What Makes It a Beginning?

Use of the word “beginning” brings with it the sense of storytelling, for
beginning impliesthat therewill beamiddleand anend. Thisisan aspect of theuse
of story in teacher education that Carter (1993) articulates. Y et, as| ook acrossthe
experiences of my life, beginning and closure often occur almost simultaneously,
and endings are often not so clearly marked as beginnings. In fact, it seems that
beginnings may create endings from something that felt like it was the middle. |
thought of this particularly about the experience | had just Ieft. | wasin the process
of becoming ateacher educator when | decided to begin again someplace else. But
was | beginning or just continuing and so is this beginning which | have labeled a
beginning really a middle. | also realize that sometimes | can be in the middle of
something, suddenly recognizel aminthemiddleand wonder wheredid thisbegin?
Endings, like graduation, create beginnings which may not be anything more than
the aftermath of ending.

One of the powers of narrative work isthat | get to sequence and frame the
detailsthat are experience. AsKermode (1979) suggests, the narrator getsto decide
what will be present and what will be absent. Like the biographer discussed by Edel
(1984), | get to select and arrange the facts. | take the lived experience of my life
and re-mark it as meaningful or storied events, selecting or marking from my telling
certain things as beginnings, middles, and ends.

In my own experience, | was marking something as a beginning that meant
moving to anew location, to adifferent institution and starting anew position. But
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for my students, | was marking something as a beginning that may or may not have
felt like a beginning. Student teaching or intern teaching may have felt like the
ending of their college career. The studentsin the introductory education course
may not have felt like beginners but like people in the process of completing a
degree, for whom thiswasjust one more course. In these three situations (student
teacher, intern, beginning preservice teacher), they may have seen experiences as
“thefirsttime” that | wasseeingasbeginnings. Oneof thestudentsinthepreservice
course said of an initial teaching experience:

Today inclass| had my first official taste of teaching in asetting of other students
studying to beteachers aswell asthe professors.... Luckily | was assigned aterm
| was familiar with—irony. But still | found myself questioning and beginning to
get nervous. What if | don't really understand the concept well enough? What if
I can't explainit clearly. Well, | got through the presentation. It went O.K. Amaz-
ingly, I learned alot from that short, simple experience. | haveareal fear that | will
not be able to answer my students questions. | guess that’s a normal feeling. |
suppose all new students soon to be teachersfeel paranoid that they might not be
ableto answer the student’ s questions. But | need to remember that | can prepare
ahead of time and need to remain confident. (E: 9/2/92)

Many of thecomments made by thisstudentinaninitial, onetime, on-the-spot
teaching experience suggest elements that | was feeling constantly. Interestingly,
it also containsexpressionsof the samekindsof emotionsthat student teachersand
beginning teachers describe in their experiences. But the student did well, the
experiencewasover, and shemoved quickly back into therol e of student whereshe
felt more comfortable.

| decided that my students, who were for the most part taking the first course
in the teacher education sequence, definitely were beginners; however, they may
not havefelt likebeginners. Tothemthismay havejust been part of completingtheir
degree. | looked to my students for their understanding of their feelings as they
“began” as preservice teachers. The point in time | was marking as beginning did
not have all the elements of beginning | wasfeeling asaperson beginning at anew
place with adifferent program. In fact, their beginnings may have been submerged
in middles and endings, depending on where they were in their academic careers.

| think thismay havebeentrueaswell for the student teachers. Whilethey saw
themsel ves as beginning teachers, the experience was actually part of an ending or
acontinuation of their academic experience. It had boundariesarounditinwaysthat
my beginning did not. It wasto end after asemester. Their rolesin the setting, while
ambiguous, were focused on their enacting the role of teacher in alimited context
without feeling the full force of responsibility; the experienced teacher still stood
behind them. Thusstudent teachi ng hasan ambiguousshape, intermsof beginnings
and endings, for it is both.

Tabachnik, Popkewitz, and Zeichner (1979-80) have articulated the limited
nature of the student teaching experience and how need to maintain the relation-
. _________________________________________________________________________________________]
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shipsamong university supervisorsand cooperating teachersand student teachers
directly contribute both to limitations of the experience and undercutting the
teaching of teacher educators. Theacting link betweenteacher educatorsand public
school teachersisabeginner.

In fact, the students from the seminar and the journal s of my student teachers
suggested that things would be different when they had a classroom of their own.
Asthey moved through the student teachi ng experience, they recognized the con-
straints of it and the waysin which it was alimiting situation and possibly not like
what they would experience as beginning teachers.

Why Do | Feel Vulnerable?

One of the things that seemsto be the same across all the experiences| exam-
ined isthe sense of vulnerability revealedin entriesthat talk about beginning. This
is not aunique finding, Richert (1992) specifically mentionsthe feelings of vulner-
ability that studentsin her study expressed. I n teaching there are so many waysto
make what could be construed as wrong choices.

When | reflect on problematic teaching experiences from my past, the thing |
most clearly remember is people (the principal, the parent, fellow teachers) saying
to me after they had heard about the incident, “Well, | would never do that. | don’t
know what | would have done, but certainly not that.” In teaching, there are no
absolutely-for-certain answers in most cases. “Best” practice depends on the
context, the content, the student, the event, and the beliefsin that setting.

Although | had been a successful beginner several times, | felt vulnerable
because | wasnew, because | was not surehow thingsworked, because| felt alone,
because | was not sure of the rules, and because | was not sure how | fit in or how
people would respond. In the Guilfoyle (1991), Hamilton (1991), Placier (1991)
and Pinnegar (1991) studies of their own experiencesas beginning professors, they
talk of problems of trust, safety, and fit. In an explanation of this one of uswrote:

And that is the situation that we have al been in for this period of our lives. A
chronic state of experiencing unsafe interactions, over and over. With colleagues,
bosses, and students. How to be understood? How to understand? Being the
stranger, the outsider. Being paranoid about what “they” are thinking about us,
saying about us, withholding from us. Not being at home except at home, among
our safe circle. (12/2/92)

Thisquotation pointsto our experiences as beginners being achronic state of
experiencing unsafeinteractions. Part of what madetheinteractionsunsafewasthe
sense of being judged about our competency based on our performance. My col-
leagues, my students, and | felt compelled to performin arenaswherewefelt wehad
inadequate information about what a“ correct” performancewould be. Wewere not
sure what we were “supposed” to do. We were not sure whether observers were
friendly or unfriendly. Thisis captured by my colleague when she says:
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There' s nothing to be concerned about unless I'm still waiting for the other shoe
to drop and | don't know about it. | am continually, not continually, but when |
think about it, I'm plagued by the fact of my ignorance that | will offend. | don’t
mean I'll be kicked out of the university, I’m not concerned about that, but | think
I just don’t want to offend people with my ignorance or what might be perceived
asmaliciousness, smply because| comefrom agreetly different [situation]. (S&E,
12/92)

She expresses a concern that unknowingly she will do something that will
causetrouble. Inanew, unfamiliar setting thereisaconcern about what aretherules,
am | following the rules, who can | trust to not be offended by what | say, who
believesas | do. As abeginner in an institutional setting, | found myself, my col-
leagues, and my students concerned about the safety of their interactions. We
articulated a concern about who could be trusted.

In several places, | talk of being “wary” of what will result from what | say or
do. | find my student teachers and interns saying the samething. | report aconver-
sation with one of them that indicates that there arereal reasonsfor such afeeling.
After one of my visitslateinthe semester, | ask her how thingsare going. She says
that she alwaysthinksthey are going fineand then | comeand it seemsasif every-
thing sheisdoing iswrong.

In my own experience, | felt a concern about making wrong decisions and
causingtroublemost strongly duringthefirst daysof thesemester, theweek student
teaching applicationsweredue, and the period when studentswerefinalizing course
requirementsfor graduation. During thistime, studentswould show up at my door
asking me if they could count course X for course Y, if they could count Z exper-
ience as part of student teaching. | wasresponsiblefor making these decisions. No
onehadtold methat | wasresponsible. | did not understand theimplicationsof most
of what they were asking. It often seemed to me asif they were speaking aforeign
language. | had norecord of past decisionsthat had been madeso | wasalso unsure
whether they had asked bef oreand been denied or what the history of suchrequests
were. | felt responsible without understanding the rules or knowing the history.

| was afraid of making a mistake and either getting in trouble or, equally dif-
ficult for me, appearing foolish. Thisconcern with appearing foolish and being ap-
prehensive about that was an ongoing theme. It appeared earlier in the quote from
one of my beginning preservice students when she expressed concern about pre-
senting her concept to theclass. Itisalso expressed by one of the student teachers
when she said:

| didlike being a beginner; | am uncomfortable feeling incompetent in something
I'm doing. | know that breaking out of one's comfort zone is good—a growing
experience—but it' suncomfor table. Part of my frustration comesinknowing that
thestudentsknow that I’ m abeginner. Everything | door say issuspectintheir eyes
(O.K.—not everything) because | am a beginner—" only a student teacher.”
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What this student indicates is the feeling that the arenais avery public one. She
recognizesthat she does not have the authority that even afirst-year teacher might
have. The students know about her status and are watchful. In this context, a
beginner beginsin asetting where novice statusisknown and may be used or mani-
pulated in negative ways.

One of the things that my colleague and | discussed was our inability to get
organized, to even make alist of what needed to be done. My student teachers, in-
terns, and my reflections from my first teaching experience indicate an incredible
concern with planning and organizing. On September 11, 1972, | wrote:

Hereitisalmost 12 and | can’t sleep. | guessit’ sone of those nightswhenyoulong
tobewiththoseyouloveandarepart of. | missmy family and | hatemyself because
| cannot seem to makegood. But | guess| just can’tjumpinall over. | haveso many
hours of work to do. So much checking of individuals. | don’t seemtofill anyone's
needs, even my own. |’ vegot to spend moretimepreparing.... I’ m not studying and
learning like | should. | wish | had one small success, but no! | resolveto try with
everything in me for the rest of thisweek to put into effect all | planned on.

My vulnerability is obvious. My solution for how | feel isto work harder, to plan,
to pray, torely on the kinds of strategies (studying and learning) that had made me
successful asastudent. Inthejournal s of the student teachersand interns, thereis
the same concern with planning. They express the same view of needing to plan
more, to work harder, to study and learn to somehow bring this experience under
control.

Another thing reflected i n thisquoteisthefocuson being separatefromfamily
and friends—not friendless, but apart from the networks of support | depend on
during timesof discouragement. Eventhough my student teacherswere sometimes
living at home or with college roommates or spouses, they expressed this same
concern about support. The concern was expressed both ways, not just in needing
support but feeling too tired, too engulfed by the experienceto provide the neces-
sary support. Suchaconcernisinthenarrativesof beginnerspresented by Bullough,
Knowles, and Crow (1990). | express thisin the quotation that begins this paper.
Although | recognized peopleinthecrowd and could havegonetosit by them, | was
alone and | felt alone.

Thedisruptionof networksof support and communication areaconstant theme
in my own thinking and writing about beginnings. The more disruption thereisin
these networks or the more people feel these networks have been disrupted, the
more difficult the beginning experience is. My colleague who commutes still has
accessto the neighborhood and community support networks she has established
from living in the same placefor 20 years. There are changesin those rel ationships
that come from this move, but many are still intact. Her mother and other family
memberslive close by. She still workswith the PTA group she has belonged to for
several years. Ontheother hand, my other colleague moved hereknowing only one
or two people. Sheleft behind her home of many yearsand the networks of support
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and trust that are established with 30 years of living and serving and educating
studentsin anarea. In addition, shemoved to acommunity with apredominatefaith
that isdifferent from her own. | was somewhere in between. While thiswasamove
away from the networks of support and trust that | had spent three years building
in Michigan, | was moving closer to family and friends. While | needed to arrange
day care, find doctors, find and organize aplaceto live, my husband and | had both
been students at thisinstitution. My mentors are still faculty members here. Many
of our oldfriendslivein thiscommunity and webel ong to the predominant religious
group.

One of thethingsthat | commented on several timesthroughout the semester,
in relation to faculty development seminars| attended, wasthe way in which treat-
ment of me asabeginner by otherswasasign of disrespect. Itincreased my feeling
of vulnerability. | say of these seminars:

Don't assume that because people are beginning that they are beginners.... | often
feel that intheseseminars| amtreated asachild—someonestill wet behind theears
and much younger than | am. | know some things about how academicsworks, as
do most of the other people there, and to ignore that isfoolish. | aso find that it
effectively shutsdown dial ogue. Theplacesto participateare sofew and sostraight
and sotokenthat weall aresimply silent—pleasant, participating when asked, but
silent about what we really know and what we could really share with each other.
(Nov. 23, 1992)

My colleagues and | had experience as faculty members at other institutions. We
knew and understood some valuable things about teaching in any arena. Y et we
werenever askedto shareour viewsinwaysthat woul d enabl eany of ustohelpeach
other with teaching or living in thisinstitution. The directors of the seminars were
the knowers. Regardless of our teaching experience or life experience, | felt wewere
treated as novicesin every aspect of our lives.

What is Salient?

Oneof the consistent findings of difference between the novice and the expert
isthat novices (beginners) display aconcern with surface structure or the immedi-
ately-evident details and their classification. Experts are more able to draw on deep
structure understandings in situations. Experts are able to make more accurate
predictions with lessinformation. In astudy of teacher’ s knowledge of students, |
foundthat thiswasproblematicfor beginnersinseveral ways. Inthebeginning, they
more quickly made judgments about student performance from their interpretation
of what they pointedtoassalient details. Theexpertseither attendedtoother signals
or interpreted differently the details noted by the novices. Because the beginners,
especially the student teachers but also the first-year teachers, made these judg-
ments, they found themsel ves unabl e to predict. They became unsure about which
detailswere most important and so therewasafelt needtofocusonall of thedetails.

L]
75



(Re-)Experiencing Beginning
__________________________________________________________________________________________________|
Part of our vulnerability is a feeling that we have to make decisions on limited
information. Thisiscoupled with asense of not alwaysknowing the meaning of the
information we have.

S: | wasthinking about what you were saying about how your studentswould say
toyou, “Oh | am from here, | am from there.” That would immediately click for
you. | remember when | was in Michigan...that is how | thought of the senior
faculty responding.... Y our geography has been pulled out from under you.... If
you say you're from here and you know this teacher from there, then...

A: Yes, and for meitisaspatia thing aswell. | actually plug those peoplein on
that map in my head.... | have no spaceto tiethese peopleto. They arenot tied to
anything. Now they are, but it took them longer than | ever would have believed.

S: Oneof thethings| found in experienced teachersisthat they could put alot of
frameworks around a class, about a class. That is one of the thingsthat | utterly
knew | would not have here. That is some frameworks, like O.K., oneisin Michi-
gan, they are taking 302—that means they’ ve had about this much course work.
They areprobably at | east halfway throughtheir coursework. And | know that they
arein P.E. and so they have learned these kinds of things.... Because | have been
an experienced teacher, | have those framesin place. | am looking for that kind of
information to ground me and | recognize that. (Interview 12/92)

Inthisinterview the speakersfocusonthewaysthat piecesof informationhave
saliency for decision making and for teaching. | point out that knowing a course
number in the old setting communicated to me information about the students’
probable progression in their academic and pedagogic curriculum. My colleague
indicates how, because she was a native of the area and had worked with teacher
educatorsinthat setting for alongtime, shewasablenot just to remember students’
names, but al soto sensewhat the school sthey attended had been like. Becauseshe
had worked with people all over the state, she knew something about the educa-
tional experiences these students might have had and she was able to “put the
student on that map.” This gave her considerable information about that student.
Beginners are not sure which information is salient.

Another significant issueistrying to figure out not just what the rules are but
what the rules mean. For example, my colleagues and | attended department meet-
ings, but wewere never surewhat really got said. Wedid not know how the politics
were working, but because of our experience we know they are there. We see the
responsesto each other, but wedo not yet know what the shrug, thelifted eyebrow,
the sudden silence really mean.

A final issue of saliency that causesvulnerability isthat we are not sure of the
language. Inthe ArizonaGroup Study (1994), all of usspokeof this. It created many
of the unsafe and uncertain situations. We were not sure what experienced faculty
meant by what they said. When | arrived here, | knew what many of the codewords
meant becausel had been astudent here, but | wasnot alwayssur ethat | knew. Even
though | was ateacher educator and had taught at an institution elsewhere, | soon
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realized that the coursework numbers and the abbreviations that all held meaning
for my colleagues meant nothing to me. | was aso one of only two qualitative
researchersinthiscollege, and sotheway | talked about research wasvery different
from the language my colleagues in my department used.

| found beginnersexpressed concernsabout being vul nerable. Wetalk of being
nervous. Wetalk of beingunsure. Wetalk of finding out onthejoball kindsof things
weareresponsiblefor that we did not understand were going to be our responsibil-
ity. We have to make lots of decisions with minimal information in what feel like
public arenas. We feel like we are being watched and judged in so many interac-
tions. Webring with usexpertiseof sorts, but wehaveahardtimefiguring out where
what we know fits. When people begin in anew context, they are unsure about the
usefulness of past schemes. They arelooking not just for information, but also for
meaning. They must create frameworks for interpretation to make the information
salient or meaningful.

How Does Experience Fit?

Asl wasreading thejournal of one of theinterns| waswaorking with, | noticed
that shereferred to a scripture that she had been “raised on” and indicated that, in
her work as ateacher, it was both a guidepost and a comfort. Theirony to me was
that it was ascripture that began echoingin my head from my first year teaching on
the Navajo reservation and which | had carried around this entire year:

And if thou shouldst be cast into the pit, or into the hands of murderers, and the
sentence of death passed upon thee; if thou be cast into the deep; if the billowing
surge conspire against thee; if fierce winds become thine enemy; if the heavens
gather blackness, and al the elements combineto hedge up theway; and aboveall,
if the very jaws of hell shall gape open the mouth wide after thee, know thou, my
[daughter], that al these things shall give thee experience, and shall be for thy
good. (D & C 122: 7).

The most important realization for me in this examination of beginnings was
the role of experience. After my experience teaching in a public school again, in
circumstances not unlike student teaching (Pinnegar, in press), and after thinking
about my own students’ experiencesin student teachingthisyear, | amstruck by the
waysinwhich student teaching isnot hel pful for educatingteachers. AsTabachnik,
Popkewitz, and Zeichner (1979-80) point out, the experience itself often allows
studentsto try out a narrow range of the experiences that will be part of their role
asateacher. Most of therolethey practiceistherole of theteacher asmanager. Y et
as| reflected on my own experience here, | realized that in order toreally learn, some
things simply need to be experienced.

The chasm between the time when our studentsleave usand enter thefield as
new teachers is that movement to lived experience. Their student teaching has
boundaries around it set by time, by the constraints imposed by the cooperating
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teacher, by the time of year, and the curriculum that isimposed. It is often seen as
the culmination of the education of an individual and not as a beginning. For this
reason alone, many of the student teachers| talked to expressed in some way their
feeling that it would all be different when they had compl ete control and they saw
very clearly the ways in which they were being constrained.

We learn how to organize life by experiencing life. Initially, we may not even
be ableto make alist, but aswe experience our lives, we begin to create categories
of meaning and webeginto beableto makelists. When | began my second semester
here, | commented, as | began a class that met for three hours each day for eight
weeksof asemester, that now that | had experienced thecourse, | knew, as| had not
before, that it would be over in eight weeks. | knew what this meant for organizing
my life asawhole. Unlessthey fail in their first experience, the student teachers|
work with do not experience a second semester in the same location with the same
people.

Ittakestimeto createnetworksof relationship and support. They do not happen
overnight. They arise from interaction with others on committees, at lunch, in
meetings. In addition, | also realized from an earlier study (Pinnegar, 1989) that,
whenwebegin, wemay bewary or apprehensive, but thingsdo not goawry initially.
The difficulties emerge over time; thus we come in apprehensive. We receive
positive feedback. Things seem fine and then things fall apart.

| was struck over and over again by the importance of experience. The things
we knew about a context and about teaching became embedded in the experiences
we had. Thus meaning emerged aswe cameto understand our experience. Thelack
of beingableto* see” into our experience, to know what was salient and what things
meant, and our own feelings of vulnerability, caused usto both select and interpret
the experiences we lived in ways that would have significant impact across our
experiencein the setting. | realized that these initial experiences may constrain our
teaching for many years, and may lead us to impose false limits on our practices.

A favorite story of mine from the American transcendentalist movement
applieshere. JonesV ery (atranscendentalist) waswalking down the street one day
andheranintoatree. A friend said, “ Jones, didn’ t you seethat tree?” Jonesreplied,
“| saw the tree but | did not realizeit.” When we begin, we may be like Jones; we
may “see” the tree, but not realize it. My student teachers and interns reported
remembering things their professors had warned them of; they recognized the
experience now, but they were unsure of how to act. In such situations| sometimes
find myself using strategies, knowledge, and/or methodsthat | do not agreewith or
do not believe in because | am so pressured by the situation that the action just
emerges. The language emerges and | find my action to be incongruent with my
belief, but unsure about what to do to make them congruent.
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Was | Ever a Beginner?

As | thought about the experiences of the people | had considered to be
beginners, | began to question exactly when any of them really were beginners. My
students brought with themto their first teacher education courseslong experience
in classrooms, as students primarily, but most of them also brought experiencesin
teaching others. Tabachnik, Popkewitz, and Zeichner (1979-80) point out that
learning from student teaching is narrowed and undercut because of the limited
way's student teachers are allowed to take over in a classroom. In their study of
elementary student teaching experiences, they found that teachers provided limits
suchasthedaily schedule, classroomrules, and management routines, aswell asthe
content to be taught. When many teacher educators speak of the prior knowledge
of their students concerning what it means to teach, they see that knowledge as
problematic, not as afoundation on which to explore and build, but asasomething
for studentsto definethemsel vesagainst. Clandinin (1992) and Bullough, Knowles,
and Crow (1991) suggest that the personal histories and experiences of students
should be a beginning point as we work to educate future teachers.

Asl thought of all this, | beganto questionwhen | wasever abeginner. My own
personal belief isthat we cometo thisworld not asblank slatesbut with personality
and talents that unfold and grow in response to our environment. From the very
beginning of my life in thisworld, | believed that | had brought talents that later
enabled me asateacher. In addition, | remembered that when | first began thinking
about the development of teacher schema, | wrote a paper about my own schema
forinteractingwith studentsin classroomsettings. Asl investigated therootsof that
schema, | realized they were founded in an experience | had teaching a particularly
difficult group of three-year-old children in Sunday School when | was only 16.
While things | learned in teacher education and student teaching and beginning
teaching had augmented and differentiated aspects of that schema, its roots were
clearly connected to my earlier experiences. Never, in any of my educational
experiences, had anyone asked me to reflect on those earliest experiences. The
exception was aresearch on teaching course with Walter Doyle in which our own
experiences in teaching and as teachers often provided background and detail for
our analysis of research on teaching.

In my work as ateacher educator, | seldom approached my beginning teacher
educationstudents—eitherininitial coursework, asstudent teachers, or asinterns—
as if they might have similar schemes rooted in such experiences. In adolescent
development courses, | had students write autobiographical papers exploring life
experiences, but | had not thought well about the kinds of teaching experiencesthat
might, more powerfully than anything they were learning from me, form the basis
of their teacher schemes. With the current focus on constructivist |earning and our
desire to enable our students to use constructivist methodology, how were we
. _________________________________________________________________________________________]
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engaging student knowledge and understandings in our work with them? Holt-
Reynolds’ (1992) work indicates the difficulty of changing the conceptual under-
standingsthat studentsbring withthem. Grossman (1992) pointsto siteswheresuch
changes have been made. But | wondered whether, regardless of all we know about
the potency of prior knowledge and our beliefs about learners, we continue to
approach our students as beginners with less knowledge or experience or under-
standing or wisdom than we have. | wondered in what wayswe may circumvent the
possibilitiesfor futureteaching strength by approaching our studentsasbeginners.

An Ending of Sorts

Asl haveexplored the meaning of being abeginner and beginning, | havetried
to make sense of my own beginning. Even as | have worked on this paper, | have
realized the status of being a beginner on this paper. | feel tentative and unsure of
thework. | am apprehensive and fearful of the response to the final product. | felt
uncomfortable with the frameworks | was bringing to this analysis but was un-
certain about how to use others. As | worked with the data and revisited my own
beginning experiences, | felt a congruence. Yet, | was uncertain about how to
embody these understandingsin language. It appears to me that being a beginner
bringswith it certain feelings and emotions. Two of these are a per vading sense of
vulnerability and an uncertainty about what things mean and how to make
sense of them. It seems that | was confident that | had knowledge but that | was
uncertain where it might apply or how to useit. These feelings and emotions may
limit the beginners’ ability to use the expertise they have. Feeling dumb, they may
act dumb. Finally, there is a chasm of lived experience between entering a new
setting and being able to understand and work with that context in powerful ways.
Asl begin, | am wary. | should expect my studentsto bewary. As| end thiswork,
| find myself puzzling still over the impact of beginning on beginners.
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Comments by Jack Whitehead

| have three of Stefinee’ s papersin front of me: (1) (Re)-experiencing student
teaching, (2) Beginning again: Making sense and

L learning the terrain (1993), and (3) Negotiating
Jack Whitehead balance with context, colleagues, students, families,
convenestheAction and institutions: Responding to lived experiencein
Research in Educational thesecondyear (1994).

Theory Research Group The value of trust shines through in (Re)-experi-

at the University of Bath,  encing student teaching when you say,
United Kingdom.
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A constant theme throughout my reflections on my teaching in this alternative high
school was the theme of trust. On Day 4 | comment, “ So, it’ s getting (Jay’s) trust
aswell asthe students.” | realized that in attempting this task, | had to trust my
ideas gleaned from a university education, gain the trust of the teacher and the
studentsto ensurethat the ideaswould work. Intalking of the students on that day,

| say:

My teacher questions:

How to get them to trust and risk getting involved?

My personal question:

Why should they want to give up their safe apathy and care about anything?

In Beginning again: Making sense and learning the terrain, you seemto meto
makethebreakwithtraditional academiclanguageandinsist,asTomRussell has,
onrecognizingtheauthority of your experience. You show cour ageinacknowl edg-
ing your vulnerability asyou insist on the importance of experience, feeling and
emotion in the construction of valid meaning. You put thiswonderfully when you
say,

As | worked with the data and revisited my own beginning experiences, | felt a
congruence. Yet | was uncertain about how to embody these understandings in
language. It appearsto methat being a beginner bringswith it certain feelingsand
emotions. Two of these are a pervading sense of vulnerability and an uncertainly
about what things mean and how to make sense of them. It seemsto methat | was
confident that | had knowledge but | was uncertain where it might apply or how
to use it. These feelings and emotions may limit the beginners ability to use the
expertise they have.

Your narrativeshowsanincreasi ng author ity withapower ful senseof purpose
focused oncommunity, i ntegratingreferenceswhereappropriate, describing your
changing context, showing political engagementinleavingyouwiththestatement,

| do not yet have powerful enough narrative frames in this experience to bring
together the fragmented arenas of my experience and interweave it into a whole.

I think you have such alot to sharefromyour stories. Each of usmight benefit
fromtheminconstructing our ownlivesineducation. | thinkyou speakdirectlyfrom
your experience, constructing meaning with feeling. | feel great warmth for others
inyour writing which | think shoul d be moving outwardsinto hel ping to formour
community of enquirersaspart of your resear ch. Thismight include conversations
and correspondencesaspart of your narrative. FromPeggy | thinkyoumightlearn
how to use a systematic form of action/refl ection cyclein the construction of your
narrative. From Mary Lynn you might learn how to integrate powerful mythsand
metaphor sintoyour account. FromKarenyoumightlearnhowtointegrateasocial
analysisintoyour life-storyinawaywhichmight hel pyouto under stand better how
to contribute to the formation and sustaining of a good social order. Through
examining Pam Lomax’s paper on standards, criteria, and the problematic of
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actionresearchinrelationto your story, you might find that it hel psto move your
enquiryforwardinawaythat clarifiestheimportanceof spiritual,, aesthetic, moral,
methodol ogical, scientific, andlogical valuesingivingaformtoyour ownlifeand
in contributing to a good social order through education. Thismight sound a bit
unbal ancedintheamount of |ear ning | amsuggesting fromothers. Itisnotintended
that way, for | take your focus on trust and community to be the bedrocks of edu-
cational research.
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