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C H A P T E R VII

Knowing Teaching from the Inside Out: Implications
of Inquiry in Practice for Teacher Education

M A G D A L E N E L A M P E RT

For several years, I have been trying to learn about teaching and
learning by teaching fifth grade mathematics in a public school class-
room. The teaching and learning I have been doing occurs in an ordi-
nary public school classroom, among one adult and many children,
with constraints on time and space and other physical resources, with
a responsibility to a diverse community to teach an agreed-upon cur-
riculum, and learners who are compelled to participate. All of that is
quite typical. But the teaching I have been doing is unconventional in
that I am trying to make it possible for elementary school students to
do different kinds of activities than those that are usually associated
with learning in school, activities that will help them to understand
and be able to use mathematics.

In the course of my teaching mathematics, I have been investigat-
ing pedagogical practices that are not common in American class-
rooms. I have also been trying to teach other teachers—new and expe-
rienced—about this kind of teaching. In my role as a teacher educator,
I move from the inside of practice to the outside, attempting to com-
municate what I know to people who have not done the kind of teach-
ing I have been working on. My work as a teacher informs my practice
as a teacher educator in that it shapes what and how I teach teachers.
It also offers a site for the common focus of others who seek to learn
about teaching. By making my teaching public I can create a common
text for analysis by students of pedagogy. And through the scholarly
analysis I do of the practice, I create conceptual frames based in prac-
tice that may be useful to other teacher educators. 

In this chapter, I explore the connections between inquiry into
practice and teacher education. I investigate the problems that are en-
countered as one moves from knowing teaching inside the moment of
a particular piece of classroom work to knowing teaching in communi-
cation with others, outside that context. This investigation continues a
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long-term effort to understand what it means to “know teaching.”
Examining the contrast between how researchers thought about the
problems in teaching and how practitioners thought as they con-
fronted them, I have argued that it is often not possible simply to use
knowledge that one brings into the classroom in the face of practical
problems.1 This does not mean that such knowledge is unnecessary,
but it does mean that it is not sufficient. Teachers need to be able to
manage situations in which new knowledge about what to do must be
created on the spot. Teachers thus need to think in ways that enable
them to create new knowledge while they work, not only as they plan
what they will do beforehand or reflect on it afterward. This means
that practitioners are simultaneously studying and doing teaching.
What does this imply for relating inquiry in practice to teacher educa-
tion? As I move out from studying what I know in and about teaching
toward what I can (or what anyone can) teach someone else about this
thinking in action, I recognize that knowledge of teaching has both a
personal and a public character.

I have gained some insight into what it means to be in this place—
somewhere between the inside and the outside—by analogy with
where my fifth graders are as they study mathematics. The goal of
their doing and studying mathematics in school is to learn about the
relationship between creating knowledge and solving problems. They
do this by creating knowledge and solving problems themselves and
we reflect together on how this process goes. School learners, studying
mathematics, and I, studying teaching, have two different kinds of
audiences or communities of study with whom we communicate. One
is local: kids talk to other kids and to their teacher as they work, assert-
ing and giving evidence for what they know; I talk with my students’
other teachers about the common problems we face, and we make
statements about what we know and what we do, critically evaluating
how that knowledge works in practice. In these local settings, we can
all see what one another is doing and how it changes as we learn new
things. These communications can be a regular part of practice, and
sometimes they are even required to get the work done. The other
kind of communication we engage in is public. As a teacher, for exam-
ple, I want parents, employers, and taxpayers to know what school
learners in my classroom are learning without having to watch them
do it. I want other teachers, policymakers, and researchers to know
what I am learning about teaching without requiring them to visit my
classroom.  My students, too, need to represent what they know to
others besides their teacher and their classmates; parents and future
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teachers are among their “public.” In communicating between the
personal and the public, one moves out from the work of the practice
itself and into another kind of work. The public cannot simply “see”
what we do and what we learn. For school learners, educators struggle
to invent performance evaluations and portfolio assessments to address
this problem, but deciding what goes into portfolios and what they
mean are not simple matters.2 Teachers who write about their own
teaching labor to find a voice, a language, a genre, a way of talking and
writing about what they know that is not simply borrowed from more
specialized academic discourses.3 Why is it so hard?

When questions about knowing or understanding practice are jux-
taposed with questions about communicating knowledge, we en-
counter a paradox: if one learns to practice by creating knowledge in a prac-
tice, one knows something that non-practitioners do not know, but what is
known cannot be represented to outsiders. One way out of this paradox is to
embrace “apprenticeship” models of education and to look to what
“ordinary folks” do and know. In mathematics, for example, if we think
of students’ parents and neighbors and teachers as folks who know
what students should know, then interacting with such people around
doing math problems will get them an appropriate education. The
learner’s mathematical knowledge is created and used in practice and
not represented for anyone outside the context of the problem. This
approach has some merit, but avoids hard questions about equity and
social mobility. How does one come to know aspects of a practice that
are not part of one’s everyday social intercourse? When the simple ap-
prenticeship model for learning practice is applied to learning teach-
ing, we have “new” teachers learning teaching from “old” teachers,
leaving little room for critical analysis or innovation. Teachers who
work with student teachers do not usually think of themselves as
teacher educators. They assume that some kind of “teacher education”
already went on back in the college classroom, although they are skep-
tical about its value. Rarely do the teacher and the student teacher
engage in an analysis of the strategies that are used to address problems
of practice or together seek new knowledge about teaching.

Another way to circumvent the paradox of learning practice, and
one that has been particularly common in K-12 schools, is to argue
that what students need to learn is a better understanding of the extant
products of practices like mathematics. By studying representations of
these products, they would learn ideas that they might not encounter
in everyday problem solving.4 The study of teaching, too, can be
largely focused on the products of the inquiry of others and this is
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how it is often conducted in universities. Articles in research journals
are amalgamated into textbooks and made into assigned reading in
“foundations” and “methods” courses. Obviously, these syntheses are
far from representations of knowing in practice.

Developing a Discourse of Practice

I am going to argue for another alternative as a way out of the
paradox: the development of a discourse of practice, wherein insiders
talk to one another about the new ideas and practices that develop as
they do what they do. I do not mean to countenance the familiar
“make and take” workshop in which teachers come away with a new
activity to use “on Monday.”  Neither am I suggesting that teaching
must be always new in the sense of reforming curricula or methods of
instruction. Rather, I am proposing that teachers talk together to
investigate the strategies they invent from moment to moment to
manage the problems of practice as they come up anew in their ever-
changing daily work, that they assess the appropriateness of various
strategies in the context of classroom constraints, and that they gener-
ate alternative ways to make sense of what is happening in their class-
rooms. Such a discourse of practice could also be a medium whereby
teachers communicate with those outside of teaching about teaching
and bring different systems of interpretation to bear on their experi-
ence.5 It could serve as a medium of teacher education as well as a lan-
guage of practical scholarship. In developing this argument, I am
deliberately avoiding the term teacher researcher. Instead, I am claiming
that such teaching and communication of ideas are the responsibility
of teachers as developing practitioners. As a form of teacher educa-
tion, being a teacher involves the study of—and communication
about—practice. Abdicating the responsibility for the study of teach-
ing to academic researchers means that the focus of their study, and
the resulting knowledge, will not represent what it is that teachers
know.

Creating a discourse of practice in teaching has been a persistent
challenge in the United States. In 1975, Dan Lortie wrote: 

The preparation of teachers does not seem to result in the analytic turn of
mind one finds in other occupations whose members are trained in colleges
and universities. . . . One hears little mention of the disciplines of observation,
comparison, rules of inference, sampling, testing hypotheses through treat-
ment and so forth. Scientific modes of reasoning and pedagogical practice
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seem compartmentalized; I observed this even among science teachers. This
intellectual segregation puzzles me; those in other kinds of “people work” (e.g.
clinical psychology, psychiatry, social work) seem more inclined to connect clin-
ical issues with scientific modes of thought. This separation is relevant because
it militates against the development of an effective technical culture and because
its absence means that conservative doctrines receive less factual challenge; each
teacher is encouraged to have a personal version of teaching truth.6

In the past twenty years, many questions have been raised about the
value of “the scientific method,” including whether there ever was
such a method to begin with. But the problem that Lortie calls “intel-
lectual segregation” persists in teaching as does the rarity of observa-
tion, comparison, rules of inference, sampling, and testing hypotheses
through treatment. Not only are teachers isolated from one another in
their speculations about what and how to teach, but they see the “sci-
entific” parts of the work of teaching, as well as the education of new
teachers, as someone else’s business. Although in some unusual set-
tings, “action research” projects engage teachers in collaborative prac-
tical inquiry and reform, what Lortie calls “a personal version of
teaching truth” exists alongside and often untouched by the “teaching
truths” that are produced by university researchers.7 Whether by
encouragement or the operation of some other kind of social forces,
we still live in a teaching culture where it is the norm for “each
teacher . . . to have a personal version of teaching truth.” 

Americans have begun to recognize that this is not the norm among
teachers in other societies, and to wonder what we can learn from their
cultures of teaching. Looking toward Japan, for example, we find that
communities of practice that educate new and experienced teachers are
the norm, and have been for quite some time.8 The structure of profes-
sional teacher education in Japan is built on the assumption that teach-
ing is a collaborative process rather than a private enterprise, and that it
is improved through teachers’ collaborative inquiry, including peer
planning of curriculum and instruction.9 Similarly in China, a decades-
long tradition and a well-articulated structure has new and experienced
teachers collaborating in inquiry and practical problem solving.10 The
teachers who produce and communicate knowledge of teaching in
these cultures are not a special brand of “teacher researchers.” They do
what they do as part of their everyday practice.

Commenting on these traditions of teacher learning in practice in
1997, the Research Advisory Committee of the National Council of
Teachers of Mathematics observed:
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Because research and development are intimately linked in the Japanese
teachers’ activity, theory and practice evolve together. Over the long term, a
community of teachers who develop in this way can collectively build a coher-
ent body of explanations and perspectives on students’ mathematical reason-
ing and ways of supporting its development . . . specific instructional practices
emerge as justifiable refinements and modifications of prior practices. As a
consequence of this intimate relationship between research and development
in their activity, Japanese teachers have collectively established a network of
explanations and perspectives that is grounded in the analysis of practice.11

Although they are far from the national norm, communities of
practice like those described here do exist in the United States, most
often linked to the teaching of literacy. There are a few unusual exam-
ples of groups of teachers who meet over many years and study their
own and others’ practice to generate understanding and improve-
ment.12 These groups are sometimes associated with masters level
courses in universities, but almost never institutionalized as part of the
teachers’ workload or organized to induct new teachers into the pro-
fession.

Problems in Teaching What One Knows of Practice 
Can we make the kinds of discourse about practice that have been

observed in these settings the norm in teaching in the United States?
Why might it be hard to make it happen more broadly? I speculate on
these matters from within the role of a teacher who is also a teacher
educator. My imagination for collaborative inquiry into practice has
been inspired by my participation in four unusual teacher education
programs, first as a student and then as a faculty member.13 From
those experiences, I draw the following analysis of the problems asso-
ciated with joining inquiry into practice and teacher education in the
United States.

THE PROBLEM OF NOT-SHARED LANGUAGE

In order to study teaching and teach it to others, I have had to learn
more than how to teach. I have needed to invent and learn multiple
discourses. Communication about any subject usually occurs within the
boundaries of a discourse community. This community shares a sense
of the meaning of the terms it uses to talk about common experiences,
and it also shares standards about what is accepted as evidence for
assertions. To belong to such a community, one makes a tacit agree-
ment to use its syntax and semantics. Developing a voice with which
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one can speak about teaching from the inside out means accepting
multiple standards about what counts as justification for the statements
one wishes to assert, and it raises difficult questions about how one’s
audience “takes” what is being asserted.14 As I talk with other mathe-
matics teachers who are teaching (as I do) by engaging students in
mathematical activity, we assume a certain level of both mathematical
and pedagogical “shared understanding.” We do not always agree, but
when we argue about the nature of practice, we do it within a set of
common assumptions. Going out from that group to teachers with less
mathematical sophistication or teachers who teach in more conven-
tional ways. I have to figure out how to say what I want to say about
my teaching in terms that respect both their knowledge and my own. 

When I go out of my classroom to talk with prospective teachers,
the place we are most likely to meet is the college classroom. In that
setting, I need to speak about what I know in still a different language.
And speaking about teaching to my fellow faculty members requires
yet another kind of language, with different terms for what is going on
in the classroom and different standards for supporting assertions.
Parents, school board members, policymakers—all of these groups
have one or another kind of interest in learning about the kind of
practice I know about, and each has a different discourse that I need to
learn if I am to communicate with them.

THE PROBLEM OF AUTHORITY

That some people are teachers and others are learners implies that
some people know something that other people do not. We com-
monly refer to those who know more as “authorities” on a given mat-
ter. If we want to learn about a practice, how would we find someone
who is an authority? How does one become an authority on practice?
What are the differences between knowing more about how to do
teaching and knowing how to talk about teaching? These distinctions
are endlessly debatable and run through every field of endeavor. In
one scenario, authority derives from quantities of experience. Some-
one who has been teaching longer is considered to know more than
someone who is just beginning. In another scenario, authority derives
from the much more ephemeral status associated with being able to
say what one says in a way that others find useful. People move from
being teachers to giving workshops for teachers when they demon-
strate this kind of authority. And then there is the authority that
derives from education, which in our field is suspect. (In my experi-
ence, it has been harder to get a classroom teaching job with an Ed.D.
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in Curriculum and Instruction than it was when I had a bachelor’s de-
gree and no education courses.)

Among teachers and school administrators, there is a deep and
continuing ambivalence about looking to university researchers for
knowledge that might be useful in practice. Teachers do not routinely
read the scholarly journals where researchers report their findings—in
fact they find such journals to be almost incomprehensible, and cer-
tainly not about the same endeavor in which they are engaged. At the
same time, there is a kind of mystical reverence for this work, an
admission that it must be done by people who are better educated, if
not “smarter.” 

As a teacher who has some certified, formal knowledge of teach-
ing, I am the target of this ambivalence. I find myself in the position
of trying to establish the authenticity of my ignorance and puzzlement
in the face of many teaching problems while at the same time needing
to justify why I am a professor and teacher educator. Part of my role as
a teacher educator is to communicate to my fellow teachers and
prospective teachers that teaching is a problematic and uncertain prac-
tice in which researchers’ “answers” cannot simply be applied to prac-
tical questions.15 The questions that go through my mind, and are
sometimes recited aloud by someone in my vicinity, go something like
this, “If you are smart enough to be a professor of education, why
can’t you figure out how to get everyone in your class to understand
fractions? or sit still through a 45-minute lesson? or participate civilly
in a discussion with their peers?” I struggle to maintain my apprecia-
tion for the creation of teaching solutions that fit the unique character
of each moment of practice while living with the question, “If this is
not universally good teaching, why teach others about it?”

THE PROBLEM OF TELLING KNOWLEDGE AS

THE SUBJECT OF ONE’S OWN STUDY

Practice is doing. The study of practice begins in the setting in
which a particular practitioner acts. To study practice means that one
cannot succeed by limiting the focus of one’s inquiry, since it is the
breadth and complexity of those actions across multiple settings that
are being investigated. Yet, in the course of attempting to tell about
any practice, even if the telling is in the first person, one necessarily
formalizes what has been learned, leaving out some aspects of the
experience and highlighting others. For any inquiry into practice,
there are many possible stories to tell. For every story that is told,
there are many possible meanings to interpret. Stories about practice
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are not mirrors of experience: like all texts, they are constructed by the
author with certain intentions in mind. When one is telling about
oneself, no description seems adequate to the experience, and yet
without description, what is learned remains private and unexamined.
I have access to special knowledge as the teller of my own teaching
stories, but I also am constrained by the limitations of any medium to
express the multiplicity of what I know.

Although it is my aim to retain the richness and complexity of
teaching when I am in the role of teacher educator, being in the mid-
dle of it makes me painfully aware of the impossibility of telling the
whole story. Language, even supplemented by other media, is simply
inadequate to capture my experience and knowledge of teaching prac-
tice. It is inadequate even to capture all the aspects of an event, to say
nothing of representing the constellations of feelings and intentions
imbedded in that event. That I can have more of a sense of the whole
of what is going on than any observer is both a blessing and a curse.

Communicating between the Inside and the Outside of Practice
In an effort to address the problems I have described here, I invent

stories about things that happen in my classroom. I do this to express
something of the dramatic quality of what goes on, but also because
narrative enables me to represent something that I think is universally
important about teaching while maintaining the special qualities of
knowledge created in the context of practice. The story serves as a
medium for communicating about strategies invented in the moment
without judging them to be ultimately correct. The stories raise uni-
versal questions about teaching, but they do not supply universal
answers.

A story of teaching and learning is not a replay of what happened;
it is a window on how events and relationships among the participants
intertwine to produce a particular outcome. In stories of pedagogy, as
in all stories, there is a narrative description of an event. But underly-
ing this description, there is also the “state-breech-crisis-redress”
cycle in which good or evil ultimately prevails.16 As the person who
both experiences the crisis and is responsible for its redress, I have the
capacity to identify elements of the work of teaching that are not
available to observers.17 For example, the turning point in a piece I
wrote about teaching my fifth graders the meaning of numbers writ-
ten in decimal form is a moment when one of the students in the class
announced (just as the lunch bell was about to ring!) that .0089 is a
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negative number because it is less than zero, and several of his class-
mates chimed out in agreement.18 This was a definite breech in the
pedagogical conversation from my point of view as the teacher, since I
know that .0089 is not a negative number. The students’ thinking in
this matter was interesting and would be recognized as such by many
observers. But for me it also signaled a crisis. The kind of teaching
that I am trying to do respects students as sense-makers and so I could
not simply “correct” this assertion. At the same time, I want to teach
in ways that honor mathematical traditions and make it possible for
my students to communicate with others who honor those traditions,
so I could not accept the students’ assertions as a curious invention.
Neither could I simply label the student “wrong” until I found out
why he said what he said. At the same time, I wanted to be a good citi-
zen of the public school in which I was teaching, and the lunch servers
were waiting for my class in the cafeteria. 

Studying practice in this situation is not only a matter of studying
the complexity of the problems I faced. Because of the ethical respon-
sibilities in my relationship with my students, I needed not only to
recognize the potential for study in this turn of events, but to do
something about it.19 I was thrust into a domain of teaching practice
that seems crucially important and valuable—trying to figure out why
a ten-year-old might think that a number written as a decimal is less
than zero and at the same time figuring out how I was going to con-
vince him that this did not make sense while respecting him as a sense-
maker, and doing all this without incurring the wrath of the lunch-
room staff. Unlike researchers on children’s thinking and learning, I
did not create this problem to study it. I did what I did in order to
teach.20

FROM KNOWING TO COMMUNICATING: DISSOLVING THE DUALISM?
The stories that I tell about my teaching are created after the fact

with the purpose of communicating fundamental elements of my prac-
tice. There are three activities that together produce the narrative
inquiry: one is doing the practice, a second is examining it, and a third
is constructing a story about it.21 Composing narratives from the per-
spective of practice for the purpose of teacher education cannot be
one-way telling as in “announcing.” Instead, it needs to be a two-way
kind of storytelling: communicating one’s experiences to others,
checking on what is understood by the listener, and revising one’s lan-
guage to achieve some shared meaning. To help us understand the
practice of teaching, the story needs not only to celebrate an event but
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also to draw out its meaning to some community of listeners who seek
to learn. This requires becoming familiar with and using the language
and rules of discourse of each community with whom one would com-
municate and creating a “language of practice” that is comprehensible
to each.

To succeed in bringing a discourse of practice into teacher educa-
tion, we need to create a third kind of discourse that is neither a dis-
course for practitioners to talk with one another about their problems,
nor a discourse that mimics the focus and detachment of academia.
This third kind of discourse would be built from communication in
which local negotiation about meaning among speakers with differing
perspectives has the potential to create a new language of practice.22 It
is not hard to imagine that creating and nurturing such a middle
ground might improve both teaching and teacher learning. This
somewhat romantic notion has some grounding in the social psychol-
ogy of George Herbert Mead. Mead’s theory of the self includes the
idea that the person is both an actor and an interpreter-of-action-in-
society.23 Mead worked in the tradition of pragmatism, bent on attack-
ing the classic dualisms—individual versus social, mind versus body,
nature versus culture, fact versus value, objective versus subjective—
with a harmonizing logic. This tradition of thought has given me the
inspiration to imagine that it is possible to be both a practitioner and a
researcher without suffering from a paralyzing personality disorder. It
suggests a framework in which one can be both the protagonist, caus-
ing teaching and learning to happen, and the storyteller, interpreting
that action.

In Mead’s terms, the person’s identity emerges from the integra-
tion of “me” and “I.” “I” is the force that determines action, the will to
make a unique imprint on the environment rather than simply react-
ing to it. “Me” is a member of various overlapping and non-overlap-
ping social groups and understands action as it is variously interpreted
by these groups. The “I” is continually involved as an agent in ongo-
ing action, while the individual becomes aware of self through the
reflective “me” which organizes the response of others to the “I.”
What distinguishes Mead’s theory from other ways of thinking about
persons-in-action that were popular when he was writing is the asser-
tion that the person is a dynamic integration of the agentive “I” and the
responsive “me.” This assumption of integration contrasts sharply
with theories of the self that understand the person as a responding
organism whose behavior is a reactive product of what presses upon
him or her from the outside (society) or from the inside (psyche) or
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both.24 As a teacher who teaches others about teaching, I have been
trying to know and tell about teaching both as the “I” who initiates
action in the messy circumstances of practice and as the “me” who
participates in different communities of discourse about this practice
in order to understand it. The “me” part attempts to tell stories about
the “I” part by describing what I do in terms that are familiar to vari-
ous professional, academic and political communities. 

COMMUNICATION AS AN ATTEMPT AT MUTUAL UNDERSTANDING

Perhaps it would be useful to introduce more rigorous ways of
talking about what it is that is acquired from doing and studying prac-
tice. One result of studying a practice like mathematics or pedagogy is
what might be called “my own understanding.”  This belongs to the
individual practitioner and serves to justify one’s actions to one’s self.
Representations of such understanding might be recorded in a private
journal. Another kind of result of studying practice might be what is
commonly called “knowledge,” perhaps produced by individuals, but
shored up by public argument supported by evidence. My understand-
ing is assumed to be a product of private experience, contemplation,
and reflection, while my knowledge is considered a product of intel-
lectual work done according to a community’s accepted set of rules. 

Neither “understanding” nor “knowledge” in the sense that I have
caricatured them here seems to be the appropriate term for what I am
trying to produce about the practice of teaching. Even though it puts
me in a powerful position, I am unhappy with the claim that as a prac-
titioner I have some kind of universally applicable “knowledge” of
teaching, and everyone else who teaches also ought to have this knowl-
edge. But I also am equally unhappy with calling what I have “my own
understanding,” in the sense of saying that what I know is private and
relevant only to the particular problems I face in my classroom.

Returning to Mead’s theory of the self, what seems to be at issue in
this epistemological conundrum is integrating the “I” who initiates
action and the “me” who tries to understand and name action in ways
that are meaningful to others. The works of Lev Vygotsky and M. M.
Bakhtin and the writing of their contemporary interpreters25 make it
possible to imagine a way out of this conundrum, to understand that it
is in the attempt to communicate with members of different speech
communities that the “unsatisfactory stalemate between individualistic
subjectivity and abstract objectivism” can be resolved.26 What gets cre-
ated in the act of trying to communicate is a new understanding, nei-
ther particular to one’s private experience, nor entirely shaped by the
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need for universal principles, but a tool to aid all of our attempts at
mutual understanding. In Gary Saul Morson’s interpretation of
Bakhtin,

Speech is interlocution. Understanding is active, is responsive, is a process.
The process of understanding includes the listener’s identification of the
speaker’s apparent and concealed motives and of the responses that the
speaker invites and hopes to forestall.27

Let me try to give an example of how this helps me think about
how I write or talk about my teaching. One of the things that I have
been exploring in my teaching is organizing the daily agenda around
multifaceted math problems instead of around a list of mathematical
topics, intending the topics I want students to learn to emerge from
students’ work on the problems. Understanding this piece of my
teaching puts me at a crossroads between the way “I” would describe
what is going on and how I imagine that various speech communities
might understand “me” trying to address this problem. 

In an attempt to be true to both the “I” and the “me,” I chose to
title a paper about this aspect of my teaching “Covering the Curricu-
lum, One Problem at a Time.”28 In my everyday work with fifth grade
students, I know that just getting through the textbook is not an indi-
cation that anyone is learning anything. But as a public school teacher,
I cannot only see learning mathematics in terms of constructing
knowledge in the context of an attempt to make sense of a single prob-
lem; I also need to think in terms of which topics and procedures are
taught and hopefully learned in which grade. If I were to speak to my
fellow teachers in the same way that I speak to learning researchers
about doing one problem at a time, they would be quick to point out
that “it won’t work in my classroom.” By including the idea of “cover-
ing the curriculum” in my title, I am seeking to forestall this response,
at least long enough to get my audience to listen to the “one problem
at a time” part. I know, from working in a school everyday, that one
cannot simply dismiss the idea of covering the curriculum, that the
curriculum represents something like a treaty between the school and
the community. Yet by including the phrase “one problem at a time” in
my title, I seek to avoid researchers dismissing what I have to say on
the basis of my being preoccupied with covering the curriculum. What
I am trying to invent here is a way of talking about practice that stands
back from practice but at the same time takes the point of view of prac-
tice.
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Refining this kind of interlocution assumes a kind of localized ex-
change wherein meaning is negotiated and appropriated as such by the
people who participate together in communicative events. It posits a
level of study somewhere between the teacher as an individual thought-
ful practitioner who keeps a private reflective journal and the teacher
who views elements of practice in terms of the discourse structures of
one or another public audience. In between, we might think of the
teacher as collaborating with others in the thoughtful study of practice
and creating a way of writing and talking about practice that satisfies
both other practitioners and specialized non-practitioners who want to
understand more of what teaching is all about.

Should Teacher Educators also Be Scholars of Practice?

This way of conceiving of teaching and the teacher’s role is rare
and unusual, but it is part of a tradition that was especially lively in
this country at the time that John Dewey and his contemporaries were
producing pedagogical scholarship and educating teachers. Fortu-
nately for me, this tradition has survived alongside the more dominant
trends to implement “teacherproof” curriculum and instructional
activities and to replace teachers’ engagement in intellectual practices
with course requirements in the disciplines.29

One of Dewey’s contemporaries and one of my heroes is Lucy
Sprague Mitchell.  Mitchell was a teacher, a teacher educator, and a
researcher on teaching. She is one of a remarkable collection of educa-
tional reformers who combined scholarship with practice in America
in the early part of the twentieth century. She wrote a book about
teaching geography in elementary school that is considered to be a
classic among teachers who regard themselves as pedagogical design-
ers. In this little book, Mitchell ties the practical with the intellectual
in her observations about what teachers need to do and learn in order
for them to bring children to the point of making and understanding
geographical relationships. In the section on the teacher’s role in this
process, she says:

It becomes the first task of a teacher who would base her program with young
children on the exploration of the environment to explore the environment
herself. She must know how her community keeps house—how it gets its
water, its coal, its electric power, its food, who are the workers that make the
community function. She must know where the pipes in her room lead to,
where the coal is kept in the school, when the meters are read and by whom;
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she must know the geographic features which characterize her particular envi-
ronment and strive constantly to see how they have conditioned the work of
which she is a part and how they have been changed by that work.30

The teacher is to explore ideas first hand as a basis for knowing what
and how to teach. And there are two parts to this knowledge. One part
is the exploration itself, actually finding out the geography of the set-
ting in which one lives and works, finding out what constitutes the
practice of geography. The other part is personalizing the findings of
that exploration by reflecting on what the study of geography enables
us to know about our own work and about how our thinking con-
tributes to the design of our physical and intellectual environment.
There is yet a third kind of knowledge required to connect all this to
teaching. Mitchell goes on to say about the teacher’s explorations of
geography:

And when she knows all this and much, much more, she must keep most of it
to herself! She does not gather information to become an encyclopedia, a
peripatetic textbook. She gathers this information in order to place the chil-
dren in strategic positions for making explorations . . .31

If I can take a leaf from Mitchell’s book, I would define my study of
teaching practice as an effort to “gather information” in order to place
myself and those others who seek to learn about teaching in a “strategic
position for making explorations.” 

Again, it is useful to make an analogy between teaching children—
this time geography—and teaching teachers. Taking Mitchell’s admo-
nitions about first-hand exploration as the basis for teaching about the
environment, we might paraphrase: “It becomes the first task of the
teacher educator who would base her program with teachers on the explo-
ration of teaching practice to explore teaching practice herself.” We might
agree that at least some parts of a teacher’s education should entail the
exploration of teaching practice. It would be simplistic, however, to
conclude from this that teacher educators need to be school teachers.
For one, it is not enough to be a teacher. One must be a teacher who
studies practice, figuring out what one knows and how to represent
that knowledge for others. For another, doing practice and exploring
practice need not happen simultaneously. Mitchell does not suggest
that teachers of geography become professional geographers, but that
they find out what geographers do—what kinds of problems do they
work on and how do they work on them? It may be possible, especially
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with new technologies for capturing vivid and complex information
about classroom work, to study practice without doing it oneself.32

Given some exploration of what practitioners do, teacher educators
would then recast their own work to reflect an analysis of what it
would take to learn that.  How might we create environments in which
teacher educators could learn about practice? And then how would we
take the next step—using this information to place learners of teaching
in strategic positions for making explorations?
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