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Research-in-Practice Projects (RiPP) started as a way to encourage and support
practitioners to engage in research about their practice. College and community
practitioners were eager to participate in research activities but seldom had the
required resources and energy to write a research proposal for a small individual
project. Practitioners explained that their “proposal-writing” energy gets directed
to program delivery proposals. RiPP offered an alternative. Building on previous
research-in-practice projects carried out in Alberta by The RiPAL Network, RiPP
involved five literacy practitioners in research-in-practice projects and provided
them with research education opportunities and support.
In the fall of 2003, literacy program coordinators, instructors and others involved
in literacy practice were invited to participate in a facilitated meeting to explore
possible research topics they might be interested in pursuing. During the
following weeks, those who were interested in continuing with the project
developed individual research proposals. Throughout the next eighteen months,
five practitioners collected data, analysed it and wrote their findings. The group
came together several times to discuss the research stages they were navigating
and the challenges they were facing. Online discussions allowed the group to
stay in touch and maintain the level of support required to make progress in their
individual projects.
The process was not without challenges. Writing, especially, became an almost
insurmountable hurdle that was hard to make space for in busy professional and
personal lives. Practitioner researchers worked for many months; dedicating
many more hours than the project had anticipated, to produce research reports
that would be rigorous but also speak clearly to the audience they care about
most, other practitioners and community members.
In this report, Paula Davies examines one teaching strategy, the use of narrative
in the classroom. Paula argues that the use of students’ personal narratives in
the classroom is a valuable teaching strategy because it facilitates the students’
understanding of specific course content, it enhances their engagement
with classmates, class activities and course content and it creates a classroom
community. These developments enrich the learning experience because they
allow students to be seen. Being seen means that each student is valued as an
individual, that his or her culture, background, personal history and personal
knowledge is acknowledged and has a place in the classroom.
Marina Niks
RiPP Coordinator
ripal@literacy.bc.ca
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“Get into small groups of six or seven people. When you are in your group, tell each
other a story about sound.” Sound, sound, sound. My mind was racing to try and
think of what I could possibly talk about when I got into my group. Were these instruc
tions as challenging to everyone at the workshop as they were to me? Could other
people come up with a personal story about sound on the spur of the moment like
this? Apparently they could. Within two minutes of these instructions being given,
the fifty or so participants in this pre-conference half-day workshop were animatedly
exchanging sound stories with one another.
I listened enraptured as one participant told the romantic story of the unforgettable
sound of the heron on the lake the night he and his future wife stole a canoe and
rowed to the middle of the lake. When it came my turn, I told the story of my seven
teen-year-old son who loves to dance. I talked, like any proud parent, about what a
wonderful performer he is and how, in spite of being deaf, he is an award-winning jazz
and hip-hop dancer.
After we had all exchanged our stories in our small groups, the workshop facilitator,
Daryl Caswell, from Mechanical and Manufacturing Engineering at the University
of Calgary, asked each small group to select one of its stories to be told to the whole
group. As each story was told, Caswell jotted a few notes about the story on the black
board. When all the stories had been told, he proceeded to demonstrate how he would
use each story to teach a lesson on various aspects of acoustics, part of the content of
his course.
I was amazed by the power of this exercise. Everyone had a story to tell. Participants
were clearly connected emotionally to their stories and the hook to learning specific
content was obvious. Once again, my mind was racing, this time because I was trying
to figure out if I could use this exciting technique in my English classes.

The Research Question
During my years as the co-coordinator of a one-on-one literacy tutoring program
(VALT) at the College of New Caledonia, I had encouraged the tutors to use each
student’s own life experiences as part of the lesson. The technique, known as
language experience, is often used as a starting point for literacy students, and
I described it this way when I revised the guide for volunteer tutors written by
Joyce Cameron and Myrna Rabinowitz (2000):
Language experience is a flexible, easy-to-use teaching tool. By writing
down your student’s stories and ideas you are collaborating to create reading
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material that draws on the student’s own experiences and interests. As
a result, the student can learn to read using language that is familiar and
content that is mature and relevant to his experience (p. 30).
Developing reading and writing skills is the goal of the activity. The personal
nature of the language experience story simply facilitates that goal.
While I had always valued the technique at the literacy level, Daryl Caswell
demonstrated that students’ stories could be used not only to facilitate the
development of the reading and writing process but to facilitate the learning of
specific course content as well.
And that excited me very much! Caswell took the story that I had told about
my son and demonstrated how he would use it in his acoustics class. He would
talk about the visceral effects that most jazz music has because of the decibels
at which it is produced and how those effects made it easier for my deaf son to
respond to the music and dance. He went on to demonstrate how he would use
the other stories that had been told in the workshop to introduce various content
topics of his course. The stories moved from an end in themselves, as in language
experience, to a steppingstone into the specific knowledge and skills related to
a content area. My mind was racing as I watched Caswell do this. I wanted to try
it. I was anxious to see if this technique could be used to facilitate the learning of
English for students in my classes.
Thus my research question was born: What happens when the use of student
personal narrative is introduced into an upgrading English classroom?
In this research report, I argue that the use of students’ personal narratives in
the classroom is a valuable teaching strategy because it facilitates the students’
understanding of specific course content, it enhances their engagement with
classmates, class activities and course content and, as well, it creates a classroom
community. These developments enrich the learning experience because they
allow students to be seen. Being seen means that each student is valued as an
individual, that his or her culture, background, personal history and personal
knowledge is acknowledged and has a place in the classroom.
Through data analysis, I identified three areas in which the use of students’
personal narratives enhanced the learning experience. The first area was that of
English course content. The technique facilitated the students’ acquisition of an
understanding of essay writing, symbolism, the role of text in their lives and the
importance of bringing prior knowledge and experience to interpretation. The
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second area was that of engagement. Through the use of personal narratives,
students displayed engagement with the activity itself, with one another, with the
course content and with the whole course. The third area that the use of students’
personal narratives had an effect on was that of classroom community. An
intimacy developed where students regularly displayed a bond with one another,
respect for each other’s opinions and ideas, a comfort that allowed them to take
risks in their learning and a willingness to help one another academically.

What I Bring to the Research
Who am I?
I enter the research equation as a white, middle-aged, middle-class woman. I have
succeeded in the education system and hold a privileged position in society. As
a consequence, I know that many of my life experiences are very different from
those of my students. I try to keep this in mind and make the classroom a place
where students and their lives are visible. The face that I teach in an institution
rather than in a community-based program has had a profound effect on my
work: for twenty-five years I have had a secure professional life that has allowed
me to commit to long-term work projects and to focus on the work itself and
not on securing funding for my program or my work; I have had supported
professional development, curriculum development and preparation time. I love
teaching very much. I passionately enjoy reading and discussing literature. I value
exposing students to the human issues raised in various types of print material
and engaging with them in the exploration of these concerns.
Value of the Practitioner as Researcher
This particular research project was classroom based, and as a practitioner I was
ideally located to conduct it in the setting of my everyday work. I was researching
the effects of one new teaching strategy. This was not outside my expertise; it
was within it. For most practitioners, it is always exciting to develop a technique
that has positive outcomes in the classroom and then to share it with colleagues.
As learning outcomes are often qualitative, particularly in an English classroom,
practitioners are well situated to observe the effects on the learning of a new
teaching strategy. The ‘feel’ of the classroom, the level of discussion, writing,
or student engagement can be compared within one classroom over time or
from class to class over a career of teaching. Having more than twenty years of
teaching experience to draw from, I felt that I could bring that experience, and the
insights it affords, to this research question and effectively observe what happens
that is different when the use of student narrative is introduced into an upgrading
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English class. The view from this position of practice is a privileged one and can
enhance what we know about the classroom.
For this particular teaching strategy, the use of students’ personal narratives,
trust must be established in the classroom in order to have the student narratives
flow. Trust develops over time when people work together and commit to
one another. My experience and my personal teaching philosophy make it
both natural and essential to create such trust. Creating an effective emotional
classroom environment, according to Jan Sawyer (Battell, Gesser, Rose, Sawyer,
& Twiss, 2004), allows students to takes risks in their learning. As a practitioner
working on a daily basis to establish such an atmosphere, I was well situated to
conduct research that required the element of trust. The past reputation of an
instructor also helps establish a trusting atmosphere for conducting research.
In my experience, many students enter a classroom with an opinion of the
instructor already beginning to form based on word-of-mouth assessment from
other students. If students enter a classroom with a positive attitude about an
instructor, from these word-of-mouth evaluations, then they are more willing to
positively approach new learning experiences. Some degree of trust has already
been established from the outset. And while an external researcher brings
other qualities to the job, this factor of established trust places an experienced
practitioner in a good position to conduct classroom research.

What the Research Brings to Me
Engaging in practitioner research has brought an amazing new dimension to
my classroom practice. In fact, I would say that practitioner research is one of
the most productive professional development activities that an instructor can
engage in!
In the first place, doing practitioner research required me to be extremely
reflective about what I was doing in the classroom. The goal of my work became
not just to teach English 050 but also to consciously and purposefully reflect
on a particular aspect of what I was doing and the effects of that technique on
student learning. Of course, all instructors do this to some degree all the time.
We are painfully aware when things are not working in the classroom and have
those indescribable highs when we can sense that our students are engaged in a
profound learning experience. When we think over these experiences and why
they happened we are being reflective practitioners. However, often for me,
these understandings are experienced in the moment and, at best, briefly shared
in the hallway with other instructors. Being involved in practitioner research
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required me to take the time to stop and examine and ponder what went on in
the classroom. Like eating an artichoke, doing practitioner research required me
to keep peeling off the leaves to get to the heart of the experience.
As well, because the results of this research were communicated to others, a
clarity of description, observation and analysis beyond that needed for my daily
classroom practice was demanded. Thinking about what I do as a practitioner as
opposed to simply doing it allowed me to step back from the teaching process
and see the teaching/learning relationship with added colours.
Engaging in practitioner research also allowed my love/hate relationship with
writing to flourish. At almost all times, the writing of the research report was
a difficult and frustrating experience. The intellectual rigour and discipline
that was required to clearly and compellingly explain what I had learned was
challenging. Clarifying what it was that I wanted to say and then finding the
right words to say it became processes I both despised and cherished. However,
engaging in them pushed my own cognitive development and my teaching
skills as I experienced what I ask my students to do all the time in the essays that
they write.
And of course, many practitioners, including those involved in producing
Dancing in the Dark by Marina Niks, Darcy Allen, Paula Davies, Dee McRae, and
Kate Nonesuch (2003), have reported that getting the opportunity to work on
practitioner research, face to face, with colleagues throughout the province
was in itself a professional development experience. For this research project I
was part of the RiPP (Research in Practice Project) team comprised of five other
practitioner/ researchers and a research friend. We formed a support group to
facilitate our individual projects. Making time to discuss, debate, analyze and
dissect issues of importance in adult literacy work with colleagues resulted in a
deepened and broadened understanding of my classroom work and its role in
facilitating personal and social development in the students.

A Road Map
In the literature review I summarize some of the work already undertaken in fields
that are relevant to this research. The section explores communication theory,
learning theory, and the use of narratives in adult education.
In the methods section, I discuss how I collected the data to answer the research
question, What happens when the use of student narrative is introduced into an
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Literature Review
upgrading English classroom? I describe the participants, the technique itself,
how the data was collected and analyzed, and ethical considerations.
The data analysis section is divided into three chapters. In the first one, I look at
how the use of students’ personal narratives enhanced their learning of course
content. In the second chapter, I look at how the use of this technique enhanced
student engagement with one another and with the course itself. In the final
chapter of the data analysis section, I examine the sense of classroom community
that developed as a result of using students’ personal narratives.
In the last section, I conclude with recommendations and further questions.

In research, conducting a literature review is meant to allow the researcher to
interact with the relevant body of knowledge that is documented on a particular
subject. The researcher can then contribute his or her work to the conversation.
In academic research, these conversations are represented in the literature.
For practitioner researchers, this is not always the case. The authors of Dancing
in the Dark argue that “practitioners’ knowledge is not necessarily framed by and
in interaction with the current research literature on the field; rather it is mostly
based in their experience” (Niks et al., 2003, p. 9). This then poses challenges for
practitioner researchers as they attempt to contribute, through their research,
to the creation of knowledge while accurately reflecting practitioners’ ways of
knowing. Conversations that practitioners engage in with one another to advance
the field of knowledge often take different formats than academic research
writing. Formal and informal ongoing verbal discussions, workshops, face-to-face
and electronic conferences are all ways that practitioners enter into the discourse
about their work.
For example, it was by attending a pre-conference workshop that I first began
my conversation with the literature on the use of students’ personal narratives
in the classroom. Daryl Caswell and Barbara Schneider facilitated a workshop
where participants experienced and then discussed the use of students’ personal
narratives in the classroom as a valuable teaching technique. The presenters
approached the topic through the field of communications theory. Excited by
my personal experience with the strategy, and because I intended to research
the use of students’ personal narratives in my classroom, I felt a responsibility to
understand the theory behind the practical teaching strategy that I was inspired
to try. As a result, I began a traditional literature review by looking at the work of
Walter Fisher, a communications theorist referred to by Caswell and Schneider.

Communication Theory
In the articles I read, Fisher (1984, 1985, 1989, 1997) describes, elaborates and
defends the narrative paradigm on communication theory that he developed.
For the most part, these readings were too field-specific for me to be able to fully
understand the arguments that were being presented. As I have no background
knowledge in communication theory, I could not always follow Fisher situating his
own paradigm in relationship to other communication theories.
However, several of the tenets on which his theory is based did prove to be
valuable starting points for understanding the significance of using narrative
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in the classroom. First of all, Fisher (1997) argues that humans are essentially
storytellers, “aptly designated homo narrans” (p. 312). If the capacity to tell
stories is a human attribute, then utilizing this skill in the classroom makes sense.
Students do not have to be taught to tell stories; they already can. Marsha
Rossiter (2002) suggests that the works of J. Bruner and D.E. Polkinghorne offer a
basis for understanding the narrative perspective:
A beginning point for a discussion of narrative and story in adult education is
an understanding of narrative as a broad orientation grounded in the premise
that narrative is a fundamental structure of human meaning making (Bruner
1986, 2002; Polkinghorne 1988, 1996) (Rossiter, p. 1).
As well, Fisher contends that storytelling allows non-experts into the discourse.
As he explains, “the second feature of the paradigm particularly relevant to the
theme of narrative and community is its intrinsic egalitarian bias” (1997, p. 318).
Everyone can tell a story; therefore, everyone can participate in public discussion.
In the classroom, this translates into everyone having something to contribute.
No single student’s contribution is of more value than any other’s, as each
personal narrative is legitimate. The classroom becomes a community where full
membership is granted to everyone.
Although there is a large body of literature that explores concepts such
as storytelling, narrative and personal narratives, in this report I use them
interchangeably. These words refer to events from the lives of my students. These
events were shared orally with fellow classmates. The term storytelling was not
used as it refers to the transmission of any story, real or imagined, personal or
not, and therefore does not accurately describe what the students did. They told
stories from their actual lives.

Learning Theory
The field of learning theory also proved a useful place to review literature for its
relevance to the use of students’ personal narrative in the classroom. The last ten
years have seen an explosion of information available about how the brain learns.
With the availability of Magnetic Resonance Imaging (MRI), scientists are able to
observe the brain at work. What they have learned has enormous implications for
what goes on in the classroom. In particular, several points seem relevant for the
use of students’ personal narratives.
Rita Smilkstein (2003) explains the rudimentary steps in how the brain learns:
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As many neurons connect, they form complex neural networks. The growing
and connecting of dendrites into neural networks is learning. Growing and
connecting dendrites and learning are synonymous (p. 6).
It is the growing of these neural pathways in their students that teachers intend
to foster: the growing of new dendrites and the connection of new and existing
dendrites to form increasingly complex neural networks. Smilkstein (2003)
suggests, “dendrites, synapses and neural networks grow only from what is
already there” (p. 126). If this is the case, then the use of students’ personal
narratives is an excellent technique to foster the development of dendrite growth.
The technique starts by requiring students to work with what they already know,
to use their life experiences told in story format. Facilitated by the instructor,
those existing dendrites are then connected to the desired course content. As
a result of these connections, new dendrites and new neural networks are
developed. A personal connection to the new content has been made. “This
makes it possible for every student to ‘catch on’ and have a foundation from which
to then grow higher structures…” (Smilkstein, 2003, p. 128).
What is currently known about the brain and how learning occurs suggests
another area in which the use of students’ personal narratives is an effective
teaching technique to employ. Fluids flow through the synaptic gap between
neurons in the brain. When students have positive emotions, the chemicals
that are produced enhance synaptic communication and therefore facilitate
learning. When learners have negative emotions like self-doubt or anxiety,
different chemicals are released by the body that in fact inhibit the synaptic
communication between neurons and as a result learning is impaired (Smilkstein,
2003, p. 6).
Because the use of students’ personal narratives allows everyone to be the expert
on their own life, self-doubt and anxiety are minimized. Within the directed topic,
students choose which story they want to tell from their lives. Their experiences
and knowledge are highlighted and placed at the forefront in this activity. As a
result the emotional conditions that facilitate learning are created.

Narrative and Adult Education Theory
Marsha Rossiter writes, “Narratives and stories in education have been the focus of
increasing attention in recent years” (2002, p. 1). Case studies, critical incidents,
role-playing and simulations are all story-based teaching techniques that adult
educators use. These techniques are mentioned frequently in the literature but
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are not specifically what I wanted to research: the use of students’ personal
narratives in teaching content.
Rossiter suggests that adult educators intuitively understand the value of using
students’ personal narratives to enrich the learning that goes on in the classroom.
Within the literature, an emphasis seems to exist on the use of students’ stories as
a means to growth and development on a personal level.
M. Carolyn Clark (2001) cites the example of Alcoholics Anonymous where
participants tell stories of their decline because of alcohol abuse and also share
stories of better lives created because of personal change. In this sense, the
sharing of personal narratives is transformative for both the storyteller and
audience. Rossiter (1999) also explores this personal development value of
students’ narratives:
The idea is that the process of telling one’s story externalizes it so that one
can reflect on it, become aware of its trajectory and the themes within it, and
make choices about how one wishes to continue (p.15).
Within much of the literature, personal narratives are discussed as an effective
tool to promote this self-discovery and development, or, as G.C. Rosenwald
and R.I. Ochberg describe it, a “means by which identities may be fashioned”
(1992, p.1). The literature on this value of the use of personal narratives did not
address the use that I was interested in researching. The stories that students
would be asked to share would be specifically focused on topics that would
support a particular course content issue. The sharing of events from students’
lives would not be undertaken as a way of exploring personal issues in order to
facilitate personal growth and development but as a way of approaching course
content.
Although the learning did not go on in a formal education setting, the work done
by Linda Smith (2002) in a collaborative inquiry project does indicate the value
of the personal narrative technique to get at content, in addition to personal
growth. While the use of personal narratives was not her research focus, Smith
indicates that the technique was useful. In an attempt to have community
women construct knowledge from their experience, Smith utilized the storytelling
technique:
At the next meeting I had a potluck. In listening to the relaxed way we told
recipe stories, I asked us to consider telling stories of what happened between
sessions as a way to do inquiry (p. 25).

0
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In order to raise the content issues that the women wanted to explore, the
storytelling technique was successfully used. Smith also notes that over the
course of the inquiry, participants began to view their differences as a creative
resource. These differences were highlighted as the women told stories from their
individual life experiences.
The power of student stories to elicit empathetic responses from the listener
has also been documented. Rossiter (2002) writes about the vivid human
experiences that are outlined when students tell their stories and how those
experiences evoke a fuller response than does a simple statement of fact. Again,
in an educational setting, those fuller responses imply deeper engagement
with the material raised by the story and, as a consequence, the potential for
richer learning. Rossiter goes on to suggest that storytelling “provides the raw
material for both cognitive appreciation and affective response to the experience
of another person” (p. 1). Based on this, using students’ personal narratives
as a teaching technique can help foster a respect for diversity and a valuing of
different points of view. In turn, these empathetic responses are in keeping with
the literature on learning theory that suggests that positive emotional responses
facilitate student learning.
The work of P.C. Neuhauser (1993) suggests that stories are effective as
educational tools because they are believable, “rememberable” and entertaining.
It is the aspect of “rememberableness” that is significant when stories are linked
to course content. If stories are remembered, does that suggest that the content
they are attached to is remembered as well?
It is in the work of Schneider and Caswell (2003) that the specific use of students’
personal narratives to facilitate the creation of knowledge and build community
in the classroom is discussed. In their handout from the pre-conference workshop
I attended, they build on the narrative paradigm of Fisher (1997) and apply it
to a classroom setting by utilizing a framework provided by Heron (1992). By
using the narrative technique, students use experiential knowledge (that gained
through direct experiences with the social and practical world) coupled with
presentational knowledge (that used to order the experiences into the form
of a narrative) to tell their stories in class. The instructor then connects these
stories to the propositional knowledge of the particular field of study. Schneider
and Caswell (2003) contend that the use of this technique results in a unique
classroom experience; it was this experience that so excited me at their workshop:
Through narrative and in the interplay of experiential, practical,
presentational and prepositional knowledge, a community develops in
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the classroom that values the contribution of every member as each story
contributes to the development of interdisciplinary knowledge unique to that
particular class (p. 4).

Other Ways of Knowing
As well as having read some of the academic literature in the field on the use of
narrative in the classroom, I wanted to talk to practitioners and learn about their
experiences with the technique. I posted a description of what I was doing on
The Hub, an electronic conferencing service for the literacy community in BC, and
invited other literacy practitioners to share their experiences with me.
I received no responses from practitioners to my request to share teaching
experiences using students’ personal narratives. I felt very disappointed about
this at the time, but in retrospect, it is probably not a surprise that no one
responded. On a personal level, computers are “not my thing.” I do little with
them besides word processing and e-mailing. I do not participate in on-line
conferencing or discussion forums. Knowing how to be part of this kind of
information and idea exchange is just not something I am familiar or comfortable
with. I am not sure then why I thought talking with other practitioners this way
would work for me. I guess that I just hoped it would. As a consequence of my
lack of experience with the medium, I produced a message to practitioners that
was probably not very inviting or clear. As a result, there were no responses to this
form of engaging in a conversation with the field about this specific topic.

Conversing or Sprinkling?
As I wrote this literature review chapter, I struggled more than I did with any of the
other sections of this research report. I felt awkward as I referred to the work of
other researchers. My connection to their words did not feel real.
In contrast to a previous research project I had been involved with, Dancing in the
Dark (Niks et al., 2003), I decided to do a formal literature review for this project.
Had I not been doing this research project, however, I do not honestly think that
I would have done this reading before I tried using students’ personal narratives
in my English classroom. I did the literature review to meet a requirement,
not because I was genuinely motivated to do so. That said, I did find many of
the articles interesting and stimulating. They provided me with background
information and useful vocabulary to think and write about my own research. I
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have always enjoyed reading about teaching and literacy and in particular about
successful teaching strategies. I have valued this process for how it informed my
daily practice in the classroom. But doing the reading this time in order to write
about it felt artificial and forced.
While working on Dancing in the Dark (Niks et al., 2003), we struggled to explore
why we had balked at doing a literature review for that research project. We
talked about feeling that citing names of other researchers and formally referring
to other research often felt like we were simply sprinkling our work with a
condiment and that these references were not really ingredients germane to our
work.
I had these same feelings as I wrote this literature review. I am interested in the
work of others, both practitioners and researchers. I do want to give credit to that
work and how it informs my work. I am not sure why the traditional process of
conversing with the field through a literature review felt so uncomfortable.
After I had completed the first draft of this research report, I asked Diana Twiss,
a respected colleague who has also been involved in practitioner research,
to be a reader for me. When she returned my draft with her feedback, one of
the things that she commented on was the tentativeness and apologetic tone
of the Literature Review. It stood out to her in stark contrast to the confident
and convincing voice of the other chapters. Why was this? Was it a case of
the Emperor’s new clothes? Would ‘real’ academics see me as naked in my
conversation with the field through literature? What did a fully clothed and
therefore acceptable conversation actually look like and why did I feel that mine
really wasn’t one of those?
Diana cheered me on to take out the tentative voice in this chapter. “For your
purposes, you learned from the literature what you needed to. Don’t apologize
for that. Practitioners don’t climb into research for theoretical concepts,” she
argued. In the end, I decided to leave this chapter the way I had originally written
it, apologetic tone and all. For some practitioner/researchers the issue of a
Literature Review and the exploration of other ways of conversing with the field
remain thought provoking concerns and so I add my experiences to the debate.
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Methods
I took a big gulp and decided to try asking the students to share a personal narrative
with one another. “Get into small groups and tell each other a story about a time you
learned something important to you,” I asked the class. Five minutes later, a noisy din
filled the classroom as students shared their stories. I was certainly happy with the
level of engagement I observed in the students. In terms of course content, I had posed
this narrative topic in the hopes that the students, in describing the events of a signifi
cant learning experience, would explore the components that are important for each
of them that make a situation conducive to learning. The goal of this exploration was
to encourage the students to both create and demand those conditions in our class
room so that English class would be as beneficial to them as possible.
Once everyone’s narrative had been shared in small groups, I asked for several narra
tives to be shared with the whole class. At this point, I was planning to “pull out” the
learning concepts that were the goal of this exercise. I was right to have GULPED when
I initially started this exercise! While the narrative topic did elicit enthusiastic responses
from the students, I learned that I needed to be well prepared in advance to ‘work’ with
the student stories and to connect them to the course content. When I left the class I
had that horrible frustrated feeling of the class not having quite worked. “What spe
cific things did I want the students to get out of the activity?” I asked myself as I walked
back to my office, “What was the intended content?” It was clear that I did not use the
students’ responses to their full potential. As is often the case, I learned more from this
activity than the students.
Even though my ‘official’ practitioner/research project would not begin until
the next semester, I had tried the technique in my current class. While the
frustrated feeling that I had was not pleasant, it did excite me professionally.
How could I have been teaching for twenty five years and not be clear on what
was the base content I wanted students to grasp? I realized that in the future
when I used this narrative technique, I would have to be intentional about what
exactly were the content concepts being elicited and how I was going to work
with the students’ personal narratives to connect their stories to those concepts.
Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhh… the practitioner research process had begun!

The Participants
Armed with my research question I proceeded to select the research participants
and time and setting for this project. After having received my teaching
assignment in the College and Career Preparation Department at the College of
New Caledonia for the next semester, I chose to conduct this research project in
my Provincial level English class (English 050). In terms of public school education,
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this course is similar to grade twelve English and is a necessary pre-requisite for
many other college programs.
There are a maximum of twenty-one students allowed in a class at this level. I
conducted the research with one section of the course, which originally had
seventeen students. Three students dropped out during the semester. The
students ranged in age from approximately eighteen to fifty years. The majority
of the students were Caucasian, five were First Nations and one was South Asian.
There were five males in the class and twelve females.
Several of the students had already completed grade twelve English in the public
system and were simply taking the course again to improve their grade and
subsequently apply to enter high demand college programs. Other students in
the class had not completed high school and had returned to college as adults in
order to take the courses they need to do so.
For the most part, the students in English 050 are highly motivated to succeed
in the course in order to proceed onto a chosen career path. They enter the
classroom with solid English and student skills. The course is demanding. For
the semester of this research, the class met from 1:30-2:45 p.m. every day.
The reading load is heavy and a substantial amount of work outside of class
is expected. Many of the students are taking other required courses, working
at part-time jobs and raising families. As a student body, they are energetic,
enthusiastic and focused.

The Technique
Each time that I used the students’ personal narratives in the classroom, I had the
students get into groups of four and each person share a story from his or her
own life on the topic that I had assigned. After each person had had a turn to
share a story in the small group, I asked each group to select one person and that
person would tell his or her story to the entire class. While each of these selected
stories was being told to the whole class, I jotted simple point form notes from
the story onto the board. After all of the selected stories had been told to the
class, I worked with the notes on the board and connected the students’ personal
narratives to the course content that was the outcome for that particular lesson.
In order to be able to do this, I prepared for the semester by clarifying for myself
what were the key topics, issues or skills that I hoped every student would
explore in the English class. I tried to make sure that I covered both affective
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and cognitive development, as I believe the inter-play of both domains results
in optimum learning. I made a list of outcomes that were germane to my
educational philosophy about learning and, in particular, about learning in the
English classroom. I then developed a list of personal narrative topics to go with
the outcomes. (See table.)
Outcomes

Topics for personal narratives

Each student feels ‘seen’ in the classroom.

Select a piece of music that is your theme
song. Bring the music to class. Tell
the story of why this piece of music is
significant and play the song.

Each student determines the conditions
he or she needs that promote learning.

Tell a story about a memorable learning
experience in your life.

Each student examines and practices
the development of a thesis and support
points for making an argument.

Tell a story about a time you tried to
convince somebody of something.

Each student is exposed to the concept
that literature and life are full of symbols.

Bring an item from home that has special
value for you and tell a story about why.

Each student explores the issues of power,
inclusion and community.

Tell a story about a time when you felt left
out.

Each student examines the various roles
that print material plays in his or her life.

Bring two important or significant things
that you have read at any time in your life.
Tell a story about one of them.

I hoped that the personal stories the students told on these topics would raise
salient points that I could then connect to the course content outcomes that had
been determined earlier. For each of these narrative topics, I brainstormed a list of
all the points I wanted to cover on each topic and that I hoped would come from
the student stories. Before I entered the classroom each time I used one of these
personal narrative activities, I re-read my brainstormed list a number of times so
that I could, as smoothly as possible, identify and highlight for the students the
content points their stories illustrated.

curriculum, it became apparent that each of these six narrative topics was going
to be raised fairly early in the semester. While this made sense in terms of the
students being able to use and apply the learning throughout the rest of the
semester, it did raise concerns for me that the students would tire of the strategy
and that its effectiveness would consequently be negatively affected. In the end,
I employed the strategy four times. Two of the narrative topics were eliminated
because the energy and momentum in the class dictated that different material
be covered.
An issue that arose for me during the development of the student personal
narrative topics was that of my own participation in the activity. I have always
considered myself to be a personable instructor but not someone who openly
brings her personal life into the classroom. However, with this research project
I was faced with having to examine that. If I was going to ask the students to
connect their lives to the learning, why would I not model that in the classroom?
If I was going to ask the students to trust one another enough to share important
personal stories, what made me exempt from that process?
I decided that I would participate in the narrative exchanges when they came up
in the classroom activities. I would tell my stories when the students told theirs.
This would be a new experience for me and while it felt risky, it was an experience
I felt I wanted and needed to have.

Gathering the Data
For the most part, my reflections and observations made up the data. I
consciously chose not to tell the students what specifically I was researching. I did
not want them to know that I was interested in the effects of using their personal
narratives in the class in case that knowledge affected how they participated in
the personal narratives activities. They were aware that I was conducting research
in the class but it was not until the last day of the semester that they knew it was
the use of their personal narratives that I was looking into.
Field Notes
During the semester of the research project, I kept brief notes during class, each
of the times that I used the student personal narrative technique. In point form, I
recorded my observations and reflections on what went on in the class in general
and for specific students. I then used these notes and expanded on them to
create field notes for what I had observed.

In planning the use of these six narrative topics, because of where they fit in the
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Reflective Journal
As data I also used journal reflections that I had kept prior to the ‘official’ start of
the research. These included my thoughts on having tried using student personal
narratives in previous classes as well as my reflections on being involved in the
practitioner research process.
Student Feedback
Besides my field notes and journal, student feedback also contributed to the data
for this research. To solicit the students’ responses to the use of student personal
narratives, I used three different tools. First, after the students had been asked
(twice) to tell personal narratives in the class, I had them break into small groups
to discuss the class in general. I asked them to discuss and then create point form
notes on what they liked about the class, what they did not like about the class
and suggestions they had for improving the things they didn’t like. Since the
students were not aware that I was looking specifically at the use of the narratives,
I was curious to see if the students would even identify the narrative technique
and if they would discuss it as a positive or negative activity.
With the second student response tool, I asked each individual student to write
a journal immediately after I had used the fourth narrative technique in class. I
asked the students to respond to the following questions in their journal:
• How did you feel about telling a story from your own life?
• Why do you think the instructor asked you to do this?
• What effect does telling a story have on your learning?
And finally, at the end of the semester, we had an open-ended, full class
discussion. The students were asked to talk about what had gone on in the
classroom that had helped them learn. During this discussion I identified the
specific technique I had been researching and asked them to discuss their
thoughts on the value of the technique. During this discussion, which I facilitated,
a tape recording was made of the comments. I later transcribed the tape and
used the students’ comments as data.
I was very careful with the transcription of the tape. I had learned from previous
practitioner-research experience (Niks et al., 2003) that needing to return to the
original tape in order to verify rigorous notes was a tedious process and as there
was only one tape to transcribe, fully transcribing it the first time would be a
much more efficient and satisfying process. The students’ discussions helped
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triangulate my data. Their words confirmed, enhanced and challenged my other
data.
RiPP Responses
I also reviewed the e-mail comments that I had sent to my RiPP research team
members and their responses about what had gone on in my classroom during
the semester. In these messages I described what had happened in the classroom
and the reactions I observed. In many ways, my e-mail messages were field notes
that were meant to be shared with other practitioner researchers involved in this
project. These exchanges also served to frame the data for the research.

Playing with the Data
Once the semester was over I began my analysis of the data. My journal, field
notes and e-mail correspondence with RiPP team members made up the bulk of
my data. Student data was in the form of three anonymous feedback submissions
and the transcribed taped class discussion at the end of the semester and was also
analyzed.
To begin, I read the material over a number of times, jotting notes, words or
concepts that came up repeatedly. I then reviewed these words or concepts
to see if they could be organized into overlying themes. The data contained a
number of themes that could have been further analyzed. Some of these themes
centred on the instructor and what he or she needed to do in order to be able to
use students’ personal narratives in the classroom. I choose to limit my analysis to
the effects of the strategy on the students and their learning.
In this area, three main themes emerged: that of content, engagement and
community. Once these themes had been identified I re-read the data numerous
times specifically for references and examples of each code. I used three different
coloured highlight pens to make identification by code easier.
Upon further analysis, each code broke down into supporting sub-themes. It
was interesting to note that references to one particular code, that of community,
were made almost exclusively by the students. In my journal, field notes
and e-mail correspondence there is virtually no reference to the developing
community in the class. However, in the final taped discussion with the students,
they repeatedly and passionately identify the tremendous significance of the
development of this sense of community.
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Doing the data analysis felt like I was using both a microscope and a pair
of binoculars. I shifted between focusing in on finding the small parts that
contributed to the whole picture and then stepping back and viewing the bigger
creation that those small parts had made.

Ethics
When I was a young woman living in Calgary, I became very active with a Tenants’ As
sociation there. At that time in Calgary (1970’s), landlords were converting their apart
ments to condominiums and forcing long-time tenants to either buy or move out. The
rental market was tight and the situation was putting terrible pressure on people as
they struggled to find an affordable, decent place to live. The issues were controversial
and relatively high profile.
Several years after the Tenants’ Association had been spearheading the expose of and
fight back against unfair renting practices, a graduate student from the University
joined the group to help out. He was a nice fellow and certainly did his share of the
grunt work in the Association. After one year he left the group. We were all surprised
to see him go but later learned the reason why. His research was done! Our Tenants’
Association had been the topic of his Masters thesis and now he was finished with us.
Twenty-five years later, I am still left with such a bad taste in my mouth when I think
of this situation. While he definitely contributed to the organization, I cannot help but
feel that we were so used by him!
In my own research project, the ethical issues around participant consent initially
escaped me! Since my research project “simply” involved trying out a new
classroom strategy, I did not, at first, grasp the significance of the consent issue.
After all, practitioners try out new techniques, materials, and strategies with our
students all the time. They do not ask for students’ or institutional permission
to do this. In addition, my college does not require me to go before an Ethics
Committee in order to get approval to do research. When I learned this, I thought,
“lucky me.”
At a face-to-face meeting, RIPP team members discussed the issue of student or
participant consent. I listened to my colleagues and their ethical responses to
the issue. When I returned home, I met with an executive member of our Faculty
Association and a light finally went on. The memory of my experience in Calgary
years before leapt into my mind. And yet, I was about to do the same thing to my
students that had been done to the Tenants’ Association. How could I not have
seen this?

0
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When I finally did, I felt both embarrassed and amazed that after twenty-five
years of teaching I could have failed to understand something that now seems so
fundamental. Yet again, I was reminded of the professional development value of
conducting practitioner research:
During the second week of the semester, I brought the issue of the research
up in the class. I explained to the students that I had been involved in
practitioner research for the past several years. I talked about the value I felt
in practitioners being involved in the research process and thus contributing
to the body of knowledge that exists about teaching and learning. I then
went on to explain to the students that I was currently involved in a research
project and that I would like to conduct the research in our English class. I
told them that the research project involved trying out some new teaching
strategies to see if they help students learn better. I explained that I would be
asking for student input about how they felt about the strategies as well. To
conclude, I made it clear to my class that while I would not be naming specific
students in my research report, I would be writing about what I saw go on in
the classroom when I tried certain strategies. I handed out the consent form
and went over it with them.
The students seemed very attentive and focused during my explanation. I
asked if there any questions and immediately one student wondered, “Can
we have a copy of the research report when you are done?” An engaged
discussion followed. The students wanted to know what the effect would
be on their learning if the strategies were bad and did not work. Would their
learning needs not be met? I was asked what would happen if only one person
signed the consent form and conversely what I would do if one person did not
sign the form but everyone else did. The students seemed pleased that I was
requesting their consent to proceed. They seemed to value the fact that they
were contributing to the creation of knowledge, or more practically to how
students in the subsequent semesters would be taught.
We carried on with the day’s lesson but when the class was over, every student
but one put the signed form on my desk. As they were leaving, another
student told me that she thought it was a “great idea” that I was doing
research and that she got to participate. Another student remarked, “If it helps
other (students), then I am happy to do it.”
I left the class feeling so satisfied. The role of the students had been publicly
valued. Their connection and contribution to the research was made visible,
as had been their excitement for the project. As I walked down the hall back
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Narrative and Course Content
to my office, I shook my head at how I could ever have NOT understood the
ethical imperative of seeking student consent. On Monday morning, the
last student brought her signed form and turned it in to me. (Field notes,
September 2004).

My initial interest in the use of students’ narrative as a teaching strategy was in the
area of how it could support the learning of class content. Through this research,
I witnessed numerous examples of how it did that. When the use of students’
personal narratives was introduced into an upgrading English classroom, learning
was positively affected on the topics of essay writing, symbolism, role and value of
text, application of prior knowledge and basic communication skills.

Essay Writing
I used the student personal narrative technique early in the semester to introduce
the students to the various components of an essay before they began to prepare
their first essay assignment. In this course, the essay components that I want
students familiar with include such things as an understanding of the purpose
and importance of a clear thesis statement, the significance of unity or staying on
topic, the necessity for strong points to support the thesis, the role of quotations
from other sources or authorities and the overall value of organization.
I asked each student to tell a story about a time he or she tried to convince
somebody of something. In doing this and then sharing some of the stories with
the rest of the class, the students named many of the components of essay writing
I was about to teach. In each story it was apparent to everyone just exactly what
the student was trying to convince somebody of. The students, often humorously,
related how the person they were trying to convince would attempt to sidetrack
the discussion but how the students refused to let them get away with that. They
also demonstrated by their stories, how necessary it was to have more than one
argument for convincing the other person. They even ‘quoted’ friends and others
as proof that what they wanted was valid. The technique was most successful in
raising relevant essay writing points:
When the stories were completed I led the class through a discussion of how
the skills they had exhibited in “trying to convince somebody of something”
were the same skills that are required to write an essay. A clear, single focus
is mandatory and in each of the stories discussed that focus was obvious.
Each of the support points must be on topic and prove your case. Sometimes
experts are quoted (the parents who went along with the false pregnancy
claim). Sometimes, in order to prove a point, you raise and de-bunk the
opposite point of view. These and other important writing skills were
illustrated in the students’ personal narratives. It was easy and exhilarating to
highlight these connections to the students (Field notes, November 2004).
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I was certainly aware that by using their narratives, I had something real and
relevant from the students’ lives to “hook” the teaching of essay components
onto. I used their stories to introduce the components of an essay and to
highlight for the students the skills they already have in using these components.
In addition to successfully introducing the intended English content, the students
also shared a part of themselves. One student expressed the usefulness of the
technique in helping her approach essay writing:
I have to say that that one though (telling a story about a time you tried to
convince somebody of something) helped me tremendously for my essays
because remember what I said was that I don’t try to convince people of
things. You know, I kinda gave up on that a long time ago. So when I went to
do my essays which again, I haven’t done since I was in high school—so it was
all new to me and how many times did I go back to that ‘convince me’? Okay,
this is your argument. So that made a big difference for me, the way that
worked (Semester-end taped class discussion, December 14, 2004).
The technique helped students understand the new skill that they were learning,
in terms of something from their everyday lives that they already knew how to do,
and as result their learning was facilitated.

Symbolism
Adult Basic Education: An Articulation Handbook 2005-2006 describes the goals
English instructors have for their students. Two of these goals are to develop
the ability to read a piece of literature and recognize symbolism in it and to
value the significance of those symbols. The use of students’ personal narratives
facilitated the achievement of these goals by making it easier for students to
make a connection between their stories and symbols. In addition, using the
students’ understanding of the symbolism in their narratives about a significant
personal item facilitated the transference of that understanding to symbolism in
literature.
Students brought something special from home and in small groups told a story
about why the item was significant to them. Through a large group discussion
the students easily made the connection between these stories and the literary
device of symbolism, recognizing and appreciating the value of symbols in their
everyday lives. The following quotation describes different examples the students
referred to in the discussion about what different objects symbolize to them:
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I asked the class what they thought about when they looked at the son’s
graduation cap. They talked about how they saw a mother’s pride, a son’s
accomplishment, a family’s growth and development and a connection to
better relationships. When I asked the same question about the carved
turtle, a class member said that she thought of love when she saw it. Another
student said she thought of survival. A third student said that the turtle
made her think of rebirth, both that of the turtles who were laying eggs in
the sand and of our student who had successfully battled cancer (Field notes,
November 2004).
In talking about the items and stories that we had just shared in class, the students
demonstrated that they could recognize and appreciate the value of symbols in
their everyday lives. They knew how to do this. The poignantly personal nature of
the items that were brought to class and of the stories that were told about them
allowed students to see what each other valued and to subsequently see each
other in more depth.
Once students connected the object as a symbol in their everyday lives, the
discussion moved to symbols in academic literary pieces. It was easy to connect
the process of identifying the symbolism in these personal items to that of
identifying and analyzing symbols in literature and various other media:
As we explored the layers of meaning and significance that each special item had,
it became evident how symbolic they each were. We discussed how the analysis
of that symbolic meaning enhanced our perceptions and understandings. The
link was then made to the analysis of symbols in literature and how that too
served to enhance our intellectual and emotional understanding of a piece of text
and the human issues that it raises (Field notes, November 2004).
The data refers to the other instances where students applied the understanding
of symbols and symbolism to other media. The following is a description of my
observations after the class watched a video:
As a follow-up, today we watched the wonderful National Film Board short
called Neighbours (Norman McLaren, 1991) (8minutes). There are no spoken
words in the video. The message of it is VERY clear. We had a WONDERFUL
class discussion about the symbols in this powerful little (old) video and the
class was vibrant and completely successful in finding 093640490586503030
symbols and explaining them. I am not saying that they may not have been
able to do that had I NOT done the narrative the day before but…(E-mail to
RiPP team members, September 2004).
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The students were comfortable in identifying symbols and talking about what
they meant in the context of the video. The application, in an academic context,
of the skill they had so successfully demonstrated days before with regard to
symbols in their own lives seemed smooth and seamless. Later in the semester, I
continued to see the students use their understanding of symbolism when they
interpreted pieces of literature.
As the following field note entry denotes, I was impressed by how comfortable
and skilled the students were at identifying symbols in a series of short stories
that they had been assigned to read:
As I was marking these responses, I was struck by how often the students
listed symbolism as one of the literary devices used by the authors. While
we had taken three of the short stories in class, the other nine were assigned
for individual reading and analysis. It appeared to me that many of the
students felt very comfortable with the term symbolism and with their
abilities to identify and analyze symbols in short fiction… However, the
frequent reference to symbolism in the short stories was definitely noticeable
and I feel quite certain was partially a consequence of the student personal
narrative and discussion we did around the concept (Field notes, October
2004).

Role and Value of Text in Our Lives
From the provincially articulated guidelines for the English course I was teaching,
the ability to “describe the social and personal benefits of reading great literature”
is one of the prescribed goals of the course (Adult Basic Education: An Articulation
Handbook 2005-2006, p. 48). I expand this goal to include an appreciation of the
insights of ourselves and of our world offered through both reading and writing.
The emotional impact and subsequent acknowledgement of the significance
of text to each member of the class was demonstrated as the class applied their
understanding of symbolism to a poem:
I had brought the poem “Life’s Rainbow” by Sheila Banani (1984) because I
thought that the symbolism in it could also be applied to the stages (colours)
of being a student from the “lacquer red” beginning, through the “oxidize
green with tears” middle, to the “endings (that) are always indigo before we
step on the other shore.” I suggested to the students that this poem was my
“pep talk” to have them remain disciplined and focused for what was left of
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the semester and to get to that “other shore” (pass the course). There was an
electrifying (small current) feeling in the class as I removed the poem from the
overhead projector.
One of the students asked if I taught the next level of English. Several other
students concurred that they would like to be in my class next semester. I
do not tell this story to blow my own horn. I believe that the students were
“moved” not by me but by the application to their lives of the symbolism in
the poetry. The power of symbols in literature to speak to the reader was ’felt’
in the classroom. The students’ ability to experience this power was initially
established by the sharing of personal narratives on something special in their
lives (Field notes, November 2004).
The impact derived from reading “great” literature was demonstrated as students
were personally touched by the words of the poem and desirous of continuing
this kind of relationship with words in future English classes.
Students also indicated their awareness of the significance of text when they
reflected on their personal stories about a piece of powerful text in their own
lives. Based on the data, it was clear that the use of stories to describe a piece of
text with personal significance helped students meet articulated goals. They were
able to identify this personal benefit. One student wrote:
Since it is my own story, I analyze myself (why did I pick this?) and it makes me
realize written words affect my life in such a deep way (Individual feedback
form, November 2004).
This student’s words indicate her awareness of the impact of the written word. In
addition, she expresses the understanding that the value of reading and writing
was enhanced and deepened by the connections that were made to her own life.
Through sharing personal narratives on significant text, she not only examined
print that was meaningful to her but also looked more closely at herself through
the text choices she had made.
Sharing personal narratives about significant text also helped students achieve
the social goal of valuing diversity. One student reflected on the benefits of
sharing personal narratives by commenting on the variety of perspectives that
were consequently raised: “I think we were told to do this to experience story
telling. And for us to realize how literature affects everyone in different ways”
(Individual feedback form, November 2004).
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A further understanding of the personal benefit of English resulted as students
articulated their perception of themselves as authors. Insightfully, one of
the students saw the use of personal narrative as a teaching technique that
encouraged the class to explore the value of their own words: “I think this is a
learning tool that shows how important the words we write, read and even the
pictures we see (are)…” (Individual feedback form, November 2004).
Through the use of this technique, the students saw themselves as not only
consumers but also creators of significant text. The personal benefit of creating
this significant text was understood. After listening to a piece of poetry that
a student in her group had written and brought as one of his examples of
meaningful print, one student clearly expressed an understanding of the personal
value of students’ own written words:
“It is necessary,” (she) commented, “to put things into words. If you can’t
identify these emotions, how can you move forward? The more you write, the
clearer things get” (Field notes, November 2004).
Understanding that through writing one can identify and clarify issues in one’s
own life and, as a consequence, move forward on these issues is of enormous
personal benefit. The clearer things get, the more in focus and ‘seen’ they
become.
In a lovely ironic twist at the end of a class, one of the students became my
teacher and showed yet another strength of this teaching technique in meeting
the course goal of students understanding and valuing the role of text in their
lives. This student identified my words (the ones I had scratched on the board
as students told their personal narratives) as text that was significant to her. She
explained that her fellow students’ stories were clearly meaningful and important
but it was after I took point form notes of those stories and then connected those
notes to the course content that the words obtained a heightened value:
When we had finished our conversation the student said, “It is really neat
when YOU do this (she was pointing to the chalkboard). We hear someone’s
story and that’s good but when YOU write the words on the board…the
words, Paula…and then we talk about them, it is even neater” (Field notes,
November 2004).
I had asked the students to tell stories about the value of print in their lives. This
student pointed out to me that the personal narratives that the students shared
were made more meaningful through my use of text. The notes that I jotted
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down and then worked with enhanced the value of the original stories for that
student and she pointed out to me another example of the value of the printed
word, one that we had been doing all semester as we shared personal narratives
and connected them to course content through the printed notes on the board.

Applying Prior Knowledge and Experience
In order to enhance learning, it is important for students to actively utilize
their prior knowledge about a subject or theme as well as consciously apply
their own life experiences and reflections on them to the literature and course
content covered in class. According to the goals listed in Adult Basic Education:
An Articulation Handbook 2005-2006, students should develop the abilities to
apply prior knowledge and experience to assist understanding of new material.
The use of students’ personal narratives as a teaching technique facilitated the
accomplishment of this articulated goal.
Not only is the student encouraged to examine and articulate his or her own
life experiences and reflections on them but the frameworks of classmates are
also exposed and validated as “other ways of knowing.” Students both see
themselves and fellow students more fully. As one student expressed it, this type
of communication is beneficial and leads to personal development:
Talking with people helps get ideas out and talking with different people who
have had different experiences can help bring about a change of thought and
with change there is growth (Individual feedback form, November 2004).
Acknowledging and exploring the different values and experiences of other
students through the sharing of their personal narratives contributed to the
individual growth and learning that took place in the classroom. The frameworks
from which the students operated were brought to the forefront.
Through the use of personal narratives, students’ lives and opinions were ’seen’ by
me, by fellow students and by themselves. Culture, background, personal history
and personal knowledge were acknowledged and had a place in the classroom.
An entry from my field notes after having used student personal narratives on the
third day of a new semester captures the simple effectiveness of the technique
to encourage the students to bring their rich and varied life experiences and
subsequent knowledge and wisdom into the classroom. Each student had been
asked to bring a piece of music that could be his or her theme song and before
playing it, tell the story about why this music was chosen.
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The stories that were told about the music choices were funny. One woman
proudly informed the class that she was four months pregnant with her first
child and she played the song “I Like Big Butts.” Another student talked
about having a difficult time in high school because she fell in with the wrong
crowd and engaged in unhealthy behaviour. She announced her theme song
“Breaking the Habit” now that she was back in school and changing her life…
One young woman described herself as a happy person who likes to make
others happy. She told the class that her theme song makes her bounce
around the living room and just makes her smile. The class tapped toes with
her while she played “Me and Bobby McGee.” A young man, who had told us
the day before that he was an artist, introduced his surprising theme song,
Marilyn Manson’s “Use Your Fist.” The soft- spoken student explained that it is
a song about anger and that in his life it is anger that has moved him forward.
He has been angry with himself and what he has done in the past and that
is why he is back at school and challenging himself artistically. His anger
has been a positive influence in his life. These are just four examples of the
wonderful music and stories we were treated to. I could have described any
of the stories and music we heard. Everyone had a story. I was so aware as
the class unfolded that is was not possible to sit through this activity and NOT
see each class member as a distinct and unique individual who brings a life
with them into the classroom. It was hard to believe that we had only been
together as a class for two periods (Field notes, September 2004).
Through the use of personal narratives, students were asked to consciously bring
their prior knowledge and experiences into the classroom and to see and value
the knowledge and experiences of others. That the students valued the seeing
of one another was demonstrated at the end of the class. After each student
had played his or her theme song and told the story of why the song had been
chosen, one student announced that she had recorded everyone’s name and the
song he or she had selected and that she would make a CD over the weekend
of all the music and give everyone a copy. Using students’ personal narratives
as a teaching technique to achieve the educational goal of applying and valuing
prior knowledge and experience facilitated the ease, speed and genuineness with
which the goal was accomplished.
One student even expressed the benefits of bringing prior knowledge and
experiences to the forefront, not only for the discussion and analysis of ideas
raised in the literature, but also for writing:
Telling your own story is an easy way to express yourself because it’s about
you and it makes you realize that anything you read about or learn shouldn’t
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be that hard to write about because it has become a part of who you are so
everything you write will include a bit of who you are (Individual feedback
form, November 2004).
Having students share personal narratives on selected topics heightened their
awareness of the value of consciously bringing their prior knowledge and
experience to the learning process. It helped them connect themselves to the
learning.

Students’ Perceptions of English Content
The students themselves raised English goals they thought this teaching
technique fostered. Most consistently they mentioned the goal of developing
speaking skills as one of the reasons they thought I had asked them to tell stories
from their own lives:
I think you are giving us the experience of speaking in public in an
environment that is safe and not critical of our efforts…Speaking publicly
about something in your own life is a lot easier than speaking on a subject you
are not very familiar with. So I am getting practice with public speaking in
subjects I am familiar and comfortable discussing (Individual feedback form,
November 2004).
Developing speaking skills was not a goal I had planned to facilitate through the
technique of having students tell personal narratives. The public speaking that this
technique requires seemed more informal than the delivery of an oral researchbased presentation assignment that I had in mind. However, it was enlightening to
learn that students felt that the activity helped them develop their public speaking
abilities that could then be applied to the more formal research presentation.
They also felt that they learned from telling their own stories because doing that
involved, as one student explained, “the thinking it will take to explain our story”
and the clarity that was needed to make sure that the story was understood. To
respond to my request to tell a personal narrative, students were aware that they
had to engage in an educational activity. Searching their memories for a story
that related to the assigned topic, reviewing the narrative in their minds to make
sure the sequence of events and details were in place, and then presenting the
story to the group were all activities that the students saw as valuable learning. As
one student explained, it was important to think about what she was going to say,
as she “wanted to make my point clear.” The significance of being understood,
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especially because the story was personal, added the dimension of developing
strong public speaking skills that I had not identified prior to getting feedback
from the students.

allowed the students to get their ideas out in the first place and then to explore
them in more depth with their classmates. The students felt seen and safe and
were therefore able to pursue their learning more thoroughly.

As well, the students identified what they felt was another English content goal
that telling personal narratives helped them meet. As one student explained
during the recorded discussion on the last day of class, it was simply the goal of
communication. “Communication is important. Period.” For the students, being
invited, encouraged and even required to verbally engage with one another was
seen as learning English. Using personal narratives as the communication vehicle
enhanced the quality of that learning. A student explained his understanding of
how communication had been enhanced:

Telling personal narratives related to course content also helped students
remember what they had learned. One student explained that the personal
nature of the activity also gave her a useful connection to the material that aided
retention:

Well, English is just all about communication…we’re trying to portray our
feelings. Just knowing everyone makes it a lot easier to talk about things. You
can get things out (Semester-end taped class discussion, December 2004).
Not only did sharing personal narratives stimulate communication in the class, it
also deepened the level of that communication because students felt they knew
or saw one another and were therefore able to communicate in a more open and
subsequently richer manner:
S1: In here it’s like it’s never boring. You have something to laugh about or
you know, there are always conversations that are going around.

I feel for me that English is like—I dunno. I feel like, “how are you going to
remember all this stuff?” … Your teaching made a lot of stuff stick so I feel way
more confident to do University level English now after this class. My (English)
045 … when I was there … nothing really stuck. I couldn’t really remember
anything because it was just read this; write this… Nothing interesting.
Nothing to help you remember (Semester-end taped class discussion,
December 2004).
The use of personal narratives not only facilitated the covering of certain key
concepts in the English course, it also helped students retain what they had
learned.
Another student also expressed this same belief that the value of telling your own
story was in the meaningfulness and retention that was developed when new
information was connected to the personal. This student used a metaphor to
make her point:

S2: ’Cause the walls got broken down.
S3: It’s a very inter-active class.
S4: And that’s made learning better. It really has.
S2: Because when we’re discussing the books and stuff—that’s what we’re
trying to put our minds out to creativity and I think with all the walls down
everybody talks more about each piece of literature and you actually hear
and learn more about different views of the literature ’cause everybody
reads something and gets a little something different out of it (Semester
end taped class discussion, December 2004).
The comfort that students felt with one another, in part because of the sharing of
personal narratives, enhanced the communication that went on in the classroom.
The communication made learning better in the sense that knowing one another
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(Telling your own story) helps you relate and input the new information into
your perspective making it understood on a personal level and not just be
information you are fed. An example, you like to eat steak. If you like it and
know it, you will savour and enjoy it. If you don’t like it and don’t know it, you
will force yourself to choke it down and forget it as soon as you can (Individual
feedback form, November 2004).
Choking down information that has been stuffed down your throat is an image
not far different than that expressed by Paulo Freire (1970). He criticizes the
traditional banking model of education that views student “accounts” as empty
and the instructor’s job to deposit “intellectual currency” into them (p .53).
Meaningful, long-lasting learning happens, however, when new information is
relevant and connected to the lives of the learners and is not simply choked down
to be regurgitated later.

Use of Personal Narrative in the Classroom



Narrative and Student Engagement
When I began this research project it was English content outcomes that I was
interested in exploring through the use of student personal narratives. I learned
that the technique is a useful one that can facilitate the learning and development
of a variety of English skills. However, I also learned that this technique has some
other positive effects in the classroom besides that of specifically covering course
content. One of the most obvious is in the area of student engagement.
According to Webster’s New Collegiate Dictionary, to engage means “to induce
to participate or to hold the attention of” (1974, p. 378). Both of these definitions
describe the behaviours of the students involved in this research project. I
observed, and the students talked about, their engagement with course content,
with the activity itself, with one another and with the course as a whole.

Engagement with Course Content
The telling of personal narratives facilitated student engagement with the course
content. This was demonstrated in an accidental comparison that happened
between two classes I had in the semester prior to the actual research project.
The research proposal had been submitted and while I waited to formally begin,
I experimented with the use of student personal narrative in my classes that were
currently in progress. The role that this teaching technique had in enhancing
students’ engagement with course content was made obvious.
I had brought a newspaper article for the students to read. I was interested in
the students dealing with both the issues and themes in the article (death and
grieving) as well as the form (essay structure):
I began the class by asking the students to think about death in their own
lives. I had hoped that this use of narrative in the classroom would result in
some of the issues/concepts that would be raised in the article, being raised
in the personal narratives. These could be probed/discussed/examined and
then connected to the points raised by the intern in the article as he writes
about his encounter with his first death as a doctor (Journal entry, March
2004).
In hindsight, I would not repeat this activity. Painful emotions were raised
for some students and I should have been more cognizant that that would
happen. However, when students shared their personal narratives with the
whole class I was aware that their engagement with the material was profound.
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As for the rest of the class, we had a very earnest, respectful, subdued
discussion about many of the questions and issues (Journal entry, March 2004).
The students seemed highly engaged in the content of exploring concepts
around death, mortality, grieving and spirituality. Because of the pain that this
activity caused some students, I did not repeat it with my night school class.
Student engagement with the content was noticeably different:
I did not introduce the essay by using the narrative technique that I had in the
morning class. We simply did some predictions based on the topic and then
title. The intense discussion that my morning class had did not happen. The
exercise was simply perfunctory (Journal entry, March 2004).
In an e-mail to a research team member I again noted the difference between the
class that had shared their own stories compared to the one that hadn’t:
…the discussion was a bit barren and the engagement was minimal. They are
a good class so they did what I asked but none of the passion was there (Email to RiPP team members, March 12, 2004).
It was impossible not to see the enormous effect that telling their own stories had
on the subsequent engagement of the students with the topic.
While the difference in class responses cannot be attributed solely to the use
of student personal narrative, it certainly seemed to be a major factor. The
difference in engagement with this particular course content between the two
classes was also evident in the students’ written responses. “The journals from
this class were substantially shorter and again very mechanical compared to
the day class” (Journal entry, March 2004).
In contrast, the class that had shared personal narratives demonstrated a much
higher level of engagement with the topic through their written responses:
I wanted to give the students the chance to tell me that this had been a
disaster so I simply asked them to write a journal after they finished the article.
They were free to go after that. Most of the students finished reading the
article with only five minutes left in the class. A bit to my surprise, they stayed
well beyond the end of class to write these journals. And these journals were
AMAZING! Intense, probing, thoughtful, insightful, philosophic, deep (Journal
entry, March 2004).
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As painful and ill-thought-out as the sharing of personal stories about death was,
the use of the technique did promote intense engagement with the topic and
as a consequence a more thorough exploration of various themes and issues.
This increased engagement with the course content seemed to last beyond the
particular exercise as well. In the class that had shared their personal narratives,
several students chose to further explore the topic:
And INTERESTINGLY…the students have now begun to work on a research
assignment in the class. They may pick their own topics and four of the
students in my day class have chosen to do research on death/grieving/ritual
in other countries….Nobody in my night class has chosen the topic (E-mail to
RiPP team members, March 24, 2004).
Having students begin the examination of course content by sharing related
personal narratives definitely heightened involvement with the topic. When
students were more deeply involved in a topic, the depth of discussion and
quality of written work were positively affected.

Engagement in the Activity
Prior to each use of personal narratives in the classroom, I worried that the
teaching strategy would not work. However, right from the outset students
seemed highly engaged. After I had named and played the piece of music I
would call my theme song and told the story of why it was my theme song, I
asked the rest of the class to take turns volunteering to come to the front of the
class and do the same thing. Engagement in the activity was demonstrated
right away:
I did tell my story and play my music first and then asked for a volunteer to
go next. Someone volunteered immediately. People continued to volunteer
readily until everyone had had a turn (Field notes, September 2004).
The activity itself seemed to be one that caught the students’ interest and
which they were willing to participate in. Over the course of my teaching career,
students have regularly expressed to me their fear of speaking in front of the
class. Getting up to talk in front of the class, at any time in the semester, can be a
frightening event for students but to do it on the second full day of classes can be
even more threatening; therefore, I was excited by the immediate response given
by the students to this activity.
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This kind of engagement was also demonstrated at other times when student
personal narratives were used in the classroom. The second time I attempted the
strategy, again early in the semester, the students participated immediately and
willingly:
I was a bit nervous about the vagueness of the request (tell a story about a
time you tried to convince somebody of something) but when I asked the
students to get into small groups with people they have not worked with
before, they immediately broke into groups and began sharing stories (Field
notes, September 2004).
Instructors are always trying to hold the attention of students and induce them
to participate in educational activities. To see that facilitated by this teaching
strategy was most exhilarating. Student engagement with the activity itself
was not only demonstrated by how many, how fast and how readily students
participated, but also by the way they participated. The students were not simply
going through the motions because I had assigned the activity. They were both
focused on what they were doing and intense in how they participated:
While I observed the class in general, it appeared that everyone took
a turn telling a story while the other members of the group listened
intently. Everyone was engaged in the activity. Pairs did not break off into
independent conversations. Laughter came from each group at some point
and I could hear people asking questions of the storyteller (Field notes,
September 2004).
The activity did not seem to be carried out by the students in a perfunctory way.
Instead, they were purposeful and on task. I discussed student engagement with
the personal narrative activity with RiPP team members:
Yesterday I had the students each bring something special from home. Then
they got into groups of four and showed their group members their special
item and told the story about why the item was special. The students in each
small group were so engaged (understatement)…you could “feel” them
listening to one another…asking questions…sharing their personal and
emotional responses to everyone’s stories (E-mail to RiPP team members,
September 28, 2004).
This engagement in the classroom activities affected everyone. The atmosphere
in the class was intense and focused on the work at hand. As an instructor, it is
hard to ask for more than that. As one student expressed on his feedback form,
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“It felt good to talk about my life because it was something that I was proud
about.” The use of student personal narrative proved to be a teaching strategy
that resulted in high student engagement. Because students were sharing some
of themselves with one another, allowing themselves to be seen, interest and
attention were heightened.
Even at the end of the semester, when I identified that the use of student personal
narratives was the strategy being researched, the students in the class seemed
highly engaged in the recorded conversation about it. The atmosphere in the
class during this discussion was not frivolous. “It was like a wedding ceremony or
some other very serious, very special occasion” (Field notes, December 2004).
Even in this discussion of the strategy, the students demonstrated their
engagement with the strategy. They showed that being so engaged in the
activity made learning memorable. After over seventy-five classes and countless
classroom activities, they could easily recall the times that they had been asked to
tell stories from their own lives:
I told them that we had it several times throughout the semester and could
they remember when? IMMEDIATELY they identified all five times….They
had not been aware that that’s what was being researched but they certainly
remembered each experience (Field notes, December 2004).
During each of the five times the students were asked to recount a story from
their own lives, not only was student engagement high at the time, but the
experiences were also memorable.

Engagement with Other Students
Besides engagement in the activity itself, the students in this research project
seemed highly engaged with one another when they were sharing personal
narratives. In a course like English, genuine communication amongst the students
helps build an atmosphere that greatly enhances the quality of the discussions
that take place in the classroom throughout the year. Sharing personal narratives
fostered genuine communication and supportive engagement with one another.
On the second full day of class, when students were still virtually strangers, the
sharing of stories about theme songs resulted in positive exchanges:
Another student talked about having a difficult time in high school because
she fell in with the wrong crowd and engaged in unhealthy behaviour. She
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announced her theme song was “Breaking the Habit,” now that she was back
in school and changing her life and the class broke into sincere applause for
her (Field notes, September 2004).
This response indicated that the class really heard what the student was saying,
they saw her and they acknowledged her courage. They were engaged in a
genuine way with her and her story. Seeing her also indicated that they were seen.
During another use of personal narrative in the classroom, students again
demonstrated the deep engagement with one another that was facilitated by this
teaching strategy. Students were in small groups telling one another the story
about why they had selected a particular piece of text as important to them. One
student explained to his group that he had thought about but not brought some
of his own poetry. His group’s response indicated the careful attention they had
given to what he had said and again, indicated their engagement with him and
his story:
He explained that writing poetry has helped him through dark periods in his
life. His group pursued this topic and talked about writing bringing relief…
The group encouraged the student to bring some samples of his poetry the
next day (Field notes, November 2004).
Through this exchange, the small group showed this student that what he cared
about, what he thought about, and who he was, were valued. He was seen by
them. Through the sharing of personal narratives related to course content, the
students became engaged with one another in a way that facilitated the learning
that went on in the classroom. By truly listening to one another and thus seeing
one another, they established trusting relationships that allowed for open debate
and discussion throughout the year. These conditions in turn deepened and
enriched the learning experience.
As the instructor, this kind of engagement was exciting. Students interacted with
one another around course topics. They developed relationships in class with one
another that facilitated the deep probing of themes and issues in the literature
course. They demonstrated their valuing of one another’s lives and perspectives:
As they told their stories to one another, each member of the class seemed
very focused and engaged. They were emotionally responsive to the special
item that each person in their group had brought. They asked each other
questions. They carefully passed around precious objects (Field notes,
September 2004).
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The use of student personal narrative heightened student engagement
as they sought more information from one another and provided positive
acknowledgement of what they saw and learned. Students seemed so engaged
with one another through the use of this teaching technique that they worked to
include others in the experience:

validation of their lives through sharing personal narratives, the connection
of these stories to the course content that the students came to learn and the
genuineness with which they got to know one another fostered an engagement
and commitment to the class. The students themselves identified the personal
connection as a factor that contributed to their engagement in the entire course:

One group talked the student who had been away when the assignment was
given into simply describing something special to her and telling the story
about why it was special (Field notes, September 2004).

S1: I just thought about…you know…I just came from my X class and I don’t
know anybody’s name.
S2: It’s boring too.

In this exchange, students took on the role of including everyone in the activity,
indicating their desire to see something even from the student who had not
brought a special item from home. These students demonstrated that they
valued the insights, into both the topic and the person, that sharing personal
narratives facilitated.

Engagement with the Course
The students in this research project seemed to be extremely engaged, in general,
in the course and class itself. While I would not attribute this solely to the use of
student personal narrative as a teaching strategy, I do believe that it contributed
to the overall engagement of the students. In a feedback form that students did
in small groups after one month of the semester, I asked what they liked about
the class. They answered that they liked the fact that everyone was included, they
liked the feeling of being involved, and they liked that opinions were not shunned
but appreciated.
The atmosphere and activity in the class itself seemed to engage or hold the
attention of the students. They felt a connection and involvement with the class,
which in turn affected their participation. Because they felt engaged, in general,
with what was going on in the classroom, some of them approached English more
positively than they had in the past:
I remember in high school I hated going to English class. If I could I would
make any excuse to skip it and you know, I come here and “oh yeah, it’s
English time.” You know, I’m enthusiastic to come to class to hear what’s going
to happen next (Semester-end taped class discussion, December 2004).
Discovering that students were enthusiastic to come to class was rewarding
for me. Learning could not take place if the students were not attending. The
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S1: I know everybody’s name here.
S2: It’s boring if you don’t really know the people. You are just there
(Semester-end taped class discussion, December 2004).
The value students placed on knowing one another’s names was indicative of
the value they placed on actually knowing more than that about one another.
Knowing people’s names was symbolic for actually knowing them on a deeper
and more significant level and for seeing and hearing them as they explored ideas
and issues in the classroom. Our class was not boring; it held their attention. They
were engaged with it, in part, because of the sharing that had gone on through
the use of student personal narratives. This overall engagement with the class
itself facilitated student involvement and interaction:
S1: Someone’s always got something interesting to say no matter what we are
going to be doing.
S2: And I mean like in English in high school, it was just like “Oh great, another
essay. What a bore.” But in here, it’s like it’s never boring…there’s always
conversations that are going around.
S3: Cause the walls got broken down.
S1: It’s a very inter-active class (Semester-end taped class discussion,
December 2004).
The use of student personal narratives in the classroom resulted in student
engagement with course content, the activity itself, with one another, and with
the class in general.
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Narrative and Development of Community
As described in the previous two chapters, the use of students’ personal narratives
facilitated student learning of content and enhanced student engagement in a
number of areas. In this chapter I will explore how the use of students’ narratives
also contributed to the creation of a sense of community in the classroom.
As previously pointed out, the issue of a classroom community having been
created was expressed almost exclusively in the students’ own words, recorded
in the semester end taped discussion. Until that discussion, I was not aware of
the significance of community for the students. However, once the students
pointed it out, I was able to recognize that over the course of the semester a
sense of commitment to one another developed in the class. Inviting students
to share personal narratives contributed to the bond, sense of respect, comfort
and willingness to offer academic assistance to one another that developed in the
class.
In Webster’s New Collegiate Dictionary (1974), community is defined as “an
interacting population of various kinds of individuals in a common location.” In
addition, it defines community as a “unified body of individuals” (p. 228). It is the
aspect of unity that is most relevant to what went on in the classroom.
Throughout their careers, instructors occasionally have a group of students that
they seem to connect with and who connect with one another and subsequently
create vibrant classroom energy. This research class was a delightful group
of students in their enthusiastic response to classroom activities and in their
accepting attitudes to one another. In turn, this type of atmosphere heightened
my engagement with the course content and with the students themselves. The
relationships and supportive atmosphere that developed in this classroom were,
in my experience, particularly special. Using student personal narratives was one
of the factors that contributed to this unique creation of community among the
students and between the students and me.

Community Among Students
The students in this class formed a bond with one another that was important to
them. They formed a community in that they identified themselves as a unified
group having shared a unique experience:
There was talk about the whole class having been a “one of a kind” experience
because even though the research is over they will always be “bonded” to the
people in the class (Field notes, December 14, 2004).
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The sharing of personal narratives played a significant role in establishing these
bonds. Students formed meaningful connections with one another. Two students
wrote about the use of personal narratives in establishing these bonds:
I think it is a good technique for English. You know English is not everybody’s
favorite class to come to. When you know everyone and you’ve shared
personal stuff—just makes it all better and it keeps people in class. I know it
has for me (Individual feedback form, November 2004).
English is like…Ah, man; do I have to go to English? But then you have friends
there. There are people that you want to see and talk to (Individual feedback
form, November 2004).
Feeling part of a classroom community and having friends in the room kept
students attending. It also encouraged them to want to talk with one another. As
one student explained at the semester-end discussion, “If you don’t know each
other, you are probably less likely to speak up.” Because the students saw one
another, felt bonded to one another, they participated with one another in the
learning. The bond was also evident as the students talked about themselves as
an “us.” Two students displayed this sense of community as they talked about the
CD that everyone received at the end of the semester, containing the theme song
of each student in the class:
S1: It’s been a real pleasure waiting for the CD. It really has. I just have this
feeling, like it is ours. I can’t wait to get home. That’s how I’m feeling
about it and with Stan’s artwork on it; it’s just so much like it is ours.
S2: It’s like a piece of us is put on every CD (Semester-end taped class
discussion, December 2004).
Students in the class felt a bond with one another. The CD was a tangible
memory of the uniqueness of each one of them that had been shared in class.
They had seen each other and in turn they saw themselves as a “unified body of
individuals,” as an “us,” as “a community.”
Throughout the semester, students also displayed tremendous respect for one
another. It was apparent that they considered each other to be “worthy of high
regard” (Webster’s New Collegiate Dictionary, 1974, p. 986). They valued the
contribution everyone made to the class, as one student explained:
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We’re pretty encouraging for each other. I don’t think we ever heard
a negative comment to a person. If someone said something about a
story…whatever…“Well, that’s stupid.” Never. You never heard that in here
(Semester-end taped class discussion, December 2004).
Students felt that their classmates respected their opinions and ideas. Because
they did not feel ridiculed, they were more willing to share those thoughts, more
willing to be seen and heard by each other. The sharing of personal narratives
fostered this atmosphere of respect. One student explained on a feedback form
that “telling my story makes me trust the fellow students more.”
The respect that was displayed in the class went beyond valuing the comments
made by the confident students. Everyone’s opinion was considered “worthy of
high regard.”
I think introverts who don’t speak very often are probably thinkers and we
could be missing out on some pretty great thoughts from people who don’t
feel comfortable about saying anything (Semester-end taped class discussion,
December 2004).
Students wanted to hear comments and opinions from everyone. They wanted
to see everyone. The sense of classroom community that they shared stimulated
them to not only show respect for the ideas that were put forward by some
students but to also show respect for the students who did not readily participate
by encouraging them to do so:
S1: We support each other.
S2: That’s really true for people that are shy in class especially. If somebody’s
shy, Donna says “And you,” and points right at them. It’s like, “What do you
have to say?” There’s always something interesting that comes out from
people that are shy.
S1: You feel comfortable to say, “Come on. You aren’t saying anything”
(Semester-end taped class discussion, December 2004).
Students in the class wanted to hear from everyone and went out of their way to
solicit the opinions and ideas of the quieter students. In this way, they showed
their respect and sense of community. They demonstrated their desire and ability
to truly get to “see” one another, to move beyond the superficial and to engage
with one another on a more significant level.
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We were not necessarily judging a book by its cover. A lot of people judge
people by how they see them you know, but you learn a lot more about a
person by the things that we did in here…You get to know a person better.
You get to know who they actually are, not just what they look like. You make
your assumptions from what they look like, but here, you actually get to know
who they are (Semester-end taped class discussion, December 2004).
Students valued getting to know one another in a more intimate way, through the
use of personal narrative in the classroom. This fostered an atmosphere where
students moved beyond making the superficial judgments about one another
that limit the nature and quality of interactions in the classroom. Students
developed the respect for one another that encouraged inclusiveness and
facilitated an openness that sought and valued everyone’s contribution.
The bond among students also manifested itself in terms of how comfortable
students were with each other. Class members used the word ‘comfortable’
repeatedly to describe how they felt in the classroom and with one another. Being
comfortable with one another and feeling comfortable in the classroom setting
were important to the students and were also important to their learning. As
Maryellen Weimer (2002) asserts, “when students are in a classroom environment
they prefer, they achieve more” (p.100).
I observed this comfort when I asked each student to think of one comment they
would like to make about what they learned from Michael Moore’s Bowling for
Columbine (2002) that we had watched the day before. The students had been
together just over a month and we had used the personal narrative technique
three times. We went around the room and each person shared his or her
comment.
As they were doing this, I was unintentionally struck by how comfortable
every person seemed to be with sharing their thoughts and how attentive
the rest of the class was to every comment. I believe that the atmosphere
that developed in the classroom in part by the use of students’ personal
narratives has created this supportive learning environment (Field notes,
October 2004).
I had intended this activity to simply help the students remember what we had
done the day before and to help focus their attention on the work we would be
doing that day. I had not planned the activity in order to ‘test’ or assess their
confidence and comfort levels. However, as the instructor, I was clearly pleased
to see that everyone appeared to feel confident enough to share an insight or
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opinion. However, while I recorded such an observation only once, the students
talked repeatedly about the importance of feeling comfortable.

profoundly significant to the students. In turn, this sense of community fostered
an environment where students enjoyed learning from one another, felt safe in
asking questions and were better able to focus on their learning.

S1: It’s much better to feel comfortable than uncomfortable.
S2: Yeah. It’s important if you need to ask a question.

Providing Academic Assistance

S3: If you don’t understand, you’re not going to feel stupid for saying
something (Semester-end taped class discussion, December 2004).

Another effect that the sense of community had on students was that they
willingly helped each other academically throughout the course. This kind of
relationship developed in the class because, through the use of student personal
narrative, the students had gotten to know or see one another in a significant way:

Feeling comfortable in the classroom and with classmates facilitated the students’
learning. They were able to ask questions without feeling they would be judged
by each other and as a consequence the learning opportunities were greater. But
feeling comfortable not only allowed students to ask questions, it also facilitated
overall learning:
S1: You feel uncomfortable because you don’t know anybody. There’s just
the feeling of (dis)comfort, of feeling like a stranger. I don’t like to be in a
group of people where I don’t know people. When you know people and
feel comfortable, you’re more at ease. You’re more relaxed. You’re not
worried about…
S2: You’re more focused on what you’re learning…You’re not distracted by
being uncomfortable (Semester end tape class discussion, December
2004).
The student emphasis on the importance of feeling comfortable in the classroom
highlighted what a risky environment a classroom can be, even for skilled and
ambitious students. The establishment of a comfortable classroom community
allowed students to focus on learning. Getting to know one another, or ’see’ one
another, through the use of personal narratives contributed to the creation of this
educationally nurturing environment:
Instead of just going into a group full of strangers, nobody knowing anyone,
because of all these things we’ve all talked about, our experiences and
everything… you feel comfortable to go sit at a table and talk to someone.
You don’t feel, “Oh great. I have to do work with this person now” (sarcastic).
(Semester-end taped class discussion, December 2004).
Bringing students’ lives into the classroom and connecting them to the course
content helped create an atmosphere of comfort that appeared to have been
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When we know each other, it’s a lot easier to encourage each other. That’s
important ... It’s not like we’re in school where, you know, you just do what
you have to do. You’re adults and you’re sharing and helping and you’re doing
all this and that makes it a lot easier…when you have friends (Semester-end
taped class discussion, December 2004).
Knowing one another fostered the willingness to help one another. From an
instructor’s point of view, the commitment that classmates felt for one another
enhanced the richness of the learning that went on. Ideas were developed,
discussed and shared outside of the formal instruction that went on in the class.
According to the students, the sharing of project and assignment ideas with each
other was not something that they had experienced in other classes. They were
able to do it in this class because of the community that had developed. Because
they knew and trusted each other as individuals, they had formed a committed
group:
I gave her the idea of doing a newsletter for the Life of Pi and I would have
never, I don’t think, if I didn’t know her. I shared my idea and then she used it,
so it was, you know, because I knew her (Semester-end taped class discussion,
December 2004).
Prior to the class discussion that went on at the end of the semester, I was not
aware of the academic assistance the students were giving one another. It is not
something that I had formally structured in the class by way of study groups. They
simply engaged in the creation and development of ideas together and were
amazed at themselves for doing this. Knowing one another, in the personal way
that sharing narratives had allowed, fostered this special learning environment.
Another student talked about this sharing:
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We were talking about “what are you going to do about the Life of Pi?” I
mean, we swapped ideas and everything. You’re coming into a room full of
strangers; you’re never going to do that. You know, you’re never going to go,
‘Heh, how about you do this, or heh, here’s some ideas.’ I would never do that
(Semester-end taped class discussion, December 2004).
These students had taken classes before. They had spent an entire semester in
the same class with other students before, but they found their willingness to
help one another academically in this class to be a unique experience. It had to
do with knowing or seeing one another and the community that was created as a
consequence.

Community for Me Too
Throughout the semester, it was evident that I too felt a part of something special
that developed as a result of the use of student personal narratives:
It feels to me like my English 050 class is going very well and that there is
closeness and a community that I have not felt to this degree before. I feel like
I am having one of my best semesters ever in terms of supporting students’
learning. I feel like I am ‘seeing’ these students more than I have before and
that this is facilitating a richer learning environment. The class feels like a
place where the excitement and pleasure and challenge of learning are being
shared (Field notes, October 2004).
As an instructor, I was excited about the educational effects that this closeness
had in the classroom. I felt a special bond with the class and felt like this bond
facilitated my doing a better job as an instructor in knowing and successfully
meeting students’ learning needs.
This community that I initially felt in the semester continued to grow and it
influenced the way that I related to the students and interacted in the classroom.
Not only were barriers removed between students, but there were shifts in the
student/instructor relationship as well. I did see the students, and they also saw
me. For example, after having been absent from class for several days, I began
the Monday class of my return by checking in with everyone to see how they had
been since I had seen them last.
I was IMMEDIATELY struck with how genuine the brief conversation that
followed was. The students knew that I had been at a research meeting and
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they wanted to know how it had been. I briefly described how it had been
hard, challenging, frustrating but that I had learned so much. One of the
students commented that it was interesting to hear me talk about myself like
I was a learner and how it seemed that what I asked them to do, I was also
doing.
The conversation served to magnify for me how the power relationships in
this classroom were profoundly different than in previous classes. I am not an
authoritarian type of instructor but I don’t think that I have ever brought as
much of my personal self into the classroom before (Field notes, November
2004).
The sense of community that developed with these students profoundly affected
how I viewed the teaching and learning that went on in the classroom. Traditional
power relationships had been broken down and as a consequence, in a morethan-lip-service way, I felt that I was learning as much as the students. And after
twenty-five years of teaching, I was learning how to be a better teacher. Because
of the sense of community that I had with these students, I was willing to take
more risks in the work that I did. Because the students had been asked to tell
stories from their own lives, I felt that it was important that I do that too. There
was vulnerability in the activity that required all members of the class to be a
part of it. “Spectating” would not have seemed appropriate. Making myself
vulnerable, through exposing some of my life experiences from outside of the
classroom, contributed to a power shift that allowed everyone, me included, to be
engaged in a rich learning experience:
I have definitely learned this semester to just trust my instincts and give things
a try. Interestingly I think that I was willing to do this because of asking the
students to share personal narratives. It put the onus on me to do the same
thing…and the incredible trust that developed in the class allowed me too to
do and say and explore and try out things that I haven’t ever before………..
soooooooooooooo fun………who was the student here???? Who was doing
the learning????? Who benefited the most???? Me I think (E-mail to RiPP team
members, December 14, 2004).
However, the sense of connection that I developed to this class also had its
negative side. A pair of incidents that occurred at the end of the semester made
me question just what kind of relationship had developed between the students
and me and how healthy was it. The first incident took place on the last day of
class. Two students had called my office and said that they would not be coming
to class that day. I ran into another student in the hall and she also said that “with
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final exams piling up in other classes and assignments due,” she would not be
attending either. I had planned to facilitate a discussion with the class about my
research project to identify for them what I had been researching and to record
their thoughts and reactions to the use of personal narrative strategy. I had also
planned to distribute a copy of the CD containing our personal theme songs
to each student as well as a candle to symbolically remind them to always let
their own lights shine. I was upset that those students had chosen to miss this
important (to me) last session:
I felt cranky because I wanted (needed) them to be there. I knew that my
reactions were rather juvenile and that I was feeling personal disappointment.
These were not very professional feelings (Field notes, December 2004).
I had to ask myself why I was feeling upset by these events. Having established
a close and personal relationship with these students caused me to believe that
they felt this way towards me as well. Because of that, I felt hurt that they would
choose to miss the last day of our class. While I definitely enjoyed and benefited,
both personally and professionally, from the sense of community that developed
in the class, I was also left with unresolved feelings about how this intimacy made
me feel and react to class members.
The second incident that raised concerns for me about the issues that can arise
when power relations shift in a classroom also happened near the end of the
semester. While marking the final essay assignment, I came across two very
serious cases of plagiarism and my reaction was again personal:
I was very disturbed by the plagiarism. It felt like such a betrayal of the
honesty and trust that I thought had been established in the class. I searched
my soul to determine what I had done to suggest that plagiarism was okay. I
questioned whether the familiarity and lack of power relations in the class had
set the stage for students to cheat (Field notes, December 2004).
The next day I was at a meeting with colleagues and before it had started, I was
describing my dismay at having found two students copying essays off the Internet.
“You sound just like a parent,” one of my colleagues expressed. “You are
asking yourself what YOU did wrong, when in fact, the students did something
wrong.” That made me feel even worse. I did not want to have a parent/
child relationship with my students. I did not want to experience or view
our relationship in those terms. Why was I taking this so personally? Had my
reactions to the plagiarism been made more extreme by the fact that through
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the use of personal narrative in the classroom, I felt closer to the students and
responsible for their actions? Where was THAT coming from? How unhealthy
a perspective! (Field notes, December 2004)
I have had students plagiarize before but I have never felt so personally affected
by it. These feelings grew out of the intimacy that developed in this classroom.
An intimacy, I have argued, that facilitated and deepened the learning that went
on in the class. However, this intimacy, for me, also blurred the boundaries of
how I should feel and act on some classroom issues. After this event, I shared my
troubled thoughts with RiPP team members and was poignantly reminded to
make sure that I was really ‘seeing’ my students:
I always think it is a roller coaster ride when you think you have connected
with someone and you think you have built up trust and that something is
terribly significant and then something comes along and you remember how
insignificant it all really is…It feels like something sacred is happening only
to see the absolute contradiction taking place as soon as the students step
outside.
I slip and act in ignorance and I fall down and in doing this I impact others…I
am only more aware because of relationships in my life where people have
taken the time to ‘see me’ and the more this happens, the more I act with
responsibility (E-mail from Anne Docherty, December 2, 2004).
Choosing to copy an essay off the Internet was not a good choice for these
students but it was not something I should take personal affront from. ‘Seeing’
my students meant seeing the bad choices they made as well as the wonderful
ones. Rather than feeling hurt by their actions, it was my job, as Anne pointed
out, to encourage the students to act with more responsibility through the
relationships that had developed. As happened many times throughout this
semester, I was the one doing the learning.
The use of students’ personal narratives in the classroom was an effective and
exhilerating teaching technique. Student learning of content was enhanced.
Student engagement with a variety of aspects of learning was enhanced. The
learning climate that was created fostered genuine, egalitarian relationships in
the classroom that facilitated the ‘seeing’ of all students and subsequently their
learning:
You don’t really sit there and talk about religion and what your personal
beliefs are with people you don’t know—but we all know each other and that
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Conclusions, Recommendations and More Questions
stuff just comes out. Like the Life of Pi, there’s so much stuff we wouldn’t have
said if we didn’t feel comfortable. It made a difference being able to share
with each other and discuss (Semester-end taped discussion, December 2004).

The following themes that emerged from the data support the argument of this
research report: the use of students’ personal narratives in the classroom is a
valuable teaching strategy because it facilitates the students’ understanding of
specific course content and it enhances their engagement with classmates, class
activities and course content. As well, it creates a classroom community. These
developments enrich the learning experience because they allow the students to
be seen.
What happens when the use of student personal narrative is introduced into an
upgrading English classroom? A student answers:
I think (using student personal narratives) enhanced it. I think that’s what it
did best. We may have been able to talk about things even if we didn’t know
each other but it made it that much better. We shared personal stories and it
was easier to say something out loud and not feel judged about it (Semester
end taped class discussion, December 2004).
I found out much more than I went looking for during this research. Initially
I was excited about the idea of finding out if students could more effectively
learn course content through sharing personal narratives on topics related to
that content. I found out that they could. The use of this teaching technique
enhanced their understanding of essay writing skills, symbolism, the role of text in
their lives, the value of applying prior knowledge and experience, and of speaking
in public. The technique was an effective tool for introducing these topics.
However, it was much, much more. As one RiPP team member reflected, “You
have, in effect, linked the affective and cognitive domains of learning by using
personal narrative to teach academic/cognitive content/concepts” (E-mail from
Leonne Beebe, January 26, 2005). Not only had the use of student narratives
facilitated content learning, it had resulted in positive student engagement. The
students were actively involved with the content of the course, in the storytelling
activity, with one another and with the course itself and school in general. This
engagement created a vibrant learning environment for both the students and
instructor.
As a result, a classroom community developed which further enhanced and
enriched the learning that took place. Students bonded with one another,
showed respect for the opinions and ideas of one another, felt comfortable
learning together and provided academic assistance to each other. I too felt part
of a classroom community in a way I never have before in my teaching experience.
The power relations of student/instructor shifted. Within this positive, energetic
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and respectful classroom climate, the students, their ideas, opinions and learning
needs were seen.

Recommendations
Using students’ personal narratives in the classroom is a teaching technique that
I would highly recommend. There are positive benefits for the students in terms
of content acquisition, engagement in learning and creation of an educationally
supportive classroom community. However, it is a technique in which there
are risks for the instructor. Each and every time that I used the technique I felt
terrified that it would not work and that the class would be a disaster. Introducing
personal content, even when connected to course content increases the
vulnerability for everyone in the classroom. Be prepared to feel a bit “out on a
limb” if you decide to try this technique. In my experience, however the risk and
anxiety are well worth it.
After having used the technique in my classroom for several semesters, I
presented a workshop on it at the Research and Practice in Adult Literacy (RaPAL)
conference in Sheffield, England. One participant at the workshop later shared
both her trepidation and delight with the technique in e-mail to me:
In July I used your ideas as a way of facilitating my basic skills students’ end
of course evaluation—what a revelation! I was concerned that by giving the
group this level of freedom, I would not get the information I needed. The
leap of faith was rewarded a hundred fold. The levels of understanding of
personal learning were way beyond what I would normally have expected of
low-level readers…the most insightful stories emerged. The experience was
a real wake up call, prompting me to look at my own learning/practice (E-mail
from Sheffield RaPAL conference participant, September 25, 2005).
For me, using students’ personal narratives as a teaching technique not only
resulted in enhanced learning for the students, but proved to be a profound
learning experience for me as well. I recommend that instructors who want to
expose the role of the personal in education, and thus make visible their own
role in the learning experience of our students, try this technique. Throughout
the semester, I found myself constantly clarifying my educational philosophy and
how it translated into my practice. I recommend the use of students’ personal
narratives as a teaching technique for instructors who want to re-visit their
understandings of teaching and learning.
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More Questions
I researched the use of students’ personal narratives in an upgrading English
classroom. The technique facilitated the creation of a rich learning climate that
the students identified as significant. I wonder if this technique can be used in
other settings? Would it work in a one-on-one tutoring situation? Could it be
adapted to work in self-paced or drop-in learning environments?
The technique seemed particularly well suited to introducing English content
items as well as developing the kind of classroom atmosphere where uninhibited,
deep discussions around literary analysis could take place. I wonder if this
technique can be used with positive effects in other classroom based subjects.
Would it work as effectively in a math or physics class? What kinds of narrative
topics could be generated that would raise significant content issues in those
classes?
The question that excites me the most is about how else this technique can be
used. If the use of personal narratives helps students to be seen and subsequently
enhances their learning, can this technique be used with instructors? Can
instructors, through telling personal narratives about their teaching experiences,
explore and clarify their own teaching philosophies and subsequently enhance
their practice? If one of the ways practitioners engage in a ‘discourse’ with the
content in the field is through verbal discussion with one another, can this way
of knowing be utilized to contribute to knowledge in the field? Can part of our
literature review be our personal narrative review?
As I make the final revisions on this research report I am filled with a sense of
relief and satisfaction. Being involved as a practitioner-researcher for the past
five years has enriched my personal and professional life much more than I could
have imagined. Examining the work that practitioners do in our classrooms
and sharing the results are challenging and immensely rewarding experiences.
The semester that I researched the use of students’ personal narratives in the
classroom was one of the most fulfilling of my teaching career. More fully than
I ever had before, I saw the students, their lives, their thoughts, ideas and their
learning needs. I also saw myself as an instructor and as a participant in the
learning in a way I hadn’t before. As for the students, they each saw themselves
more clearly; they saw each other and they all saw themselves as part of a learning
community. This capacity to see enhanced the depth and breadth of learning for
all of us.
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