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‘The classroom is a place where I’m alive:’ one teacher’s 
reflection on learning and life in the classroom

Susanna M. Steeg

Doctor of Education Department, George Fox University, Newberg, USA

Inquiries into the nature of teacher learning such as the one encompassed in this study 
increasingly point to the need to create learning environments for teachers that invite the 
questions that live in their classrooms (Darling-Hammond & Richardson, 2009; Hammerness 
et al., 2005) and offer support for examining those questions (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2009). 
Studies of teacher learning can also point the profession to ways that teachers enact their 
professional identities (Hoffman-Kipp, 2008; Lasky, 2005) and use affect to inform their teach-
ing and learning (Hagenauer & Volet, 2014; Schutz, 2014). The aim of this study is to share the 
nature of an experienced teacher’s learning and illustrate how it informed the instructional 
decisions she made as she invited students into important conversations about life. The 
study illustrates the outcomes of her affect-aware teaching across a particular interaction in 
her classroom. Gwen Struble, a first-grade teacher, demonstrated how she ‘came alive’ as a 
learner and teacher in a vignette revealing the particular ways that care and thoughtfulness 
infused her teaching life and learning life.

Theoretical background

Sociocultural learning theory views learning as constructing meaning from experience 
(Dewey, 1938) in relationships between teachers, students, community, and the world 
(Hammerness et al., 2005). Yet ongoing study is needed to ascertain the nature of teachers’ 
learning lives and the ways they enact them in their teaching (Borko, 2004; Henze, van Driel 
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& Verloop, 2009). Examinations such as these hold potential for long-term, embedded learn-
ing opportunities that lead to transformed teaching (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2009; Darling-
Hammond & Richardson, 2009).

Vygotsky’s (1978) concept of sociocultural theory states that learning is appropriated at 
the social level first and individually appropriated later (Golombek, 2015; Rogoff, 1995). From 
this perspective, teachers’ views of the world and identities are socially constructed, complex, 
layered, and under continual reconstruction. In his inquiry into teachers’ emotions, Schutz 
(2014) highlighted an ecological dynamic systems perspective to illustrate how teachers 
constantly monitor their goals and related achievement as part of their identity formation. 
This meaning-making process is transactional in nature, making the interactions between 
teachers and students the sites in which to understand the nature of affect in shaping the 
instructional decisions teachers make (Adger, Hoyle & Dickinson, 2004; Golombek, 2015).

Teachers recognize that learners must feel ‘safe’ or ‘comfortable’ in order to learn (Krashen, 
1982; Maslow, 1943) and while seminal works like Noddings (2003) explore the nature of 
caring in teaching, affect is seldom considered a particular element of learning in an era 
of accountability. Yet attention to affect and care is essential to teachers’ work, despite its 
marginalization in policy and practice (hooks, 2003; Noddings, 2003; O’Connor, 2008). This 
study extends these perspectives by demonstrating how one teacher’s learning, professional 
identity, and caring factored into her commitment to enact holistic literacy engagements 
with her students.

Methodological considerations

 This study utilized an interpretive and descriptive case study design (Stake, 2005), informed 
by ethnographic methods (Wolcott, 2008) to support a nuanced understanding of the multi-
ple interactions informing one teacher’s learning and teaching. The research question under 
study was, ‘How does an experienced teacher live out her learning life alongside children?’ 
This question was rich with potential for exploring the nature of teacher learning and was 
studied within the interactions between teacher and students in a first-grade classroom.

Data collection

Data for this study were generated through three primary means: classroom observations of 
Gwen’s literacy instruction, participant-observation in inquiry group conversations with her 
and a fellow teacher, and in-depth interviews. Bi-weekly classroom observations of Gwen’s 
literacy instruction totaling over 40 hours provided extensive data. These observations were 
video-recorded and field-noted, with frequent member checks on emerging findings. Inquiry 
group conversations took place weekly and enabled participants to construct ideas about 
learning together, as they reviewed transcripts, discussed the week’s events, and answered 
questions emerging from their practice. A three-interview structure (Seidman, 2005) pro-
vided particular insights into Gwen’s own perspectives on the nature of her learning. One 
follow-up interview was conducted with Gwen for the purpose of member-checking and 
expanding themes.



Data analysis

Analysis was iterative, beginning with field notes and researcher memos, which supported the 
development of themes and documented researcher positionality (Maxwell, 2004; Peshkin, 
1988). A modified analytic induction (Erickson, 1986) involved inductive and deductive anal-
ysis through repeated readings, assertion composition, and vignettes. Phase one of analysis 
included reading interview transcripts several times and identifying text passages related 
to teacher learning and identity as a learner. Phase two of the research involved vignette 
construction, which supported a closer analysis of Gwen’s teaching and learning life as it 
unfolded in particular interactions with children. Vignette composition of key moments such 
as the ones highlighted in this article proved invaluable to presenting findings by displaying 
small moments that supported prominent themes of teacher learning (Hoffman-Kipp, 2008). 
Little literary license was taken with vignettes, which were solely based on recorded conversa-
tions and teaching events. Analysis was further supported with an extensive member check, 
wherein Gwen elaborated on findings and clarified particular elements of her learning life.

Findings: Gwen’s teaching life

This article turns now to a vignette to illustrate how Gwen taught out of an ethic of car-
ing and a professional identity informed by her personal experiences. A close look at one 
particular interaction between a teacher and her students can be helpful in unpacking the 
larger themes of a reflective teacher’s life and priorities (Hoffman-Kipp, 2008). The central 
vignette around which this article is built was constructed from field notes of a single hour in 
Gwen’s classroom. Discussion and clarifying comments are woven throughout the vignette 
to further describe Gwen’s learning and teaching life. 

The first-grade classroom was busy with purposeful shuffling as students settled on the rug for 
morning routine in early September. After reminding students of the procedures for getting into 
a circle, Gwen turned to see Kaitlin standing before her, holding out her wrist guard. Kaitlin did 
not say anything, only held it up with the implied request: ‘help me put this on.’ Gwen seated 
herself on the floor and moved Kaitlin to sit before her so she could gently maneuver the small 
arm with the oddly twisted hand into the brace. As she did so, Gwen asked her, ‘Should we 
talk with the class about this today? They’re your friends. They would want to know about this.’

Kaitlin tipped her face up to meet Gwen’s eyes and smiled, saying only ‘Yes!’ as she nodded.

Gwen looked out at the students, ‘Okay, are you settled? It’s time to listen and learn. Who is this?’ 
Her hands rested on Kaitlin’s slim shoulders as the children replied, ‘Kaitlin!’

‘Yes. If you’re being respectful to Kaitlin, your whole body is listening right now. Speaking of 
bodies, Kaitlin has a very special body. How many of you have noticed that she has this pink thing 
on her arm? It matches the black brace that I was wearing on my foot last week.’ The students all 
raised their hands. They had noticed Kaitlin’s wrist guard and had heard Mrs. Struble talk about 
wearing a boot to help heal her broken toe.

In talking with Gwen about this classroom interaction, she explained that she had not pre-
planned this particular exchange. Kaitlin’s assent to her question was her only preparation 
for the conversation. Gwen believed in the importance of planning but leaned even more 
strongly into the organic nature of ‘whatever comes up.’ Circle time was the perfect oppor-
tunity for the conversation that was about to unfold, because it was a routine thoughtfully 
established to help children connect with one another and establish ways of being (Cefai, 



Ferrario, Cavioni, Carter, & Grech, 2013). Different things came up in this loosely structured, 
yet highly purposeful time. Today, it was a conversation for a classmate with cerebral palsy. 

‘Everyone hold out your hands in front of you. Look how special they are. We’ve been talking 
about our hands, with the idea of hope and using our hands to spread hope, and Kaitlin has 
very special ones. Have you noticed Kaitlin’s special hands? Yes, Brent?’

‘She has a hard way to control it,’ Brent stated matter-of-factly.

‘You know, Brent, that’s a very tactful and kind way to say that, instead of saying something 
that doesn’t sound good to our ears. When you look at Kaitlin’s hand, it wants to go this way.’ 
Gwen’s hands gently held Kaitlin’s right hand, which twisted to the right. ‘When she was born, 
she had trouble with air and breathing. And we’ve talked about how important the air is to the 
flowers and the trees.’

Kaitlin turned to look up at her teacher in amazement, ‘How did you know?’

‘Well, I just know a little bit about it. So she didn’t get enough of that good, growing air that we 
need, and this is part of what happened, as a result. See, her muscles want to twist this way and 
get tight. But this brace helps her arm bend the correct way. Every once in a while she wants to 
take it off because it gets hot. But don’t you think that every minute she wears this that it helps 
her?’ The kids nodded somberly.

Gwen shared later that she had learned from Kaitlin’s mother that Kaitlin did not want to wear 
her brace at school. Since that time, Gwen had purposefully been talking about needing the 
boot for her own injured foot and subsequently saw a shift in Kaitlin’s willingness to wear 
her brace, ‘just like Mrs. Struble.’

Gwen integrated everything; in her own words, ‘everything connects!’ Where schooling of 
the body is often reserved for teaching children how to control themselves, Gwen recognized 
how attuned children are to bodily differences and knew that their insatiable curiosity might 
lead them to ask inappropriate questions or make assumptions. She used this opportunity to 
engage students’ natural curiosity about difference and tie it to their learning about nature 
and hope, a larger theme within her teaching for that year. She explained, 

As a young child, I was curious about people in wheelchairs. It became important to me to teach 
children about difference. When I teach this way, I mirror myself, my own concerns and curios-
ities as a child. My own questions weren’t being answered, so I guess I feel these are important 
things kids wonder about. For me, it means that I am touching on something that is relevant 
and important because kids do notice about difference. It’s important to broach a subject that 
other people shy away from. It makes me feel like a successful teacher to break that ground a 
little bit. I want my teaching to be a little deeper, to be about people and life (Interview 12-15).

Gwen constructed her identity as a teacher who ‘breaks ground’ by refusing to shy away 
from difficult conversations with young children. Instead, she gave them the words they 
needed to appropriate big ideas, using concrete examples in children’s lives to help them 
understand and speak about difference in helpful ways. 

Gwen continued, ‘If you watch me, I’ll show you how I help her put it on. See, her thumb goes 
through here…’ The students leaned in, some of them coming up on their knees to see around 
others.

As her fingers worked, Gwen asked Kaitlin, ‘Is there anything else you want to share with the kids?’

‘I was really, really tiny,’ stated Kaitlin.

‘Yeah,’ Gwen agreed, ‘she was born very early.’

‘I was born two and half months early. And my mom’s ring went down my arm!’



A murmur rippled around the first-graders as they contemplated this. Gwen helped them, ‘That 
shows you how tiny and special Kaitlin was. I want you to close your eyes and think about it. I 
want you to imagine a mom’s ring going over a baby’s arm, past the elbow.’

Gwen had been working on Kaitlin’s brace and spoke now to the students, ‘Okay, I want you to 
watch this. I gently turn her hand the way it’s supposed to go because I don’t want to pull too 
hard. I slide my finger in here to make sure it’s not too tight, and I ask her if it feels just right. This 
bar helps the hand stretch this direction. Can we all tell Kaitlin how special she is?’

The students chorused, ‘You’re special, Kaitlin!’

Gwen used imagination and imagery in her efforts to help children be thoughtful about 
the reality of Kaitlin’s experience. The pace of this conversation was slow and unhurried. By 
physically demonstrating how the brace worked, she demystified it and reclaimed the word 
‘special’ as a term of honor instead of a label. But Gwen did not just leave the conversation at 
‘you’re special, Kaitlin,’ because she believed first graders should know about difficult things. 

‘This thing that happened to her has a name. Do you know what the name is, Kaitlin?’

‘Cerebral palsy.’

Gwen looked at the students and said, ‘Can you say that?’

‘Cerebral palsy,’ they chorused.

‘And you might know other people someday that have this. But this is why Kaitlin is so special. 
And we—’

‘Am I special too?’ queried Chris, an autistic boy who regularly inserted himself into conversations.

‘Everyone’s special,’ Gwen responded swiftly.

Then it was Kaitlin’s turn to interrupt, ‘I used to have services, but I lost them.’

‘I go to OT for services, too!’ said Chris, not to be outdone.

‘Yes you do. What do you do at OT?’ Gwen asked Chris.

 ‘I have a scratch. I got a scratch on the door,’ Chris offered.

‘I’m sorry about that, Chris. But I want to say something to you,’ Gwen inserted. ‘Just like Kaitlin 
has a special thing on her arm, you go to OT and Speech to get help with your talking.’

‘I want my scratch to feel better,’ Chris responded.

‘I know you do. But what do you think about Kaitlin’s story?’ Gwen asked.

When Chris paused to think, Kaitlin said, ‘I can bring my clothes to show the class how tiny I was.’

‘Oh, that would be good, Kaitlin. But right now, I think we should say our hopeful poem, because 
I think it goes with the things we’re talking about right now.’

‘I hope Kaitlin don’t die, Mrs. Struble.’

Gwen chose to ignore Chris’s heartfelt yet inappropriate sentiment as his classroom aide got up 
and quietly escorted him from the room. Chris rejoined the class shortly afterwards and scooted 
into the circle to sit directly next to Kaitlin.

In this section of the vignette, we see how another child inserted himself into the conver-
sation. Gwen navigated the social challenges of Chris’s autism, recognizing and valuing the 
ways he felt threatened by another student receiving the attention he himself wanted to 
receive. She acknowledged his connection to OT, making space for him to positively con-
tribute without allowing him to divert the conversation away from the topic at hand. She 
respectfully and successfully communicated the expectations of listening and considering 
Kaitlin. And when Chris kindly said that he hoped Kaitlin ‘don’t die,’ Gwen communicated 
nonverbally with his aide that it was time for him to have a brief break where she knew his 



aide could give Chris attention and an explanation about why that was not an appropriate 
thing to say. The fact that Chris sidled back into the circle at Kaitlin’s side just a few minutes 
later demonstrated that he felt safe and connected to the community and knew he could 
find a way to be near the social center of attention in appropriate ways.

Gwen commented on how her learner’s mindset has her constantly seeking opportunities 
to teach children how to converse with one another appropriately:

There’s so many things that I do in my classroom that are important threads that are embedded in 
any conversation. Besides the big idea of talking about important things, there are lessons about 
validating others and knowing everyone’s worth, and understanding that diversity is inherent in 
our human nature. That’s the life curriculum, but it’s the other things, like, I know how to listen 
to you, how to take turns, how to address you back in a proper way. I teach my students how 
to speak and be heard through these different strategies that I model for them, helping them 
learn how to develop their ideas in the company of their peers, learn new vocabulary and use 
it in correct contexts, but in a very organic setting, a real setting, and that’s why it feeds into a 
life curriculum (Interview 12-15).

Kaitlin turned to look up into Gwen’s face, ‘maybe the kids can ask me a couple of questions.’

‘I think they do have a couple of questions, but we need to think for a moment, pretend that 
maybe you have something like this. That’s the only way we can think about it seriously, if we 
put ourselves in others’ shoes. In order to do that, your body needs to be really still and you 
need to think.

Kaitlin called on students with questions and the conversation unfolded. Charlotte wanted to 
know what she did in therapy. Faith wanted to know why she was born so early and Hannah 
asked if she felt special because she was different. To each of these questions, Kaitlin answered 
confidently and Gwen supported the responses to ensure shared understanding.

Ashley asked, ‘Did you wear any diapers or anything?

Kaitlin responded cheerfully, ‘Well, I was so tiny they had to put them under me instead of on me!’

‘There! You know a lot about it. They had to put them under her, because if they’d tried to wrap 
the diaper around her, it would have gone around several times,’ Gwen explained.

‘Yucky,’ inserted Jacob from across the room.

‘Excuse me? I don’t think that’s appropriate for this big talk about life,’ Gwen responded firmly.

‘How did you grow up to be so big?’ asked Nicole.

‘Well, I had to stay in the hospital for three months. In a box. Not a real, brown box, it’s a, do you 
know how if babies come too early, they put them in a box? And I had to stay in there for three 
months so I could grow,’ Kaitlin explained.

‘You know so much about this,’ Gwen said. ‘Do you want to write a story about it?’

Kaitlin smiled, ‘Yes!’

‘You know what, class? We could all write about Kaitlin’s story. We are good friends of hers and 
now we know her story.

In this portion of the vignette, it is evident how Gwen held space for students to make sug-
gestions that would guide curricular interactions, by allowing Kaitlin to field questions from 
her peers. Gwen co-constructed the curriculum as students asked their questions, exhorting 
them to think carefully about elevating their comments to the level of excellence she was 
expecting and actively scaffolding within their talk.

Gwen demonstrated her commitment to a ‘curriculum of life’ wherein the things we read 
and write about are the things that matter to us (Fletcher, 1996). By encouraging Kaitlin and 
her classmates to envision her history as fodder for writing, she opened space for meaningful 
writing engagements and demonstrated that talking about things in our lives is what writers 



do (Calkins, Hartman, & White, 2005; Graves, 1983). This co-construction of a life curriculum 
is evident in Gwen’s reflection upon this particular conversation: 

When I sit down with the kids and we enter into these conversations I feel I’m just where they 
are. I view it as a present: ‘Let’s see if we can open this present together here.’ I don’t know what 
the children are going to say and I actually don’t know what I’m going to say. It’s a process we 
experience together. If I don’t have that to share with the kids, the curriculum becomes routine 
and mundane. I want kids to see that learning is exciting no matter where they are in their lives. 
I’m excited about my own learning and I don’t want to lose that. You have to maintain that; 
you can’t fake it. When I have that learning going on continuously, I’m a happy person. So that 
work isn’t really work in my life, it’s life more than work, because we’re experiencing new things 
together. It’s like what are we going to do together today? So I find that’s the significance for me; 
it’s been one of my touchstones for my vitality in the classroom. I want to hold onto that child-
like surprise and wonder (Interview, 12-15).

With these words, Gwen indicates the co-construction of a life curriculum as essential to her 
life as a teacher, and the lengths to which she goes to make the curriculum reach across big 
topics such as disability, difference, and joy. 

‘Okay, I have a question for you all. What do you notice about Kaitlin that’s really special besides 
her arm?’ Gwen asked.

‘She’s pretty,’ said Samuel.

‘Yes, she is pretty, but besides that.’

‘She wears earrings,’ said Charlotte.

‘She does, that’s true. But look at her face.’

‘She has eyes,’ noted Natalie helpfully.

‘She has beautiful eyes! What about her eyes? Look carefully! Look inside her eyes!’

At Gwen’s words, some of the students crawled forward slightly, peering intensely into Kaitlin’s 
face as she began to smile and then giggle.

‘Look at that face, right now! How many of you are thinking, “oh, Kaitlin—she’s happy!” Do you 
know, sometimes when something difficult happens to people, they are angry about it their 
whole life, and they go around saying, “Why me?! Why did this happen to me?’” Gwen’s voice 
turned gruff and sad. ‘And they do that their whole life.’

At this point, the kids laughed at Gwen’s affected voice and the mood turned silly. Gwen imme-
diately sat up straight. ‘Um, okay, unless we’re serious about this, we can’t go on. I really mean 
what I just said. It can ruin people’s lives. Is Kaitlin letting cerebral palsy ruin her life?’

‘No,’ said the students.

‘She smiles and has a joyful spirit and is someone who inspires in our classroom. So if you look 
at Kaitlin and you think about having a bad day, you just think about how you don’t have this,’ 
as she points to Kaitlin’s arm. ‘But she comes to school with a smile every day. We love your 
strong spirit, Kaitlin.’

Here, Gwen drives to the heart of the matter. Far from simple sentimentality, Gwen names 
her own priorities for ‘learning that matters’ in elucidating the emotion and human spirit that 
unite us all. Gwen’s identity as a learner and teacher is particularly evident here, especially 
in her words about what it means to her to have conversations like this one with children:

I think it’s not so much a teaching identity as a personal identity. I feel that when I have these 
conversations with children, that yes, I’m teaching, but I don’t think of myself as a “teacher.” I 
think of myself as one of them, a peer almost. We get through to each other, we communicate 
and it feels good and so it’s more of a personal identity. I understand them, they understand 
me, we reached each other. It’s like my hopes for them and for our world are able to be realized 



within those conversational moments—that’s a hope that is realized. I can see it reflected in 
their eyes and it’s like everything comes full circle.

Gwen’s words emphasize how her life curriculum led her to avoid taking exclusive respon-
sibility for being a person who cares in her classroom, choosing instead to distribute the 
caring role across her students. This professional practice encouraged dialogue and student 
engagement (Isenbarger & Zembylas, 2006), helping students learn how to care for others. 

‘Okay,’ Gwen went on, ‘I know other people have things they want to share, but we need to 
think about this some more. We’re going to tiptoe to our tables and lay our heads down. We’re 
not going to move, and I want you to think about challenges in your life and in others’ lives.’

The students went back to their tables and perched their heads on folded arms, quietly situating 
themselves. As they did this, Gwen put on some music as she moved around the room gather-
ing paper, markers and a small whiteboard, situating everything where students could see it.

‘As you think about people with special needs, I want you to consider all the things that having 
someone like Kaitlin in our lives can teach us.’ As the song ended, Gwen wrote ‘Special Needs’ 
and the date on the whiteboard. Underneath, she spelled Kaitlin’s name, along with Chris’s 
name and the names of the four special needs students in Room 24, the moderate-to-severe 
disabilities classroom these first graders regularly visited.

‘Okay, look up here. I want you to pick one person, and if you know someone different that 
you want to write for today, you can do that. We’re going to write a hope note, like we’ve been 
writing for our cancer friends. And you’re going to write a letter.’

After twenty minutes of focused writing time had gone by, Gwen perched herself on a low table 
and invited students to share a golden line from their letters. Many hands went into the air.

Paige read, ‘Dear Kaitlin, you have a great smile. I’m glad that your life isn’t down like other people 
and I hope your arm will feel better and your muscle will be fine.’

‘Wow, that was very thoughtful,’ commented Gwen. ‘She’s saying that you’re an inspiration to 
her. Austin?’

‘Dear Kaitlin, I hope that you feel better soon. I hope you get stronger. P.S. I hope you have 
hope,’ read Austin.

Attuned to the word ‘hope,’ the students perked up at that word, and Kaitlin said, ‘that made me 
have goose bumps when I heard ‘hope’ in it!’

Several other children shared their letters, everyone eager. ‘Okay, everyone, lovely! You all are 
learning how to make a difference in your world. Don’t let anyone ever tell you that you are too 
young to make a difference.’ Gwen left them with this brief word before directing them to color 
their pictures. A few minutes later, they lined up for recess, several students taking greater than 
normal care of Kaitlin’s right side.

This was an exquisite collection of moments in Gwen’s first-grade classroom. Yet it was only 
one of many such interactions Gwen co-constructed alongside her students. Her belief that 
first graders can think big thoughts led her to trust students and trust herself to create a 
rich place to ‘be alive.’

Findings: Gwen’s learning life

Gwen lived out her learning life alongside children by taking a holistic and theme-based 
approach to her literacy goals for students. She co-constructed a life curriculum with stu-
dents comprised of their own questions and experiences. In reflecting upon why and how 
she did this, Gwen spoke of remembering her own questions as a child and recalling how 
they went unanswered. These questions particularly drove her to the discussions of disability 



and difference. Not only did she teach out of her childhood recollections, she considered 
her day-to-day learning as essential for her own teaching life:

For me, I think when I’m in the process of learning, myself, as in my own studies or something I 
discover about my community, anything like that is inspiring and exciting to me. It’s the process! 
I just can’t help but bring that into the classroom with me. I’m an excited person, so it shows 
on my face and I’m able to say to my kids, ‘Guess what I just wondered about?!’ If I don’t have 
those things to get down on their level and look them in the eye with that same surprise and 
wonder, I lose something…I find that I must be inspired and excited about something to teach 
well–—it’s vital (Interview, 12-15).

The following vignette, constructed from her final two interviews, illustrates how Gwen 
appropriated her learning in very personal ways that she lived alongside her students:

I’ve been thinking about this—the significance of learning to my life and work—it’s just a huge 
part of my life. It’s my identity. It’s who I am. I see this semester’s learning as particularly significant 
to my personal life too—the themes and things I was drawn to, they’re almost a reflection of my 
changing role as a mother, you know, as my kids grow up and that part of my life changes. These 
themes are all connected, and I think it almost met a need in my own personal life. A need for 
some kind of positive-ness, some kind of peacefulness, some kind of hopefulness. I needed to 
believe and experience that there are good things and I can be a part of them. This learning was 
an affirmation to who I am. It was very significant to me…I just didn’t realize how connected 
my life and work were until this semester. It’s taught me that the classroom is a place where I’m 
alive. I just feel so sure that when you stop thinking about things and wondering how everything 
relates—I think you just kind of cease. To me, learning is everything….

Here, Gwen’s words highlight not only her perspective on the nature of learning, but her 
passion for change and growth in her life and classroom. Gwen was constantly transforming 
her own participation by living out her personal identity as a learner while simultaneously 
transforming the social environment of her classroom (Rogoff, 1995). This was evident in the 
moment-to-moment interactions Gwen shared with her students, which she often said were 
‘completely unplanned,’ yet were observed to be integrally connected by careful thought 
about students’ needs. Gwen brought herself into her teaching in ways that conveyed her 
passion for learning and revealed personal aspects of her life.

In reflecting further on how her learning and teaching during the school year under study 
were connected to her personal identity, Gwen commented on how her own children grow-
ing up and leaving her home reprioritized her desire to better prepare her first graders for life: 

Watching my kids go out into the world made me realize there was more I could do to prepare 
my students for the world. It broadened my view of the enormity of the shaping responsibility. 
…I wanted to make sure I was doing everything to send a whole bunch of little ones out into
the world well. It’s even in my language. I don’t say to my first-graders, ‘You’re going to second 
grade,’ I say ‘You’re going out into the world.’ (Interview 12-15)

The significance of sending children out into the world drove Gwen to teach from a life 
curriculum, which she conceptualized as teaching about things that matter and making con-
nections between everything. This prioritization of connectedness was central to the nature 
of her learning. As a personal passion, it was evident in the way she constantly considered 
her own identity, her students’ interests, and the ways those could meaningfully intersect 
in the ever-shifting moments of teaching.



Discussion and conclusion

This study offers explanations of how an experienced teacher’s commitment to her own 
learning can inform an ethic of caring, one which ‘emphasizes receptivity, relatedness and 
responsiveness, rather than rights and rules’ (Isenbarger & Zembylas, 2006, p. 122). This ethic 
of care in turn fueled Gwen’s teaching and learning efforts, such that she identified herself as 
one of the students participating in the conversations they unwrapped together. Her own 
excitement for learning oriented the attitudes she adopted around children; she perceived 
her role as a teacher to be one where she respected student voice and created an emotion-
ally literate classroom climate (Deakin Crick, McCombs, Haddon, Broadfoot, & Tew, 2007).

In answer to the question, ‘How does an experienced teacher live out her learning life 
alongside children?’ it is evident that Gwen co-constructed a life curriculum based on stu-
dents’ experiences, needs, and questions – particularly those related to the underrepre-
sented affective domain (O’Connor, 2008; Zembylas, 2004). Gwen was highly attuned to this 
construction process wherein the real and relevant experiences of children consist of the 
learning conversations in which everyone participates (Rogoff, 1995). She constructed these 
learning conversations out of her personal identity and shifting role as a mother, emphasizing 
the need to create positivity for herself and her students in an era of change (Reio, 2005).

This study is important because it demonstrates how an experienced teacher was aware 
of the important connections between her personal reflections on learning and the learning 
she encouraged in her students. It is critical to recognize that Gwen’s lived experiences con-
stituted the core of her sense-making efforts. This was a kind of ‘internal learning landscape’ 
that influenced what she chose to pursue in her learning and teaching. This study illustrates 
how affective aspects can shape learning efforts (Krashen, 1982; Mahn & John-Steiner, 2002), 
creating feelings of empowerment, capability, and trust (Golombek, 2015).

The vignettes also illustrate how Gwen demonstrated various kinds of caring – pedagog-
ical, moral, and cultural (Isenbarger & Zembylas, 2006). Pedagogical care about children’s 
academic needs was evident in her explanations of difference, particularly related to cerebral 
palsy, along with the writing instruction she incorporated into this particular circle time (Cefai 
et al., 2013). Gwen evidenced moral care by inculcating values about how to treat people 
with differences, and making a difference in their world. And cultural care or attention to 
classroom norms and expectations were clearly indicated in how she helped children take 
turns, listen to one another, and put others first (Isenbarger & Zembylas, 2006).

According to Reio (2005), ‘Risk taking, emotions, and professional vulnerability signifi-
cantly contribute to teachers’ identity formation’ (p. 986). The risk that Gwen took to discuss 
such a deep topic with her seven-year-old students illustrates how committed she was to a 
personal and professional identity that supported her own emotional well-being and that of 
her students. As with Zembylas (2004), this single case draws attention to the complexities 
that can be understood regarding affect in teaching; no intention is made to draw gener-
alizations regarding the role of affect and caring for other teachers, but simply to ascertain 
characteristics of one teacher’s learning life that deserve further consideration. Indeed, fur-
ther research is needed to determine how teachers demonstrate caring and risk-taking in 
an era of change (Reio, 2005, p. 988).

While qualitative studies like this might give us only ‘glimpses’ (Hoffman-Kipp, 2008) of the 
learning that evidences such strong ties to affect and identity work, they are nevertheless 
immensely informative (Hammerness, et al., 2005). Studies such as this enable us to catch a 



new vision for the multifaceted nature of learning and to appreciate all that teachers do as 
learners when they follow students.
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