Key words: story,
good teacher,
narrative, film,
performance,
place, space

FORUM: QUALITATIVE Volume 9, No. 2, Art. 41
S OCIAL RES EARCH May 2008
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Abstract: The work is in a documentary film format utilizing digital video through computer software
that presents the interviewees' responses to two questions juxtaposed with images and statements of
"a good teacher" from popular culture. The two questions are: 1. Can you recall a primary or
elementary teacher whom you had that you thought was a good teacher? 2. What was it about
her/him that made you think she/he was a good teacher? However, in some of the interviews the
interviewer utilizes other questions and/or prompts in order to encourage the participant to expand
or elaborate within her/his story. Like TRINH T. Minh-ha (1992) "storytelling is an ongoing field of
exploration in all of my works" (p.144).

Through the interviews interpretive themes emerge around the notion of who is/what makes a good

teacher. Some of the themes suggest personal characteristics such as "kindness," "patient," "pas-
understanding" and "encouraging" that entwine with an idea of

"personal connection" with the teacher. Other themes suggest shared experience and teaching attrib-

sionate," "calm," "respect," "firm,

utes. These themes are presented with the images of good teachers from popular films. The notion
of "good" and "good teacher" are purposefully not demarcated or defined by the interviewer or
asked of the participants. This term is implicitly defined in the stories shared by each of the
participants and the stories of the teacher films.
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1. Prologue

Narrative research that employs interviews or the recording of stories from
participants, often involves audio recording, transcribing the interviews, and,
through some theoretical methodology or methodologies, determines the themes
and ideas that weave through and emerge from the participants' stories. Narrative
researchers then "write up" their interpretive analysis of the other's story.
However, once the work is written, we see no one. There is no human face, no
expressions, pauses, no coughs, sniffles, no stammers, no hesitations, falters, no
certainties, emphasis, no gestures, no ambiguity or ambivalence, no one—there
is only the text despite SOCRATES' suggestion to the contrary in Phaedrus. At
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best, it is only a partial story often refracted through/by the interpretive prism of
the narrative researcher. [1]

Petra Munro HENDRY (2007) reminds us that the narrative researcher's "primary
task" (p.494) is to listen yet; we fall far short of that fundamental aspect in our
relationships with "others" by over-emphasizing the importance of analysis and
interpretation. The result is the re-marginalization of the very voices that we are
supposedly giving voice to (p.490). As the 13™ century Sufi Mystic poet RUMI
(2007) said, "Since in order to speak, one must first listen, learn to speak by
listening." [2]

2. Trust the Story

Perhaps, as narrative researchers, we need to (re)establish our trust with(in) the
stories of others and resist interpreting their personal narratives. It is through trust
that we may recall a faith in story, a faith that sustains; "we come to know another
through the world and the world through another" (GRUMET, 1988, p.96) and it is
through story that we may come to know, through the story of the other. When
we share our stories they come to life through the telling, however, the story has
a life of its own and that life is given through the spirit of story and the storyteller.
Stories are what make us human and are integral to making meaning. Conse-
quently, storytelling is a sacred act shared with others in a plethora of settings
from around the water cooler, on the trail, in the schoolyard or at the kitchen
table. Place is secondary; the story act creates the sacred space for the
storyteller to share her story without the interpretation of the narrative researcher.
The researcher needs to become an authentic listener and be with the storyteller
holding the sacred story space in which there is "a dialectic between teller and
listener and at some moment the horizons of telling and listening fuse"
(POLAKOW, 1985, p.829). [3]

3. Listening and Telling and Listening and Telling ...

Can film transcend text-based narrative work and (re)form stories? It has been
suggested that ours' is "a visual cinematic age; it knows itself in part through the
reflections that flow from the camera's eye ... . Adrift in a sea of symbols, we find
ourselves ... products of the cinematic gaze" (DENZIN, 1995, p.1). The film
shared here attempts to turn that gaze (in)to storytelling so that storytellers and
listeners share in the creation of story meaning. However, in such an endeavor it
is tantamount to the phenomenologist working toward the essential experience
that forever eludes, until only the story is left. But with each telling and retelling it
becomes performance, with participants becoming performers, however, the
researcher (re)performs their stories. In the film | try not to perform the other's
story; | try to listen authentically, inviting participants to tell their stories through
the filmed interview. However, doesn't my editing and "framing" influence the
other's story? Using the two questions to guide their stories may constrain their
responses, but more importantly they guided my editing of each interview; as
TRINH T. Minh-ha (1992) reminds us, "the editing plays, therefore with the
viewer's expectations” (p.187). And what of the choices and placement of clips
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from the teacher films from popular culture, what do they do to/with the story of
the other? Have | been faithful to the notion of reflexive integrity in documentary
interviewing and trusting the story, the storyteller and you, the listener-viewer?
There is no objectivity, no truth, there is only story. [4]

4. Performance, Place, Story, Space

Is ours a "performance-based, dramaturgical culture" (DENZIN, 2001, p.26)? If
S0, is the space between audience and performer now one? The act, the story is
the only space. Story, the telling of stories, not only creates a space, but a sacred
space. It is a space similar to Michel DE CERTEAU's (1984) notion of "space is a
practiced place" (p.117) brought about by the invocation of story; a "bid for
power" (TOOLAN, 1988, p.3). It is story that "constantly transforms places into
spaces or spaces into places" (DE CERTEAU, 1984, p.118). We are storied
beings, living through/in a myriad of narrative experiences. Each of us "without
even wanting to know it, is aware of being a narratable self—immersed in the
spontaneous auto-narration of memory" (CAVARERO, 2000, p.33). One of the
most commonly shared narrative experiences is that of our elementary school
days and the teachers with whom we lived and worked. [5]

People often have stories about a teacher from their school experience for whom
they felt was a good teacher. Are stories of a person's "recollection" of a primary
or elementary schoolteacher from childhood able to contribute to our
understanding of a "good teacher"? Sgren KIERKEGAARD (1983) suggested
that "repetition and recollection are the same movement, except in opposite
directions, for what is recollected has been, is repeated backward, whereas
genuine repetition is recollected forward" (p.131). Through such "genuine
repetition" can we discover something about good teachers? [6]

Accompanying and perhaps informing these personal stories are, of course,
popular culture stories of good teachers. Do such stories complement each other,
contrast, juxtapose and/or disrupt our notion of good teachers? It is through our
engagement with stories, our own and those of the other that we may hear stories
of good teachers: stories that are so often eclipsed by the dominant story(ies) of
the culture of teachers and schools, universities and colleges of education. Michel
DE CERTEAU (1984) reminds us that such stories may be spaces of resistance,
resistance to the narratives, the stories of instituted power, "these stories offer
their audience a repertory of tactics for future use" (p.23). | perform my story and
the story of the other, however the story performs you and me. "Authorized voices
authorize themselves to be heard" (TRINH, 1991, p.188). "There is no real world.
There are no originals. There is no original reality which casts its shadows across
the reproduction" (DENZIN, 2001, p.30). There are only our stories and they are
constantly reworked, retold, revised, returned, reflexive, recursive, represented,
reinterpreted and yes, reperformed. [7]
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Itis

"our transaction with those different from ourselves [that] transforms our identity. Only
the 'Other' has the vocabulary, meanings, plot lines, grammar, truths, possibilities,
and the like, we need to retell the story of our life; we need the 'Other’ if we are to be
born again. ... [Flor only 'Others' different from our selves can provoke the creation of
meanings and values beyond our culture's prescriptions" (GARRISON, 2004, p.94). [8]

Story, narrative imagining is one of our paramount ways to engage with meaning
making. Story is central to our understanding of self, other, and, quite simply, the
lived-world. As Thomas KING (2003), a First Nations storyteller said, "the truth
about stories is that, that's all we are" (p.153). There is a symbiotic relationship
between humans and story, one in which we shape story just as much as story
shapes us. In this narrative symbiosis it is impossible to separate what is a
narrative mode of thought from a narrative text or discourse.

"Each gives form to the other, just as thought becomes inextricable from the
language that expresses it and eventually shapes it. ... Our experience of human
affairs come to take the form of the narrative we use in telling about them" (BRUNER,
1996, p.132). [9]

So entwined with being human, story has significant power in our lives such that
when we change our story we may actually change our lives because "we come
to know our selves through the world and its stories [and] we come to know the
world through our experiences and our stories" (LEWIS, 2007, p.11). The film,
the story, shared here aligns itself with what Norman DENZIN (2001) has called a
narrative montage "a world of jumbled images and memories" (p.42) however,
the storyteller creates some narrative thread, a story of sorts, and we, the
listener, the other, no matter how foreign or removed to/from the story "we will
interpret it as projecting to a much larger abstract narrative, one that applies to
our own specific lives, however far our lives are removed from the detail of the
story" (TURNER, 1996, p.7). We do so because we strive to make meaning
through story, our own and others. [10]

Stories are fluid, dynamic, and alive; they are not static, they are like Salman
RUSHDIE's (1990) Ocean of the Streams of Story, they are always shifting,
changing, reworked by the temporal entanglements of humans. It is in and
through stories that meaning is constructed and reconstructed. "We never write
on a blank page, but always on one that has already been written on" (DE
CERTEAU, 1984, p.43). This story, this film is my attempt to engage with the
notion that social science research is performative and by consequence
transformative through the everydayness of being in the world and that world is a
story-world. The visual is here. When using film in narrative interviews we see the
person, we hear, but we also see their conveyance of words; the gestures, the
shifts, the movements at different moments in the storytelling, the looks and
intonations, pauses, thoughts, shifts with the story; we see their somatic
response, the body knowing as they engage in recollecting forward. In this
narrative performance, the researcher appears to be absent, nothing more than a
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voice off-screen encouraging the storyteller-participants. It is that false sense that
lulls the listener-viewer into thinking this is indeed a direct access to reality, but
that is not possible. | am very much there in the editing, in the questions, in the
storytelling, the story collage. However, | am guided by one criterion more than
any other; | am striving to be an authentic listener. [11]

It is neither easy nor possible to include the "whole story" of each storyteller-
participant in such a film. Consequently, there are always and everywhere the
untold stories. Yet, they are not lost, rather they remain they are our potential or
possible future stories. By using film | perform the story of the others' stories of
good teachers, where the visual-audio storytelling dramatizes in empathic terms a
shared notion of a good teacher. Through the (re)performative act of filming,
editing and recollecting all the storyteller-participants' stories and the popular
culture teacher stories; | bring them together in a new space "a practiced place"
to augment a "repertory of tactics for future use" (DE CERTEAU, 1984, p.23).
However, the story space, the space of resistance, transgression, transformation
runs the risk of becoming theorized, normalized, assimilated by the hegemonic
power structure of the moment—including the academy, including me. The site of
resistance experiences its own transformative power to become the opposite of
how it began. The performance, the performative must by necessity remain aloof,
nebulous, unnamable. Taking a turn from what Jon MCKENZIE (2007)
suggested, the question "What is performance?" may be inescapable (p.26), but
like the Zen Master, the response should be "which performance?"; which then
opens up the possibility, the potential for more and better questions. The film is
demonstrative of LAW and URRY's (2004) suggestion that the "social sciences ...
are relational and interactive. They participate in, reflect upon and enact the
social" (p.392) through their research method. They are performative, reminding
us that, "while the real is indeed real, it is also made" (p.395). The story told is not
the other's perspective, but other realities, both real and possible. The work is an
attempt to engender method as a "system of interference working towards and
making particular forms of the social real while eroding others" (p.397). [12]

Story is the performance. The performance is the story. Story is the everyday act
and the event, the quotidian and the spectacle, and everything in between and
around. We need only look at Facebook, MySpace, YouTube, Bebo, blogging
and reality TV to see some of the forms and functions of the performative turn not
only in social sciences, but also in the everyday practice of life. By using film |
have ventured into a performative space that has allowed me to explore another
means of storytelling. However, it is fraught with challenges that are
simultaneously emancipatory and suppressive: the hours upon hours spent in
"data collection" of storytelling footage where | attend as audience struggling to
"cultivate a patient listening" (DENZIN, 2001); the hours upon hours of
(re)listening-(re)viewing with an ear/eye to edit like a sculptor chipping away at
the story block using the two questions as chisels and the click of the mouse as
mallet; and then the viewing and reviewing of dozens of "teacher movies" to find
and dissect minute slices of Hollywood teachers in order to collage them on/with
the storytellers reperforming some of their stories of good teachers. How can one
"listen" to the storytelling without reinterpreting the story? It is impossible because
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the storyteller herself has already done that. And with each telling she will
continue to rework, reinterpret and reperform her story. In film | have captured
one iteration, removed from the natural flow of time, however, not even that
keeps the story from being reworked, reinterpreted and reperformed each time
the listener-viewer turns her gaze toward it. [13]

| use a narrative montage in an effort to create a visual-auditory tension between
the spliced segments of film to project an understanding of a particular narrative.
My arranging and editing of the clips is performative, however, by consequence is
always and everywhere subject to unexpected responses, even though | arrange
them to provoke you, the listener-viewer, toward an idea, a story other than what
each person is sharing, but rather the story | perform through that act. | am, as
Joe KINCHELOE (2005) would say, a bricoleur trying to "move beyond the blinds
of particular disciplines and peer through a conceptual window to a new world of
research and knowledge production" (p.323). However, | am endeavoring toward
a mindfulness of the "ontological politics" (LAW & URRY, 2004) engendered in
the research act—the performance of other possible worlds. [14]

5. The Story's the Thing

As a storyteller-teacher-researcher | attend to the epistemological and ontological
nature of narrative and throughout this performative process | keep returning to
story because "stories do not simply contain knowledge, they are themselves the
knowledge" (JACKSON, 1995, p.5). In my teaching life with the very young and
with adults I've come to see that teaching is a performative act and the
performative act teaches; it is possessed with a circularity, a recursiveness, but it
is not redundant, rather it is similar to Paul RICOEUR's (1984) hermeneutic circle,
a "healthy circle" that travels around past the same point several times, not on the
same plane but rather more like a spiral (pp.71-76). [15]

After trying to listen authentically to the storyteller-participants and the story I've
created, | think if we really want to understand the notion of a good teacher we
need to begin with the stories of the other, for we are all the other. It is here in the
stories that we may experience the transformative power of performance; the
stories "do not simply describe the world as it is, but also enact it" (LAW & URRY,
2004, p.391). The performance provokes us to "think about the worlds [we] want
to help to make" (p.391). The stories of a good teacher are not found in the
technical aspects of the profession: the pre-service and in-service training, the
lesson plans, the objectives, the goals, the learning outcomes, the prescribed
curriculum, the standards, the benchmarks, best practice or the narrowing
notions of assessment and evaluation. The notion of a good teacher emerges
from, and in spite of, those thick layers of the technical; they are the stories that
show us the humanity of teaching, the care for the other; a child who is vulnerable
and desirous of the genuine attention of another. [16]

Listen, to the stories. [17]
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5.1 A Good Teacher

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zEF9eDwPEDbE

Video link' [18]
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