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Editorial Introduction:
Interesting Edges on Educational Thinking
Kenneth Varner & David Carlson
Summer 2022. COVID cases appear to be never ending but the world seems
to have given up, mostly, trying to restrict people’s movements or pretend that
the strategies of control had worked to an outcome. The world is seemingly in a
never-ending spiral of societal complexities that have shaped particular realities
reflective of the neo-liberal market-driven environment. For months Russia has
been engaged in an unmoral, illegal, and deadly invasion of Ukraine and while the
world has responded with outrage and anger little has been done to do much about
it. The world is in a gas and energy crisis, tied largely to the Russian incursion,
and overall we appear to be entering a hyper inflation time. Stocks are vulnerable,
people are feeling insecure, and no one seems to know what will happen tomorrow let alone in the future.
In educational spheres we find ourselves in a ‘more of the same old’ but with
some new contexts for that. Taboo remains committed to finding the edges that
push beyond more of the same old and embrace intersecting edges of educational
thoughts and thinking that provoke thought, give fuel to our own question-making
abilities, and help readers make progress in their own critically engaged journey.
In 2020 we suggested that we ought to engage harder, more directly, and without
fear of perspectives difficult to engage. And we continue that work in this summer
2022 issue. As we have been doing, we let the authors’ own words explain what
is happening in this issue. We will list here the name and authors of each of the
Kenneth Varner is a professor in the Department of Teaching and Learning at the
University of Nevada, Las Vegas. David Lee Carlson is a professor of qualitative
inquiry in the Mary Lou Fulton Teachers College at Arizona State University, Tempe,
Arizona. Email addresses: kenneth.varner@unlv.edu & david.l.carlson@asu.edu
© 2022 by Caddo Gap Press.
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pieces along with their abstract. The abstracts of course appear at the start of each
article, but we like having them here in the introduction to help you as a reader
have agency in the decision-making you engage in when deciding how to read
this issue.
Defining Critical Literacy:
A Challenge to a Power Structure
Matthew Albert
Defining the concept of critical literacy is a difficult task because of its inherently murky boundaries. As time has progressed in the last four to five decades,
attitudes and perceptions of literacy have shifted in ways which necessitate a redefining of the concept. This paper presents a retelling of an actual task presented
to a graduate student by his committee. In that task, the committee asked for
a concise (150 words or fewer) construction of a definition of critical literacy.
This article begins with a very brief reflection on the task itself followed by the
execution that attempted to circumvent the word count rules set forth by the committee through the use of endnotes. The reproduction of the task has been edited
in certain places for the purposes of an academic journal, but these changes are
cosmetic in nature. Simply put, the graduate student argues critical literacy can
be defined as a textual study of power structure challenges distributed across four
categories: early definitions, multiple modalities, sociopolitical issues of power,
and equity in classrooms; what is more the circumvention reflects, itself, an act of
critical literacy.
Teaching Haitian Studies and Caribbean Digital Humanities:
A Rasanblaj of Critical Pedagogy and Black Feminist Theory in the Classroom
Crystal A. Felima
Digital humanities provide an opportunity for collaborators to connect with
various people, disciplines, and resources to produce and share knowledge. It
also allows creators and users to navigate research and scholarship through partnerships and online engagement. This article features an undergraduate digital
humanities course taught in spring 2018 titled “Haitian Studies and Culture” at
the University of Florida. In this course, students considered ways of speaking,
writing, researching, and representing Haiti, while engaging in critical discussions
related to issues and questions of access, authorship, interpretation, and representation. This essay serves as a reflection statement by highlighting how the author
explored critical and social justice pedagogies and Black feminist theory to teach
digital scholarship on Haitian Studies. This article argues that these approaches
enrich teaching practices and student learning and offer a lens to address decolonization, deepen our social consciousness, and contribute to public scholarship.

Kenneth Varner & David Carlson
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Chopping and Screwing Narrative Inquiry
to Study Teacher Curiosity Curiously
Nick Kasparek & Emily J. Lahr
This narrative inquiry draws reflexively on our own and each other’s stories
of becoming as curious students and teachers to explore the central questions of
contemporary politically and ethically engaged curiosity studies. Taking inspiration from innovative narrative inquiry methodologies as well as the hip-hop
remixing practice of chopping and screwing, we develop a methodology to think
narratively and curiously about recursively interpreted experiences beyond totalizing individualism. Juxtaposing our perspectives, we aim to illuminate curious
potentials in our situations for resonance. We offer our stories for consideration
and propose our new narrative methodology for inquiry into other plastic, epigenetic academic dispositions.
What Counts as Rigor When Rigor Counts?
Increasing Intentionality in Teacher Education
Derek Riddle, Chyllis E. Scott, & LeAnn G. Putney
This manuscript presents findings from an empirical qualitative telling
case study examining the concept of rigor in a graduate level literacy assessment course in a teacher preparation program. Whereas teacher preparation
has been attacked on many fronts for not adequately preparing teachers for the
field this piece leans in to this criticism by exploring how teacher preparation
programs can match the rigor and demands of the profession and to self-assess our own progress towards meeting that aim. This article aims to “foster discussions across and through different disciplines including explorations
into how intertextualities and intersectionalities operate throughout and within
different educational times/spaces/places.” While this piece focusses specifically on teacher preparation, the methods herein could evoke other disciplines
to consider their impact and value in the spaces where they do their work and,
perhaps, consider how they may do it better.
Cutting as a Literacy Practice:
Exploring the Fractured Body, Desire and Rage
through Queer and Trans*+ Youth Embodiments
Bess Collins Van Asselt
By attending to the ways in which cutting manifests in the life histories of
three queer and trans*+ youth of color, I argue that cutting is a literacy practice.
I focus on the life histories of three youth, Jay, Harper and Sam, who have different experiences, reasons for, and reactions to their cutting. With each story, we
learn something new about the act and how it pushes us to the brink of literacy
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pedagogy. Jay’s narrative forces us to reckon with youth who refuse to or cannot
maintain their bodily integrity. Harper’s story brings to the fore the violence of
everyday life for queer and trans*+ youth of color. Sam’s story showcases the
nuanced ways in which desire and rage can exist side by side in the act of cutting.
All of these stories help us to understand the larger implications of engaging with
embodied literacies inside a classroom space.
Selfless Selfishness:
The Me and We of Individuality
Jacob S. Bennett
In this provocation, I argue against contributors to the global publication The
Economist that the biggest threat to western liberalism is not equity but rather an
incomplete and misplaced definition of individualism. Such a definition does not
take the history of racism in the context of the United States (U.S.) into consideration. Through lessons taught by a heyoka of the Oglala Lakota people, Black
Elk, a refined conceptualization of individuality could center both the personal and
communal to set the stage for truly equitable policy development within the U.S.
We look forward to seeing how readers engage with this issue and welcome
your feedback. As always, we end in solidarity,
—Kenny and David
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Defining Critical Literacy:
A Challenge to a Power Structure
Matthew Albert
Abstract
Defining the concept of critical literacy is a difficult task because of its inherently murky boundaries. As time has progressed in the last four to five decades,
attitudes and perceptions of literacy have shifted in ways which necessitate a
redefining of the concept. This paper presents a retelling of an actual task presented to a graduate student by his committee. In that task, the committee asked
for a concise (150 words or fewer) construction of a definition of critical literacy.
This article begins with a very brief reflection on the task itself followed by the
execution that attempted to circumvent the word count rules set forth by the committee through the use of endnotes. The reproduction of the task has been edited
in certain places for the purposes of an academic journal, but these changes are
cosmetic in nature. Simply put, the graduate student argues critical literacy can
be defined as a textual study of power structure challenges distributed across four
categories: early definitions, multiple modalities, sociopolitical issues of power,
and equity in classrooms; what is more the circumvention reflects, itself, an act
of critical literacy.

The committee said to construct a concise definition of critical literacy.
They said to use 150 words or fewer.
They said to use footnotes instead of parenthetical citations.
They said footnotes should support the definition and maintain a flow to the response.
They said to use endnotes.
USE ENDNOTES.
Matthew Albert is a doctoral student in the Department of Teaching and Learning
at the University of Nevada, Las Vegas. Email address: alberm4@unlv.nevada.edu
© 2022 by Caddo Gap Press.
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So...I used endnotes.
Here is what I gave the committee:
Critical Literacy—via study of texts,1 a rejection of authoritarian education2 where
teachers empower3 students to question things the way they are4 and imagine alternatives5 for the purpose of achieving social justice.6 Its progression7 can be
categorized in four distinct categories:
• Early Definitions—examining power8 structures9 and how they are preserved by
those10 in power11 via literacy events12 (which include various forms of reading
and writing13)
• Multiple Modalities—reflection on what expanded modes of communication14
provide15
• Sociopolitical Issues of Power—how literacy correlates16 with power17 and how
power manifests18 itself in different19 ways within different modes20
• Equity in Classrooms—reflection on teaching decisions21 that restrict22 literacy
development23
Final word count: 10824
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Endnotes
1
Texts are not limited to print, digital, and any other source containing knowledge
which can be accessed and processed by a reader. For example, as I write this definition
right now, my apartment contains the following texts: books, movies, framed letters from
professors, directions on a box of brownie mix that looks delicious right about now (the
mix, not the box), instructions on drink mixers that will look especially tempting later this
evening, stats homework that I did back in January so I would not have to do it today, and
various framed pictures that contain an embedded set of values, emotions, beliefs, and
perspectives for both the creator and the audience.
2
This rejection has its roots in Freire’s (1985) evolution of his own understanding about
the role of a teacher. Freire (1985) feels teachers should have enough humility, patience, and
tolerance to accept students. As a classroom teacher, it is my responsibility to realize that all
of my students have an equally valid stake in the education that occurs in our classroom.
3
Freire (1985) also maintains teachers must push students to go beyond self-perceived
limitations, which in turn helps teachers realize that educators come to school to learn, too.
When students exceed their own expectations, the teacher gains a significant understanding
about pupils and what they bring to a classroom. In a practical sense, I am not simply there
to guide students through their own Vygotskian Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) in
English class (Shabani et al., 2010). The students simultaneously guide me through my own
ZPD with respect to both disciplinary knowledge and knowledge about the craft of teaching.
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i.e., the literal power structures currently in place.
i.e., alternatives to production of texts which naturally produce alternative power
structures.
6
Freire (1985) envisions a world where social justice is achieved when teachers challenge students to craft their own dreams and define their own choices without assumption.
7
The definition of critical literacy has changed significantly since its inception, which
will be illustrated by subsequent endnotes.
8
Shor (1999) argues critical literacy begins within the questioning of power relations, discourses, and identities in a world not yet finished, just, or humane. Teachers help
students challenge the status quo by giving students the tools to engage in reflections and
conversations about power structures. An immediate example still relevant today is the
decision-making on textbooks. Every textbook is an opportunity for students to engage in
these conversations. If a teacher gave students Uncle Tom’s Cabin, the class would likely
reflect on the novel’s abolitionist message but could also reflect on Harriet Beecher Stowe’s
racism. The majority of the white characters speak in standard English while the Black
characters speak in dialect despite everyone being in the same geographical region of the
United States. That novel preserves a power structure that may not be readily apparent to
students unless it is discussed in class.
9
Janks (2000) views language and discourse as means of maintaining and reproducing
relations of domination (i.e., power structures). Janks (2000) proposes engagement in Critical Discourse Analysis to position readers in the interests of power, which helps students
access other perspectives within power structures. A good example from the past 20 years
or so would be the examination of gendered language and the inherent assumptions embedded in word choice.
10
Hagood (2002) assumes many aspects of literacy are in some way dangerous and
problematic when implemented in the classroom. If teachers do not push students to question realities and identities produced in texts, then the students are not claiming agency in
their own education. Hagood (2002) maintains that critical literacy is a social and political
act that requires students to construct a level of subjectivity which allows them to push the
status quo. In any classroom, one way a teacher can help students achieve this subjectivity
is by showing them how to construct a well-supported literary argument that allows for
meanings which go beyond the author’s intended meaning. A book written in 1859 can take
on a completely different significance if a student applies a 2021 lens to it. Some teachers
would bristle at the idea of a student not understanding the context of the original production; however, a critical literacy teacher would invite the student to apply both lenses,
reflect on the differences in context, and then think about where the status quo might go
from that point forward.
11
Luke (2012) cites Freire’s banking model when thinking about schooling. Those
in power can choose to operate as if learners’ lives and cultures are irrelevant, or they can
facilitate a reciprocal exchange between teacher and learner. The teacher has the ability to
give the students multiple metaphorical methods of “payment” which come in the forms of
various abilities that allow students, in turn, to access various literacies.
12
Street (2003) defines a literacy event as any occasion in which writing is integral to
participation. Related to that idea is the concept of a literacy practice. A literacy practice is
a cultural conception of what reading and writing are. Literacy practices combine to form
literacy events.
13
In short, the first part of this definition can be summarized as follows: students need
4
5
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to challenge power→they must learn how to do so by understanding how texts work via
the teacher→students use that ability to assess who has power→students then contemplate
how writing challenges power→teachers and students explore avenues of access through
various forms of writing to help students challenge power.
14
Pangrazio (2016) implores readers to be concerned with the evolution of digital
literacy and the power dynamics inherent to it. As technology opens more avenues to access
the types of literacy events defined by Street (2003), Pangrazio (2016) finds it important for
people to reflect on how people use social media as a group and how people use social media as individuals. For example, while the Internet does appear to give more voices access
to literacy events via social media, it is important to draw a distinction between having access and having power. Social media is not a free-flowing source of access to power. There
are still norms and structures endemic to each platform where some forms of expression
are accepted and others are not. The recent crackdown on election conspiracy theories and
Capitol riot promoters show that social media companies hold power over consumers like
any other source of authority. They just choose to exercise it when it is most convenient
for their economic stake (i.e., they feel it is fine to allow hate speech on their platforms because it drives clicks and revenue. However, once the threat of lawsuits and negative public
relations become apparent, the hate speech finally results in bans, suspensions, and lots of
yelling on cable news.)
15
Potts (2018) takes an optimistic view with the recent influx of multimodalities
thanks to digital literacy. Potts (2018) encourages teachers to provide support to learners in
the inner workings of these various modalities. When students understand how the forms
work, they can use their knowledge to break form in a way that is intentional, supported,
and significant. Encouraging students to break form solely for the purpose of breaking
form is not enough. Breaking form with a reason poses the biggest challenge to the status
quo because it has both urgency and reason behind it. To sum up this part of the definition:
digital literacy expands the body of knowledge available to us→expanded knowledge results from expanded avenues of access→society must reflect on what these new avenues
actually do/provide→teachers need to help students view forms of digital literacy through
a critical lens in order to make the most effective choices for communication.
16
Hofstetter et al. (1999) conducted a study to see if possessing high amounts of knowledge was necessary for gaining power. Overall, the findings of these studies showed that while
possessing a high amount of knowledge is not necessary for getting power, it is still associated with power. Hofstetter et al. (1999) recommended teachers help students acquire “broad
bodies of content knowledge” to give them long-term opportunities to gain power. They also
offered a potential caveat by stating how older citizens with high amounts of knowledge
show low political efficacy with high political interest. In other words, older citizens vote less
because they know more things and may be more cynical about voting after various negative
experiences with the politics of power. These conclusions led to a recommendation of future
studies on how other types of knowledge relate to outcomes in life.
17
One reason why Hofstetter et al. (1999) hesitate to claim literacy automatically
equals power is because literacy itself is political. Shannon (2000) makes it clear that political literacy alone does not make people try to foment equity automatically. This lack of
action is because Shannon (2000) employs a definition of literacy education entailing how
marginalized groups force dominant cultures to recognize them. Shannon (2000) argues
we must look past the words groups use and instead analyze their political interests. Conservatives resist any proposed change because it is change. Neoconservatives fiercely defend
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the status quo (where conservatives argue that schooling provides access for groups to fix
marginalization on their own if they just work hard enough). Neoliberals prefer specialization in areas where mass production does not serve the needs of the people. Liberals want to
equate all groups in the interest of fairness but end up reducing marginalized groups through
this approach by disregarding unique cultural traits. Radical democrats insist on valuing the
multiplicity and fluidity of identities (Shannon, 2000). In other words, politicians play to
voting bases via political lenses that increase their chances of re-election and subsequently
preserving a structure in which they hold great amounts of power (Shannon, 2000).
18
Knobel and Lankshear (2002) state that reading and writing as meaningful practice
are always inherently bound up with some way or ways of being in the world even when
people are online. The online world manifests the power of the real world despite the apparent separation between the rules of moderation for in-person communication and online
communication. They caution teachers who try to get every voice in the classroom heard
without employing some form of moderation because voices need some logic behind them
in order to make a productive contribution to the discourse. That means teachers have to
gain a deeper understanding of how cyberspace works, a difficult proposition for an age
group that often lags behind the technological proficiency of their own students who are
often much younger.
19
Rogers (2007) notes that differences in literacy also arise from differences in perception of definitions. Rogers (2007) cites a problematic issue where the designation of
“citizen” implies literacy proficiency. For demographics without access to education and/
or literacy opportunities, they are still citizens in the sense that they can claim membership
within a country. However, their social status of “citizen” is lessened because they lack
access to literacy opportunities. In this social sense, “citizenship” requires opportunities
for literacy practice, especially for marginalized groups.
20
One such mode gaining more popularity is the thinking of literacy instruction as a
political act. Morrell (2007) claims teachers can prepare for this type of work by engaging
in ethnography. Studying the community of their students helps teachers meet needs more
effectively. Once they complete this work, teachers need to galvanize students and their
families to want to be a part of policy discussions within the school. Such involvement
is a product of providing access and teaching dissent. In other words, teachers can use
the school’s curriculum to their pedagogical advantage. A teacher can implement Stephen
Crane’s Maggie: A Girl of the Streets in a way that brings attention to real-life, modern-day
community issues despite the novel being written in 1893. Instructors can take this approach in addition to developing critical skills via the usual close reading of diction and
tone that often takes place in English Language Arts classrooms. The third part of my definition can be distilled down to the following: knowledge, in general, equals power→political knowledge helps smaller groups find access to power and then restrict it from others
by creating disunity→reactions to these groups can be found in online arenas that seek to
provide access to the common public→true freedom never exists because all reading and
writing is moderated by someone somewhere→teachers need to teach students how to dissent and work within the restrictions currently in place.
21
Vasquez (1994) cautions teachers who silence their students into conformity by not
helping students make sense of problematizing texts. Simply put, if teachers do not teach
critical thinking through reading, then they are producing students who blindly accept the
world as it is.
22
Comber (1999) implores teachers to examine their own practices and conduct the-
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ory-based research on their own teaching; however, this examination absolutely must be
done in a systematic way as a means of adding scholarly legitimacy to the work itself.
23
As the definition of critical literacy continues to expand, so too, do the definitions of
equity and literacy within schools. Au and Raphael (2000) state it is necessary to include
different types of literacy apart from “school” literacy in the overall definition of literacy. It
helps to understand this idea by considering how students from minority backgrounds often
have school experiences that limit their access to the one type of “mainstream” literacy
measured on standardized tests. These limitations come in the form of underfunding, poor
teaching, apathetic teaching, teacher turnover, systemic inequity with regards to race and
socioeconomic status, etc. This section of the definition can be summarized as follows: to
stop students from being restricted, teachers need to reflect on how they teach texts→teachers need to conduct this research in a systematic way→after reflecting, teachers need to
think about what other types of literacy they must teach besides the dominant, mainstream
version (current “school” literacy).
24
Writing definitions is hard. Like, really hard.
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Teaching Haitian Studies
and Caribbean Digital Humanities:
A Rasanblaj of Critical Pedagogy
and Black Feminist Theory in the Classroom
Crystal A. Felima
Abstract
Digital humanities provide an opportunity for collaborators to connect with
various people, disciplines, and resources to produce and share knowledge. It
also allows creators and users to navigate research and scholarship through partnerships and online engagement. This article features an undergraduate digital
humanities course taught in spring 2018 titled “Haitian Studies and Culture” at
the University of Florida. In this course, students considered ways of speaking,
writing, researching, and representing Haiti, while engaging in critical discussions related to issues and questions of access, authorship, interpretation, and
representation. This essay serves as a reflection statement by highlighting how
the author explored critical and social justice pedagogies and Black feminist
theory to teach digital scholarship on Haitian Studies. This article argues that
these approaches enrich teaching practices and student learning and offer a lens
to address decolonization, deepen our social consciousness, and contribute to
public scholarship.

Introduction
Black womanists/feminists who write about their classroom practice show that
their pedagogy flows out of a political commitment that informs their curricula
and classroom interactions. They argue for analyses of the social constructions
of race, nationality, culture, gender, sexuality, and class as important for under-

Crystal A. Felima is an assistant professor in anthropology and African American
and African studies at the University of Kentucky, Lexington, Kentucky. Email
address: crystal.felima@uky.edu
© 2022 by Caddo Gap Press.
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standing Western patriarchy, and that these constructs remain central to understanding historical and societal phenomena.
—Annette Henry (2005, 95)

A Black feminist lens and decolonized pedagogical practices serve as tools
and praxis for teaching about Haiti. In spring 2018, I centered critical pedagogical
approaches in an undergraduate course I taught titled “Haitian Culture and Society” at the University of Florida in Gainesville, Florida. Structured as a digital
humanities and social science course, this class incorporated cross-disciplinary
readings and multimedia content to feature varied ways of speaking, writing and
representing Haiti. At times, Haiti is discussed within a “dehumanization narrative” (Ulysse 2015) and often characterized as unfortunate and destitute. This
framing shapes singular narratives of Haitian people, culture, and society and
results in what anthropologist Michel-Rolph Trouillot (1990) describes as Haitian
exceptionalism, which is the perception or condition that Haitians are exceptionally unique (e.g., idealization of Haitian culture) and/or extraordinarily bizarre
and inexplicable. By surveying a range of content and engaging in critical discussions, this course invited students to resist Haitian exceptionalism and consider
alternative narratives related to topics on grassroots initiatives, social networks,
and other activities that illustrate human agency and self-determination in Haiti. These alternative narratives were explored in collaborative digital projects on
Haitian culture and society.
As the instructor, I saw this course as an opportunity to redefine my role as a
scholar-educator and reimagine classroom engagement opportunities enriched by
digital humanities. I am a cultural anthropologist with a pedagogical lens shaped
by Black feminist theory and social justice. My teaching methods aim to counter
the practices, processes, and structures of oppression and challenge singular narratives that have damaging effects on communities and populations in the United States and around the world. As a Black American woman with cultural ties
to Haiti, my pedagogy is intentional. The instructional materials I select for my
courses are purposeful, and the activities and exercises I create are strategic. The
methods and practices I employ in my courses aim to encourage my students to
challenge existing power structures and navigate the historical legacies of exclusion and marginality.
Women of color scholars have brought attention to racial and ethnic microand macro-aggressions, gender bias, alienation, and resistance to authority experienced while teaching in academia (Agathangelou and Ling 2002; Collins 1986;
Duncan 2014; Navarro, Williams and Ahmad 2013; Pittman 2010a, 2010b, 2012;
Pizarro 2017; Rodriguez et al. 2012; Sampaio 2006; Stanley 2006; Vargas 2002).
Critical pedagogies provide strategies to counter these tensions found in the seminar room and beyond academia. Due to the challenges I have encountered in
academia, I see the classroom as a space for decolonization and social liberation.
Through a feminist lens, M. Jacqui Alexander and Chandra Talpade Mohanty
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(2001, 506) teach us that “decolonization involves thinking oneself out of the
spaces of domination, but always within the context of a collective or communal
process.” This article contributes to the body of work by Black women scholars
and educators who have provided invaluable discussions and reflections of their
experiences on social justice, critical pedagogy, collaboration, and feminist approaches in teaching (Beauboeuf-Lafontant 1997, 2005; Dixon 2003; Dixson and
Smith 2010; Lawson 2011; Omolade 1987).
My teaching is based on a rasanblaj of these pedagogical approaches that have
shaped my commitment and stance to student learning and engagement. Anthropologist-Artist Gina Athena Ulysse (2017, 69) defines a rasanblaj as an “assembly,
compilation, enlisting, regrouping (of ideas, things, people, spirits. For example,
fè yon rasanblaj, do a gathering, a ceremony, a protest).” As a fused pedagogical
tool to approach instruction and learning, a rasanblaj of critical pedagogies calls
attention to critiquing the structures of power and oppression and promoting student
empowerment. During the semester, I asked myself several interrelated questions:
How do critical feminist approaches to pedagogy enrich curriculum and instruction? What can these approaches teach us about collaboration and student engagement in digital scholarship and the social sciences? What is the value of using these
approaches as a lens to navigate the concepts of power, structures, and agency in
society? And how do critical pedagogy and Black feminist thought in my teaching
address decolonization and enrich social consciousness?
Reflecting on these critical pedagogies, I argue that teaching and learning
about Haiti can be a transformative experience that develops students’ critical
thinking skills and broadens their understanding of cultures and communities.
This article contributes to interpretive auto-ethnography, self-reflective narratives, and other postmodern approaches that use the lived experience as a point of
departure to understanding social realities in teaching and learning (Vargas 2002).
In this article, I highlight critical pedagogies that inform my teaching practice in
the classroom. I then share my teaching philosophy which focuses on the techniques and processes of teaching about and for Haiti. I further discuss the connection between critical pedagogies, library resources, and digital humanities and
how my students considered alternative ways of learning and public engagement.
I conclude that the practice of Black feminist approaches in the classroom and
radical pedagogies are necessary to critique power, socio-economic inequalities,
and structural violence. Critical teaching practices can contribute to student learning and further inform the instructor of their commitment to social justice and
decolonization in and outside the classroom.

Rasanblaj: A Pedagogy for Haiti
Pedagogy is defined as the methods and approaches to teaching and learning.
Pedagogy also includes the processes of knowledge production and the purpose-
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ful interactions between the teacher and students to produce and cultivate knowledge. My disciplinary background in Africana Anthropology directly influences
my teaching style and practice; I am trained to critique power and challenge the
structures that shape inequalities. My undergraduate major in African American
Studies taught me the values of equity, civil rights, and active engagement within
my community. My graduate studies in disaster studies and applied anthropology gave me invaluable preparation to directly approach socio-cultural issues that
impact some of the most underserved communities. As a result of my fused fields
of understanding, I teach by encouraging and facilitating my students’ growth in
social justice and critical thought. It is essential that my students develop their analytical skills to examine the processes and structures that create global inequalities. I also believe in engaged scholarship, a key component of learning. Without
it, there is little motivation to learn and understand the world we live and experience. Furthermore, my commitment to teaching is rooted in the tenets of critical
pedagogy, Black feminist theory, and social justice, which create a rasanblaj of
pedagogical approaches to teaching Haitian Studies. In the following paragraphs,
I discuss how these specific principles have shaped my teaching practices and
mentorship in and outside the classroom.
Work by Paulo Freire set the foundation for what we call critical pedagogy,
a philosophy of praxis that strives for social change and transformation. It is collaborative and inclusive because it is formed with, not for, marginalized groups
(Freire 2014, 48). Critical pedagogy is social justice-oriented and is informed by
Marxism, neo-Marxism, cultural and feminist studies, and the Frankfurt School.
It aims to inspire students to be active learners and engaged participants in and
outside the classroom. As Tony Monchinski (2008) outlined, proponents of this
teaching practice bring their nuances to defining and deploying critical pedagogy in teaching, scholarship, and activism. For example, Peter McLaren (2000)
describes critical pedagogy as a radical theory that centers on a critique of the
political economy of education that examines schools in their historical and socio-political context in relation to the capitalist society. Henry Giroux (2006, 209210) positions critical pedagogy as a political practice that connects student engagement and social responsibility for “democratic possibilities.” While there are
various definitions and descriptions of critical pedagogy, the common thread of
this teaching practice and method calls for an education in which “people develop
their power to perceive critically the way they exist in the world with which and
in which [emphasis in original] they find themselves; they come to see the world
not as a static reality, but as a reality in process, in transformation” (Freire 2014,
83). In sum, critical pedagogy allows me as a scholar-educator to employ dynamic strategies of engagement in my classroom. Anthropologist Homa Hoodfar
(1992, 303) argues critical pedagogy “reject[s] the traditional view that classroom
instruction is an objective process removed from the crossroads of power, history, and social context while attempting to encourage more critical teaching and
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learning methods.” Through purposeful activities and exercises in my courses,
students are motivated to think beyond common and singular representations of
marginality by critically engaging in how oppressions are produced and reproduced within common narratives. I address these oppressions through a Black
feminist pedagogical lens.
Black feminist thought is a critical social theory that empowers Black women
and their activism within the context of social injustices and structural inequalities
(Collins 2000). Black feminist scholars and intellectuals, including bell hooks,
Kimberly Crenshaw, Patricia Hill Collins, Deborah King, Audre Lorde, and Maria Stewart, equate the collective and individual experiences of Black women
as powerful and political. Pushed to the periphery of American society, Black
women and their activism, ideas, voice, and labor become points of departure
for U.S. Black feminist theory. Collins (2000) teaches us Black feminist thought
equips and inspires people to resist oppression and the practices and ideas used to
justify that oppression. Therefore, as a Black woman, I use my lived experience
to navigate how I understand and teach about structural inequalities. I am more
conscious and aware of the multiple jeopardies (King 1988) and intersectional
oppressions (Crenshaw 1989, 1991) in our globalized society. bell hooks (2001,
39) writes that Black women’s lived experiences of navigating marginality shape
our consciousness and grant us a “special vantage point” to criticize and challenge
classist, sexist, racist social structures and to envision, create, and contribute to
Black liberatory feminist theory and praxis. By recognizing oppression and my
identity, I employ Black feminist pedagogy, which refers to a particular philosophy and set of teaching practices informed by Black feminist thought, methodologies, principles, and epistemologies (Caldera 2018). A Black feminist lens helps
us critique fundamental contradictions in our society, and it equips us to support
and contribute to other projects for social justice (Collins 2000). Black feminist
pedagogy serves as an “alternative and empowering instructional practice” that
creates “liberatory learning environments” (Lane 2017, 15).
My teaching philosophy and methods are also influenced by social justice
pedagogy, which is integral to Black women’s educational practices and philosophies (Evans, Domingue, and Mitchell 2019). Adams, Bell, and Griffin (2007,
2) note that a social justice education develops critical thinking skills and enables
people to understand oppression and their positionality within oppressive structures. Social justice also speaks to agency and self-determination because it can
raise social consciousness, foster public engagement, and promote activism. As
noted by Dixson and Smith (2010, 106), social justice requires a person to “first
acknowledge any forms of racist, sexist, ableist, and other oppressive behaviors
and begin to work toward disrupting those practices.” As a result, this leads to a
rise in critical consciousness (Freire 2005), which compels people to understand
their relationships with others. For a socially just classroom, I urge my students
to challenge their perceptions and partialities shaped by their varied historical, so-
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cio-cultural, political, and economic positionalities and experiences. For example,
students are charged to recognize their identities as global, informed citizens with
access and mobility—privileges that are not afforded to other groups in our global
society. My pedagogical practice, informed by social justice and critical Black
feminist theory, centers on global connections that shape agency and marginality.
Incorporating local and internationalized approaches and perspectives in an Africana Studies curriculum presents new opportunities to promote decolonization
and inclusive knowledge.

Strategies to a Decolonized Curriculum
in Haitian Studies
Critical educational philosophies shape teaching methods and create transformative learning experiences for students empowered to challenge neo-colonial
narratives and negative representations of marginalized groups and populations.
In teaching Haiti, I commit to pedagogical practices and a transdisciplinary curriculum that speaks to decolonization, a process that engages and challenges racism,
neoliberalism, and other social and structural “-isms” at multiple levels (Smith
2012; Tejeda, Espinoza, and Gutierrez 2002). Alexander and Mohanty (2001, 506)
posit, “[d]ecolonization has a fundamentally pedagogical dimension—an imperative to understand, to reflect on, and to transform relations of objectification and
dehumanization, and to pass this knowledge along to future generations.” Echoed
by Tejeda, Espinoza, and Gutierrez (2002, 21), self-reflection and emancipatory
thought lead to critical decolonizing consciousness and proactive practices that
challenge marginality, oppression, and other forms of violence. In my course, I
employed strategies that speak to inclusive knowledge, the themes of structure
and agency, and ƒcollaborative student engagement.
Haitian Studies incorporate multidisciplinary theories from various academic
fields. Thematically organized, this course explored Haiti through a critical lens
and surveyed several topics, including the State, neoliberalism, gender and sexuality, religion, class, urban and rural realities, and disaster capitalism. In my syllabus, I featured purposeful course materials to provide students the opportunity to
engage in cross-disciplinary perspectives and inclusive knowledge. Drawing from
transdisciplinary approaches in Africana Studies, my teaching features a curriculum that integrates traditional academic disciplines with additional sources of
knowledge to develop broader and richer insights into the Africana experience. As
outlined by Stewartƒ and Anderson (2015), a transdisciplinary curriculum in Africana Studies aims to go beyond the use of a multiple discipline analyses approach
(multidisciplinary) and a synthetization of various disciplines into a framework
of analysis approach (interdisciplinary). Transdisciplinary approaches in Africana
Studies privilege indigenous and local cultural knowledge and perspectives attained through ethnography, narrative research, and oral histories.
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When structuring the syllabus for the course, I wanted to create a curriculum
that was not narrow in focus. I selected readings and visual aids that outlined
and illustrated not only the history and culture of Haiti but also the political and
economic realities that have structured Haitian society. My course relied on positioning the work of Haitian scholars as critical theory. Featuring Haitian and
Diasporic voices in the curriculum allows learners to see the workings of structure
and agency from local and transnational perspectives. Specifically, at the forefront of conversation and examination, I included narratives from Haitians (e.g.,
women merchants), as well as theories, concepts, and ideas from Haitian and
Diasporic scholars, including Miriam Chancy, Nadege Clitandre, Alex Dupuy,
Robert Fatton, Claudine Michel, Michel Laguerre, Patrick Bellegarde Smith, Michel Rolph-Trouillot, Gina Athena Ulysse, and Flore Zephir. Haitian scholars in
Haiti and abroad can provide unique positions, questions, and critiques that can
decolonize Haitian Studies and transform students’ perceptions. To be clear, Africana Studies is inclusive of all scholars and writers regardless of race and national
origin. Africana Studies also encompasses the works of all writers and scholars
who have contributed (without stereotypical prejudice and racist intent) to the
discussion of the Africana experience. Smith (2012, 41) reminds us that decolonization is not a total rejection of all Western theory, research, and knowledge,
but rather it is about centering and privileging local and indigenous concerns and
worldviews. As a result, decolonization enables people to explore other ways of
knowing to further their intellectual inquiries.
By considering local perspectives on the Haitian experience, I challenged my
students to apply the knowledge to consider socio-economic and political themes
in Haiti. This is displayed through writing prompts, student-led panel discussions,
and classroom activities. Our discussions—in class and online—included topics
such as unplanned urbanization from urban-rural migration, family planning, and
food insecurity. Student activities also involved “workshopping” terms and concepts into layman’s terms so that students could simplify theory and apply it. I
often created problem-solving case studies where my students are tasked to consider agency and self-determination by centering Haitians (e.g., Haitian women,
students, farming community organizations, and the government) as key actors
and collaborators. My students facilitated weekly classroom discussions and prepared questions inspired by the course materials, lectures, previous classroom
discussions, and responses from online writing prompts. These panels served as
facilitation activities, and students took charge of their learning experiences.
Another pedagogical strategy for teaching Haitian Studies included sharing
my fieldwork experiences and alternative images to counter Haitian suffering.
During my Ph.D. fieldwork of 27 months in Haiti, I took several hundred photos to document the human experience. While field-working in Haiti, I captured
public, everyday expressions of agency that presented themselves in many ways,
including political graffiti, parades, and Haitian Vodou ceremonies. I wanted my
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students to see those manifestations of protest and resistance to widen their scope
and understanding of Haiti. This strategy aimed to inform students that Haiti
should not be seen through a singular lens. Haiti’s narrative is multi-dimensional;
it requires a holistic contextualization of historical, political, socio-economic, and
cultural structures and processes.

Digital Humanities in the Classroom
At the University of Florida, I participated in the 2017-2019 Council of
Library and Information Research (CLIR) Postdoctoral Fellowship program.
Launched in 2004, this program supports recent Ph.D. graduates with an opportunity to engage libraries, data curation, and archives in innovative ways. My
fellowship focused on exploring the best practices in critical digital pedagogy in
Caribbean Studies. My Haitian Studies course developed my interests in librarianship and partnerships in digital humanities and surveyed innovative strategies
for classroom engagement through digital scholarship.
Digital humanities connect collaborators to people, disciplines, and resources
to produce and share knowledge. It also offers users and partners ways to navigate academia, where the production of knowledge is often individualized and
specialized. Digital humanities allow collaborators to reach beyond disciplinary
lines and forge partnerships with different faculty members, specialists, and students. An example of an academic network is the Digital Library of the Caribbean
(https://www.dloc.com/), an international cooperative digital library for resources
from and about the Caribbean.
In considering digital humanities and collaborative approaches to learning, I
urged my students to consider and think about various ways of speaking, writing,
researching, and representing Haiti. By including digital humanities as a part of the
course, I tasked my students to develop and engage in critical discussions on the issues and questions on access, authorship, interpretation, and representation. During
our “Digital Humanities in Haitian Studies” week, the student panel asked the class
insightful discussion questions such as (Photo 1)1: “After looking at the pros/cons of
digital scholarship, do you think digital humanities will contribute to bettering the
positionality of Haiti and increasing access to scholarship?” and “Who will write
this new ‘scholarship’ and through what lens?” Students responded to challenges
related to translation and access. Some students noted that digital humanities might
not include the collaboration of Haitian students and scholars. Another student stated that if Haitian authors are made invisible within the creation of digital scholarship related to Haiti, this may lead to issues of exceptionalism. Thinking through the
lens of decolonization, power, and exceptionalism, students considered additional
questions following our panel discussion, including, “Will meaning and symbols be
lost through interpretation?” and “Who has access to these digital collections, and
are these projects meant to be accessed by all? In this sense, is digital humanities
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somewhat exclusionary?” From this discussion, I realized it is essential to teach
students the opportunities of creating digital projects while encouraging them to
question the processes and outcomes of digital collections.

Photo 1: Karin Charles and Natasha Joseph (left to right) facilitating discussion
during the digital humanities week. Taken by Crystal A. Felima.
For the final assignment for the course, students had to create collaborative
websites on a theme related to Haitian culture and society. Tasked to combine
their thinking with curated images, songs, maps, and other visual and audio materials, students would purposefully organize and conceptualize literature and
multimedia resources. The group websites would serve as public-facing digital
projects, encouraging students to be more conscious of their presentations and
ideas. Also, students had to consider how their collaborative digital project could
aid in combating negative images of Haiti and countering distorted, exaggerated
stories of Haitians through their collective voice.
Each group project was a composite of interrelated, individual projects. Topics were chosen collaboratively and through a process designed to spur discussion
and self-reflection. I instructed each of my 19 students to generate three topics of
interest (broad or specific) for their final individual project. Students then organized themselves into groups of three or four to review their lists. These groups
collaboratively selected their top five topics for the digital projects. Then, as a
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class, we listed the options from each group and organized the selected topics
under broad areas (e.g., culture, society, and gender). We finalized five potential
themes for the digital projects from these areas to form four groups. Students
reflected on these topics and selected the top three themes based on their interests
and preferences. By the next class session, I reviewed my students’ preferences
and assigned each student to one of the four finalized thematic groups: Culture
and Society, Haitian Vodou, Haitian Relations, and Gender in Haiti. Students’
projects explored specific areas of the larger theme. The final four group projects
were a culmination and reflection of the overarching goal of the course: to rethink
Haitian Studies and present an alternative narrative to the prevailing singular stories of Haiti today. I advised students to consider the product of their efforts as
a digital decolonizing project that attempts to privilege inclusive knowledge and
decenter narratives of Haitian exceptionalism.

Digital Scholarship in Haitian Studies
Digital projects involve identifying, creating, curating, digitizing, and researching. In my course, students could think about material selection, scope,
site design and cohesion, and collaboration with their peers and library specialists. Each group submitted a project charter, which outlined the scope and objectives of the project and defined students’ roles and responsibilities. For example,
a student may elect to be a team leader, an editor, a graphic designer, and a final
reviewer. Along with the charter, the groups submitted additional components:
a 250-word project summary, a list of digital tools and resources that would be
used, a project timeline, a list of the group members with the division of labor and
roles, a MindMup (a free, online collaborative brainstorming tool), and individual
abstracts of their research with a preliminary annotated bibliography of at least
three academic sources. After submission, a member from each group presented
their charters to the class, and students received feedback and comments from
their classmates. I reminded the students that their websites would serve as a
digital storytelling collection and represent critical and creative work for public
engagement. Before the class was dismissed, students shared that the charters and
accompanying materials cemented a sense of investment in completing the digital
project for the semester.
Throughout the semester, I held digital humanities workshops in the library’s
instructional computer lab and the Scott Nygren Scholars Studio. The computer
lab offered a space to teach WordPress and additional tools my students could use
for the digital projects. The studio, open to faculty and students for collaborative
digital scholarship research, was furnished with large LED screens, flexible seating and conference tables, and a station of three computers. The studio and the lab
served as a productive space for students to learn how to use the online tools to
develop their voices for public and online engagement. The library staff and spe-
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cialists were eager to help my students with their research and digital scholarship.
In this course, I could capitalize on library resources to cultivate student interest
in digital humanities and promote digital scholarship in the Caribbean.
I organized a digital scholarship showcase during the course’s two-hour final exam time. The library supported the event by providing my class with the
meeting space, the Nygren Studio, and funds to purchase light refreshments. I
created a flyer to advertise the event. At the showcase, my students presented
their work to twelve people from the university community and one parent. Each
group of students shared their work, knowledge, and thinking on different topics
in Haitian Studies. My students also discussed power and structure as well as
agency and self-determination. After students presented their projects,2 a lively
discussion followed; the audience commented on their research and asked questions regarding teamwork dynamics and collaboration, Haitian exceptionalism,
culture, and politics. After the showcase, my students shared positive feedback
about the course and digital project assignment, stating that they enjoyed learning
the content and digital skills. Also, my students noted this course deepened their
knowledge and appreciation for Haitian culture and society. I did not realize the
extent this digital project assignment would impact my students, causing them to
seek additional engagement opportunities.
Several of my students expressed an interest in sharing their work and experience once the semester concluded. I approached them with a potential opportunity
to attend and present their projects at the upcoming Haitian Studies Association
conference. I submitted a panel proposal on their behalf, and it was accepted.
With full financial support from GoFundMe contributors, the UF Library’s Digital
Initiatives Endowment, and the UF Center of Undergraduate Research, five of
my students—all women of Haitian descent—presented their digital projects at
the Annual 30th Haitian Studies Association conference in Port-au-Prince, Haiti
in November 2018 (Photo 2). I was honored to serve as the moderator for my
students’ panel titled “Digital Scholarship on Haitian Studies, A Showcase Presented by Students from the University of Florida.”3 In March 2019, five students
from the course presented their projects at the inaugural statewide conference of
the Florida Digital Humanities Consortium, hosted at the University of North
Florida in Jacksonville, Florida. This course served as the highlight of my postdoctoral fellowship experience. I learned so much about myself as a Black feminist scholar-educator, and I am grateful to have worked with and mentored such
inquisitive and thoughtful students.
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Photo 2: Professor and students at the 2018 Annual Haitian Studies Conference
at Quisqueya University in Port-au-Prince, Haiti in November 2018. From Left
to Right: Soren Fuerst, Stephanie Beauvais, Dr. Crystal A. Felima, Nheissa Isidor,
Natasha Joseph, and Gabby Khawly.
Keralis, Jacobs, and Johnson (2021) note that digital assignments require instructors to consider additional concerns, including student privacy and intellectual property. Public-facing student projects must consider Family Educational
Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) protections, internet accessibility, digital tool
affordability, and student intellectual property and labor. FERPA protects the privacy of student education records, such as a student’s enrollment and coursework
(e.g., papers and exams). For digital assignments, students should have the option
to publish their projects anonymously or offline. In addition, instructors may need
to reach out to their University Registrar’s office and university librarians for
more information related to digital assignments for courses. In my course, students used their initials and no identifying information on their research projects.
However, students who presented their research projects at the conferences used
their full names on their digital projects. Also, three of these students included the
link to their projects in their resumes for job and graduate school applications.
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A Rasanblaj for Pedagogical Futures
The classroom can be a transformative and empowering learning space that
promotes affect, critical thought, and self-reflection. As an engaged cultural anthropologist, I assume a decolonizing stance in approaching student learning,
knowledge production, public scholarship, and the academy. “Haitian Studies and
Culture” served as an intellectual exercise to create a dynamic curriculum and
promote interactive student activities. The utility of a digital project and showcase
encouraged my students to be more aware of their presentation and communication skills. Not only was their coursework made visible, but students’ insights,
theoretical orientation, and critical stances were also positioned for public consumption and potential feedback. The challenges of integrating digital humanities
in the classroom focus on balancing teaching content and digital tools; both activities take time and strategic effort. Learning and speaking about Haiti requires
a purposeful examination of content that features a variety of topics in Haitian
history, culture, and society. I argue that radical pedagogies in the classroom must
challenge Haitian exceptionalism and highlight alternative narratives featuring
grassroots initiatives, community organizations, social networks, protests, and
other activities of human agency and self-determination in Haiti. These approaches foster student engagement and offer an intersectional lens to address decolonization and deepen our social consciousness.
Teaching and learning involve self-awareness, reflection, and action. I continue
to learn more about myself as a scholar-educator by engaging my students. This
article serves as a reflection statement on pedagogy and digital humanities. In a
COVID-19 environment, digital technologies present new and innovative opportunities to support and connect with students. Teaching faculty and staff across K-12
schools, colleges and universities are reimagining student assignments and developing techniques and strategies that incorporate digital and social media platforms like
Twitter, Tik Tok, and Instagram. Professors are designing projects and activities for
students to create and curate visual and multimedia products such as podcasts, photo
journals, children’s books, zines, songs, and short videos. I view my Haitian Studies
course as an unintentional pre-pandemic exercise. As we consider the future of pedagogy during the pandemic, we should include digital humanities in our symbolic
teaching toolbox. Digital humanities and digital storytelling offer an opportunity to
test out a rasanblaj of approaches that are inclusive to various teaching modes and
support students’ curiosities, creativities, and learning potentials.

Endnotes
Photos and names published with permission from my students.
Student websites can be found on my website: www.crystalfelima.com.
3
The recorded Haitian Studies Association panel presentation can be found on YouTube: https://youtu.be/YL6A7FLnYOE
1
2
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Chopping and Screwing Narrative Inquiry
to Study Teacher Curosity Curiously
Nick Kasparek & Emily J. Lahr
Abstract
This narrative inquiry draws reflexively on our own and each other’s stories of
becoming as curious students and teachers to explore the central questions of
contemporary politically and ethically engaged curiosity studies. Taking inspiration from innovative narrative inquiry methodologies as well as the hip-hop
remixing practice of chopping and screwing, we develop a methodology to think
narratively and curiously about recursively interpreted experiences beyond totalizing individualism. Juxtaposing our perspectives, we aim to illuminate curious
potentials in our situations for resonance. We offer our stories for consideration
and propose our new narrative methodology for inquiry into other plastic, epigenetic academic dispositions.

Introduction
...burning with curiosity, she ran across the field after it, and fortunately was
just in time to see it pop down a large rabbit-hole under the hedge. In another
moment down went Alice after it, never once considering how in the world she
was to get out again. (Carroll, 1865/1898, p. 3)

“It would seem very fitting if there are digressions in our conversation—
going down rabbit holes about rabbit holes about….” We were not sure exactly
where this project of trying to wrap our minds around “curiosity” would take
us, but we wagered that it would be worthwhile to find out. We trusted that this
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“multilayered” (Sterner & Fisher, 2020) and “excessive” collaborative (Cannon &
Cross, 2020) writing project would take us somewhere interesting and valuable,
somewhere beyond the vague platitudes praising a select few as “curious” people.
Throughout our studies together, we had started to notice an unexpected convergence in our paths, or to borrow Gadamer’s metaphor, a meeting of horizons
(Kim, 2016). In some ways, this convergence was completely expected, even a
condition of our meeting: we had started the same Ph.D. program in curriculum
and instruction at the same time. What was unexpected was the apparent convergence over the next few years in our approaches to the questions of teaching
praxis and research. We come from almost diametrically opposed academic backgrounds, the empirical natural sciences (Emily) and the theoretical humanities
(Nick), each tradition somewhat suspicious of the other. Questions of “hardness”
and “depth” seemed like potential landmines on any path of convergence. Yet
these seemed to prove inactive, defused by some alchemy of mutual curiosity
about where the other was coming from and an open-minded orientation toward
complexity. As we found, burrowing down any rabbit hole seemed to bring us
closer, especially in the falling itself. Curiosity seemed to be our bond.
“Curiosity” is something of a buzzword, especially in education. As such, it
can feel uncomfortably self-congratulatory to claim the mantle of curiosity. However, leaving it politely unmentioned and unexamined seems far riskier, forfeiting the language of curiosity and rabbit holes to the convergent and simplifying
thinking of conspiracy theories and radicalization. Leslie (2014) observes, “When
it comes to education, curiosity is in the odd position of being undervalued and
overpraised at the same time” (p. 131), and this contradiction risks creating a
lifelong “curiosity divide” between the more curious and the less curious (p. 132).
As Engel (2020) emphasizes, “The path that leads from the ubiquitous inquiry
of three-year-olds to the selective, probing, and sustained curiosity of the ten- or
twenty-year-old is an uncertain one, riddled with potential inhibitors” (p. 83).
Curiosity seems both innate and either cultivated or discouraged; in this way,
it is a plastic, epigenetic disposition that might be turned on or off, or grown or
dulled, or simply transformed in response to any number of influences (see Malabou, 2016). The question thus becomes how curiosity, this apparently overpraised
quality, turns on and grows in people’s lives, especially in teachers’ lives—and
how it might be better valued in education. We thus set out to investigate through
an emergent method of narrative inquiry the vital questions raised by a new politically and ethically engaged curiosity studies: “Who can be curious, within what
contexts, why, and how?” (Zurn & Shankar, 2020, p. xvii).
In exploring our own curious Bildungsromans, stories of becoming students
and teachers for whom curiosity has remained a vital disposition, we aimed not to
uncover a definitive or prescriptive answer to these questions, but to offer stories
and interpretations for readers’ consideration (see Sparkes, 2007), as well as to
develop a narrative inquiry method suited to such studies. In this paper, we thus
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experiment with narrative inquiry methods to think narratively about our formative experiences, juxtaposing our perspectives on our own and each other’s unfinished and shifting stories, to illuminate the curious possibilities in our respective
situations, the commonalities these stories might share, and the resonances others
might find with their own cultivation of curiosity in themselves or others. More
importantly, we propose a chopped-and-screwed narrative inquiry method for
studying curiosity and other academic dispositions beyond the isolated individual.

Literature Review and Methodology
Curiosity Studies
Curiosity has recently been taken up as a serious transdisciplinary subject of
academic inquiry, as a concept and a phenomenon with important connections to
politics, education, art, and science (Zurn & Shankar, 2020). Zurn and Shankar
(2020) propose “curiosity studies” as its own field of study and foster “a transdisciplinary conversation about what curiosity is and what resources it holds for human and ecological flourishing” (p. xii). To ground this conversation in a shared
understanding of their object, they offer three principles: curiosity is multiple, in
that it varies across temporal, spatial, and social contexts; praxiological, in that
it is both felt and enacted; and political, in that it is ideologically channeled but
retains “a keen subversive potential” (p. xiii).
As an overpraised quality, curiosity seems capable of serving both as a neoliberal driver of innovation and performativity and as a radical driver of resistance
and withdrawal from neoliberal logics. For example, Shankar (2020) describes
the tensions students experience between instrumental curiosity and free curiosity
at elite liberal arts colleges that include “curiosity” in their mission statements.
Meanwhile, Harney and Moten (2013) describe the radically free study of those
in but not of contemporary neoliberal universities, those dwelling in the undercommons: “These other ones have a passion to tell you what they have found, and
they are surprised you want to listen, even though they’ve been expecting you” (p.
68). Thus, even if we can identify a disposition as curiosity, it is not clear which
valence it will take, even in the same spaces, whether it will “entrench or invert
sociopolitical hierarchies” (Zurn & Shankar, 2020, p. xx).
What is clear, however, is that curiosity matters—and studies of curiosity
matter. At the personal level, it influences our choices of paths and drives us
along whichever ones we take. It is unsurprising that scholarship on education
has recognized curiosity as a means to its broad ends, “as a prompt to learning,
growth, and exploration” (Zurn & Shankar, 2020, p. xix). Whether our paths are
more deviant or more normative, curiosity can make them meaningful. Practically
speaking, curiosity seems to drive education, including learning and teaching,
so investigating its actual manifestations and development could offer ideas for
educational cultivation. This practical relevance speaks to its social and scholarly
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relevance as well. Much remains to be learned and reinterpreted regarding how
people become curious, especially in educational contexts that seem to undervalue this disposition. Moreover, as Zurn and Shankar (2020) aver, “Insofar as
curiosity is never abstracted from social life, its practice either supports or challenges the reigning forms of knowledge production” (p. xx). Indeed, curiosity and
knowledge are inextricably bound up with each other.
Yet, as Zurn and Shankar (2020) observe, much of the more positivist research into curiosity learning science “assumes a universal human subject and
simplified manifestations of curiosity: for example, raising a hand, turning an eye,
asking a question, or expressing interest in trivia” (p. xix). To get at the deeper and
wilder curiosity of singular subjects, what was “for Michel Foucault, ‘a certain
determination to throw off familiar ways of thought and to look at the same things
in a different way’” (qtd. in Zurn & Shankar, 2020, p. xx), we need a different
research method that examines human agency, subjectivity, and sociality, one that
enables us “to study curiosity curiously” (Zurn & Shankar, 2020, p. xvi). Narrative inquiry seems to offer a strong starting point for such study.
Narrative Inquiry
The foundation of narrative inquiry comprises stories and storytelling, just
as our experience of the world as curious yet comprehensible is fundamentally
storied. Narrative inquiry has long been recognized as a strong area of educational research (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990). This research tradition is broadly
defined as the investigation into how humans experience the world (Bamberg,
2012; Kim, 2016; Maynes et al., 2008). While quantitative studies are typically
limited to knowledge based on an accumulation of facts, narrative inquiry broadens the scope. It allows for the interpretation and examination of many ideas that
blend the aspects of telling and knowing (Brannen, 2017; Kim, 2016); as Thomas
(2012) notes, “narrative is one of our most fundamental ways of making meaning
from experience” (p. 209). Indeed, undertaking narrative inquiry is more than
simple application—it must be a way of thinking, contextualizing, and comprehending what is written through the research (Kim, 2016).
Narrative inquiry, therefore, necessarily remains open to new interpretations,
which has inspired many experiments with form. One of the most powerful is
Ronai’s (1997) approach to layered accounts. She describes a layered account as
“a postmodern ethnographic reporting format which allows the researcher to draw
on as many resources as possible in the writing process including social theory
and lived experience” (p. 7). In her own layered account, this openness to myriad
data sources allowed for a powerfully evocative, moving, and polyvocal account
of herself (or, her selves) in society. She was able to draw upon research, theories,
imaginings, memories, feelings, others’ remembered voices, and other sources not
in synthesis, but in juxtaposed layers.
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Ronai (1997) was able to look inward and outward, and to complicate the assumed boundaries between them. The result aspires only to be “an interpretive resource for the reader” (p. 8), such that “readers are confronted with the things they
have in common with the author” (p. 43). The final account is not a generalizable
authoritative grand narrative. As she emphasizes, “There is no final answer to this
conundrum—only ambivalence.…There is no resolution” (p. 40). In this way, it is
like consciousness itself, which is what humanistic research attempts to capture,
emulate, or evoke: “processural, non-linear, dialectical, and n-dimensional” (p. 8).
A curious narrative inquiry into curiosity also seems to call for this artful emulation
of messiness, which takes on a legible form that readers can add to their own interpretative toolboxes but also asks readers to add their own interpretations.
Although narrative researchers often work within the same language, such as
English, there is an act of mediation and translation in the writing of any narrative account, which itself is influenced by entangled internal and external factors.
This recalls Shread’s (2016) claim that “translation is epigenesis”: “Translation
is that process in which the text self-differentiates and thereby grows, develops,
matures” (p. ix). She expands, “The epigenesis of translation is about how texts
turn off and on to speak to their audience, to react to their specific contact point,”
following the biological pattern of genes activating or deactivating in specific
environmental conditions (p. x). In the same way, narrative inquiry as an act of
translation of narrators’ stories—however coherently they are originally told—
also seems epigenetic in growing dialectically with conceptualizations of audiences and meanings.
There seem to be many such layers and aspects of epigenetic mediation at
play throughout the living, constructing, performing, and reconstructing of narratives. Through narrative inquiry, we can explore this mediation for the imaginative possibilities of how the world might have been and might be otherwise here
and now through a subjective agency that questions the necessity of the status
quo. Goodson et al. (2010) quote Bruner (1990) this way: “The function of narratives is precisely ‘to find an intentional state that mitigates or at least makes
comprehensible a deviation from canonical cultural patterns’ (ibid.: 49–50)” (p.
10). This is the individual level of socially legible and justifiable deviance. For
a collaborative narrative inquiry into a socially legible development of a plastic,
epigenetic disposition such as curiosity, the practice and genre of Bildungsroman
offers especially illuminating interpretive potential.
Bildungsroman as a Narrative Inquiry Practice and Genre
Kim and Zimmerman (2017) advance an especially valuable theoretical-methodological framework of the practice of Bildungsroman in the narrative
development of dispositions. In this framework, the cultivation of dispositions
is “a process of becoming—specifically, a process of discovering oneself and of
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integrating oneself into one’s social context” (p. 237). Rather than simply “discovering” a self, one undergoes a process of becoming that involves a “crafting”
of one’s habits and of one’s self through “willful effort” (pp. 237–238). While this
crafting implies a significant degree of agency, it is a transactional agency in the
world. One must respond to the situations into which one is thrown, to the others
with whom one interacts, to the multiple contexts that promote or inhibit different
dispositions or different manifestations of dispositions. Dispositions are plastic,
seemingly stable yet malleable, shaping one’s world while also being shaped by
it. This is especially true for an understanding of a curious disposition, with its
disruptive and creative aspects.
Narrative Play
One potential problem with the modernist Bildungsroman, however, as with
much narrative inquiry, is its individualistic framework (Feely, 2020; Cruz et al.,
2021). One response is to abandon the methodology when it seems to collapse
“due to its reliance on stable humanist representations of subjects” (Cannon &
Cross, 2020, p. 92), to turn away from ambitions of representation entirely. Another response, however, is what Cruz et al. (2021) propose as a form of Derridean
freeplay, which they call “narrative play.” Dynamically responding to one another
in narrative play “creates a discussion among individual narratives, smoothing
them into a singular narrative of overlapping experiences, but upsetting the positivist notion that stories are totalized and individual representations of experience”
(p. 4). They do not prescribe this method for all narrative inquiry, but instead call
the inquirer to consider how “the topic of research may inform one’s analytic
strategies” (p. 10), just as Lewis (2020) proposes that “educational philosophy
about curiosity would have to embody a curious form, one that is fitting for its
content” (p. 104). Thus, we attempt to study curiosity curiously with an interest
in the stories that involve us but go beyond us. Like Cannon and Cross (2020),
we retain the potential within qualitative narrative inquiry methodology even as it
slips over into “something else,” perhaps more post-qualitative (p. 110).
To do so, we experiment with narrative play by cutting our stories together, shifting perspectives between first-person to third-person and shifting protagonists from one of our selves to the other. This is narrative inquiry playfully
chopped and screwed like the communally playful hip-hop remixing practice
of cutting together and adjusting the speeds of different songs’ elements to (re)
create something that allows for unexpected, even counterhegemonic meanings
and responses to emerge (Márquez, 2014; Sinnreich & Dols, 2022), in much the
same way that curiosity studies aims to offer “a way of reimagining the world”
(Zurn and Shankar, 2020, p. xiii). The Houston-area hip-hop artist and mixtape
producer DJ Screw, whom Sinnreich and Dols (2022) convincingly describe as a
Gramscian “organic intellectual” (p. 8), pioneered chopped and screwed music in
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the 1990s. This music is characterized by “a method in which records are slowed
to half their normal speed (screwed) and cut and spliced (chopped) with other
sounds and samples, altered and remixed as a new, hybrid tune to highlight certain
beats or phrases that accentuate a song’s originality beyond its original format”
(Márquez, 2014, pp. 114–115). As with research and writing collaboration (Cannon & Cross, 2020, p. 91), the slowing and its associated perplexity is part of the
point. Sinnreich and Dols (2022) further explain that this method also challenges
listeners’ “sense of regulated temporality” through various sonic features “such
as repeating vocal phrases, glitches and disruptions to the flow of the music, and
phasing (layering two versions of a single source, slightly out of synch), creating
an almost cosmic aural experience – vast, hypnotic, and echoey” (p. 6). In a similar way, we attempt to screw and chop our narratives in productively disruptive
and expansive ways.
As Lewis (2020) has suggested is most appropriate to curiosity studies, this
chopped-and-screwed narrative might work as “a form of writing that wanders,
that yields to the features of curiosity that ensure it remains curious” (p. 104).
Through our narrative play, we attempt a curious approach to curiosity studies,
with the aim of contributing stories for consideration regarding the field’s animating questions about what enables the cultivation of curiosity in particular lives and
particular contexts, as well as how these allowances might be extended to others
(Zurn & Shakar, 2020). Similar to how Kim et al. (2020) used a cut-up method
of poetic inquiry into affect to “shatter the neat and tidy unity of collective voice,
constituting chaosmos, which is a ‘composed chaos—neither foreseen nor preconceived’ (Deleuze & Guattari, 1994, p. 204)” (p. 116), we attempt a chaosmic
chopped-and-screwed narrative inquiry into the epigenetic, praxiological disposition of curiosity in at least some of its multiplicity.
Thus, we have developed a curious methodology of narrative play with
the dialogic reconstruction of our Bildungsromans. We first exchanged written
messages and then conducted an extensive conversational life-story interview
in which we each shifted dynamically between interviewer and interviewee. We
transcribed this interview with the help of Zoom’s automatic transcription service,
narratively analyzing it to construct Bildungsromans for each other and for ourselves. While we drew heavily on the transcript to write each other’s Bildungsroman, we used it only for inspiration to write our own. We thus reconstructed
our partner’s story and then our own with the different resources and audiences
directing our choices in the retelling. Finally, we narratively played with the four
Bildungsromans, chopping them up, screwing their pacing, and smoothing them
into a new overlapping, layered narrative with a different sense of coherence and
meaning, a different sense of temporality.
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Narrative Play with Our Bildungsromans,
Chopped and Screwed
Throughout this polyvocal narrative, our voices and stories overlap in multiple layers, though some general principles guided our narrative play: the italicized first-person narratives are later retellings of the stories told in our recorded
research conversation, the third-person narratives are reconstructions of each other’s story from the transcribed research conversation and additional knowledge
of each other, and ellipses indicate a shift in voice or layer. We have retained a
mostly chronological narrative in order to avoid epic closure and to allow for
other interpretations to emerge for different readers. Nonetheless, we suggest our
own initial interpretations for consideration in our framing throughout and then
again in the coda.
…
I didn’t always want to teach.
“I think the idea with questions is that it only brings more questions if you
ask the right ones.” Emily seems to crystalize her own cultivated curiosity—as
a scientist, a person interested in the world and ideas, but maybe above all, a
teacher—into this perspective on questions. But this wasn’t always her curious
disposition, at least not exactly.
It was not uncommon for me to be found covered with dirt or mud in the backyard.
…
I don’t remember myself as an especially curious child.
…
She repeatedly imagines posing a question to her younger self, a self that
would respond with disbelief or even disagreement: Am I who you will become?
“If somebody would have asked me when I was in high school if I would have
thought that I was going to do this, and you know, in X amount of years, the answer definitely would have been ‘no.’” It’s not a disappointed “no,” but more of a
bewildered negation.
…
Nick sees his experience of being taken where the world led him as a benefit:
“I’m open to being distracted by, by these other things and set off of the path that
I thought I was going down.”
…
I have always admired scientists and especially females in science positions.
Medicine, astronauts, forensic scientists, and every other profession where women were outnumbered—I admired those that succeeded there even more.

Nick Kasparek & Emily J. Lahr

37

In retrospect, she imagines that possibility or potentiality as still too inchoate
to recognize. It’s a territory not yet on any of her younger self’s maps. It’s a potentiality that will be mapped through its actualization. Even now, it’s not totally
clear: “I really don’t even know why I am the way I am.”
…
My parents read to me even when I was older, making the reading a shared
experience, a shared exploration into other worlds. I remember playing alone
imaginatively, perched high in the tree in my backyard or creating fantastic pseudo-religious rituals with patterns in the snow. For this imaginative play, I needed
some input, but a lot of the journey seemed to be within my own mind.
His curiosity wasn’t one that he struggled to understand; he had always had a
curious mind.
Perhaps it was a morbid curiosity, a fascination with the distant mystery of
death channeled into stories of fictional murders or dramatic tragedies.
Standard curiosity he might call it, nothing special.
It’s almost a shadow curiosity to the one that drives my more productive work
as a teacher and as an academic. But it feels like it’s inextricable, having developed with the other curiosity I value. It seems to mark my curiosity as kind of
“basic,” in the slang sense of commonplace, vulgar.
…
Emily grew up with a lot of potential. Her family saw it clearly and saw a
future of upward mobility, the American Dream playing out for the next generation climbing the next rung up on the ladder, reaching the upper-middle class.
With so many people telling her what she wanted, she thought, “Okay, yes, this is
what I want to do.” After all, “everything sounds cool,” at least in the daydreams
of an adult life with the status symbols the surrounding culture values so highly.
The fantasies of children in 1990s America: Firefighter, astronaut, doctor. Doctor,
that’s the realistic dream for young Emily. “I think they just kind of said, this is
the best option.”
My curiosity occasionally got me into trouble in my youth. I got away with
this though, I think, due to my intelligence. I knew much of what I was doing, but
at first, my family blamed my curiosity on “child’s play.”
My grandmother was infatuated with the Space Race. She saved newspaper
clippings of when Neil Armstrong made it to the Moon.
All I can remember is wanting more, more stories, more experiences, more of
it all.
…
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This moment began sparking a curiosity beyond what lies within the bindings
of books.
As a recognized smart kid, I think I was given some extra leeway to learn in
other ways. I was not placed in a gifted program, but my standardized test scores
allowed me to join summer exploratory learning programs at a local university.
My classroom grades seemed to earn me privileges for occasional off-topic explorations in regular classes too, especially because I was generally quiet and helped
other students when I finished tasks early.
Growing up, he was often pushed to aspire to careers such as engineering, but
Nick had other plans.
It seemed like just a matter of putting in a modest amount of time to learn
what I needed, ace the tests, and get the grades. In return, I could play around a
bit with the assignments that allowed creativity and divergent thinking. Or I could
just play around in small-group discussions with my friends, letting them wander
to the very limits of “on-topic.” More productively, I also often tried to teach my
classmates where they seemed stuck, trying to understand where the stumbling
block was and how they might find a path past it.
…
She was on track, running the course mapped for her, though she wasn’t
running it quite straight. She seemed to set up some hurdles and to zig-zag. The
medical path was the traditional path of high grades and test scores, which would
earn her admission into university and then into medical school.
Elementary and middle school were not my finest years as I came into my signature sarcasm. I got into trouble frequently with teachers and family members,
but I probably got away with more than I should have, including perhaps even
starting a small revolution in my first-grade class. Part of me thinks the revolt was
against the teaching methods, though I can only speculate.
As one of the smart kids, she was often more interested in competing with
her friends, winning the right to do the teasing rather than receive it. Teachers and
their curricula were often an afterthought, which didn’t do much to endear her to
them. “I got in a lot of trouble for my mouth.”
…
Teachers and peers knew him as one of the “smart kids”; he took upper-level
courses in high school, where he was given more wiggle room. He remembers
getting “special treatment” in some courses, but he also remembers supporting his
peers—while also using his friends’ scores to compete for bragging rights when it
came to testing and successes.
…
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I never really did like that school always wanted you to choose what you
wanted to be. There was always a career day and specific boxes we had to fall in
gender-wise, for example, boys could do these things: police officer, firefighter,
doctor, mechanic, etc., while girls could have these careers: teacher, librarian,
mother. Sure, you could do the other jobs; they were just much harder for women.
Her mind and words seem to move a little too quickly: “There was a whole
group of us. We were intelligent, and we did what we were supposed to do. And
when we got bored, we would get snarky with each other.” With the retrospect of
a teacher, Emily notes, “I hate the idea of the competition and GPA and all that.”
But she remembers a camaraderie that outweighed her friendly competition, one
that seemed mostly to neutralize any debilitating fear of failure. While she definitely did not want to fail, getting grades and scores was more just a game that she
and her friends played to ward off boredom.
I immediately wrote off following the standard that was laid out for me. I was
going to pave my own path no matter what it took. My family began to investigate
more into what I was interested in doing with my life. I was still mostly undecided.
However, then they suggested I look into the medical field—“Dr. Nelson,” they’d
often call me. I’d liked the sound of that.
…
He had many opportunities to explore possibilities of what to do later in life,
from academic summer camps and volunteer programs to university information
sessions and leadership summits. He continued to explore and tried it all, including some things he would recognize as a definite “no” for his future.
There was no shortage of potential careers, or of career advice. Early on,
I was interested in becoming a doctor, particularly a forensic pathologist, after reading a racy Michael Crichton novel in elementary school. I went as far
as shadowing a doctor in my dad’s hospital when I was in middle school. My
grandpa urged me to become an engineer. I thought about architecture as a
career combining engineering with artistic creativity and interned in a corporate architecture office for about a year in high school before shifting my
interests again. Above all, I started collecting and organizing college brochures
like menus. Each brochure was attractive, as was each imagined future. But my
exploration still had to pay off, to convert, somehow, all the academic capital I
stood to accrue.
…
By high school, I had mostly adopted the idea that I was going to be a doctor.
I took medical pathway courses, did internships, shadowed various physicians
and logged hundreds of hours before college. Work was never terribly difficult for
me and I often finished early, which also allowed me to get into trouble with peers
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and teachers. Graduation was it—this was what I had waited for, my chance to
obtain a degree in biology, a field I so loved, and finally become a doctor. However, in college, sometimes I really thought I wasn’t going to get that degree.
Perhaps she could have played a different game, one more laser-focused on
becoming a doctor. “Maybe my deterrent was chemistry, because I really shot
myself in the foot by not taking chemistry in high school. I really should have
done that.” Instead, she took chemistry in college, when “it was an absolute nightmare,” likely created as a kind of tracking or weeding-out course. Nonetheless,
she struggled through chemistry, did well in biology, and eventually passed the
next milestone on the medical route: just as planned, she had her biology degree.
She had applied and was accepted into a graduate program in public health. The
gatekeepers were signaling that she could pass through. She hadn’t failed.
…
My college experience was an almost full indulgence of my curiosity. Almost
every course was interesting, but religion courses quickly became the focus. There
was no clear job for a religion major, but I just trusted that there was always grad
school, law school, or some kind of organization. I did pretty well again academically, so the sense grew that things would work out. I felt I could take a course
on Ingmar Bergman’s films, on classical Indian music, on the child in religious
thought, on American immigrant experiences, and on whatever else stood out in
the course catalog when registration time rolled around.
…
I found that much of what I had learned in high school was not true science. I
hadn’t done many laboratory exercises or learned the deeper concepts of biology,
and much of this science was new to me. I was finally doing science. Now, I was
able to dive into true investigation and experimentation. With graduation nearing, I needed to make new decisions: Would I immediately apply to go to medical
school or get a master’s degree? What would I do in the meantime?
…
I never took any math courses toward an engineering career or any biology
courses toward a medical career, but I loved my chemistry and physics courses.
I studied abroad in India, and I applied to join the Peace Corps—following a
curiosity about how people really lived in other places around the world. Again, it
felt indulgent, but the people around me supported me. And again, I was pursuing
curiosity in a way that yielded cachet, a curiosity that could pay off.
...
She found it just by chance, but it soon felt right, almost familiar, almost innate. “I mean, it was teaching, and I really came into that, like, it was on accident.
They had a position open, I had a professor that I was close to, and they’re like,
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‘Hey, do you want to be the undergrad assistant?’ and I was, ‘Sure, of course I
want to, what do you mean?’” This was in biology, after all. It seemed it could
only aid her in her journey along the medical pathway. More than this, it was labs,
where there was “so much failure involved” that failure itself seemed to lose its
negative valence. This was experimentation, where she was driven on by the love
of “getting to the answer, however long it took me.” This love had been growing
in her labs for years, bringing her to the point where “I almost would rather it be
that I don’t know the answer, because then it gives us a point to change or talk
about or to do something, or to investigate further.” She glimpsed the kind of curious scientist she wanted to be.
As graduation neared, I was able to begin teaching a laboratory course in the
biology department, at first it was just for a bit of extra cash but then I couldn’t
see myself not doing this. I was able to interact with other students and feed their
passions for science. In the back of my mind, though, I couldn’t help but think that
being a teacher isn’t what my family wanted for me. I had said for years that I
wanted to be a doctor. Nonetheless, I fairly quickly accepted a place in the teaching program.
This was the biology she loved. She was in the lab, feeling again like she was
“getting outside and getting my hands dirty.” When she chose the teaching program,
her family couldn’t quite understand why. But Emily soon saw it as a foregone conclusion: she found herself teaching the biology lab herself, which “kind of solidified
the deal.” She was now becoming “that crazy science person” not just in chasing
down frogs and lizards on her own, but in helping students to “kind of formulate
their own hypotheses and research questions and things like that.”
Teaching in the laboratory allowed me to see science in action and support
students on their journey to understanding the world around them. I liked the unknown, never knowing what kinds of students would walk in, never knowing how
the labs might end up. I was going to dig deeper, explore more, ask questions, and
find out everything that I could.
It wasn’t a dramatic event, and she wasn’t really following a model. It was
more that she had some space to explore and help others explore, a space where
failure and ignorance provided purpose for authentic investigation rather than
cause for shame. While some friends found this open space of uncertainty uncomfortable, Emily leaned into that lack of closure. These friends seem to find comfort instead in routine, preferring a superficial semblance of solidity and certainty
to a long, careful, probing, and destabilizing look into what is going on below the
surface. Emily found that she liked to dig, despite the sense of risk.
…
From here, there is a different sense of curiosity, raising questions about the
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moral goodness and necessity of curiosity. There is a curiosity that universities instill for individuals to follow their curiosity “towards finding a job, or graduating,
of course,” but he looks to go beyond this.
Interactions with students and their work were a way to see their ways of
thinking and living. Teaching was one of the best ways to learn about people, as
well as about what I was supposed to be teaching. I found myself researching,
exploring, adapting, and inventing other ways to teach English skills and various content. Topics gave me an excuse to read up on something that I’d always
thought might be interesting or that I was newly inspired to delve into. When I did
my first master’s degree several years later in Tokyo, Japan, I honed my curiosity
about philosophy and theory, finding that I really could study on my own.
Diving into curious situations himself and feeding the questions which come
to mind also provides students with opportunities to ask questions and investigate
what might not have a specific answer. Through his experiences, Nick is “trying
to foster curiosity again in students,” in whatever way he can.
Since then, I feel like I have followed a similar pattern. I followed some curiosity, taking the leap with some unquestioned confidence that it will work out,
trusting that “success” and its associated cachet would make it work somehow.
It suddenly seemed like I’d discovered a rabbit hole that never ends, branching
in infinite and infinitely stimulating directions. I still think that’s true, that autodidacticism works to keep my life interesting and meaningful through transforming
and transformative intellectual desire. But the curriculum studies Ph.D. program
has restored my belief in the power of pursuing academic curiosity with others, of
reading together.
…
It started to feel like there were only so many patches of dirt. After all, labs
are scripted to some extent, and scientific curiosity can feel almost prescriptive
in its causal logic: “do this to get this, and then if this works….” That’s great, of
course, as the proverbial scientific method, but Emily found that there is another
curiosity, one that seems more radical and confronts ethics more directly. Enlivening this curiosity seemed to need a provocation. “Had I not been set up in this program to be able to ask those questions, and in that way, I never would have done
any of that type of investigation.” She found passionate professors asking their
own radical questions about the foundations of education and teaching, which
encouraged her to ask her own, giving her permission to dig in new areas.
She tried out a genealogy of teaching work, and suddenly, she was a Foucauldian, even if it didn’t totally make sense. There was no denying it, a genealogical approach was spreading through her writing and thinking. Everywhere
she turned, there was Foucault or Deleuze. “Four years ago, I never would have
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looked at anybody and said that teaching is an anti-intellectual endeavor.” Now,
she has become “that guy,” the one who asks questions and makes statements that
seem unsayable, unthinkable.
…
I wasn’t after the superficial curiosity of finding answers or solving problems,
but the curiosity of what our curiosity does and how it works, like in teaching
practices from the Question Formulation Technique (QFT) and philosophy for
children (P4C), and English for liberal arts approaches to language teaching. I
think I want to license students’ curiosity, to communicate to them that it’s okay,
even vital, to follow it in an ethically and intellectually committed way. I want
to share with them that curiosity can give meaning to anything, and that it’s a
resource already there waiting for them to free it, to yield to it. It’s okay if it’s a
“basic” curiosity, “common” in even the derogatory sense. There’s something
about a mystery that invites us to yield to it.
…
Now, “what we teachers do is a question.” And there’s a beauty in the interpretive possibilities of all the theories that have dealt with that question and others
related to it. But there’s also a new sense of risk “because I can run down this rabbit hole and nearly never get anywhere, except for filling my head with more, you
know, trivia or fashion.” In particular, she has found herself interrogating conspiracy theories and other misconceptions and controversial topics in science, driven
by curiosity about how and why any of her students might find false information
and theories persuasive. As a scientist, and as a teacher, she has tried to make
herself a reliable source for students with science-related questions, someone who
invites weird questions and can recommend paths toward good answers. “I think
you’re supposed to do that as a teacher.”

Coda: Curiosity Questions and Epigenetic Dispositions
We offer up these layered narratives of relative privilege for readers’ consideration, especially about the questions Zurn and Shankar (2020) have posed for
curiosity studies: who gets to become curious, which situations create affordances
for curiosity, why, and how? However, we also suggest a few themes to address
these questions, following Ronai’s (1997) aspiration to offer “an interpretive resource” (p. 8), even in its ambivalence. Though we have emphasized our different
backgrounds that do not fully synthesize, there are certainly key resonating elements in our narratives.
These commonalities shed some light first on the questions of who, why, and
in what contexts some people can be curious. Neither of us were positioned in
society as overly marginalized, such as by race, class, or queerness. Instead, both
of us were storied as likely inheritors of the American Dream, almost destined
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to build on the safe foundations of our families, though without the immediate
pressure of all the family’s hopes resting on our futures. While there were challenges and practical considerations, there was no debilitating adversity that forced
us to give up on the most compelling lines of our curiosity; even high-stakes tests
were often points of pride and playful teasing rather than sources of panic or dread.
In fact, it often seemed more impractical to us to buckle down and focus, to not to
follow these lines that sustained us and led to other forms of cachet. As previous
research suggests (Engel, 2020), this sense of security likely gave us the space to
cultivate our curiosity. We were both recognized as smart kids with potential, which
conferred the vital privilege of access to what interested us at the moment (Engel,
2020; Ruti, 2014), and similarly, it seemed to give us leeway for a little more naughtiness due to the trust we were afforded by teachers. Our supposed intelligence, and
the way it suggested a possible narrative, made our curiosity socially legible, even
when it manifested in deviant ways (see Goodson et al., 2010). The adults in our
lives seemed to allow for at least some curiosity as “the purest form of insubordination,” following Nabokov (Benedict, 2020), if it also meant academic success.
That we turned our curiosity toward academics suggests another similarity,
one which provides insight into the question of how one can be curious. Curiosity was certainly a disruptive factor in diverting us from recommended paths to
normative success. Nonetheless, we seemed to justify our pursuits of curiosity as
still leading to other forms of socially legible success (see Goodson et al., 2010).
Indeed, educational institutions were central in licensing and encouraging our curiosity. While in our institutions there did seem to be a hidden curriculum channeling curiosity “toward problem-solving and entrepreneurial excellence” (Shankar,
2020, p. 114), we also signaled our trust that space remains for more plastic curiosity. Our narrative resonates with Benedict’s (2020) observation that Carroll’s
Alice undermines the hegemonic inquiry of various self-serious creatures in Wonderland “by dismissively—or pretentiously—mouthing the questions legitimized
by her schooling” (p. 220). We found in formal education the resources for curiosity, in all their deviance and insubordination and openness to complexity. As Kim
and Zimmerman (2017) discuss, there appears to be an opening for the crafting
of a self, and in our case, for a curious disposition that our self-crafting selves
willfully molded. As with synapses in brains now characterized by their plasticity,
our plastic selves and their dispositions seemed “able to self-organize” (Malabou,
2010, p. 59). With this in mind, we might strive to foster for other students the
same sense of security, release from debilitating pressure, and access to unique
interests that we enjoyed throughout our schooling.
Indeed, as our chopped and screwed Bildungsroman suggests, the apparent
achievement of a curious disposition was not the heroic work of any individual
(see Cruz et al., 2021), whether as the willful expression of a genetically curious
student or as the mechanically produced outcome of a teacher. In this way, our
narrative suggests something about curiosity itself as a disposition. The ways in
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which we became curious lend credence to the conception of curiosity as a plastic, epigenetic disposition. It was not a linear developmental path for either of us,
despite our retrospective storying toward the present and the future. While we
resisted the simplistic totalization of humanist individualism in our telling, our
narratives still show individuality’s “double excess” of “an excess of reification
and an excess of fluidity” (Malabou, 2010, p. 81), with plasticity situated in the
middle. Plastic curious dispositions, like existence itself, seem to both receive
forms and give form to themselves.
Our curious becoming was thus also not a matter of having a special inborn
trait, as our childhood stories reveal no special genius; indeed, as Malabou (2010)
observes, “Plasticity forms where DNA no longer writes” (p. 60). While we often
tend to oscillate between treating curiosity as a genetic destiny or as a producible
outcome for students, our stories show a messier, less deterministic process. Biesta (2020) observes that “education systems are open, semiotic and recursive systems” (p. 39), and it seems clear throughout our narrative that attempts of teachers
or others to control the formation of our curious disposition in even a quasi-causal
way would have gone awry. Further, it is apparent that our orientations shifted at
various points, turning on some forms of curious dispositions and turning off others. This became a cultivation of ourselves in transaction with our worlds, that is,
a simultaneously destructive and productive transformation of our intelligence in
response to changing situations (Malabou, 2019). We grew into singular curious
dispositions over time, in unpredictable bursts.
This epigenetic growth also points to more explicit educational considerations. When curiosity seems at once overpraised and undervalued (Leslie, 2014),
it is valuable to consider whether a curious disposition is best thought of as a
means to an end, an end in itself, or something more plastic in Malabou’s (2010)
sense of form and content folding into each other. As our narrative suggests, while
a cultivated curiosity can be made to pay off in economic or idealistic educational ways, it can also radically shift how those who have cultivated this curiosity weigh and interpret potential rewards. Valuing curiosity more in educational
systems might then mean respecting and extending the interpretive space within
these systems, likely far beyond a narrowly gamified reinterpretation of grades
and scores or an imaginative reinterpretation of college admissions promotional materials. Valuing curiosity would likely mean risking the transformation of
not only singular curious dispositions but also entire educational approaches and
aims, such that the purpose of the educational adventure itself might change.

Discussion and Conclusion:
Chopping and Screwing Narrative Inquiry
Much is left out of the stories told and retold above, as in any narrative that
takes entire lives as its scope. Much is also left out in our interpretations, as we
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seek to avoid the “epic closure” of stories that are still open and continue even as
we write and revise, still subject to radical retrospective restoryings (Kim, 2016).
We propose that the chopped-and-screwed narrative play we undertook in this
paper serves as a methodology for narrative inquiry that retains the power of this
open-endedness while also offering stories for consideration, reconsideration, and
new resonance. We also suggest that our study illustrates that this form of narrative play is a methodology especially suited to studying curiosity curiously (see
Cruz et al., 2021; Lewis, 2020; Zurn & Shankar, 2020). As our coda demonstrates,
this methodology affords space for modest yet justified interpretive claims about
the object of inquiry: in this case, the epigenetic growth of a plastic curiosity. A
chopped and screwed narrative inquiry methodology facilitates a new attention to
temporality, neither as the necessary unfolding of causes and effects nor as a pure
event, but as epigenetic temporality. As Malabou (2016) argues, “Between an
authentic temporality without maturation and a chronological vulgarity without
ecstasy, epigenetic temporality unfolds at its own rhythm” (p. 176). There is also
a reflexivity involved in the formation of a curious disposition, in which observation is always simultaneously transformative critique involving other temporalities (see Malabou, 2016, p. 180).
These claims are simultaneously leavened and complicated by the recursive
and reflexive layers of the different voices telling and retelling different stories in
different rhythms. In line with the goals of narrative inquiry, this method helped
to make the modest social deviance in the stories socially legible as curiosity (see
Goodson et al., 2010), though with some dissonance. We suggest that chopping and
screwing a narrative can also allow more space for counterhegemonic, alternative
meanings to emerge. While a delineated definition remains necessarily elusive, curiosity became not the buzzword of problem-solving and entrepreneurship, nor did
it become the genetic property of rare geniuses, but something that problematizes,
reinterprets, and diverts from paths of normative success—something far more politically and intellectually charged (see Zurn & Shankar, 2020, p. xiii). Likewise, we
propose that this form of shared narrative play is especially well suited to exploring
how dispositions are crafted in entanglements and transactions with worlds shared
with others, in line with Malabou’s (2010; 2016; 2019) discussions of epigenesis,
plasticity, habits, and intelligence. This method emphatically resists the modernist
interpretive move toward totalizing individualism or positivist personal development, aiming instead for resonance and revivifying reinterpretation.
In particular, a chopped and screwed narrative inquiry strongly aligns with
topics of study that require a healthy respect for the messiness of human experience, interpretation, and growth and that entail an attempt to spark further experience, interpretation, and growth. Following MacLure’s (2006) invitation to
“play with the cabinet of curiosities as a figure for analysis and representation”
(p. 737), we propose chopping and screwing as another generative figure for narrative analysis and representation, as it also provides a way of making exhibits
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visible and free for others “to forge their own connections” with or against our
provisional framings (p. 738). Further, just as MacLure’s (2013) collections strive
to “slow down the facile machinery of interpretation” (p. 174), the narrative play
of chopping and screwing consciously disturbs a sense of regulated temporality
so that we can notice what might otherwise flash by in a moment. We suggest that
for studies into curiosity, as well as into playfulness and studious dispositions,
this form of narrative inquiry opens rich opportunities for forging revitalizing
connections, asking “readers to become aware of their own embodied knowledge
and social interactions that inform what they bring to the reading of a text and how
they read that text” (Sterner & Fisher, 2020, p. 67).
Throughout this paper, we have attempted to stretch the form of narrative inquiry in curious ways, chopping the polyvocal layers and screwing the sense of
regulated time, to better reflect our unfinished and shifting stories as well as the
story of a plastic disposition. We were guided by the belief that stories of academic
dispositions warrant telling, even when they feel uncomfortably self-aggrandizing
or revealing. In this case, we reckoned with our self-identities as curious teachers,
and how these identities were intertwined with socially recognized intelligence and
other forms of privilege. We hope that this open examination prompts others to take
on the curious cases of their own and others’ curiosities, investigating the mysteries
they present and cultivating deeper curiosities along the way. We thus also aim to
inspire further scholarship into the crafting of selves and dispositions, especially
toward the curious study of curiosity. Our recursive narrative inquiry here has led us
down another rabbit hole, where we hope others might wander with us.
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Abstract
This manuscript presents findings from an empirical qualitative telling case study examining the concept of rigor in a graduate level literacy assessment course in a teacher
preparation program. Whereas teacher preparation has been attacked on
many fronts for not adequately preparing teachers for the field this piece
leans in to this criticism by exploring how teacher preparation programs can
match the rigor and demands of the profession and to self-assess our own
progress towards meeting that aim. This article aims to “foster discussions
across and through different disciplines including explorations into how intertextualities and intersectionalities operate throughout and within different educational times/spaces/places.” While this piece focusses specifically
on teacher preparation, the methods herein could evoke other disciplines to
consider their impact and value in the spaces where they do their work and,
perhaps, consider how they may do it better

Introduction
Teacher preparation is imperative, yet the actual preparation and the rigor of
teacher preparation is often ignored or dismissed. Asking preservice and inservice
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teachers whether their own preparation experiences was of value, may evoke and
poke at some of the inadequate feelings of imposter syndrome many of us in
teacher education have felt. Herein lies the controversy about academic rigor.
As authors of this piece, we were all successful elementary and secondary
teachers prior to becoming teacher educators; however, we are certain that the
thought of “am I doing this well?” has crossed our minds and probably the minds
of most teacher educators at one time or another. We knew how to teach our subject matter to the elementary or secondary-aged students, but do we really know
how to teach and prepare teachers effectively? It is this question that may keep
most of us up at night, and one that we hope to broach in the short confines of this
manuscript. While none of us want to be told we are not doing our jobs well (and
we do not believe we are completely incompetent either), it is not too much to
expect for teacher educators to pause and reflect on how well we are doing in our
mission to prepare future teachers.
With this introduction in mind, we do not ignore the fact that teacher preparation has its critics. Before we become defensive of such criticisms, as Zeichner et
al. (2015) explained, we would do well to humbly consider the potential merits of
these critiques. Most often the success of teacher preparation is measured by retention. It has been argued that teacher preparation, along with induction and professional development, should work together in a seamless and cohesive fashion
towards the development of a competent professional (Feiman-Nemser, 2001).
However, it is always easier to point the finger of blame at someone else—and
by someone else we mean teacher preparation faculty—when a teacher leaves the
profession in their early stages.
Consider some of the prior research on issues of retention. Sutcher et al. (2016)
reported that teachers with little or inadequate preparation are two to three times
more likely to leave the teaching profession than those with a more comprehensive
preparation. Likewise, Ingersoll et al. (2018) discovered that roughly 45% of new
teachers leave the field within the first five years. Moreover, the Covid-19 pandemic
has exacerbated the exodus of teachers leaving the profession (Lurye, 2022). While
none of us could fully prepare for the global pandemic, a pandemic of early departures plagued our system long before 2020. The long-standing question is why
does this continue to happen, and—perhaps an even harder question to consider—is
teacher preparation contributing to this issue? If so, what can be done?
There are other criticisms and issues leading to early departure from the teaching career—classroom management continues to be a central concern for novice
teachers (Buchanan, 2010; Lew & Nelson, 2016). One thing becomes clear, if
retention of new teachers and poor management skills are among the top reasons
for early departure, perhaps it is time to take a closer look at how the rigor of our
teacher preparation programs matches the rigor of the teaching field. The National
Council on Teacher Quality (NCTQ) argued that the lack of criterion-referenced
assessments was leading teacher candidates to a false notion of actual prepared-
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ness (Putman et al., 2014). While their methods were questionable (Medaille et
al., 2019), their question may not be. Are we, as teacher educators, unintentionally
communicating a false sense of preparedness to our teacher candidates? Do teacher preparation programs lack rigor? We determined the best way to answer some
of these questions was to take a hard look at how our instruction was preparing
our candidates for the rigor of the teaching field. Unfortunately, exploring rigor in
teacher preparation has been highly debated, contested, subjective, and otherwise
ill-defined. In this manuscript, it is our intention not to shy away from the controversy, but rather to lean into it.
Recruiting, preparing, and retaining quality educators, especially from diverse and underrepresented populations that mirror the current population of
school-age students, is vital to the success of America’s education and students
(Cardichon et al., 2020). In fact, the most important in-school factor for student
success is a well-qualified teacher (Adnot et al., 2017). In general, preparing qualified teachers falls on the shoulders of teacher preparation programs (TPPs).
For the past few decades, TPPs often have been criticized for their attempts to
prepare preservice teachers for the demands of the classroom (e.g., standardized
assessments, changing climates, workload; Putman et al., 2014; Zeichner, 2016).
Critics of TPPs typically cite studies on teacher retention data as evidence of inadequate preparation. For example, Ingersoll et al. (2018) and Sutcher et al. (2016)
support the need to reexamine rigor in preservice teacher coursework through
their studies on teacher retention. Marchitello and Trinidad (2019) claimed educators within the American education system failed to expose their candidates to
a curriculum focused on equity and diversity. Additionally, beginning teachers are
challenged with managing a classroom causing heightened job dissatisfaction that
leads to early career departures (Lew & Nelson, 2016).
Issues with new teacher preparation are compounded by assessment measures utilized to gauge preservice teacher preparation. Many TPPs in the United States currently rely on external assessments (i.e., edTPA), which claim to
assess objectively and rigorously a candidate’s readiness to enter the teaching
profession; however, Dover and Schulz (2016) have argued those assessments are
counterintuitive to the level of rigor those exams purport to measure. Together,
these data points and arguments suggest a need to reexamine the level of rigor in
teacher education programs and the ability to effectively prepare and ultimately
retain qualified and successful teachers.

Conceptual Framework
To examine the level of rigor in a teacher education setting we turned to the
learning theories of Vygotsky (1978; 1986; 1997). From a Vygotskian theory, the
roles of classroom participants are intertwined in problem-solving situations such
that “… the educational process is an active one on three levels: the student is ac-
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tive, the teacher is active, and the environment created between them is an active
one” (Vygotsky, 1997, p. 54). In addition, the “work between student and more
experienced other, is always reciprocal, dynamic, ongoing, and transformative for
the mentor and the mentee” (Wink et al., 2016, p. 90). While Vygotsky’s work is
related to learning and development of children through adolescence, we have
seen a similar trajectory in our own work with adult students in teacher education
as they grapple with new concepts. Adult students also have a zone of proximal
development as they collaborate with faculty and other students in active learning
situations (Putney & Wink, 2013). From Vygotsky (1997) we understand that the
role of the teacher is that of directing students in mindful and purposeful activity
in which learning leads development.
We also turned to the definitions of rigor from various scholars to arrive at our
own working definition of instructional rigor. For example, Draeger et al. (2013)
conducted a campus-wide action research study that explored the concept of rigor
from professors’ perspectives. Their findings generated a practical model that instructors in higher education can use to foster and assess rigor (Draeger et al., 2013).
They defined rigor as including overlapping elements of active learning, meaningful
content, higher-order thinking, and appropriate expectations. Academic rigor then is
not a one-dimensional concept, but rather a complex multidimensional construct, as
with most facets of the world and life, whereas the components of active learning,
higher-order thinking, meaningful content, and appropriate expectations overlap
one another and work symbiotically to create rigorous learning environments (see
Figure 1 for our conceptualization of the model).
Figure 1.

Conceptual framework of students’ perspective of rigor taken from “The anatomy
of academic rigor: The story of one institutional journey” by J. Drager, P. Prado Hill,
L. R. Hunter, and R. Mahler, 2013, Innovative Higher Education, 38(4), 267-279
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Draeger et al. (2013) advocated institutions of higher education set goals to
increase rigor by applying their model as an instructional guide and scaffold. They
also noted the need for instructors to be metacognitive as they make decisions
about which aspects of the rigor model to use (Draeger et al., 2015). Thus, by
monitoring various components of rigor, instructors can become aware of which
components are contributing to a rigorous learning environment.
As a result of their work, Draeger et al. (2013, 2015) proposed that other institutions examine rigor within their own contexts (See Figure 2). Consequently,
for our research and in this particular study, we sought to explore instructional
rigor in the context of a teacher education course to understand more fully faculty
and student perceptions of a rigorous learning environment for future and present
teachers.

Examining Rigor in Higher Education
Rigor is a widely studied construct in higher education settings, but we find
little consensus on the definition of rigor (Francis, 2018). Often, academic rigor
has been defined “through the lens of our shortcomings” (Francis, 2018, p. 31).
Generally, scholars and educators examine the level of challenge found in the
instructional methods and assessments as evidence of academic rigor (Arum &
Roska, 2011; Nordvall & Braxton, 1996). For example, researchers (Bowman &
Figure 2.

Conceptual framework of students’ perspective of rigor taken from “Developing
a Student Conception of Academic Rigor” by J. Drager, P. Prado Hill, and R. Mahler,
2015, Innovative Higher Education, 40, 215-228.

Derek Riddle, Chyllis E. Scott, & LeAnn G. Putney

55

Culver, 2018; Campbell & Dortch, 2018) agree that rigorous course assignments
and course learning activities should promote higher-order thinking (i.e., Bloom’s
taxonomy [revised version]), active teaching and learning techniques, and opportunities to apply course concepts to real-world scenarios. However, rigor also can
be much more nuanced in that academic rigor most often is highly contextualized.
Rigor may look different across institutions and within the different departments
and programs of an institution (Drager, 2013, 2015; Francis, 2018).
Whitaker (2016) noted that an understanding of how rigor is implemented in
college coursework is often taken for granted without deeper critical discussion
and analysis. Medaille et al., (2019) argued, “rigor is a multifaceted concept that
is connected to every aspect of teaching and learning, and thus its implementation
can be influenced by many different variables and affected by different perceptions” (p.73). These authors’ descriptions of rigor go beyond traditional notions
of academic rigor (Medaille et al., 2019).
Traditional beliefs held about what constitutes academic rigor include the
time and effort students put forth in their academic learning, the level of the program/course standards, and/or candidate selection criteria (Campbell, 2018).
Schnee (2008) opposed the traditional understanding of rigor and contended that
rigorous learning should be, “deep, critical, inquiry-based learning that pushes
students to new levels of academic accomplishment and recognizes the importance of sufficient scaffolding for all students to reach high standards” (p. 64). Reich et al. (2015) concurred with Schnee’s definition adding that rigor is manifested
in “curriculum or instruction which holds students to high standards, includes opportunities for the development of connections and deep knowledge, and fosters
application of knowledge to real-world problems” (p. 5). This type of learning is
diametrically opposed to “busy work” or the notion that a higher quantity or volume of work given in one particular class or across the arc of students’ academic
programs equates to rigor (Bain, 2004; Campbell, 2018; Graham & Essex, 2001).
Determining whether the learning of a particular course or class is deemed
academically rigorous also should be examined with student consideration
(Campbell & Dortch, 2018). Some (Reich et al., 2015; Whitaker, 2016) advocated that rigor should be understood in relation to student growth. When students
are challenged at levels that go beyond their current abilities, rigorous instruction
manifests differently depending on the needs of different students. As a result,
Campbell and Dortch (2018) insisted, “the perspective on rigor that students can
offer is important: How students feel about the level of challenge in coursework is
certainly relevant to understanding college rigor” (p. 5).
Bowman and Culver (2018) found that individual student readiness (e.g.,
motivation, prior knowledge, etc.) played a role in both the growth and level of
academic challenge a student could handle successfully. In addition to student
readiness, preparedness, participation, and course expectations placed on students
may serve as precursors to academically challenging courses. Expectations for
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class and preparation and standards for class participation could serve as catalysts
to greater levels of rigor in courses (Bowman & Culver, 2018).
Cultural, social and psychological variables also may influence the rigor of
classroom instruction. These elements are often ignored or not considered as components that foster or hinder academic rigor (Campbell, 2018). This is especially
true for marginalized students. Students of color may be challenged by connecting
prior experiences and funds of knowledge to new knowledge they are learning in
their courses and programs (Campbell, 2018; Campbell & Dortch, 2018; Moll et
al., 2005). Educators should be mindful of how students’ lived experiences can be
leveraged in ways that promote cognitive growth in their courses (Castillo-Montoya, 2018).
Finally, educators seeking to provide appropriate academic challenges should
seek to consider external factors (e.g., class size, class length, etc.) and how they
enhance or hinder the rigor of a particular course. For instance, Pascarella and
Terenzini’s (2005) reported that larger classes may hinder students’ ability to acquire course content. Ultimately, the practice of any one of these aforementioned
variables does not equate to rigor; rather, the implementation of these factors in
varied contexts is what may enhance the academic challenge of any given course.
Thus, it is important to examine how these factors are undertaken specifically in
teacher education while simultaneously exploring other potential factors that, if
implemented well, provide the appropriate level of challenge for growth in student learning and elevated professional preparation.

Examining Rigor in Teacher Education
Understanding what constitutes rigor in teacher education has been studied
and highly debated (Medaille et al., 2019; Putman et.al., 2014; Zeichner, 2016).
For example, the National Council on Teacher Quality (NCTQ) asserted that
teacher education programs across the United States often award higher grades
to their students compared to other fields/programs of study (e.g., business,
psychology, nursing, etc.; Putman et.al., 2014). NCTQ argued that by doing so,
TPP’s provide a false notion to their students that their programmatic success (i.e.,
grades) will equate to success in the field. Additionally, NCTQ also found in their
study that teacher education programs lacked criterion-referenced assignments
and assessments and more often gave assignments that were criterion-deficient,
meaning assignments were often graded based on completion rather than against
a specified criterion (Putman et al., 2014). Furthermore, Putman et al. (2014)
questioned whether the rigor of teacher education programs, especially in their
assessment practices, coincided with the rigor of the field and adequately reported
the level of preparation a teacher candidate acquired to be ready to effectively and
successfully teach in today’s schools.
However, NCTQ’s study has been criticized for its lack of sound methodology (Heller, 2014). Medaille et al. (2019) found the criterion-referenced guidelines,
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defined by NCTQ, were an insufficient measure of program rigor. In the courses
they examined in their study, most of the assignments were either partially criterion-referenced and/or not criterion-referenced (thus supporting NCTQ’s assertion
that teacher education programs lack rigor in their coursework); however, all of
these assignments were found to be moving students to the higher levels of cognition. Ultimately, the authors recommended that other methods of assessing rigor
in TPPs could better inform whether programs that were preparing their teachers
to become proficient in the field (Medaille et al., 2019).
Levine (2006) is one of the most cited studies regarding TPP evaluation,
he found that TPP graduates were not being prepared for the classrooms they
eventually would enter. He noted possible reasons for this were due to a lack of
cohesive curriculum, faculty disconnected from the work of K-12 schools, low
admission standards and graduation requirements, wide disparity in resources provided by various teacher education programs, and an insufficient way to
control for quality. Levine’s (2006) research also encouraged the field of teacher
education to better conceptualize areas where they may evaluate how well their
own TPPs are performing.
Because academic rigor has been poorly defined within the context of teacher
education, its operationalization will be left to subjective interpretations, which
may or may not enhance the preparation of future teachers. While Levine’s (2006)
study began to move the field closer to understanding how effectively TPPs are
preparing candidates for practice, we have a need for further research to understand the types of instructional methods that may best prepare candidates for the
work of being an effective teacher. The purpose of this study was to examine the
concept of rigor specific to a teacher education program from the perspectives of
students in the course, which included clinical experiences, and the faculty instructor. We did so by asking the following research questions: 1) How do teacher
education students in a TPP perceive instructional rigor? 2) How do teacher education faculty in a TPP perceive instructional rigor?

Methods
This study used a telling case design, (Putney & Wink 2013; Mitchell, 1984),
which allowed for an in-depth exploration of theoretical issues that may not have
been previously made visible (i.e., the issue of rigor in a contextualized setting).
Case studies rely on “the fieldworker’s intimate knowledge of the interconnections among the actors and events constituting the case study or social situation”
(Mitchell, 1984, p. 240). Case study as a design is used to better represent the
participants, to better represent their voice and experiences, as well as the setting.
A telling case approach has been used particularly in educational settings (Sheridan et al., 2000; Green & Dixon, 2002; Jones & Putney, 2019), and in this study
it served to make the issue of rigor one that we could articulate in a theoretical-
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ly compelling way. The contextualized setting for the case was a graduate-level
teacher education course, and the participants included both the students and the
instructor. Through a one-on-one interview with the course instructor, focus group
interviews with a sample of students from the course, a survey administered to
all students, and the use of course artifacts (e.g., syllabus, assignments), we were
able to examine the instructor’s and students’ perceptions of rigor in a teacher
education course.
Research Context
The study was conducted in the TPP at a higher education institution located
in a large urban city in the southwestern part of the United States. The institution
serves an ethnically diverse population of over 28,000 students, many of whom
are first-generation, and has been designated as a Hispanic Serving Institution
(HSI) and a Minority Serving Institution (MSI). The TPP is housed within the
College of Education; however, for the purpose of this study, the researchers focused specifically on graduate-level students pursuing teaching licensure via a
master’s degree in education. The program is accredited through the National
Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education and has received national recognition and awards.
The specific context for this study occurred in a required literacy assessment
course for elementary and secondary teacher education graduate-level students.
According to the syllabus, the course “examines naturalistic procedures in literacy, based on a holistic philosophy” (Course syllabus, 2016, p. 1). A total of
41 students were enrolled in the course at the beginning of the semester, and 40
students completed the course.
Specifically, course content is/was built upon standards outlined by the International Literacy Association (ILA) and The Interstate New Teacher Assessment
and Support Consortium (InTASC). The course was offered face-to-face and met
weekly on Mondays. For many students, this course served as their only connection to literacy and assessment in their preparation program. The course foci
were for students to “acquire knowledge and strategies related to literacy development and engagement through classroom application, reflection, analysis, and
implementation of lessons with diverse learners” (Course syllabus, 2016, p. 3).
Additionally, all enrolled in the course were required to complete a semester-long
practicum component in which they worked one-on-one with a K-12 child of their
choice to conduct a minimum of five literacy assessments (e.g., Interest Inventory,
Alphabetic Recognition, Spelling, Informal Reading Inventory, Writing). The students also developed lesson plans based upon the assessment data and completed
course assignments related to teaching (e.g., mini-lessons, individual professional
goals, written reports).
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Participants
Participants for this study included the students enrolled in the course, a subgroup of whom volunteered for a focus group, and the course instructor (all names
used in this study are pseudonyms).
Students: For the purpose of this study, teacher candidates (i.e., preservice
teachers) and teachers (i.e., inservice teachers) comprised the students of the
course. The preservice teachers were graduate students completing coursework
toward their master’s in education and teaching licensure and thus were not teaching as full-time teachers of record. The inservice teachers were novice teachers
in their first year who were working under a provisional license and completing
coursework toward their master’s in education and full teaching licensure.
Some of the 40 students in the course were pursuing certification through
an elementary or secondary alternative route to licensure (ARL) or with Teach
for America (TFA), while others were traditional education students earning a
master’s of education. The students had completed their undergraduate degree(s),
and the majority were new to education and teaching, with varying educational
backgrounds (e.g., biology, education, history, journalism, etc.). Furthermore, the
course was closely divided between students seeking either elementary and secondary teaching licensure.
Focus-Group Participants: A subgroup of students from the course also volunteered to take part in a focus group, which included eight students. Self-repored
details about these students are included in Table 1.
Table 1

Course Assignments
						Active		Meaningful
Higher-order Appropriate
						Learning		Content		thinking		Expectations
1. Practice Lesson Plan		
X			
2. I as a Learner			X			X			X			X
3. Tickets in the Door					
X		
4. Parent /Administrator
Letter				X			X		
5. Group Presentation		X			X						X
6. Individual Presentation
X			X						X
7. Assessment Experiences X			X			X			X
8. Student Assessment
Portfolio				X			X			X			X
9. Performance-Based
Assessment
Presentation			X			X						X
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Course Instructor: At the time of the study, the second author, Dr. Scott was
an assistant professor (tenure track) in literacy education, in her fourth year at the
university, and had taught the literacy assessment course for six years (present and
former institution).
Study Context and Ethics
The rationale for choosing this context (i.e., graduate-level literacy course) was
a purposeful expedient sampling. The first author conducted this research as part of
a required course assignment in his doctoral program (i.e., teaching internship). As
part of the internship, he was required to follow a graduate course instructor through
a semester of coursework as an “individually structured apprenticeship experience
preparing students for future service” (College Handbook, 2017, p. 164). After
meeting with the instructor (second author), they determined she was available and
willing to serve as mentor instructor for the semester internship.
To be forthcoming and transparent regarding the ethics of this study, the first
author collected all data independently throughout the semester-long course. It was
only after the course had concluded and all student grades were submitted that a
draft of his report was shared with the course instructor. It was decided then that
the findings of the project were worth sharing with a broader audience. Next, the
researchers obtained institutional review board (IRB) approval and the participants’
(i.e., course students) consents. Since this was a course project initially, IRB was
not necessary, and the work was covered under the purview of the internship course
taken by the first author. Following IRB approval and conclusion of the semester,
the first author obtained consent by emailing all of the students involved in the
course. The students’ participation was voluntary, and consent forms were signed
and returned to the first author via email (as approved by the IRB).
Data Collection
Three separate methods were used for data collection: multiple interviews, a
survey, and the course syllabus.
The first author conducted two semi-structured interviews: one with the instructor of the course and the other with a student focus group of eight participants. The first author selected a purposive sampling of course students for the focus
group. A total of eight students were invited via email to participate based on their
diversity (i.e., gender, program [e.g., ARL, TFA, or traditional], ethnicity, elementary or secondary, and age). Since the main criticism of TPPs is that programs inadequately prepare teachers for the demands of the classroom (e.g., Putman et al.,
2014; Zeichner, 2016), it was necessary to explore perspectives of teacher education
students who were engaged in the coursework while concurrently involved with the
demands of other coursework and their work in a classroom.
As a result of the email invitation, all eight students volunteered to partici-
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pant: six females and two males, six inservice teachers, and two preservice teacher candidates (one of whom had been a teacher previously but was seeking licensure in the state the study took place), with an even split between elementary and
secondary, ethnically diverse, and ages range from 24-65 years old (as reported
by the participants). The participants were also diverse in their program focus,
representing ARL, TFA, or traditional master’s program (see Table 1). In an effort
to get valid perspectives about the course and academic rigor, the focus group
interview took place towards the end of the 2016 spring semester.
The focus group lasted 71 minutes and resulted in 24 pages of transcripts.
During the focus group, example questions that were asked of the participants
were:
●
●
●

How would you define rigorous or academically challenging coursework?
What do you see as the benefit of rigorous coursework?
In what ways has this specific course allowed you to experience intellectual
growth through rigorous experiences?

Additionally, the first author interviewed the course instructor. The recorded
and transcribed interview lasted 63 minutes and resulted in 18 pages of transcript.
During the instructor interview, example questions included:
●
●
●

How do you define instructional rigor?
How do you plan for a rigorous curriculum?
How do you know the level of desired rigor has been achieved?

A survey was administered online to the entire class (N = 41) with a 63%
response rate (n = 26). The survey was adapted from the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) developed at Indiana University, which was designed
to measure engagement factors and high-impact practices. The questions used
were adapted from the “academic challenge” questions on the NSSE (Payne et al.,
2005, pp. 14-16). Example survey questions included:
●
●
●

What aspects of the course academically challenge you?
In what ways has the course contributed to your knowledge, skills, and
personal development?
In what ways has this course required you to do your best?

The course syllabus was the final piece of data collected for the study. The
15-page syllabus included course specifications (goal, purpose, course policies,
assignments, rubrics, ILA and INTASC standards, and institutional requirements).
Data Analysis
For this study, qualitative analysis was used to answer the research questions
and present the findings of this study. The research team analyzed data from the
interviews, survey, and course syllabus.
The instructor interview transcript was coded using the open-coding strategy
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(Saldaña, 2009; Stake, 1995). The codes were then categorized into themes that
highlight perceptions of rigor. The focus group interview was coded by using a
priori codes provided by the conceptual framework of this study (Draeger et al.,
2013, 2015; Saldaña, 2009). For example, the data were coded using codes such
as “meaningful content” or “appropriate expectations” or “higher-order thinking”
or “active learning” for aspects of the text where students described their learning
(Draeger et al., 2013, 2015). This process allowed the researchers to see nuances
within these constructs. When nuances emerged, emergent coding was applied
and produced other codes such as “differentiation,” “novelty,” and “applicable to
practice.” For the focus group, we conducted researcher reliability and validity
by having a second researcher examine the data and corroborate the findings. In
elements where the researchers did not have the same thematic conclusions, they
were discussed, and all discrepancies were resolved with a consensus on the codes
and themes.
The survey also was coded using the open-coding strategy (Saldaña, 2009)
and synthesized into themes. The syllabus was analyzed by applying the conceptual framework to each assignment, with each assignment coded with the requirements of active learning and higher order thinking according to Bloom’s
taxonomy (i.e., application, analysis, and synthesis), appropriate expectations,
and meaningful learning as related to course objectives.

Findings
The goal of this research was to explore academic rigor from both the students’ and faculty perceptions in a graduate teacher education course. In order to
provide research triangulation, we present findings from the perceptions of both
the students and the faculty member (i.e., course instructor), as well as the syllabus that guided the course.
All of the assignments in this course had interrelated elements of rigorous
instruction as defined by the conceptual framework (Drager et. al., 2013) and the
syllabus was coded using the Bloom’s taxonomy (i.e., application, analysis, and
synthesis) framework. The majority of the assignments required active learning,
included meaningful content, and were designed at the appropriate expectation of
student needs. Three assignments included and promoted higher-order thinking
and the other interrelated components of rigor, whereas the remaining assignments may have only highlighted one or more components. In addition, students
also expressed that those assignments with all four interrelated components were
the most rigorous. Their perspectives are discussed in the findings that include
rigor, meaningful content, appropriate expectations, and higher-order thinking
and active learning.
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A Model of Rigor in Graduate Teacher Education
According to the semi-structured interviews with focus group participants
and the one-on-one interview course instructor, the students and the course instructor perceived rigorous instruction in similar ways and in alignment with the
Draeger et al. (2013) research, stating that rigorous instruction included meaningful content, appropriate expectations, higher-order thinking, and active learning.
The participants described meaningful content as that which was applicable to
their practice. They also noted that novel, appropriate expectations needed to be
differentiated to meet all students’ needs, and that higher-order thinking can be
facilitated through the active learning strategy of engaging students in critical
discourse. The students in this study diverged from those in the Draeger et al.
(2015) study in that they described rigor using alternate parameters. Instead of
discussing rigor through factors such as assignments, workload, or tough grading,
as reported by Draeger et al. (2015), the students in this study reported rigor as the
intrinsic value of the learning rather than the way an assignment was evaluated.
More specifically, the focus group of students in this study characterized rigorous
instruction in terms of student interest and difficult material. Focus group comments indicated that they believed that rigor exists in the content’s meaning rather
than in its level of difficulty or engagement.
Meaningful Content
The students in this study defined meaningful content as needing both to be
applicable to their practice and novel to their learning progression. For example,
during the focus group interview, Winnie (pseudonyms were used for all participants) mentioned that her coursework should be relevant and applicable in that
it should be “something I will be able to use as a tool once I become a teacher.”
Haley, likewise, viewed her graduate coursework as a place where she could gain
“those toolbox moments […] that is what is going to help me right now.” Alfred
mentioned that he constantly asked himself, ““How I am going to use this?” when
reflecting on the content he was learning in his course. Caitlyn concurred, “I am
in the mood for this kind of toolbox class.” Stephanie commented that she looked
forward to the group work and assessment sharing that occurred in the course, “I
can then say, ‘Oh, this is great’, ask questions, we can collaborate, and [the] next
thing we are talking about how we can all actually use this.” She felt like those
conversations were most helpful, especially, “things I have come across that we
can apply” whereas some aspects of the course she felt, “some of it I am tuning
out because … there is no way I would I ever use it.”
Concurrently, on the survey data, students generally felt that most of the
meaningful assignments mirrored the work of being a teacher. For example, one
student survey response stated, “What I like most is the I As A Learner [project]
because it is something that I know I should do (such as setting goals for myself).”
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Another student agreed, “The goals assignment […] challenged me to be honest
with myself and pick a goal that would be time consuming, but also rewarding.”
These findings from the student focus group and survey data suggest students
prefer their assignments to be meaningful. It is also notable that students seem to
want to engage in more meaningful assignments despite the higher rigor.
Similarly, Dr. Scott emphasized the purpose of making learning practical,
applicable, and relevant as a teacher educator. She plans all her lesson plans to be
“useful to their [the students’] classroom for instruction so that they can take them
[strategies] and put them in their practice.” She also added, “It [the instruction]
should enhance their teaching. I think that is a big thing. Whatever the assignments are, that they are useful, and they are not just to fill a need.” This demonstrated that Dr. Scott is focused on ensuring the assignments are meaningful to
the context of the teachers’ (her students’) classrooms. Similarly, the students in
the focus group interview expressed that their learning (in the graduate course)
needs to be relevant and applicable to their teaching in order for it to be considered meaningful and thus contribute to rigorous instruction. Therefore, in terms
of application and learning, the students and Dr. Scott agree and understand the
importance of applying their learning to their current or future classrooms.
Additionally, the same students from the focus group interview remarked
that their learning needed to be novel (e.g., content not yet learned) in order
to be considered rigorous. For instance, Alfred mentioned he considered his
learning challenging when it was “putting me in a situation where I may not
be as familiar with it.” Carl agreed, yet criticized that his learning during this
course was repetitive, “We have been going through all the experiences we have
already [done]. We talked about this last semester. For me, again, there is no
new information.” Both of these comments suggest rigor is enhanced when the
learning is new. Furthermore, Winnie, who was a teacher candidate and in her
first semester of being in a K-12 class, commented, “Doing the assessments and
working with a student … that is rigorous to me.” Since this experience was
new to her, her comment highlights how new experiences unfamiliar to teacher
candidates are viewed as rigorous work. Stephanie also agreed with the rest of
the group, “It is definitely that past, that prior knowledge, past experience and
continuing new experiences to push you farther, I mean rigor is really pushing
you to do something you have not done before.” Therefore, the content becomes
meaningful to students in this study when that content is novel and applicable.
The students desired “new” learning, but the diversity of students in this
particular class and their experiences and prior knowledge varied, thus Dr. Scott
stated that she strived to make “coursework practical for all students.” This
was demonstrated through the coursework presented in the syllabus. For example, one of the assignments was a goal-oriented assignment. The assignment
required students to set professional goals for themselves as they relate to their
work as teachers or as future teachers in connection to literacy and/or assess-
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ment. This assignment was meant to highlight the practical use of the course
work.
According to Dr. Scott, as a teacher develops professional dispositions, it
is important to set goals and reflect on how you have done and what you want
to know and/or accomplish next. Dr. Scott also believes that teachers need to be
reflective practitioners (Etscheidt et al., 2011); therefore, she designed this assignment to allow students to set their own goals as they related to their work and
current needs as a teacher (meaningful content and higher-order thinking) while
demonstrating the course objectives. Examples of this goal assignment include:
●
●
●

Develop a teaching portfolio with assessments, lesson plans, and a student
case study to demonstrate their skills for upcoming interviews;
Read and evaluate resources/research articles to further develop an
understanding of literacy literature for their grade level;
Develop five mini-lessons that include grade level literature/texts and
standards.

This assignment included critical elements of rigor: meaningful content, higher-order thinking, appropriate expectations, and active learning. According to the
research of Drager et al. (2013), the assignments in the course syllabus for this
study met the expectations and requirements of academic rigor. This assignment
also aligned with Vygotsky perspective (1978, 1986, 1997) in that it allowed for
students to work meaningfully with Dr. Scott (i.e., the more knowledgeable other)
in an active learning environment within their zone of proximal development.
Appropriate Expectations
Another theme was that course content needed to be delivered with appropriate expectations. Draeger et al. (2013) suggested this component dealt with
course outcomes. However, in this current study, students defined appropriate expectations as the need for content to meet the needs of all learners, suggesting the
content needs to be differentiated to be considered meeting appropriate expectations. The focus group transcripts revealed the divergent perspectives expressed
by the students regarding their response to the course and its expectations. For
instance, Christel mentioned that some of the course assignments were too open
and she needed more scaffolding, “I feel something that is very daunting for me
when I was presented the […] project was that it was completely open.” However, Carl, who was critical of the content of the course, argued that the course was
not meeting his needs. For example, with an in-class assignment where students
would share strategies with one another, Carl expressed that this time was not
valuable for him and that he would rather those presentations be more self-directed. According to Carl, he would have preferred that someone “give me what
I needed then I can figure it out on my own.” These two perspectives highlight
the need for differentiation in a situation where one student needed more support
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and scaffolding while the other student wanted more autonomy and self-directed
learning (Brookfield, 1981; Knowles, 1975). Alfred and Stephanie also said that
they would “tune out” to some of the content they felt was more relevant for the
elementary teachers since they were secondary teachers, suggesting that while
this content may have met the needs of the elementary teachers, it may not have
met the expectations of the secondary teachers.
Similarly, one student in the survey expressed the need to engage in an assignment in a different way to better support this student’s learning. This student
stated:
When really delving into the articles for a deep understanding, this can be challenging. I wish there were more discussion about the articles (rather than entrance tickets). I mean, I spend time reading them and this is great. But discourse
with the class and professor would mean so much more.

Therefore, the expectation of the assignment was not meeting her needs fully
or supporting her in meeting the learning goal. However, this same student expressed that, “[Dr. Scott] really reads what you write and gives feedback. I always
do my best on the assignments because I know she is actually looking at them.”
Both of these comments confirm the need for high expectations and the support
needed from an instructor to meet them. Therefore, this study provides a clearer
conceptual understanding of appropriate expectations, namely, personalized expectations that meet the needs of the learner and high expectations where students
expand their current capabilities coupled with instructor support.
A final example where this dichotomy emerged was within Winnie and
Stephanie’s conversation in response to others in the group who were critical of
the course content. The following dialogue was captured in this way:
Winnie: I was actually in Dr. [Scott’s] class last semester, so I have done the AEs
[assessment assignments] so I decided to do a longitudinal study on the same
student. That has taught me a lot so that experience alone has obviously been
rigorous. I have learned a lot because if I had not taken this class, I wouldn’t have
known anything about that.
Stephanie: That is such a valid point because this semester I felt a lot different
about the AEs [assessment assignments] than I did last semester. This semester,
I am doing them because I have to do them and I am writing the paper. I chose a
couple of different ones that I did just last semester, but I feel entirely different
about it because last semester I had never dealt with a student before and I had
never experienced that and it was such a new thing.

By giving the students autonomy of selecting an assignment they have already done but asking them to extend or go beyond what they have previously
done, they actually came to a better understanding of their knowledge and pedagogy. This was due to using their prior experiences and developing a deeper
understanding and knowledge of not only the assignments, but also how it applies
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to their teaching and their current students. This conversation between Winnie
and Stephanie further highlights the theme that appropriate expectations meant
in this study the need to differentiate. Both of these students were doing the same
assignment, but only one of them was benefitting from this assignment. From a
Vygotskian perspective (1978), relating current information to a student’s prior
lived experience enhances the learning by making cognitive connections between
what is known and what is to be learned. When instructors recognize that students
bring with them different lived experiences, they allow for a means of differentiating the instruction as the instructor better understands their needs.
Dr. Scott conveyed that differentiation allows the teacher and the student
to target (develop) the assignment to their needs. By allowing choice, students
are encouraged to build on what they already knew and to incorporate that prior
knowledge in new and unexpected ways. This is demonstrated in the course’s
assessment project, which allowed students to use or work with students from a
previous semester and either apply/use different data and/or assessments to help
develop a more robust understanding of the assessments and their students.
Higher-order Thinking and Active Learning
The focus group contributed discourse that facilitated higher-order thinking
and active learning to rigor. Haley discussed the benefit of having evidence-based
discussions:
I feel like those discussions we have where we have reasons and evidence and
we can maturely talk to each other about those things is so rewarding in this
type of setting. This is so much more rewarding because either you are going to
have evidence and you are going to agree to disagree or one of you is going to
change your mind because of the evidence and you can both respect each other
in that way.

Haley’s comment demonstrated how well-reasoned discussions and discourse can
be thought provoking and lead to an environment where the level of thinking can
become analytical, evaluative, and lead to academic growth. Alfred agreed with
Haley and stated:
I think for me rigor means being able to think differently and for someone to
challenge me to think differently. I think it is learning those critical thinking
skills which I think you can always continue to improve upon that really makes
me feel like something is rigorous or not.

Alfred added that these types of conversations happen in classes when a professor “makes an active effort to communicate with us, to hear us out, and then to
ask us really thought-provoking questions.” Likewise, Christel agreed that critical discussions can create rigor, “I think when professors take critical lenses on
things and they push for that and their curriculum that really gets me motivated

68

What Counts as Rigor When Rigor Counts?

and gets me to want to engage more in that class.” Additionally, Carl added that
critical discourse can lead to learning, “Actually the time when we had the little
pow wow where everyone was talking about these things. Really then truly was I
learning because that is when I get everyone’s true opinion.” This comment was
in juxtaposition to a comment he made about another large group discussion in
which “we had the large group conversation […] all they are doing is regurgitating the information” suggesting much like Draeger et al. (2013) reported, that active learning can often lack rigor if it lacks higher-order thinking, but conversation
that includes higher-order thinking represents rigorous learning. Caitlyn also felt
the need for richer and deeper discourse, “I feel like everything we should be doing should be in creating, should be higher-level of thinking,” and she suggested
this could be done by:
challenging a thought and challenging each other and just critiquing it and rubbing up against it and being a part of as opposed to being in a stage of you are an
empty vessel that I need to put all the things inside.

Finally, Stephanie advocated for conversation that could stimulate thought-provoking discourse where rigorous learning could be achieved. For instance, she
stated she would rather have, “that organic conversation not that ‘you have to do
this many responses.’” She explained further:
Instead of just a lot of things, you are reading the article, you are summarizing it,
you are accumulating the information and then you move on. That analysis and
collaboration or that “here is a statement. Do you agree or disagree?” I felt really
engaged with these conversations in a small group just because I can make that
instant connection.

These comments demonstrated that these students defined rigorous instruction
as needed to possess higher-order thinking. According to them, this higher level
of thinking can be best achieved through the use of critical discourse, which is
through an active learning strategy.
Students in the survey unanimously responded that the coursework required
them to think at higher levels of Bloom’s taxonomy (e.g., analysis, synthesis, and
evaluation). They also commented on the value of discourse to allow them to
think more critically and engage in active learning. For instance, one student stated, “[The course] has challenged me academically and intellectually from all the
in-depth discussions and assignments.” Another student also felt the assignments
that offered practical experience helped her grow professionally:
All of the assignments have contributed to my knowledge, skills, and personal
development. Without having learned about the importance of assessment and
the experience of performing them, I would not have known where to begin.
This course is very rigorous and has therefore reinforced the idea that hard work
really does pay off!
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The survey data coincided with the focus group data in that rigorous coursework
included opportunities for deep thinking and active learning experiences.
Dr. Scott stated regularly in the interview and during informal conversations
that a supportive (i.e., safe) environment is of utmost importance. The class is a
place to share and have discourse that also promotes critical thinking. In addition
to students’ in-class discussions, the online portion of the course allowed students
opportunities to discuss, write and reflect on their experiences and the readings.
This course and the discourse permitted time for students to think about what they
knew, what they were learning, what they thought they knew, and whether they
held to their thoughts and/or beliefs. The online and face-to-face forums allowed
the students to reprocess and allow the evidence to support their learning.

Discussion and Conclusion
The findings of this study describe a telling case of rigorous learning in a
contextualized setting of teacher education. Some of the findings show agreement
with other scholars’ conceptions of academic rigor (e.g., Draeger et al., 2013,
2015), whereas other findings from this study highlight additional nuance and
consideration for teacher educators in their pursuit to prepare their teacher candidates for the demands of the classroom.
The students and instructor in this study agreed that rigorous instruction and
learning needed to be both applicable to the clinical setting and inclusive of novel
information and experiences. While this may be the primary motivator in creating
an engaging learning environment, ensuring learning has direct application and
relevance to learners is heightened among adult learners, who, according to principles of adult learning theory, thrive in such learning environments (Knowles,
1984). Furthermore, meaningful course content allows for narrowing the theory-to-practice bridge in teacher education (Korthagen & Kessels, 1999), which
has been the long-standing criticism of most university-based teacher preparation
programs (Zeichner et al., 2015).
This case also highlighted the need to ensure each learning task within a
course of study takes the varied needs of the learner into consideration. Whitaker
(2016) argued that rigor is in recognizing where students are and challenging to
go just beyond their current capacities—aligned with Vygotsky’s (1978) zone of
proximal development. What is challenging to one student may be irrelevant or
inappropriate to another. Since rigorous instruction is multi-faceted, this component may be the very bedrock of rigorous learning, for rigor cannot exist without a
clear understanding of the learners teacher educators seek to prepare (Bowman &
Culver, 2018; Campbell & Dortch, 2018; Medaille et al., 2019). Whitaker (2016)
advocated then for a wide variety of pedagogical approaches to help students
meet the desired outcomes. Providing effective instruction and modeling effective
instruction for teacher candidates is the central work of teacher educators. If meet-
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ing the needs of all learners is the expectation of this generation of teachers, then
the same expectation needs to be adhered to and modeled by teacher educators.
Discussion-based teaching and learning served as the catalyst to rigorous
learning in this study. This may be attributed to teachers’ need for sense-making
activities to foster professional learning (Allen & Penuel, 2015). A related but
separate consideration is that sense-making activities may also more likely be
achieved in smaller class sizes (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).
This study highlights implications for theory and practice. The findings of
this particular study contradict the findings of Draeger et al. (2015) on one distinct
aspect. Rather than seeing rigor in terms of grades and course loads, students in
this study were more inclined to learn for practical reasons (i.e., to become effective teachers). Grades were never a topic of conversation in the data. Since the
rationale of this study was to use a telling case to examine rigor in a more nuanced
setting than just a university-wide perspective, further research should be done
to explore rigor in specific environments to be able to more fully understand the
concept of rigor in other settings.
Next, our study highlights important aspects for the practice of teacher educators. Our findings confirm a larger concept reported by Draeger et al. (2103), who
found that rigor does require active learning, meaningful content, higher-order
thinking, and appropriate expectations. However, our study takes those categories
and nuances them for practice in teacher education. All these components are
prevalent in critical academic discourse spurred with relevant material. Students
want to be challenged in their thinking and they suggested the best practice for
doing so was in the discourse model in which they were actively learning meaningful content with higher-order thinking at the appropriate expectation.
The conversations in this study centered on increasing the rigor of university-based TPPs invite teacher educators to become more intentional practitioners.
Further research should continue to explore rigor in varying contexts where teacher preparation exists across the country. Research should also examine the effects
of rigorous coursework on preservice teachers’ growth and application of course
content in their clinical experiences. Each TPP needs to have critical conversations to define the knowledge, skills, and dispositions of a prepared teacher in
their specific context.
It is the goal that these conversations will open up the dialogue for preparing the next generation of teachers to face the opportunities and challenges that
exist within today’s schools. Perhaps we should conclude where we started. Effective teachers will continue to shape society through their efforts to empower
the rising generation. Unfortunately, the field is not retaining many of its novice
workforce. This study sought to contribute to the discussion with a focus on how
teacher educators can reconsider how we conceptualize and measure the rigors of
our preparation pathways and if they are indeed preparing teacher candidates to
thrive. Like Zeichner et. al. (2015), we seek not to defend or reform our efforts,
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but rather transform our efforts to ambitiously and unapologetically create a better
education system than our predecessors. However, it starts with taking a critical
self-reflection and by asking, “Are we doing enough?” Some may shy away from
this conversation, but we hope more will openly embrace it. Change is uncomfortable but let us get used to discomfort. Only then can we embrace and forge ahead
on a new path—a path of promise.
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Cutting as a Literacy Practice:
Exploring the Fractured Body, Desire,
and Rage through Queer
and Trans*+ Youth Embodiments
Bess Collins Van Asselt
Abstract
By attending to the ways in which cutting manifests in the life histories of three
queer and trans*+ youth of color, I argue that cutting is a literacy practice. I
focus on the life histories of three youth, Jay, Harper and Sam, who have different experiences, reasons for, and reactions to their cutting. With each story, we
learn something new about the act and how it pushes us to the brink of literacy
pedagogy. Jay’s narrative forces us to reckon with youth who refuse to or cannot
maintain their bodily integrity. Harper’s story brings to the fore the violence of
everyday life for queer and trans*+ youth of color. Sam’s story showcases the
nuanced ways in which desire and rage can exist side by side in the act of cutting.
All of these stories help us to understand the larger implications of engaging with
embodied literacies inside a classroom space.

Introduction
But it kind of makes me sad that I had to leave in order for people to get better. It
kind of, like, scares me for future anything. Like, I know for a fact that I’m never
going to let anyone treat me like anyone has before, but does it really take me
leaving for people to realize what they’d done wrong? Or is it, like… that’s what
I’m figuring out now. It’s like can it just be communicated and is it everyone,
where you have to leave in order for it? Or is it something that can be communicated and if so, how do you communicate that?
—Harper (they/them/theirs)
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Harper and I sat together in a small library study room discussing their life
history. Throughout their life they lived with multiple foster families and on and off
with their grandma and mom. During their teenage years they struggled with their
grandma and mom who were often dismissive of Harper’s mental health, sexuality
and gender. After Harper grew up, moved out and found more stability, they slowly
came back around to rekindle their relationships with their family members. Their
mom and grandma both apologized for their lack of support and came back into
Harper’s life. Harper was recounting these connections when they had the above
epiphany—wasn’t there some way to do this sooner? For years Harper had worn
their stress and anguish on their physical body. Cutting in order to survive their
harsh reality, Harper’s arms and legs stood as a testament to their pain and their
self-preservation. Harper had been communicating their struggle to their mom and
grandma all along but it took their disappearance for the two of them to listen. Harper expressed this sentiment with a great deal of ambivalence as they were happy that
they were reconnecting but hurt that their previous cries for help fell flat.
In light of Harper’s stories and many other stories of queer and trans*+ youth,
I have become acutely aware that embodiments speak (Perry & Medina, 2011).
By way of being present in the world, queer and trans*+ youth tell us their stories
by simply showing up. Many of those stories involve some form of bodily modification which can include the process of cutting and scarring. These cuts and scars
are instructive on a number of levels. They give us insight into the worlds the
youth inhabit and a plethora of meanings and moments embedded in each part of
the skin. Cutting, in this way, is a literacy practice or a communicative multimodal
text that often, as is the case with Harper, goes unheard and unheeded.
This work explores the idea of cutting as a literacy practice and, through this
lens, analyzes the life histories of three queer and trans*+ youth of color who cut.
Through their discussions of cutting and scarring, the youth present a rich tapestry
of experiences that push us to think through the notions of finding solace in always being fractured along with the contradictory feelings of desire and rage. As
we move through each story it becomes more apparent that silencing embodiment
by looking away or refusing to listen comes at a great cost. After discussing the
youth life histories, I move back to the concept of literacy and encourage educators to create spaces in classrooms where the critical, emotional and visceral are
welcomed literacy practices that can thrive.
A Note on Terms
I use the terms queer and trans*+ in this paper because they continue to be
mobile and flexible terms for youth who comprise a number of sexualities and
genders that defy our traditional understandings. The youth in this study are not
just queer in the sense that they take on and proudly express non-normative sexuality but in doing so they actively push against the concept that heterosexuality
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is a given. Trans*+ has similar qualities in that the youth in this study may attach
to it as an adjective but in general use it as a verb to describe their ever-evolving
relationship with gender. Trans*+ can stand in for a host of identities (e.g. genderqueer, transgender) and ways of life that continually push against the idea that sex
must define one’s gender identity (Miller, 2016).

Literature Review and Theoretical Framework
Cutting and Queer and Trans*+ Youth
Psychologists have described cutting, which falls under the umbrella of nonsuicidal self-injury (NSSI) as, “the immediate and deliberate destruction of one’s
own body tissue, without suicidal intent, and not for purposes that are socially
accepted” (Hasking, 2016, p. 645). Thus, while there may be socially accepted
forms of body modification such as piercings, cutting is the line where pathology
forms. It is clearly labeled as an unhealthy coping strategy (DSM-5, 2013). Cutting was once thought of as a predominantly female and white practice but this
has since been debunked as studies continually show prevalence of cutting across
lines of race, gender and sexuality (dickey et. al., 2015; Sornberger, 2013; Gholamrezaei, et. al., 2017). In recent studies, it has become increasingly clear that
queer and trans* youth engage in self-harm at higher rates than their cisgender
and straight peers and this discrepency has not waned over time (Liu et. al., 2019).
Scholars that discuss cutting in schools more broadly such as Toste and Heath
(2010) explain that since cutting in schools was considered a contagion, psychologists used to suggest that any overt discussion of cutting or scarring is redacted from
conversations with students. In fact, because of its contagious qualities, initially
educators were instructed not to talk about it under any circumstances. However, the
field has shifted as it has become clear that it is impossible to stop youth from having discussions around cutting. Toste and Heath suggest that instead of talking about
the act explicitly, it should be implicated in larger discussions around unhealthy or
risky behavior that is used to deal with stress (e.g. drinking and drugs). Then, the
discussion should move toward how to deal with stress in healthy and effective
ways. They encourage following the protocols introduced by Linda Lantieri (2008)
who believes schools should embrace activities like mindfulness exercises, meditation and yoga, which help to support the emotional intelligence or inner resilience
of students so that they can handle high-stress situations. They suggest this even
though “no research has been done to evaluate the effectiveness of these approaches
directly in the area of NSSI” (p.15). Until recently, the work of sequestering the act
of cutting is on the student. The student needs to find methods of coping while the
outside world is rarely called into question.
Scholars across disciplines who focus specifically on queer and trans*+ youth
who self-harm upend the idea that the individual is to blame. They contend that
school structures and issues such as bullying need to be considered in the fight
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against self-harm (Lefevor et. al., 2019). They urge those who work with queer
and trans*+ youth to look at the practice of cutting as one that is produced by systemic issues such as homo/bi/transphobia in schools. For example, those looking
through an interdisciplinary lens such as Wozolek (2018) insist that attending to
the sounds of self-harm in school, not just the physical and visual cues, can allow
us to better understand the school-to-coffin pipeline that renders school a space
of despair and ultimately death for some queer and trans*+ youth. Roen (2019),
drawing off of her work with McDermott (2016) and the work of Chandler (2012),
asks us to rethink self-harm in trans*+ youth as something that is agentic and a
logical response to the violence that is caused by schools, communities, families
and the larger world. McDermott and Roen (2016) further express that in order
to alleviate self-harm not only do youth need informal and safe routes to express
themselves (their work focuses largely on virtual spaces that have built-in supports), but they also need recognition from the outside world as human beings.
They state,
The need for queer(ed) youth to be recognized as human even while they live
within the material and cultural conditions of unintelligibility, is fundamental.
The harm done to those rendered unintelligible as human is not typically recognised and their suffering often goes unnoticed. Across our studies, the young
people’s accounts were burdened with the desperate desire for recognition and
the often unbearable pain of misrecognition. (p. 190)

I quote this work at length because while recognition is of the highest importance, it does not have to be contingent on being human (Van Asselt, 2019).
Those who work at the crux of gender, sexuality and race studies have noted that
the construction of humanity is predicated on cisgendered whiteness and thus
the opportunity to become human or almost human is a fraught journey (Warren,
2017; Hayward, 2017). I also find this humanizing argument to be limiting in
my own personal work as a teacher educator. I have too often heard students say
something along the lines of, “if we could just all see each other as human then…”
any number of problems would simply disappear. Taking the construction of the
human out of the picture allows for a far more fluid kind of recognition and also
demands that any kind of being in any kind of space deserves support. Having this
flexibility offers a far more promising outcome that falls in line with queer and
trans*+ theorists of color (Green & Ellison, 2014).
Tying in queer theory, Roen’s (2019) work suggests that in response to selfharm, our main goal should not be to try to straighten or align the subject back into
normative frameworks. Instead, by attending to moments of distress and brokenness we may gain a better understanding of the potential that lies outside of the
norm. Expanding on Roen’s work which draws from Ahmed (2010b), I too have
found that the queer and trans*+ youth of color in my research describe the process of cutting as one that actively disrupts our common understandings in queer
and trans*+ ways. The cutting that surfaces in the following narratives revolve
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around the contradictory and/or complementary feelings of rage and desire. Cutting is both an artifact of violence and simultaneously pleasurable in its capacity
to connect. This is not necessarily because the subjects are queer and trans*+ but
because their actions work against and across the grain. Queer as a performative
(as opposed to an identity) is entrenched in the interplay between the subject and
context. Those who actively queer our understanding of embodiment live lives
that may appear, as Ahmed (2006) suggests, “oblique or offline […] which as we
know involves a commitment to living in an oblique world or in a world that has
an oblique angle to that which is given” (p.161). She also offers that living queer
means living, “odd, bent [or] twisted,” which results in disturbing “the order of
things” (p.161). Reflected in the subsequent life histories as desirable or necessary
for survival, cutting, as it surfaces both in practice and as a scar, queers the subject
as their body refuses to meet the embodied expectations of others. This ends up
frustrating family members and peers as it disrupts their notions of how youth
should act. As a result, many of the youth are deemed as what Ahmed (2010a)
describes as “affect aliens,” or those who do not align with the proper objects of
happiness (p. 37). When a cutter turns their attachment to the improper object of
the blade to find a sense of relief, they threaten the integrity of the family/school/
community. In this way, the queer and trans*+ youth of color who cut in this study
become “blockage points” that often make family members, peers and teachers
aware of their own faults and mistakes (p. 39). In response, youth are told to stop
what they are doing so that everything can go back to normal thereby silencing the
histories of violence that preceded the act of cutting.
Cutters also upend the promise of education which, as Ahmed (2010b) explains, “is about cultivation, whereby, through tending the soil, you encourage the
[student] to grow in some ways rather than others. To educate is to orient,” toward school-sanctioned happiness (p.54). As hooks (1994) argues, in educational
frameworks happiness is often properly displayed through bourgeois values that
reject the raw emotions associated with cutting and that are often racialized and
classed. When youth (re)(dis)orient themselves toward their own bodies and couple that orientation with the blade, they refuse the sustenance the soil of education
promises. In doing so, they force us to question the quality and value of that soil
and this often aggravates peers, teachers and school administrators.
In response to these initiatives for happiness and normalcy, the youth in these
life histories respond in ways that resemble José Esteban Muñoz’s (2009) vision of
a queer utopia. They seek ways of being that resist the anti-relational tides of neatly
packaged identity-based and often whitewashed politics. There is no policy that can
attend to the youth in this study because they refuse the administrative pull to incite
themselves and instead favor community building that can be painful and joyful all
at once. As the youth describe who they are in the context of cutting, they are unable
and unwilling to present themselves as full subjects. In so doing they open up other
ways to embody a body that is not contingent on the integrity of the skin.
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Linking queer and trans*+ theory together, the cutting narratives in this piece
follow along with Vaccaro’s (2014) discussion of trans*+ embodiment. She uses
the concept of the handmade to describe how trans*+ bodies are collectively produced and always in process (not in progress) in coming to the fore. Throughout
these life histories, there are countless times that youth reimagine cutting in ways
that stand in tension with interpretations offered by psychologists, teachers and
parents. By redefining cutting, youth open up different possibilities of being that
resonate on the surface of their skin and impact the people around them. Each
time a youth describes their cutting experience they open up, both literally and
figuratively, a mark that is made collectively as it stands as a response to their
world. Finally, they don’t arrive in the ways that those around them wish them to
arrive, as healed and whole, both by nature of scars as those markings that persist
and by the impossibility of reconciling the contradictions inherent in cutting as an
act that derives from rage and desire simultaneously.
These narratives of rage and desire push us to reckon with our sense of what
we should allow space for in educational settings. Cutting is a communicative text
that transforms the lives of these queer and trans*+ youth of color. When they cut,
they can make sense of their world and change their world, if only for a moment.
It provides unsanctioned connections, reveals violence and serves as a way to
understand youth struggle and victory. In many ways their stories mirror Stryker’s
(2006) who, upon theorizing her subjectivity as akin to Frankenstein, states that,
You are as constructed as me; the same anarchic womb has birthed us both. I call
upon you to investigate your nature as I have been compelled to confront mine.
I challenge you to risk abjection and flourish as well as have I. Heed my words,
and you may well discover the seams and sutures in yourself…May you discover
the enlivening power of darkness within yourself. May it nourish your rage. May
your rage inform your actions, and your actions transform you as you struggle to
transform your world. (p. 254)

Like Stryker, the youth featured in this paper risk being abject in order to
engage in new ways of living, loving and knowing. They rupture the sense that
things have gotten better and their memories of a near past provide an archive of
felt experience that contributes to a larger genealogy of queer and trans*+ youth
of color experience. In this way, documenting and calling attention to these memories resists the ways in which the memories of a predominately white majority have been preserved while trans*+ and queer of color narratives have been
“ripped from the fabric of time and space” (Ware, 2017, p.176). These stories, as
black and trans archivist Ware explains, remind us that queer and trans*+ youth
of color are here and that they will “continue to exist, continue to fight, to struggle for change, and to win” (p. 177). Their fractured bodies, desire and rage, as
expressed in their cutting and scarring, are just some of many texts that deserve
attention and space.
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Cutting as Literacy
In the spirit of recognition and how we may affirm the lives of queer and
trans*+ youth who self-harm in schools, I argue that cutting is a literacy practice
as it begs for the opportunity to be storied, discussed and analyzed. To say as much
is not to condone it or promote it but to acknowledge the potential it has to be a
multimodal communicative device that makes us acutely aware of the rage, desire
and overall embodied feelings of youth—queer, trans*+ or otherwise. Following
in the footsteps of sociocultural literacy theorists that focus on literacy as a social
practice, cutting has its own historical, cultural and contextual parameters (Street,
2001; Perry, 2020). It also aligns with theories of multiliteracies as it breaks with
what we may consider to be typical language or typical text (Cope & Kalantzis,
2000). Cutting can include words (as evidenced in some of the stories below) but it
is not a necessity and the medium for the cuts are the skin instead of paper. It is also
a critical literacy practice that allows for the cycle of reflection, action and change
(Freire & Macedo, 2005). When youth mark their bodies they write back against
an uninhabitable world and gain a fresh sense and understanding about the world
around them. When they speak to their cuts they can manifest new understandings
and encourage others to entertain those understandings as well.
More specifically, cutting echoes the work of literacy theorists who have argued that literacy is embedded in the flesh and wounds and the concomitant stories
of pain, rage and desire that emanate from those sources. Kate Pahl and Jennifer
Rowsell’s (2011) work, for example, argues that “literacy itself is artifactual” (p.
133). They explain that literacy is multimodal and is embedded in material objects such as postcards, tattoos, suitcases and scrawls. These all count as literacy
artifacts that “can be used to elicit stories within school and community settings”
(p.134). The narratives that come out of these objects are essential to redressing
the power imbalances in schools as they situate the speakers as intellectual and
foreground their at-home literacy practices as meaningful.
Kirkland’s (2009) work further this argument around the literacy of the flesh
by examining the power of tattoos. His work focuses on a young, black man
named Derrick. The story of Derrick’s tattoos, at times painfully produced and
“told in the workings of ink and flesh, illustrates a young man’s use of texts and
tattoos to revise a shattered self-portrait. At the same time, this story posits a
powerful critique of the words and worlds that surround him” (p. 375-376). In the
case of Derrick, his tattoos actively counter the “ominous myth about the absence
of literacy in the lives of young black men” while at the same time opening up the
multimodal possibilities of literacy that are often not seen as legitimate in school
spaces (p. 375). As Kirkland reminds us, literacy practices that do not follow the
norm or that do not benefit the ruling class are often pathologized, especially
when they highlight social ills or benefit marginalized groups. Kirkland ends by
suggesting that this “promiscuous textuality in the practice of literacy offers Der-
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rick a reprieve from tragedy, multiple ways to read and write, and a possible release from a hijacked identity” (p. 391). Although Kirkland, Pahl and Rowsell do
not explicitly link cutting to literacy, both tattooing and cutting require the tearing
and healing of skin and come with unique narratives. While the two acts are not
completely aligned, it is worthwhile to understand that viewing the manipulation
of the flesh as a text pushes us to see and hear a different story told by marginalized queer and trans*+ youth of color.
Furthering this discussion, Elizabeth Dutro (2011) argues that stories of pain
and contention, like the ones that emanate from cuts, should be considered necessary and legitimate testimony in literacy classrooms. However, she makes clear
that the testimony itself is not enough and argues that there must be a witness to
the speaker’s story; this witness in turn shares their own testimony. This cyclical
practice of witnessing and testifying helps constitute “a self-conscious attention
to both connection and difference between one’s own and others’ testimonies,” an
act she calls, “critical witnessing” (p. 199). Critical witnessing offers but one way
to render what Pritchard (2016) describes as a restorative literacy environment
that combats the overwhelming literacy normativity found in schools. Pritchard
explains that literacy normativity is “the use of literacy to create and impose normative standards and beliefs onto people who are labeled alien or other through
textscapes that are experienced as painful because they do damage or inflict harm”
(p. 31). When someone silences the stories that surround a cut or scar and reduce
it to a pathology instead of a means of communication, they re-wound the speaker
and further support the normative literacy practice that provoked the cut in the
first place. Whether it was a literacy practice like name-calling or the absence of
seeing a shred of themselves in any text provided by a school, queer and trans*+
youth of color are denied their embodied narratives – their stories are of no value.
By storying and discussing the arrival of a cut, queer and trans*+ youth of color
can work against this contentious space and create what Pritchard describes as restorative literacy or the “cultural labor through which individuals tactically counter acts of literacy normativity through the application of literacies for self- and
communal love manifested in a myriad of ways and across a number of sites and
contexts toward the ends of making a life on one’s own terms” (p. 35). Restorative
spaces for literacy are not perfect or outside of power but instead continually seek
to address and listen to the different ways our bodies as texts arrive in any space.

Methodology
These findings come from a larger life histories study that I conducted with
five queer and transgender youth who were members of a LGBTQ storytelling
and theater program in the Midwest. The original study had a large focus and
sought to explore what the life histories of queer and trans*+ youth could reveal
to educators in terms of pedagogical and structural needs. I chose a life histories
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research (LHR) methodology because of its focus on how subject and context
inform one another (Cole & Knowles, 2001). Life histories broaden the scope
of narrative research (which limits its analysis to individual experiences) in the
service of a larger historical project that seeks to understand the present through a
research participant’s life story. At the same time, it also uses this information to
think about the “critical insights into not so much the dead past as the developing
future” (Tierney, 2000, p. 538). Tierney’s non-teleological way of thinking affords
research participants the chance to play with time and memory in untidy ways as
the goal is not to underline an ordered cause and effect but instead to understand
the interplay of power and potential. All of the youth who participated in the
study relayed stories of self-harm and I chose three who had substantial narratives
around the process for this particular paper.
While LHR can be conducted in many ways, I formulated a methodology that
incorporates an arts-based and multimodal approach (Cole & Knowles, 2001).
I met with each youth three to four times for around two hours per interview.
The interviews were semi-structured, open-ended and dialogic (Mishler, 2004). I
began the initial interview with the research participants by explaining that their
stories were going to be used to impact the field of education. I also suggested
different topics that they could explore such as sexuality, sex, race and gender and
then asked if they thought they wanted to add anything to the list. From that point
on, we started all of our interview sessions by picking a time in their life and then
drawing out what that time meant to them while they listened to a favorite song
from that time period. Participants would then narrate their drawings and bring
up different artifacts that were typical of that time period of their life (e.g. social
media posts, YouTube videos, poetry). For the last interview I brought in their
transcripts, pictures of their artifacts and their drawings. We looked through all
of the pieces together and the participants pointed out the most important parts of
their lives and physically cut and pasted all of the different components together
into a life history map. This allowed the participants to have the first say in what
they thought was most important about their life history. I used the life history
maps, interview transcripts and artifacts as data for this study.
Data Analysis
In order to analyze the literacy practice of cutting, I first looked through all
of the data from the life history maps and noted where any mention of bodily
modification arose. I started with the original life history map created by the participant and then went back to find more data in the interview transcripts and the
artifacts. Once I had all of the pieces, I used a Foucauldian (1990) framework to
work through all of the data and followed this process:
1. Map out the multiple subjectivities that are incited into discourse throughout the research participant’s telling of their life history while paying careful
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attention to how they are brought to life through the language of the research
participant.
2. Code for the local and communal forces that are at play in the research participant’s life history (e.g. school, social media, friends, doctors, teachers) and what
forms of knowledge/power they bring with them.
3. Explore how discourse is used to help enact current power/knowledge epistemologies.
4. Examine how discourse is taken up in order to intervene in confrontation,
smooth out contradictory notions or rupture the current episteme.

To expand this analysis, I also employed reading practices that were inspired
by Kleekamp’s (2020) work around neuroqueer literacies. She contends that “asocial” literacy practices (e.g. yelling or stimming) “have rhetorical impacts, and offer possibilities […] to read these actions queerly is to consider how these embodiments shift or change the in-between spaces – spaces between bodies and things.
To allow students space to create their own narratives,” byway of multifaceted
embodiments (p. 118). While the Foucauldian analysis strategy above gives me
key insight into the youths’ intention in cutting and the powerplay that rendered
the cutting necessary, reading the impact the cutting has on a space and the beings
that inhabit that space is also important. This mode of analysis reveals that which
is outside of the youth’s immediate control and the unexpected ways cutting is
seen and read by those who surround the youth.
Finally, I used a combination of Sedgewick’s (2003) and Ahmed’s (2006)
notions of beside to do the final round of analysis. I used Sedgewick’s work to
piece together a “map-like set of relations” to understand how cutting exists in
the larger ecology of the youth life histories (p. 5). This meant going back to the
data to see if there were any pieces of the life histories that echoed the concepts
embedded in narratives of bodily modification. By keeping everything in tension
I sought to move beyond a “drama of exposure” (p. 8). Instead of trying to reveal
the culprit of cutting, I hope to showcase the twisting relationships and experiences that occur when the flesh is manipulated, when the inside and outside of
the body combine and when scars are part of the discourse of the flesh. I am also
looking for the ways in which cutting disrupts the order of things. For this I look
to Ahmed who discusses how the interactions between queer subjects and objects
as they operate in the world can lead to different ways of thinking. I searched
for different orientations toward cutting and meanings that the youth presented
through their stories of cutting with the hope of starting the conversation around
what educators might do in order to open up the literacy potential of cutting.
The Findings section includes the results of the data analysis method above
while also allowing for adequate space for the youth narratives to appear. While
I was reviewing literature around cutting and queer and trans*+ youth, I always
found myself wanting to hear more from the youth. I wanted a chance to do my
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own analysis along with the author and so as much as I present my analysis here,
I also feature longer narratives to encourage readers to analyze themselves. If not
just to spend a moment with the youth and to have to contemplate your own reactions to youth cutting. This may serve as a starting point for teachers and teacher
educators, especially for those invested in creating inclusive literacy classrooms,
to wrap their minds around the potential of opening up these embodied literacy
practices in schools.
The Participants
All of the participants grew up in the Midwest in smaller towns that were
partly rural and partly suburban. Between farmland and housing subdivisions,
the youth in this study figured out a way to be outwardly and proudly queer and
trans*+ youth of color amongst a very normative and white backdrop.
Jay (he/him/his) identifies as pansexual, trans*+, female to male (FTM), biracial (Latinx/white) and was a sophomore at an alternative high school during
the interviews. He struggled to get through a predominantly white elementary and
middle school and was finally accepted into the nearby alternative school which is
known throughout the community as being LGBTQ friendly. In my more recent
conversations with Jay I found out that he was not able to finish out his time at the
school because of other medical issues. He is currently pursuing his GED and hopes
to finish soon. Jay is a phenomenal poet and actor who connected everyone in our
storytelling group. He actively listened to others’ stories and had an amazing sense
of humor. He was an avid reader of Manga, loved the artist Melanie Martinez and
was the first youth to introduce me to the trans*+ singer/songwriter Benny.
Harper (they/them/theirs) identifies as genderfluid, pansexual and biracial
(Latinx/white). They had just passed the GED during the time of the interviews.
They work in customer service and are considering higher education. Harper is
selfless in that they would always offer rides, a space to stay (when they had one)
and support to the members of our storytelling group. Youth in our group counted
on Harper for emotional support and guidance. This was true even though Harper
was struggling with their own issues at home and at school.
Sam (they/them/theirs) identifies as a genderfluid, pansexual, biracial (black/
white) witch and was in their senior year of high school during the interviews.
They went to a predominately white school where they struggled to see the point
in the standardized way they were educated. They had a wicked critique of the
school administration, teaching and curricular choices. They carved out a space
for themselves amongst a group of friends that they had maintained since elementary school. Sam has a quick wit and is a brilliant performer. Their spoken word
in our storytelling group was always something we looked forward to hearing.
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Findings
The Route to Happiness May Not Be Wholeness
In many of our interviews, participants described their cutting through the
reactions of their parents and peers who took their cutting personally. The imperative for the youth to cease the act was predicated on the well-being of the people
around them as opposed to their own personal health. This narrative also surfaced
in a popularly circulated post on several of the participants’ social media pages
called “The Butterfly Project” (http://butterfly-project.tumblr.com). The project,
which seeks to help those who self-harm, provides a step-by-step process that
people can use to stop self-harm and start healthier alternatives:
1. When you feel like you want to cut…draw a butterfly wherever the self-harm
occurs.
2. Name the butterfly after a loved one, or someone that really wants you to get
better.
3. NO scrubbing the butterfly off
4. If you cut before the butterfly is gone, it dies. If you don’t cut, it lives.
5. Another person may draw them on you, these butterflies are special so take
good care of them.

This process goes along with the behavioral and cognitive psychology techniques that seek to find a different and healthier release for patients. The healthy
alternative here is to draw the butterfly and connect that butterfly and its existence
to a person who wants you to stop cutting and get better. This is to say that the
project puts emphasis on the people around the cutter as opposed to the cutter
themselves. What gets lost in this equation are the reasons behind the cutter’s
actions, the uninhabitable worlds where the cutter must live and the focus on the
cutter’s feelings more generally. Furthermore, the ability to live with cuts and
scars or to be broken in some way is not possible. While water and soap may wash
a butterfly away, it cannot get rid of scars or fresh cuts.
In Jay’s case, his parents and friends tried to keep Jay from cutting. They
were Jay’s butterflies. In one of our interviews, Jay drew a picture of his middle
school experience. In the center he drew his arm with cuts across it and the word
“está” and “stay” on his wrists. Jay detailed that:
I have a tattoo, ‘está,’ on my wrist. I got that around the time when I was starting the self-harming. I would self-harm because I was so depressed. I was so
depressed because I got beat up and I thought my parents got divorced because
of me. And I got ‘stay’ on my wrist because I know people want me here... I
always self-harmed because I always tried to find an artery, and I just wanted to
die. I didn’t want to be me, and I didn’t want to exist. And I remember telling
my parents. My parents were always like, ‘But we care about you. We care about
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you so much.’ And I would always feel like, ‘I don’t want you to care about me.
I want you to forget about me.’

There are multiple layers to this story, but the one I will focus on is the notion
of staying. To stay, to delay, to prevent, to remain are laborious tasks for Jay and
stand in stark contrast to his desire to be something other than what he currently
embodies. “Stay” as it is placed on his wrist and arteries insists that Jay avoid the
threshold that could take him from life to death. It also tells him not to cut, the
act that could, for better or worse, allow him to explore the cusp of alternative
realities. Each time he goes to hurt himself, his friends and parents are there to
remind him that death is not the way out. However, to stay alive is precarious as
it requires battling depression and physical beatings along with keeping a body
alive that is precious to his parents but not necessarily to Jay. When Jay says he
wants his parents to forget about him, he wishes that their happiness was not contingent on his survival. If his parents were not in the way of his interactions with
his own body, cutting could become the gateway to a different reality where Jay’s
understanding of self has the ability to transform. I say this not to condone the act,
but to bring up the idea that the ways in which skin, parents and friends contain us
can cause distress. This is especially the case when the demand to keep a sense of
bodily integrity does not resonate.
Interestingly, the same desire to play with different realities and embodied
emotional worlds surfaced in an earlier interview. Jay’s actions as a child were
met with distaste from his teachers who felt that his dynamic lifestyle did not meet
the expectations of schooling or appropriate literacy practices. Jay found pleasure
in exploring his race, sexuality and gender in ways that were not straightforward
and that mimic what cutting offers Jay in his later life. Jay drew a picture of his
childhood that displayed several different pictures: a marker, school house, the
names Timothy and Juliet with hearts around them, and a hat. In Jay’s discussion
of this picture he explains:
My sister was a little darker and I think my dad liked her better because of it.
And I always envied her for that. So when I was at school, I would get markers,
like, the brown ones, and I’d just cover my hand. And all of my teachers in grade
school were kind of mean to me because I was a very hyper child. And they all
wanted me tested for ADHD. My mom told them it was just child’s play and that
I did not need to be tested. But I just couldn’t sit there quietly. And I just wanted
to be outside and play. I remember this one student whose name was Timothy. He
was very cute when I was little. Like, to me, I was head over heels for him. And
then I met him, we became friends, and he introduced me to one of his friends,
and I met Juliet. And Juliet changed my life forever, that’s when I started questioning my sexuality. Juliet was, like, the first girl I ever dated, and I was like,
‘What is this even called?’ Because kids would be, like, ‘That’s not normal.’ And
that’s when I knew. Yeah, that was around the time I got the hat. Yeah. And I had
this hat, this is when I first started feeling different. I had this hat that I would
wear, it was my dad’s, and I would put all my hair back and I would put it on. I

Bess Collins Van Asselt

87

would pretend I was my twin brother that I had, I was like, ‘Yeah, I’m my twin
brother, his name is Sammy.’ And my mom was always, ‘Oh, he likes to act and
stuff, so it’s whatever. It’s just child’s play.’ when it really wasn’t.

This story begins with a discussion of how Jay attempts to darken his skin
so that he looks more like his sister. If he looks more like his sister, then his Dad,
who is Mexican American, may like him more. However, this act does not bode
well in the classroom where Jay’s teachers, who teach in a predominately white
elementary school, find this act distracting. Drawing on his skin does not count
as a communicative effort but an aberration. They define Jay’s actions as hyper
and hope to get a diagnosis of ADHD confirmed. While it is unclear in Jay’s story
what exactly a diagnosis would mean (paraprofessional support or someone to
look after Jay may have been a result of a diagnosis), Jay’s mom retorts that Jay
does not need such a test and uses the term “child’s play” to protect Jay from his
teachers. Jay then asserts that neither of these articulations of himself are true.
Instead of child’s play or ADHD, Jay describes himself as feeling intensely and
allowing those feelings to craft his relationships with students, himself and the
objects that allow him to take on new roles. He writes his own wayward narrative.
He becomes “head over heels” for one person and then allows his feelings for another to “change his life forever.” When he poses the question, “What is this even
called?” he pushes for a moment where his subject position can be recognized and
where he can showcase the multiple ways in which he wants to mitigate his skin
and desire for both girls and boys. This conversation is quickly squashed when the
kids around him simply respond with “that’s not normal.” Jay uses that response
as a way to then define himself against the grain of what is considered normal.
Being not and being different is a pleasurable state for Jay as it defines him just
enough to have the flexibility to continue to rewrite himself. He then moves to talk
about the hat that allows him to change into his twin brother Sammy and experience, once again, something that is not child’s play. With each embodied literate
iteration Jay lays claim to not being, something that he also considers a facet and
outcome of cutting.
In his last year of middle school, Jay was brutally beaten up and given a
concussion by a peer. As a result, he transferred into an alternative school. When
he spoke about his move, Jay always tried to make it appear as though this was
his happy ending. In fact, in the picture that he drew of him in his new school, he
illustrated a smiley face with the heading, “overall happier.” However, each time
we met for another interview he would start with the happy ending and then go
into a different story when he fell into a deep depression or started cutting again.
I inquired about this in one of our interviews:
I don’t know what happened. I went into this deep depression where I started cutting myself again, and no one knew about it. I didn’t want to tell anyone. I didn’t
want anyone else to worry about me, because I was doing so good.
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He then referenced a poem that detailed his feelings:
I don’t really know who I am or who I want to be. I just know I don’t want to be
like this anymore.

Embedded in Jay’s writing and body is a message to all of us. First, it illuminates the fact that when we ask youth to be whole because of our own nervousness
around their bodily experimentations, we risk ending the conversation. We risk
silencing them. Jay, aware of the pain he causes others when he does not showcase
his progress, decides to cut again without anyone seeing. Second, it also foregrounds that the subject that Jay wants to be still has not arrived. Jay still feels as
though he does not want to be “like this anymore.” Cutting acts as a way to mitigate this existence along with poetry and other forms of literacy and expression.
The question then becomes, if existence for Jay is always fractured, where
can Jay exist? If his story is always unfinished, is there room for it to be told? If
his existence is predicated on not being, then where can Jay find space? If his
arrival at school, at home and in the world is contingent on not being fully formed
and on being cut and scarred, where does Jay belong? Are we ready as educators
to provide a space where the subject who resists formation or who simply cannot
arrive at wholeness be present? Can we hear their story? I contend that in order to
start this conversation, cutting, as it holds the narrative of the pain and pleasure of
being on the interstice, must be integral to this conversation.
The Cut Body Disrupts Others Sense of Self
Jay’s parents and friends were, undoubtedly, trying to be supportive of Jay.
They were seriously worried about losing him. In Harper’s case, others around
them wanted Harper to either get better or die. Both directives were given because
the people around Harper felt uncomfortable with being called out or having their
straightforward lives interrupted. In this way, Harper’s scarred body is a constant
reminder that the outside world is not ready to change. This fear of change and
transgression provoked others to isolate Harper to maintain the status quo. Yet at
the same time, Harper’s embodied narrative fostered other connections with those
who understood Harper’s self-harm. Harper explains:
Seventh grade things fell apart and came back together. It was the start of a beautiful friendship with Ari. In seventh grade Ari became depressed. She confesses
to me that she self-harms which, at that point, I was no newbie to it. I was well on
my way. So, I was like, I admitted it to her, stuff like that, and then she was, like,
‘Well, I think I’m gay.’ And I was, like, ‘Well, shit. If I come out now, it might
sound like I’m copying her.’ And then she was, like, ‘I already know you’re gay,
obviously.’ So, I came out that year, too. And, like, it was nice to, like, have
someone else to come out with, like, someone else to, like, tell my problems to
and be like, ‘Hey, I did this last night.’ And then she’d be upset for me, and be
like, ‘It’s OK. We make mistakes.’
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I actually felt so great that I finally told my grandmother, because that’s who I
was staying with at the time. Most of the time that I got put back in any home it
was with my grandma. Like, my mom, it was trickier for her to get me back. For
good reason. So, I told my grandmother about my eating disorder, about my selfharm, and about me being gay. And she pinned it on Ari. It was like, ‘Because Ari
did this, then you do it, too? Because you’re just a copycat.’ My self-harm, she
was, like, ‘I’ve never seen you get any scars on your wrists, so you don’t really
do that.’ And then, like, I rolled up my sleeves and showed her, and she was like,
‘You’re just doing it for attention and you’re doing it because Ari does it’ She
was like, ‘Ari has real problems. What problems do you have?’ And I’m like,
‘Did you really just ask that? Did you miss 14 years of my life?’
Sophomore year was actually the height of all the suicide and self-harm, eating
disorders and all that jazz. Simply because I was back with my mom at that point.
Like, I just remember the very first week of living with her. We were watching
Family Guy, and it was a really, really triggering episode, because someone said,
‘Oh, I’m going to kill myself. Which way do you cut wrists again?’ And then you
heard Meg say, ‘Horizontal for attention, vertical for results.’ And my mom, I
specifically remember her turning to me and being like, ‘Yeah, Harper. Horizontal for attention, vertical for results.’

In recollecting their friendship with Ari, Harper recounts how having someone to “finally talk to” was such a relief to them. That they could finally say that
they self-harm and that they’re gay in a non-threatening and reciprocal manner,
was a powerful moment where things came together. As they recognize their pain
and subjectivities in one another, Harper and Ari build a space where they can
talk. When these stories arise, Ari is upset for Harper and then follows up with the
sentiment that “we make mistakes.” The possibility of being fractured is available
to Harper during these conversations. This stands in stark contrast to the narrative
of “stay” for the well-being of others that Jay heard.
Feeling good about this new relationship, Harper confides in their grandma.
In these discussions, Harper is met by their grandma’s frustrations. In her opinion, Harper is just trying to get attention and being a copycat - a plagiarizer. Both
sentiments undercut Harper as a person and reduce them to someone who does
not have a mind of their own. Instead, they are needy for support that they do not
deserve. Harper’s grandma refuses to believe that Harper’s life history justifies
having an eating disorder or self-harming. This disbelief is convenient for the
grandma as it negates any responsibility for Harper’s actions.
Finally, Harper confronts another instance of being labeled as an attention-seeker by their mother. When Harper’s mom reiterates the Family Guy quote,
she reminds Harper that their actions were simply for attention and that if they
had a real problem, they would have been dead. The act of cutting in these scenarios becomes something that is depicted by family as petty. It’s simply a way to
make others feel bad for you. The attention that Harper requires would mean that
their mother would have to acknowledge her wrongdoing and that is something
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that none of Harper’s family members are willing to do. Thus, cutting becomes a
means of exposing other people’s issues or other people’s violences. This is also
apparent when Harper goes to school:
Throughout junior year, I was skipping classes and stuff because I just couldn’t
deal with the eyes on me always because I moved away and came back with a
shit ton of scars that I couldn’t cover because the school was so damn hot. So,
people asked questions, people started talking and they were, like, ‘Oh, she went
to a mental asylum.’ So, like, that year it got really bad, to the point where people
were writing shit on my locker and leaving horrible notes telling me to kill myself. They didn’t understand it, so instead of trying to understand it, they more so,
like, threw it at me as, like, ‘You’re weird, so fix it or die.’ So I just started cutting
more. Basically. I’ve never actually been bullied…super hard, to the point where
it was isolating. And then word got out that I dated a girl from my old school.
And while I came out in eighth grade, it didn’t affect them if I wasn’t dating a girl
around them, but now when there was proof that I actually dated a girl, it drove
them up the wall. Like, no one would talk to me, girls wouldn’t invite me over
to sleepovers because they all thought that I was just going to try and get in their
beds and stuff, so that was real rough.
Towards about May, my grandmother got crazy and would tell me to go kill myself and said I was worthless. It got to the point where my foster mom had to take
me to the hospital because I was going to kill myself. Like, I had a plan, I showed
her, too. I was like, ‘I need help.’ So, I said that I needed help, and she got me
help, which was really cool of her at the time. And then I dropped out of the
classes. All of them, by the end of junior year. The summer between junior and
senior year I signed up for the GED program, which is like option two – you’re
actually getting your high school diploma, but through specific, like, troubled
learning class, I guess, for people like me, who have severe anxiety or depression
and just can’t focus in class. It was specifically designed for kids like me. So, that
was a thing, and I was looking forward to that.

Harper’s scars become a site of disgust for peers at their school. They believe
that Harper’s experiences as they are expressed through Harper’s skin are going to
contaminate the school. So, Harper has two options, to “fix it or die.” The problem
is, Harper cannot fix it since the issue is not about Harper, but about others’ insecurities. Because Harper cannot transform their flesh into useful artifact or normative text that both suggests that they are not damaged and that they are straight,
they become a pariah and that pushes others to feel as though Harper should die.
As their peers confirm more and more that Harper is not welcome there, Harper
responds by cutting, staying alive and showing up, further showcasing the violence on their body as it occurs. Their story becomes a frustrating mainstay.
Harper’s grandma reiterates the same sentiments at home and this leads to
Harper moving into another foster care situation. On the edge of suicide, they
receive help and at the same time find hope in the prospect of a GED class. This
class gives them the promise that they can be depressed and anxious; this is some-
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thing that they could not be in a regular classroom as their visible pain was simply
too disruptive. Like many queer and trans*+ youth of color, and youth of color
more generally, who have strategically used the GED as a way to avoid an unwelcoming and standardized school environment, Harper also figures that this is their
best shot (Blackburn, 2004; Tuck, 2009). The question then becomes, why? Why
is the GED class the one space where Harper’s body and story can coexist with
curriculum, teachers and other students?
Rage and Desire
Sam
Sam’s experience with cutting has some of the same features present in Harper’s and Jay’s life histories. Sam’s cutting is a reaction to the often cruel world
they live in and a way to maintain in the face of adversity. However, their story
also showcases the mixing of rage and desire that allows Sam to more fully come
to terms with the violence they endure and what that violence actually means for
their own self-worth. This was evidenced in Sam’s discussion of a piece of their
life history they described as “the carving of the weak.”
In one of our first interviews I asked Sam who they considered to be part
of their family. Sam responded with their immediate biological family and then
their two best friends, Cynthia and David. When I asked them about Cynthia they
responded by saying,
Cynthia is my best friend. We used to joke that we’re like the same person…
We’re both black and for a period of time we were, like, ‘Oh, we’re both girls.’
Cynthia is family.

In our later interviews Sam told a story about Cynthia’s boyfriend and an
interaction that they had over something he had said to Cynthia:
In tenth grade I started carving. It was like making a tattoo. I don’t think I told
you the story behind the word ‘weak’ carved into my arm. It’s a big one. My
friend Cynthia has a boyfriend, Derick. He’s a fucking abusive asshole. He did
something that upset Cynthia and I texted him, ‘Don’t you ever fucking hurt her
again,’ and he was, like, ‘Okay, I’m sorry. Damn.’ And then, I talked to Cynthia
about it, it turns out I overreacted. So, I was, like, ‘Alright, I’m sorry, man. It’s
my bad.’ He was, like, ‘Okay, it’s fine.’ But then, a couple of days later, he was
like actually ‘No, you know what?! It’s not fine!’ And then he started basically
just borderline bullying. I blocked him from my phone, my kik. He’s a technology dude, so he figured a way to call me, even though I blocked his number and
then he would sometimes hack into Cynthia’s phone and call me from her phone
and it was terrible and, at one point, he was, like, ‘Why do you even, why are
you even alive? Like, you’re just so fucking fat and ugly, no one will ever love
you.’ And I was, like, ‘Okay, dude, like, calm down.’ He was, like, ‘You’re just
weak. You know what? Do you know what you are? You’re just weak.’ He called
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me weak and it destroyed me. Weakness is something that is not tolerated, ever,
like, in my family especially. You can’t be weak. You got to be strong. Don’t cry,
ever. I was not okay for two days, I was like, ‘I’m weak. I’m just weak. I can’t do
this because I’m weak. I can’t do this because I’m weak. I can’t. I’m just weak.
I’m a weakling.’ And, so at one point, I was like I need to do something. I really
want to just carve it into my arm. And, so, I did and I’m not going to lie, it helped,
like, it felt good. I was, like, this is great, this is what I wanted, it’s what I need.
And then, it was a reminder to myself, after a while, I got over it, I was, like, you
know, he’s just an asshole, actually.

Sam’s first assertion is that what they do to their skin is called carving. By
distancing themselves from the pathology, Sam finds different words to explain
how they interact with and use their own skin for the purposes of expressing their
rage and desire. Cynthia’s boyfriend stands for all that is normative and wrong
in the world. He is an “abusive asshole,” he is a “man” and “dude” who interrupts one of Sam’s most important relationships. Sam’s reciprocal support system
is in jeopardy when Cynthia’s boyfriend enters the picture. Furthermore, when
Sam attempts to support Cynthia, they are first told that they are overreacting and
then when they apologize, they are berated by Derick who calls Sam fat, ugly,
unlovable and weak. The last designation of weak is what eats away at Sam. It
reminds them of what they are not supposed to be in the eyes of their family and
they explain that being called weak “destroys” them. However, instead of letting
it impact everything they do, they find a way to move through the emotions and
address them head on. They allow themselves to give into the desire of carving
“weak” into their arm, of marking their own body the way that they see fit. For the
first time in days, Sam feels good as they do something for themselves as opposed
to for Cynthia. It “is what [they want], it’s what [they] need.” This mark serves as
a reminder that they are strong and that Derick is just an “asshole.” It is a contradictory reminder of the violence in the world as opposed to Sam’s individualized
pathology. It should make us aware of the toxic masculinity that is exhibited by
Derrick and how that toxic masculinity shows up on the bodies around him in
unexpected ways.
Cutting was not the only instance where Sam mentioned using their body to
call attention to violence. In addition to the story of the “carving of the weak,”
Sam also mentioned feeling physically overwhelmed by the architecture of their
school and the white, athletic people that moved in mass around their body on a
daily basis. In one of our interviews Sam lamented that,
School is meaningless. Meaningless. There’s so many athletic white people, it’s
just that’s how it is and I hate it, like, ugh. Why is everyone athletic and white?
They can do things for longer than I can do things. Like, even the people who
are, like, ‘Ugh… I have to go up all these stairs… it sucks.’ I’m, like, ‘same…’
And then, there’s the kids who take them three at a time, it’s, like, ‘Can you not?’
Like, I’m clutching onto the railing for dear life, jeez…
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This is another moment when Sam embraces their weakness in order to make a
larger point. As they stand, sometimes with others, and commiserate, they force
others to go around them. This strength that is found in the weakness and refusal
of not attaining a particular embodied whiteness and athleticism further reminds
us of the violence embedded in schools that foster select body types and leave
others behind.
Harper
Harper’s story also takes up the contradictory notions of desire and rage when
they describe cutting as something that keeps them alive and validates their feelings. It also allows them to change the path that has been laid out for them in life.
They explain:
My scars, to me at the time, they were more so, like, ‘I went through some shit
and here’s the proof of it.’ Like, ‘I survived to tell the tale.’ I feel like if I never
started self-harming, I wouldn’t have been able to rationalize anything. Like,
cutting was a very irrational thing but it brought me back to reality. To the point
where I realized what I was doing. And what I was doing was wrong and wrong
again. Because awful as that sounds, I feel like it was necessary. I don’t want to
think of what else I would have done. Like, I could even end it all, so that was
always the first thought. It was like, ‘Well, time to die today.’ Not trying to make
it sound like a joke, but like that’s just who I am. So, like that or drugs have
been in my life my entire life. I don’t know. Like, cutting was the only thing that
didn’t affect anyone else in my mind. Like, it affected only me. And that was
my punishment for like thinking such thoughts or being the way I am. But then
afterwards it was always the realization like, ‘I really just did that. That was real.
That was my emotions on the inside becoming visible.’ It helped to rationalize
what was going on inside, like, to realize it is a real thing. I’m not making it up.

Harper first describes that their scars count as courage and strength and pushes back on the idea that self-harm indicates weakness. They then go on to explain
that what they are about to say is contradictory. They contend that cutting is an
irrational thing but that it can transport them back to reality and to rationalize.
Thus, like Sam’s discussion of cutting as carving, Harper reframes it as something
that is a necessary and wise thing to do for their own survival as the other options
are drugs and death. Necessary is an interesting word as it suggests that there
are no other alternatives in Harper’s world. Self-harm brings them to the cusp of
realizing that what they were doing to their body or what they could do to their
body is wrong and no other act does that kind of labor. They must make that first
incision to have those realizations, there has to be a breaking point where they
decide to end with just a cut. Cutting keeps suicide, something that seemed like a
real option to them or “just who they are,” at bay.
Cutting also helps Harper feel strong and in control or that they “really just
did that.” When their “emotions on the inside become visible” they become a
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narrative of strength and as was explored earlier, it flies in the face of others who
think that they should be dead. Harper ends by saying that they are not “making
this up,” which is the one thing that their mother and grandma consistently made
them feel as though they were doing. Cutting contends that this is real. This body,
this way of living, this life is a real one and the irrational act of cutting is what
allows for this realization to happen.
Jay
Finally, Jay’s story around cutting as it relates to desire and rage occurred in
a bathroom at school. Jay rarely went to the bathroom during passing periods for
fear of being ridiculed, but during class it became the one place where he and his
first love cut and connected. This narrative comes alongside other major happenings in Jay’s life like coming out, getting a binder, saying goodbye to his father
and losing a friend.
I would cut in the bathroom and that also relates with this guy named Blue, who
was also transgender. Blue is such a nice person. I don’t even know why I ever
broke up with him. They’re so great. And they were, like, amazing. That was my
first, like, same sex love. Like, we were both trans and it was, like, an amazing
experience. We used to cut together in the bathroom. We cut and it was kind of
like I felt like, I don’t know, I felt like we had more of a connection at the moment. But it also really hurt me. To see someone I love do that. But then we did
it to each other, which was also, like, a trust thing for me. And I was like, ’Go
ahead.’ I don’t know. I felt I had trust there. And then I came out which is also
around the time when I said goodbye to my dad, and I was like, ‘I’m not coming
over anymore, because you’re an asshole.’ And I got my first binder and then
I found out my best friend Aly was going to move. And I was so heartbroken
and once Aly left, I was, like, going crazy. ‘Oh, this is horrible, how could this
happen to me?!’ All I did was just sit in my room and I cut a lot, and I cut a heart
into my wrist.

While Jay’s family members interpreted the cuts as suicidal, Jay was simultaneously using cutting to connect, figure out his sexuality/gender and get through
some of the hardships of middle school. Cutting transforms the bathroom, a space
where transgender youth often feel isolated, into a space of queer and trans*+
connection. When Jay draws his own blood and the blood of Blue, their bodies
tell the same material story of pain and pleasure. At the same time, Jay imprints
a heart onto his arm in response to losing his friend and, through that mark, once
again represents the painful loss and simultaneous connection. These handmade
cuts that rightfully concern his parents are also representative of Jay’s dynamic
feelings of rage and desire. They are his way of making sense of it all.
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Conclusion
When, and as, a pedagogy of refusal has uptake as a mediator for learning, and
where once pathologizing those who refuse are now celebrated, trans*+ness has
an unchartered permanence and as theory/pedagogy and curriculum alters minds,
such an embodied praxis can and will trans*+form spaces. With refusal constitutive of literacy learning and literacy learning constitutive of refusal, identities
become constitutive of refusal; thereby, refusal is an act of self-preservation.
As compassion and mindsets are expanded and deepened, and with the development of even more resources to teach, affirm and recognize our trans*+ and
gender-creative youth, (a)gender self-determination is no longer just a possibility
or probability, but a reality. (Miller, 2016, p. 15)

After reading Dutro (2017) and Miller (2016) with my pre-service secondary
English teachers, I shared some of the above findings and asked them to think
about the concept of cutting as literacy. I then invited them to apply conventional
literary analysis methods to the narratives. For some students it was a struggle as
they immediately defaulted to worrying about being a mandatory reporter. Others
engaged more readily, noting things like voice and repetition and how these literary techniques impacted the overarching theme of the narrative. One particularly
strong analysis discussed the textual similarities between Sam’s story about the
carving of the weak and The Scarlet Letter. This spurred a larger discussion about
the real work it takes to be literacy instructors. Just as we allow the characters in
our shared readings in English classrooms to be flawed and unfinished, so too do
we need to create the space for students to do this emotional and embodied work.
Miller’s work around the pedagogy of refusal as it applies to literacy learning
and classroom embodiments is a key piece to understanding how to engage in this
work. When youth cut they refuse to uptake the normative values embedded in
schools and out in the world. They refuse, in many ways, to be silenced and reveal
through their skin that the processes of school and home life are not working for
them. Their skin becomes a critical literacy outlet for self-preservation. If we position cutting as literacy, we give ourselves the ability to hear about the pleasure,
pain, desire and fracturedness of our students who cut. That being said, and in
the vein of Miller, this openness to refusal has to come through all of our literacy
pedagogy. Making space for students’ embodied narratives is but one way.
In order to incorporate the literacy of cutting, there need to be other support
systems in place. By support systems I do not mean just school counselors, though
I am sure most teachers would affirm that quality mental health care for students
would be nice. Beyond counseling, it has to be commonplace that students question everything – the texts they read, what they hear from their peers and even
what the teacher says. If critically examining your surroundings is a coveted literacy practice, the invitation to discuss violence may mean that cutting diminishes
or ceases altogether.
Furthermore, any attention to texts as they are embodied (e.g. dress, pierc-
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ings, tattoos) should continue to be fair game in a literacy space. If altering the
body truly is one of the ways in which youth can practice their literacy skills, then
opening up all the alternatives could prevent cutting more generally as well. What
is most important here, though, is not to lose the raw and visceral piece that comes
alongside stories of cutting. It may be tempting to think of making literacy spaces
happy again by giving out alternative options in the hopes of getting rid of stories
that push against the grain. While a goal of affirmation is a good one, it does not
have to be contingent on finding one’s way back to the norm (Roen, 2019).
Similar to the work that has been done by those invested in culturally relevant
and sustaining pedagogies, growing a sociopolitical consciousness is not something that comes easily but instead is a sustained and sometimes painful effort to
understand across differences and power over time (Ladson-Billings, 2009; Paris
& Alim, 2014). There is much to be learned through this process of awareness and
change; embracing it means accepting that the good and the bad will intermingle
in ways that we as educators cannot predict. This unforeseen space beyond the
rote literacy instruction we have come to know bares enormous potential that
queer and trans*+ youth deserve.
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Selfless Selfishness:
The Me and We of Individualism
Jacob S. Bennett
Abstract
In this provocation, I argue against contributors to the global publication The
Economist that the biggest threat to western liberalism is not equity but rather an
incomplete and misplaced definition of individualism. Such a definition does not
take the history of racism in the context of the United States (U.S.) into consideration. Through lessons taught by a heyoka of the Oglala Lakota people, Black
Elk, a refined conceptualization of individuality could center both the personal and
communal to set the stage for truly equitable policy development within the U.S.

Introduction
In their September 4-10, 2021 edition, writers for the international magazine
The Economist threw the English double decker bus at what they referred to as the
“illiberal left” (Anonymous, 2021). Steeped in classical liberal ideals (not those
sometimes associated with “liberals” in the context of the United States (U.S.)
regarding government support systems) of individual dignity, open markets and
limited government, the writers took aim at what they saw as a growing threat to
these personal-classics: calls for equity.
The contributors explained that while classical liberals and the illiberal left
“superficially” hold the same interests: the flourishing of all people no matter
race or sexual orientation, suspicion of authority and entrenched interests, and the
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desirability of change—the way each hopes to reach these goals are vastly different. On the one side, classical liberals purport, “setting fair initial conditions and
letting events unfold through competition.” Illiberal lefties, it was written, believe
in imposing “outcomes they deem just” (Anonymous, 2021, p. 9)
Scholars like Ibram X. Kendi (2016; 2019) and Robin DiAngelo (2018) were
targeted for advancing an ideology that panders to, “a caste system of victimhood
in which those on top must defer to those with a greater claim to restorative justice” (Anonymous, 2021, p. 9). Going on to quote Milton Freedman, who might
be considered the father of neoliberal ideals based on his 1951 article entitled,
Neoliberalism and its Prospects, The Economist contributors explained, “Illiberal
progressives think they have a blueprint for freeing oppressed groups. In reality, theirs is a formula for the oppression of individuals . . . Individuals, not just
groups, must be treated fairly for societies to flourish” (Anonymous, 2021, p. 9).
For the purposes of this essay, I define neoliberalism based on Goldberg’s (2009)
work, who described the concept as an economic, social, and racialized system
of societal norms based on personalized, often monetary incentives. Below, I argue that the biggest threat to western liberalism is not equity as purported by the
contributor to The Economist, but rather an incomplete and misplaced definition
of individualism that does not take the history of racism in the U.S. context specifically into consideration.

The Beginning: A Great Place to Start
Based on the quote above from the anonymous writer in The Economist
(which is a British publication by the way), it seems the crux of the worries from
classical liberals is a death of the individual and birth of a new caste system of
oppression—where “fair initial conditions” are imploded and replaced with tilted
systems of equity. In these illiberal systems, those who believe in individual liberties are pushed aside by illiberal progressives who are driven by misconstrued
ideals of justice. But, as Aristotle wrote, and someone then translated, and then
someone else interpreted, “those who consider things in their first growth and
origin . . . will obtain the clearest view . . .” (Aristotle, ca. 1252a26/1988). Therefore, to understand this ideological battle for progress, we should begin by asking:
Where do these ideals of individual freedoms come from?
Before trying to get back to the beginning, however, I think it pertinent to explain that I too was once a believer in classic liberalism. As someone who identifies as a white cisgender heterosexual man, I believed my experience in the world
was a universal one (Bennett, 2021). Based on this, I also believed oppressive policies that limited opportunities for populations of color in the U.S. were relegated
to our past. To me, everyone should be treated as an individual, racial identity was
not part of my salient identity, and therefore I did my best to push past ideas of
racialization in all my interactions. This experience led me to become a staunch
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supporter of neoliberal ideals (I considered myself a libertarian politically). I was
a passionate follower of Freidman’s (1951) work and his Chicago School of Economic thought. I read Hayek’s (1944) Road to Serfdom as an undergraduate who
believed government overreach with onerous policies like income tax punished
hard workers and did not allow the free market to work its magic distributing
wealth to those who deserved it: again, hard workers. Fairness in opportunity was
it. To me, the Civil Rights Acts of the 1960s ridded the U.S. of any systems of discrimination based on race, and therefore the playing field was even. The outcomes
of that field, however, might not be equal because either government got in the
way or some people just didn’t work hard enough.
I basked in the glow of market-based solutions to problems—if an owner of a
business discriminated based on race, well, the workers could quit and find a new
job thus creating an incentive for the owner to not discriminate. This freedom of
choice, theoretically, inherently shielded against such discriminatory practices. To
me, and many classical liberals, to choose was and is to have individual agency
(i.e., value in the self). These were the ideals that influenced my curriculum and
instruction choices as a high school macro-economics teacher and life in general
(Bennett, 2021).
Within my capacity as the former, I used the book and accompanying film
Commanding Heights (Yergin & Stainslaw, 2002) to convey ideals of free market
capitalism to my students. While I argued for equality, I also believed programs
such as Affirmative Action were examples of reverse-discrimination in that they
provided unequal supports for people of color unseen by white citizens in the U.S.
To me, if we wanted a fair and free society in the U.S., all racial and otherwise minoritized groups should be treated the same as those in the white majority—with
no perks given unevenly across groups. In this period of my life, however, I never questioned where ideals of individualism, work ethic, and individual liberties
came from. How did individuality become tantamount to freedom in my mind?

Beginning at the Beginning Again
To understand perspectives that connect freedom with individuality, we have
to start with the global-western belief system—caffeinated through colonialism
and stuck in a by-gone idealism that was construed by those who had the privilege
and power to define their own identity in the age of imperialism. It was members
of these groups, mainly land owning European white men, who established the
definition of “fair conditions” centuries ago. Such defining still affect our interpretations of these conditions today.
Juxtaposed on this genesis of fairness were others unable to either define the
conditions for fairness or themselves: slaves. As Roediger (1999) explains in his
powerful book about the white working class in the U.S. – individual liberties and
agency were developed as ideals in direct juxtaposition to western chattel slavery.
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In the context of the U.S., this relationship between the individual and slave is a
presupposition, a dialectic with one unable to be defined without the other. White
workers defined their freedom by doing everything in their power to be different
from a slave. For instance, Roediger explains white servants refused to acknowledge they worked for a “master,” and instead adopted a Dutch word, Bos, which
loosely translates to master, as substitute in an effort to not use the same terminology as slaves.
So, if the concept of an individual was developed in relationship to someone who was not free and is now understood by some as the pinnacle of western
liberalism and freedom, where does that leave the concept of individualism and
therefore classical liberalism today? What is the legacy of this conceptualization
of individualism for people who were unable to define themselves as individuals
in the past?

A Community Race: Who Decides Your Me?
Markus (2008) presents differences in definitions of race and ethnicity; both
socially developed and based on context, but rules to membership in a certain
racial group are often determined by the majority race in a certain context. In the
U.S. contexts, for instance, as described by Roediger (1999) above, white folks
have been able to historically define what it meant to be Black through their definition of what it meant to be white. Conversely, rules for membership and consideration as part of an ethnic group, as Markus (2008) explained, are often defined
within that group.
While I am and do consider myself white, I am also Jewish. This identity
marker gives me a taste, while phenotypically hidden, of marginalization from
the majority Christian white world. Such a marginal identity also provides insight
into the differences in race and ethnicity. Consider the reality that how I understand myself as a Jewish person is largely defined by members of my Jewish
ethnic group. To some Jewish folks, because I married a Christian wife, I am no
longer considered Jewish, neither are my kids—even though we’re raising them
with Jewish traditions: kosher Sabbath every Friday night, annually celebrating
Jewish holidays, appreciation for Jewish values—this just does not cut the turkey
bacon. Other Jewish people, though, of the reformed variety, allow for such interpretations of the religion and consider me just as Jewish as my Hassidic (i.e., Orthodox) brothers and sisters. Every Christian I meet though, considers me Jewish,
and their view has no bearing on those of the in-ethnic group: Jewish folk. This is
how ethnicities are defined “within” according to Markus (2008).
Racially, though—even in contemporary society, what it means to be a member
of a racialized group has often been defined by the white majority. Consider star
athletes such as Lebron James, James Blake and Michael Bennett—all accosted
based on their phenotype, not their individual values as athletes. No matter how
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much money they had/have, or how well they performed/perform in their job —
they were/are still defined as a threat by some in the white majority, resulting in
vandalism of personal property and/or being accosted and arrested by the police.
In the sense that race has been used as a categorizing and subjugating element
within U.S. history, however, it should also be considered through the socially constructed means of its existence. Milner (2020) explained conceptualizations of race
have historic, sociological, economic, and political implications. Race as a pure
phenotype, however, is often an overtly simple understanding of the concept that
most in the majority racial group within the U.S. (i.e., white) seem to hold. As
Helms et al., (2005) explained, race in its stereotypical phenotypical form should
never be conceptualized as an independent variable – used to describe reasons for
specific outcomes in society. That is, race itself is not what controls the outcomes of
a person’s experiences, but the socially constructed assumptions and interpretations
of a person’s race contribute to those outcomes. In the context of the U.S., those
socially constructed assumptions have functioned for almost three centuries to place
persons of color, and specifically Black individuals, as inferior in relation to their
white counterparts.
What scholars like Drs. Kendi and DiAngelo are arguing for is members of
society to fight against centuries of discrimination by explicitly supporting historically resilient (Ech-Hawk, 2019) oppressed groups through policy decisions
that consider the needs of people based on generations of racialized discrimination. This is equity. Developing supports that create better outcomes for those
groups—that is justice. What the biggest threat to western liberalism may be is
not equity—but incomplete and misplaced definitions of individualism that don’t
take race, in the U.S. context specifically, into consideration. The solution to that
is not to ignore race, fighting ignorance with more ignorance, but rather to fully
understand and appreciate the impact of race on racialized groups. To do that, we
have to understand the individual not as presupposed with the slave, but presupposed with the collective. In other words, a shift in the conceptualization of an
individual from, “I think therefore I am” to “I am because we are” (Paulson, nd).
Such a reconceptualization would then shift the argument from The Economist
that, “Individuals, not just groups, must be treated fairly for societies to flourish”
to be oxymoronic because individuals and groups would be interpreted as one in
the same.

I Am Me Because You Are We
The late comparative mythologist Joseph Campbell told a story in his interview turned book with Peter Moyers entitled, The Power of Myth, defining
the concept of “raw individualism.” In the story, Campbell described a vision an
Oglala Lakota named Black Elk had as a youth (Neihardt, 2008). In the vision,
Black Elk told of seeing himself on the “central mountain of the world,” and
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then he said, “but the central mountain is everywhere.” Campbell wrote, “What
you have here is what might be translated into raw individualism, you see, if you
didn’t realize that the center [of the universe] was also right there facing you in
the other person. This is the mythological way of being an individual. You are the
central mountain, and the central mountain is everywhere” (Campbell & Moyers,
2011, p. 111). This is the essence of raw individuality: both personal and communal. Each person is experiencing something on their own, but those experiences
are also happening together.
Campbell and Moyers (2011) also though, explained that some societies are
unable to reach this level of individuality based on social caste systems. Campbell
used India as an example. The Indian caste system is based on a religious system
(i.e., Hinduism) that purports social castes as being divinely ordained. The highest caste, Brahmin, are placed there based on a divine plane. Being born into this
place is society is a part of a metaphysical process of reincarnation. The lowest
caste, the Dalits or “untouchables” are placed there based on the previous lives of
a person who has yet to move beyond this level of human existence. Nothing in
this caste system is understood to be by “choice” or individual agency, rather, it
is part of an eternal process. This metaphysical orientation places the Indian caste
system beyond western systems of society, although the British did their best to
re-orient Indian castes into a social system based on western conceptualizations
of individuality. In India, humanist elements of individual choice are infused into
social policies. For instance, laws in western societies such as obeying traffic
signals are never considered the “word of God”, whereas in India social laws that
differentiate the Dalit from the Brahmin are thought to be very much divinely
created (Campbell, 2018).
While these differing societal structures do create vastly different geneses of
oppression between Indian and western societies, Wilkerson’s (2019) book Caste
shows us how the racialized history of U.S. governmental policies toward people
of color can be understood through the lens of a caste system. In this caste system,
people of color, and Black folks in particular, have been unable to reach raw individualism because, as Campbell and Moyer (2011) wrote, in these systems “. . . people
from birth are cookie-molded into the dharma [inherent order) of their caste. And
they are nothing but that. They never become human beings, individuals, but remain
‘dividuals’: people that are elements in a larger structure.”
The concept of caste as applied to the U.S. is one the writers for The Economist seemed to not appreciate. Interpretations of individuality pushed by classical
liberals also do not seem to be of the raw variety, but a type that places the person
at the top of the mountain without relation to others. Such an individual existence
is exemplified by Maslow’s pyramid of needs. In the heuristic, personal physical
needs are the foundation, or bottom of a person’s existence, and personal mental needs are the top. But, is this how contemporary definitions of individuality
should look? A more realistic individuality could be defined by what the writ-
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er and journalist Karen Lincoln Michel (2014) reveals: that Maslow’s hierarchy
is merely an adaptation of a First Nation’s perspective. In this understanding,
self-actualization is placed at the base of a person’s needs and “cultural perpetuity” at the summit. This perspective seems better aligned with raw individualism.
Cultural perpetuity is a Blackfoot Nation concept that places an individual only as
such in relation to others in the group. Like Black Elk’s vision—reforms in U.S.
society could be based on this conceptualization of raw individualism. Members
of this society would appreciate personal experience while also understanding
that experiences are being had collectively. Such reforms, therefore, would be
written by those who appreciate the ways social constructions such as race have
contributed to, influenced, and historically controlled experiences of individuals
in the U.S. Reformers would therefore consider outcomes of racialized oppression as they relate to the “fair conditions” of opportunity, and design supports for
groups negatively affected by such oppressions that could result in actual “fair,”
or more accurately equitable, opportunities.
In the U.S., the sort of “fair conditions” valued and vaunted as providing
the roadmap to individual freedoms might be out of reach with traditional liberal
conceptualizations of fairness. Centuries of oppression and the racialized caste
system in the U.S. warp the concept of fairness away from “equality” and toward equity. This is what the “illiberal left” may be trying to get U.S. society to
acknowledge and then work to reform. If individuality is re-defined with conceptualizations in alignment with the raw variety, new experiences of freedom may
arise. This could then result in definitions of individuality that cannot exist without an appreciation for the interconnected nature of our world being synonymous
with our individual lives. In other words, Black Elk’s vision of multiple central
mountain tops could be adopted in the western world, resulting in people defining
themselves in relation to each other—with the individual and the group becoming
synonymous with the “self.”
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education and its sociocultural context. Grounded on the notion of “radical contextualization,” Taboo presents compelling and controversial pieces from a wide
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For those wishing to receive the PDFs of each issue the annual subscription rate is
$50 for individuals and $100 for institutions and libraries. Issues are sent via email
or mailed in PDF format on disk. For those who read the journal on the website
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