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Abstract 

Graduate Teaching Assistants (GTAs) are a continual point of interest as they teach a 

large portion of undergraduate students, especially at R1 universities, and represent the emerging 

minds in our field (Estrem and Reid; Dobrin; Dryer; Wisniewski). Therefore, it is important to 

understand how graduate students position themselves within this community of practice 

(Obermark et al.; Lave and Wenger). This dissertation traces graduate student teaching 

experiences over two years focusing on questions of claiming identity and maneuvering between 

three domains: community practice, role expectations, and individual motivations. The project is 

a longitudinal qualitative study of 5 new GTAs who provided observations, interviews, focus 

groups, and portfolios over two years participating in co-written descriptions of identity in 

keeping with feminist research method/olgoies (Alsup; Kirsch and Royster; Powell and 

Takayoshi; Selfe and Hawisher). The dissertation speaks to those who work with new teachers, 

specifically those in Writing Studies, and encourages us to reflect on how we define GTAs and 

translate these ideas to others and in our training. As Brewer notes “we must think more deeply 

about what...we still need to know and how much of what we know must be articulated to 

novices” (150). This acts as a moment of translation from GTAs’ voices to the field on how 

GTAs interpret Writing Studies and the mythos of the composition teacher.  
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Chapter 1: Where This Study and I Belong: Tracing Conversations about WPE 

I belong in the classroom. As a white, middle-class woman who grew up in Middle 

America, I have always embodied the role and identity of a teacher. My belonging, however, 

does not excuse me from the tricky, messy work of becoming a teacher. It has, unfairly, made it 

easier. In January 2015, throughout my first day teaching, I pinched myself to remember to 

breathe. I looked around the classroom and felt so widely unprepared and the stakes felt so high. 

Years later I still feel anxious on the first day of school, wondering if students will understand 

me and I them. What has changed is I now critically recognize the racial, social, and situational 

implications of belonging when others do not. In pursuing my dissertation I did not anticipate the 

hard, self-reflective work my study would provide. However, my experiences, like so many other 

teachers, are ones of hope, vulnerability, and finding voice through (and in spite of) training. 

Throughout my writing I use experiences of both myself and participants to emphasize the 

humanness of this research. Through these narratives I argue that new teachers maneuver three 

different domains -- community practices, individual motivations, and role expectations -- in 

order to become teachers of writing. My goal is to help create a framework that allows spaces 

inhabited by new teachers to be more inclusive and meaningful. 

My Positionality: A Collection of First Teaching Experiences 

*** 

My parents finally got WiFi in 2017. Growing up I did my homework at the East Valley 

Middle School Library or in my dad’s engineering office. Most of my learning took place in the 

country. My childhood home is located between Winston, Montana (population 143) and East 

Helena, Montana (population 2,0741) where access to phone service, art classes, montessori 

 
1 Data comes from montana.gov and is conducted by the Montana Department of Commerce. The data was 

conducted in 2017 and adjusted for 2020. 
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schools, and museums does not exist. There are no ethnic restaurants or non-Christian churches. 

Snow days are nonexistent, despite the yearly weeks that dip below zero degrees and the annual 

40 inches of snowfall a year. Instead we pick and can chokecherries, help with calving season, 

exchange food for plowing, and design drip systems for a wide variety of trees over my family’s 

32 acres. My elementary school field trips included going to the Strawberry Lookout (a fire 

tower), visiting the path of Lewis and Clark, and learning about gold mining. When I moved 

across the country to North Carolina and first described my educational background in our 

teacher training course I was met with disapproval and dissonance. “But how did you learn like 

that?” “It doesn’t sound very rigorous.” “Did everybody go to public school?” “Even my family 

vacations were educational, we never went camping.” “I’m so surprised you read Love in the 

Time of Cholera.” “Does anybody go to college or leave?” “How did you get out?” 

These comments still offend me because my educational experiences in Montana were 

crucial and vast. I took AP classes, competed in national Science Bowl Competitions with a 

hydrogen-fuel cell car, and had extensive training in the arts such as performing Carmina 

Burana with a full orchestra, chorus, and ballet company. As we know, people privilege certain 

kinds of education, or narratives, over others. In the South my lack of knowledge of the Civil War 

seemed negligent but their dismissal of Lewis and Clark and the West surprised me. Despite 

Montana’s educational structure, I’ve grown to recognize my education as equally unusual 

because of my mom. A teacher herself, my mom supplemented our schooling with Broadway 

musicals, reading Caddie Woodlawn and Tom Sawyer out loud in funny voices, and teaching us 

to multiple fractions while baking mocha chocolate cheesecake. My dad was also heavy handed 

in my siblings and my own education and during the forty-minute drive into town we would play 

a Spanish cassette tape in the F-150 reciting the word “el ferrocarril” (the railroad) over and 
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over again because of the way it rolled off our tongue. My cultural capital is knowing how to use 

a chainsaw, dispose of ticks, and gut a rainbow trout.  

*** 

My knowledge, my concepts of learning, are community based and became the structure 

for my thinking about education and the role I play in my own classroom and the system of 

Higher Education. The following three stories illustrate my first experiences with teaching and 

how they eventually shaped my personal and scholarly interest. I use what Cedillo and Bratta call 

“positionality stories.” In their article they write that these stories “Take up one move that 

teachers can, and oftentimes do, make in the classroom—the sharing of stories about their own 

lived experiences—to show how such a practice centers the teacher situationally while centering 

students functionally.” They continue describing, “When teachers share positionality stories with 

students, they can highlight the tensions accompanying the difficult process of academic 

acculturation and invite students to confront and contest often-unquestioned norms that bolster 

feelings of “dis-belonging” (Erevelles 2157) (216). Although Cedillo and Bratta’s article focuses 

on sharing positionality stories between teachers and their students -- using these positionality 

stories can also illustrate the lived experience of teachers and researchers to help illustrate the 

tension of “belonging” and “becoming” in academia.  Additionally, disclosing positionality 

throughout the research process, is part of conducting feminist method/odologies and engages in 

a rhetoric of empathy (Alsup; Cushman; Farkas and Haas; Kirsch and Royster; Powell and 

Takayoshi; Selfe and Hawisher). As Lisa Blakenship writes in her book on rhetorical empathy, 

“An approach such as rhetorical empathy involves giving up power in certain ways: that is, when 

we decide to listen to someone’s stories and attempt to discern what is motivating them, we 
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choose to be vulnerable” (121). I invite you into these stories, revealing my vulnerability, in 

order to illustrate what motivated this study and my own assumptions about writing and learning. 

Experience 1: “Get a Schwaller to Lead the Class.” 

*** 

Although I went through two teacher training programs during my graduate career, I 

consider my childhood full of teaching experiences. Coming from a family of teachers I’ve 

always been invested in education. My mom is a reading and math specialist for Kindergartners, 

my sister is an elementary school music teacher, my dad taught a course for civil engineers on 

soil mechanics, and my brother taught First Year Writing (FYW) while earning his MA in 

literature. Growing up our dinner conversation focused largely on education. The dos and 

don’ts, the frustration of using technology and giving grades, and the politics between teachers 

and curriculum. These conversations were never random but a constant chatter throughout my 

childhood. I never once believed that teachers lived at school without leaving the grounds. 

Despite these constant conversations, the first time I taught -- outside my enthusiastic 

teddy bear audience -- I was in seventh grade. Ms. R -- a former nun turned middle school band 

teacher -- was out sick due to her diabetes and had left instructions for the substitute teacher to 

“get a Schwaller to teach the class.” Although I had been taking violin lessons for eight years 

what really qualified me was my last name. Ms. R taught my siblings piano and knew that my 

dad had perfect pitch. She also knew that the other students in the class would not be surprised -- 

my family’s musical gifts were well-known, and I was already a “classroom leader.” Further, 

she couldn’t remember which Schwaller was in her class, but it didn’t matter, I had the pedigree. 

So I stood up at the front of the class and waved a number two pencil in 2/4 time, swishing my 

wand like Hermione and stopping the trumpets to adjust their rhythm before proceeding 

onwards. No one questioned me. My next teaching experiences would be in high school where I 
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co-taught 5th and 6th grade acting and improv classes. I led students through the game of Mafia 

and mentored the shy students who froze when put on the spot. These moments I practiced 

classroom management, designing lesson plans, and time management.  

Eventually I found myself in a class my senior year of high school titled “Peer 

Mentorship” that paired high school students with elementary classrooms. The teacher had us 

read John Dewey, Paolo Freire and Jonathan Kozol’s Shame of the Nation and we discussed the 

sociopolitical tensions of the schools we volunteered at. My particular assignment was working 

in a first-grade class with an eight-year-old boy with autism named Jonathan. The school was in 

one of the nicer neighborhoods in the Helena area and the teacher was someone my mom knew 

from church. The first day I met Johnny he wore a green Celtics’ shirt and was swaying back 

and forth humming the “National Anthem.” He was agitated and I wasn’t sure if it was my 

presence or the girl next to him who wore strong perfumey lotion. The students were working on 

a tracing worksheet where they were supposed to write about their summer and draw a picture. 

The kids at the table were using colored pencils and chirping happily while Johnny struggled 

with holding his pencil. Mrs. A came up and gave him a new type of pencil designed to steady his 

hand. It was blue and looked like a mathematical compass. I sat by Johnny as he tried to handle 

the hulky equipment in his kid chubby hand. He looked over and whispered, “It’s okay. It’s cuz 

I’m black.” He then bit his lip and went back to working, while I sat shocked and uncomfortable. 

I tried to make eye contact with the teacher, but she pretended not to notice under the guise of 

helping another student with a sparkly clip in her blonde hair. I turned to Jonathan and 

whispered, “Do you feel that way a lot? Like you are treated differently because you are black?” 

Jonathan said, “I’m the only one.” In the whole school, K-5, he was the only student of color 

and thought his specialized learning curriculum was based on race. No one seemed able to 
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convince him otherwise. More than that, no one tried to convince him otherwise. After the class 

was over I talked to Mrs. A and explained what Johnny said and asked her how to handle those 

moments in the future. The next time I came into the classroom Johnny was in a room by himself 

at a too small desk where he was supposed to practice using his different pencil until he “no 

longer felt uncomfortable and different2.” Even then I knew it wasn’t the right approach -- but 

what agency did I have at seventeen years old to question a teacher with seventeen years of 

experience? Did I even belong in this classroom? How was I equipped to advocate for Johnny?  

*** 

Experience 2: “Check Your Privilege Son.” 

 My first formal teacher training was at my MA institution in the southeast at an R1 

university with a heavy STEM focus and around 30 graduate students in the English Department. 

Due to SACS,3 new GTAs are required to have 18 credits of graduate coursework before 

becoming instructors of record. Thus, our first semester started with a course about composition 

theories and research, providing an overview of Writing Studies’ history and the purpose of 

FYW. During this semester we participated in National Day on Writing by designing activities 

informed by the theories we were learning. We also attended Brown Bag workshops on topics 

such as peer review, universal design, and Writing in the Disciplines (WID). During our second 

semester we shadowed an experienced lecturer who mentored three of us, each paired to a 

specific FYW class. Beyond observing, my mentor had us do mini-lessons such as passive-voice 

in disciplinary writing and then conduct the third unit, which focused on annotated 

bibliographies. Immediately after our Spring semester we had a week-long training where we 

 
2 Beyond my experience it is important to acknowledge the systematic and historical levels of racism in our 

education system. As Anne Fergeuson notes, “institutional norms and procedures in the field of education are used 

to maintain racial order” (19).  
3 SACS stands for the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools and will be discussed further in the chapter. 
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implemented everything we had learned throughout the first year and designed our syllabi. 

Although there were some guidelines, such as how many pages students had to write and course 

goals related to WID, we had a large amount of autonomy over our courses. The following year 

each GTA had a 1/1 course load with an enrollment cap of 18 students.  

*** 

 I still remember where all my students sat in the first class I taught. I had seven athletes 

ranging from basketball, swimming, cross country, and gymnastics. I had two Morgans and two 

Connors, and the first day I accidently pronounced Kylanna’s name as Keylargo, which became 

our class’s first inside joke. My first day I felt very ready -- although slightly nervous. I had 

worked in two Writing Centers and shadowed my mentor. I had designed a curriculum and felt 

like I was finally going to do the grad school activity I’d be best at. Most days were amazing. I 

was jazzed and my students produced interesting papers about bee colonies and racism on The 

Bachelor. They got along with one another and started to go to each other’s games and cheer 

one another on both in and outside the class. They left funny notes on my desk and showed up for 

office hours. An idyllic group in many ways -- until they had to write a visual analysis and slowly 

the racism, sexism, and macro and micro aggressions poured out.  

One student, I’ll call Chad, came from Connecticut and wore Martha’s Vineyard clothing 

and was a cross-country runner. He came from a wealthy, private high school and once asked if 

his dad could “write him a note for being gone since he’s a doctor and all.” Throughout the 

class he expressed anger at same-sex marriage and the #blacklivesmatter movement. I became 

increasingly annoyed and worried I was losing respect from the rest of the class by not 

appropriately addressing his comments. One day, as we played APA Jeopardy, Chad grew 

frustrated at his losing team and looked at me and said, “Come on, I deserve to win. I even 
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studied. You can’t let me lose. I always win.” I snapped and said too loudly, “Check your 

privilege son!” The whole class grinded to a halt and Chad sputtered and sat down. After class, 

Connor Two, came up and told me he was relieved because “What a dick, right?” and I realized 

I had a moment where I let my frustrations and biases get in the way. I was scared and frustrated 

and felt the classroom was out of control. Should I have singled out this student? Did I fail my 

mantra of what-would-Nancy-Sommers-do (WWNSD)? Did I belong in a classroom if I couldn’t 

manage it at all -- especially during a simple game of Jeopardy?  

*** 

Experience 3: “I’m Scared for my Family Miss.” 

 My third foundational experience occurred during my PhD, which is located in the 

southwest at an R1 university with 30-40 new GTAs a year from five different programs: 

Creative Writing, Rhetoric, Composition, and the Teaching of English, Teaching English as a 

Second Language, Literature, and Second Language Acquisition and Teaching (an 

interdisciplinary program connected to English). The training included a five-day orientation 

before the semester began where we focused on the first unit, program culture and policies, and 

building community to troubleshoot immediate concerns. We then attended a General Meeting 

with all the faculty in the Writing Program the Thursday before Monday classes. Throughout the 

first semester we then gathered in a large group once a week for an hour and a half followed by 

smaller interdisciplinary groups for an hour. These meetings typically dealt with current 

problems, grade norming, and teaching demos. During the second semester we met with our 

small groups once a week.  

*** 
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 At first, I felt unprepared for the diversity in my classroom. As we started writing and 

reading literacy narratives, I became increasingly excited about the possibilities students were 

exploring: Chinese dance, bilingual family politics, dyslexia, and foster care. Although I can’t 

remember where everyone sat and all their names, my first semester students were a mix of 

unique voices that forced me to evaluate what mattered. One student, José4, never turned in 

assignments. I emailed and he came to class each week but still his assignment boxes were 

empty, no drafts were seen by peers, and I grew increasingly concerned. The looming drop date 

approached, and I asked him to meet with me in front of the Main Library where a Starbucks 

sits. I asked him what was wrong and tried to explain his options with dropping the course when 

he said, “I’m scared for my family Miss.” It was Fall of 2016 when Donald Trump was about to 

be elected president and he was scared his family would be deported. From our table we were 

69.5 miles from the Mexican border where his family lived. He was working forty-hour weeks his 

first semester -- barely eighteen years old-- to build enough money for them if “they needed to 

hide”. Shook I didn’t know what to do so I reached out to my mentor. We crafted a new syllabus 

for José and rewrote some of the policies -- attendance, drafts, etc. -- to fit his circumstances and 

I sent him options and asked to meet again. I never heard from him. He stopped coming to class. 

I contacted his advisor and eventually learned he left the university. Should I have walked him 

directly to the Dean of Students for help? Should I have let someone else know -- beyond my 

mentor? Did I belong in a place where I knew so little the fears and anxieties of my students? 

*** 

My three stories illustrate the complexity of becoming a teacher and trying to belong in 

classrooms where issues of class, race, and citizenship emerge. No classroom is exempt from the 

 
4 A pseudonym.  
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sociopolitical dynamics of the outer community and in many ways educational settings highlight 

these inequalities. The wide range of community practices emerging from local contexts create 

assumptions and barriers for members. For example, my work as a high school student created a 

large barrier of authority and allowed Mrs. A to continually engage in racist educational 

practices. As a new teacher I tried to grapple with these community practices, while pairing them 

with my own individual motivations and the expectations I had about my role in the classroom. 

In my MA and PhD institutions, I tried to grapple with these racialized and classist experiences 

with my own motivation of being an empathetic teacher and also the expectations I had to 

provide “guidance,” “structure,” essentially “authority” through written syllabi and classroom 

management. These strange tensions are the interactions new teachers maneuver through in order 

to become teachers and belong in communities of educators. I was able to measure my own 

experience through reflection, however, many of my questions emerged retroactively rather than 

in the moment, as I paired them with experiences and conversation with others. These stories 

foreshadow the experience of my participants as we used reflection, experiences, and 

conversations as a way to process community practices, individual motivations, and role 

expectations. Throughout I argue the importance of using stories, experiences, and tension to 

illustrate how we become and belong. 

Where Do I Belong? 

 These moments of becoming a teacher center on the question: who am I to be the one 

here? Whether “here” is a metaphorical state of confronting racism, privilege, and politics or in 

the material space in front of the classroom. My experiences have been robust and 

comprehensive. Yet, there are always gaps, moments we are unprepared for that make us 

question whether we belong. Beyond these classroom experiences, I have struggled with feeling 
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like I belong in teacher training programs at all. I have always considered myself a teacher first 

and felt much more comfortable standing in front of a classroom than sharing my writing. In an 

English Department this is abnormal. My enthusiasm for teacher education and full dedication is 

perplexing to my peers. I doubt many of my cohort would claim their practicum course as their 

favorite experience or enjoy writing feedback on student drafts. The question of belonging is a 

confusing one. I attempt to answer it within my dissertation by first tracing where I belong. To 

start, I know I belong in the field of Writing Studies at the intersection of Writing Program 

Administration and Teacher Education. I belong in the classroom; however, we define that space. 

I belong in conversations about teachers, their complicated moments, unanswerable questions, 

and blend of confidence and vulnerability. Therefore, from the scholarly conversations, the 

methods of conducting these conversations and entering these spaces and reflecting on 

intersections -- I tell the story of belonging and becoming teachers of writing. 

Scholarly Conversations About WPE 

 As a field writing studies has dedicated a lot of time and energy on how best to train 

graduate students as new teachers. From the implications of theory and practice in teacher 

training (Dobrin; Dryer; Fisher) to types of training programs (Dobrin; Latterll; Rupiper Taggart 

and Lowery) and professional development (Reid, Estrem, and Belcher; Obermark, Brewer, and 

Halasek), Writing Pedagogy Education (WPE) has carved a place in our disciplinary 

conversations. WPE is a term coined by Reid and Estrem that “encompasses the ongoing 

education, mentoring, and support of new college-level writing instructors” (223). It has become 

synonymous with graduate teacher training in writing studies and focuses largely on 

professionalizing GTAs as teachers and immersing them into the specific community of first 

year writing (FYW). The term is problematic in its assumption that all GTAs want to become 
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teachers and professionalized in the specific community of FYW and does little to account for 

the wide range of disciplines that come to teach composition. Nancy Penrose notes that many 

contingent faculty are outside the disciplinary field and “are not members of the established 

profession as represented in our disciplinary discussions” (109). Her study is parallel to the 

experience of many GTAs in WPE. Beyond WPE my work also on teacher education 

scholarship, such as Debora Britzman and Janet Alsup’s understanding of practice and identity 

development of new teachers and Lave and Wenger’s work with communities of practice and 

legitimate peripheral participation. Further, drawing on González, Moll, and Amanti’s work on 

funds of knowledge, I attempt to capture a holistic understanding of new teachers. The nature of 

these various works all center on questions of teacher and professional identity or identity in 

educational spaces. Teacher education scholars Beauchamp and Thomas write, “A major hurdle 

in gaining an understanding of identity is resolving a definition of it, as a variety of issues 

surface in any attempt to reach a definition” such as the role of self, stories, emotions, discourse, 

reflection, agency, and contextual factors (176). Many disciplines approach the topic of identity 

reconciliation and think through these issues. Thus, the intersection of writing studies and 

education provides a robust frame of the conversation as each frames teacher identity from 

multiple angles: community, selfhood, and subject position within the discourse, manifested 

through texts and writing in the classroom. By blending these studies we can account for the 

complicated and comprehensive experience new GTAs go through. I focus first on Writing 

Pedagogy Education and emphasize where the conversations have gone before and the exciting 

avenues we are currently exploring. I then situate my research within WPE and map an outline of 

the remaining chapters.  
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The scholarship on WPE expands in many directions due to the many demands on 

administrators and new teachers. As Reid points out, “It can be easy to get caught up in the truly 

impossible goal of quickly ‘producing’ new teachers who meet all core standards to deliver a 

curriculum” (247). The institutional context, the role of WPAs, and the experiences of GTAs 

themselves are all important avenues of research. For the purposes of this overview I separated 

conversations by scope such that we move from big picture accounts of contexts and 

stakeholders toward individual experiences of novice instructors. The first section focuses on the 

role of WPAs in advancing WPE in the field of writing studies, the way WPAs design and 

implement teacher training, and the personal narratives of their experiences with resistance and 

training new teachers. Often WPAs are privy to information GTAs might not be familiar with or 

want to address, thus it is the role of WPAs to account for these multiple constraints when 

designing programs. The second section then considers TAs’ responses to WPE, experiences 

overtime in a specific program and how these shape revisions to TA training. This section looks 

largely at whole cohorts -- rather than individuals -- and is marked by studies that generalize 

knowledge based on surveys, interviews, and quantitative data collection. Lastly, I will look at 

more recent WPE research that focuses on individual experiences and how teacher training 

impacts agency, personal understandings of feedback and writing, and emotional and cognitive 

responses to professionalization. This last section will draw heavily on teacher education 

research to supplement missing parts of the conversation on identity and learning work in WPE. 

Across the literature, I consider how individuals place themselves within WPE as belonging or 

not and how their identification impacts their professional and personal lives. 



23 

How do WPAs do WPE: Disciplinary and Institutional Contexts 

It is important to recognize the role WPAs have in shaping professionalization and 

teacher training. As Sid Dobrin writes in the introduction to his seminal work Don’t Call It That: 

The Composition Practicum, “In terms of the programmatic culture of writing programs and the 

impact individual WPAs have on individual programs, it is crucial that we consider the 

relationship between WPAs and practica” (31). As WPAs have the disciplinary knowledge and 

power to understand institutional contexts and the purpose of the practicum5, they offer a good 

starting place to understand the why and how of teacher training. Starting broadly, most WPAs 

are guided by the disciplinary statement composed by College Composition and Communication 

(CCC) on Statement on Preparing New Teachers of Writing (see fig. 1). The statement, updated 

in 2015, compiles recommendations on teacher training for dual enrollment, graduate teaching 

assistants (GTAs), and new and continuing faculty. For all teachers of writing, the statement 

recommends instructors have a “broad base of theoretical knowledge” that includes rhetorical 

knowledge, linguistic knowledge, instructional knowledge, ethical and effective research 

methods, and technical knowledge. In regards to GTAs the statement follows:  

 

 
5 As Joe Marshall Hardin says, such a course is a combination of three courses “a teaching practicum, a composition 

pedagogy course, and a course in composition theory” (38). Thus, I will use practicum as a stand in for these three 

variations of these courses where the work of WPE takes place.  

https://cccc.ncte.org/cccc/resources/positions/statementonprep
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(Fig. 1: Statement on Preparing New Teachers of Writing) 

 The statement reveals the heavy and intensive ways WPAs reflect on and design WPE. 

The balance of providing “theoretically informed writing pedagogy” and developing 

instructional knowledge quickly -- one of the top concerns of new GTAs (Obermark et al.) -- is a 

heavy task that results in tension of what to prioritize. Obermark, Brewer, and Halasek write, 

“the field continues to struggle with how to prepare them [graduate students] meaningfully for 
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the teaching they will do in their immediate future as TAs and for the responsibilities they will 

take on as they move forward in their careers” (32). Part of the conflict stems from the 

institutional context, resources, and traditions set in place by departments. One of the largest 

political problems WPAs come across is legitimizing the practicum course and teacher training 

within English Departments. Payne and Enos write, “Writing program administrators struggle to 

achieve and maintain the respect and recognition of other academics, particularly those who see 

composition as a set of skills to be drilled and the teaching of composition as an unfortunately 

necessary service” (51). Latterell echoes this claim by simply stating, “Teaching writing is not 

valued, even by the rhetoric and composition field” (20). One suggestion for addressing this 

tension is incorporating more theory into practicum courses. Dobrin writes, “The question of the 

role of theory plays in the practicum is, then, intrinsically enmeshed with the questions of 

legitimacy that departments, colleges, and universities often ask of the practicum: Should 

students receive credit for the course since it isn’t a “real” course? Should faculty receive 

teaching credit for teaching the course?” (3). By drawing on theory, writing studies scholars 

position the practicum and teacher training as an essential avenue into academic 

professionalization. The theoretical knowledge and disciplinary outline encourages WPAs to see 

the space of practicum differently than new GTAs. They already “speak the language” and 

understand how it fits within the larger context. 

 As WPAs begin to design practicum courses and the balance of theory/practice they have 

to account for institutional demands such as credit requirements and labor. Rupiper Taggart and 

Lowry highlight an “identity crisis” of “what type of orientation to offer: pre-semester 

workshops, a full-semester course prior to teaching, a course during the first semester of 

teaching, a for-credit courses versus mentor teams, a workshop plus a course, a full year of 
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courses, a course plus a mentorship, etc.” (92). Typically the types of training offered are 

influenced by regional accreditation organizations. As mentioned earlier, SACS, which stands 

for the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools requires a minimum of 18 credits of 

graduate coursework before GTAs can become instructors-of-record. Therefore, schools in the 

south and southeast traditionally have GTAs work in Writing Centers or shadow other teachers 

for a semester. These graduate students also have the opportunity to take a more intensive 

composition theory course before teaching (Latterell).  

For other accreditation organizations, such as the Higher Learning Commission, who do 

not have similar requirements, GTAs can have a week or less of training in the summer before 

starting to teach in the Fall. Typically the first semester requires students to take a practicum 

course where mentors balance discussions on theory and problems that arise in the classroom. 

The differences between the two types of accreditation systems leads to a difference in ways of 

balancing theory/praxis. For those within SACs theory often comes before practice, which can 

potentially cause a further divide between the two. As Michel contributes to Dobrin’s book, 

“Perhaps the most challenging aspect of teaching theory is to make it comprehensible to students 

who often feel that it is too abstract to be applicable to their teaching” (189). For WPAs teaching 

and practice become binaries in designing syllabi and making choices of what to prioritize. As 

Reid writes, “We are either providing relevant information significantly in advance of teachers’ 

ability to try it out in the classroom or asking for their thoughtful inquiry during the “What do I 

do on Tuesday?” chaos of first-time teaching composition” (246). Regardless of when theory is 

incorporated WPAs are aware that “pedagogical and writing theory should inform practical 

instruction” (Rupiper Taggart and Lowery) and structure the practicum accordingly. Further, 

without the incorporation of theory, “novice teachers will often fall back on their pre-existing, 
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perhaps inappropriate, notions of what it means to be a good teacher” (Duffelmeyer 298). The 

theory/praxis question is a product of resources and accreditation, as the limited amount of time 

incoming students have to engage with theory and how they are often conflated into a single 

course continually creates barriers and struggles for how students are prepared (Fisher; Hardin).  

Beyond the task of forming a training program based on institutional demands and needs, 

WPAs also have to think strategically about how to best include instructors who are not GTAs 

and do not have administrative roles. Despite WPAs’ oversight and relationship to practicum 

they are not the only teachers to prepare GTAs and mentor them within WPE (Dobrin 3). 

Belanger and Gruber describe the need for WPAs to continue to do research in order to 

rejuvenate their own scholarly and professional development writing, “Stepping in and out of 

administrative work, including the teaching of the composition practicum, helps decenter the 

WPA, allowing him or her to avoid the burnout and entrenchment that many long-term WPAs 

experience and that can have a negative effect on everyone’s morale” (138). Decentering the role 

of WPA is also frequently determined by funding and program needs. Deborah Murray, at 

Kansas State University, describes the practical nature of using a “team approach” due to her 

department’s reluctance to hire tenure-track faculty; however, she also writes, “The team 

approach also helps keep those in charge of the practicum engaged and revitalized. Those who 

are able to succeed long term as practicum teachers need to remain plugged in so they don’t get 

burned out” (312). Murray reveals the members of the team as any non-tenure track instructors 

who do administrative work, WPAs, and instructors in the program (311-2). In Casie Feducovich 

and Megan Hall’s article they discuss using experienced instructors as mentors for smaller 

cohorts of GTAs as a result of the larger number of incoming graduate students. Previously their 

institution was limited to one-on-one mentorship between instructors and GTAs, but utilizing a 
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facilitator-based model where instructors guide three or four GTAs helps create “meaningful 

peer-mentoring relationships” for both instructors and GTAs (Fedukovich and Hall). The 

mentors within this program are compensated for their time and labor, which is another aspect 

WPAs are aware of when taking on the challenge of WPE. As institutions continue to hire GTAs 

the need for support from a larger body of the writing program, aside from WPAs, is increasing 

and provides an opportunity to create a larger community of teachers. However, it also means 

WPAs need to focus on not just preparing and supporting GTAs but those who mentor them as 

well (Reid 248).  

Many of the choices WPAs are making are also rooted in disciplinary research. WPAs 

belong6 in the field, classroom, and in conversations about how writing is taught to 

undergraduate students. They are the experts. Within the framework of WPE we begin to notice 

the awareness of big picture challenges and also how WPA’s respond with “insider insight” from 

their own balance of theory/praxis. Thus, many WPAs are aware of scholarly conversations 

about training new teachers and there are a lot of hypotheses carried over from other scholars and 

sites of research. For example, Reid, Belchier, and Estrem point to four hypotheses they had 

about WPE work before conducting their research:  

1) Formal pedagogy education positively impacts TAs’ confidence, skills, and problem-

solving repertoire 

2) TAs productively integrate formal pedagogy education into their daily thinking about and 

practice of teaching 

3) The effects described in the first two hypotheses vary significantly across sites in relation 

to local conditions and practices 

4) The effects described in the first two hypotheses differ across yearly stages, and are more 

prevalent and stable for second-and-third year TAs than they are for first-year TAs (33). 

 

 
6 For the most part, I complicate this further in subsequent moments discussing the white, female centric nature of 

WPA work and how this impacts who “belongs.” 
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These hypotheses are shared among teacher educators in writing studies but, along with any 

assumptions, beg to be tested. Therefore, once WPAs have designed and begun implementing 

training programs, one of the next pieces is researching, assessing, and evaluating these 

programs.  

Assessing and Responding to WPE: From Big Picture to Local Contexts 

Despite WPE research and work in teacher education, no WPE program is going to be 

perfect. Reid writes in her chapter “What is TA Education,” “What’s impossible about TA 

education is to do everything perfectly, or even with a reliable sense of completeness and logical 

consistency” (245; 255). Yet, through research, scholars are able to understand what works well 

and is useful in the local context. Although these studies are not generalizable, they are 

generative in helping us conceptualize what structures and procedures work best for novice 

teachers. WPE studies on assessing programs require bringing together experiences from 

everyone in the practicum course: instructors, mentors, and new GTAs7. Researching and 

assessing WPE typically starts with individual program assessment. Obermark, Brewer, and 

Halasek position their research as a “needs based assessment” of current program structures. 

Their participants include current TAs and alumni from their program to create “buy-in from 

TAs” (37). They write, “Because we made the active decision to engage with these TAs as 

professional colleagues and teachers, they saw themselves that way too” (38). Often research on 

individual programs allows for more voices and member involvement because the location is 

smaller. Larger scale projects typically focus on multiple groups of students or cohorts. For 

example, Reid, Belchier, and Estrem’s multisite research project looks specifically at GTA 

experiences in order to answer the question “Did we actually know what we were accomplishing 

 
7 Note that FYW students are never incorporated into the conversation in WPE research. 
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in our work with new and continuing TAs?” (33). Their research allows for testing and 

supporting our assumptions about WPE through the experiences and choices of different 

programs; specifically, Reid, Belchier, and Estrem’s multiple sites, membership and procedures 

done with experienced and novice GTAs, and the process of co-coding results with new teachers 

is especially generative.  

One of the main avenues of research and accounting for the experiences of TAs is how 

well they are professionalized into the community of teachers. As incoming graduate students are 

transitioning from undergraduate programs or the workforce, they are entering not only a new 

institution, but a job and new place to exercise identity. Latterell writes that training courses 

“play a significant part in preparing future scholars and teachers in rhetoric and composition and 

in preparing graduate students to assume the particular teaching tasks of an individual English 

department” (7). Professional development in a practicum course helps legitimize the field, helps 

students view their teaching as scholarly and purposeful, and creates a community of writing 

throughout the program. Deborah Murray explains, “Those of us who teach the practicum are 

primarily responsible for the initial steps in GTAs’ professional development...by setting up the 

framework for talking about teaching, reading theory, seeking advice, observing, and being 

observed, the practicum supports the habits that can lead to professional success” (302-3).  Thus, 

professional development in this context includes opportunities leading to jobs, understanding of 

academia, and theoretical and practical foundations that support scholarship -- essentially helping 

new GTAs “belong.” 

One recurring theme from WPE is that professional development should not stop after the 

first year. Obermark et al.’s piece discusses how the “one and done” approach is problematic 

because the development of TAs does not “occur at the same rate or at the same time for all 
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TAs” (39). Similarly, Reid et al. note, “learning to teach takes time” and continuing TAs are still 

“new learners” (58-9). They argue graduate students, including those with experience, inhabit a 

stage of interteaching where “a pedagogy learner is forming hypotheses about successful 

teaching by acting out both new and previously learned rules, testing whether those are workable 

in the current situation, and refining his or her practice -- with varying degrees of success” (34). 

These two scholars discuss the need for continued professional development as GTAs continue 

on with their training. Obermark et al. also found that experienced TAs want to continue their 

training and have more interest in the theoretical and complex aspects of teaching than beginning 

teachers. They write, “While the inexperienced TAs had general questions about designing 

assignments and curricula, the experienced TAs expressed interest in composition theory and 

pedagogy explicitly” (41). The comfort level that comes with experience and time helps TAs 

experiment with their own theories of practice and concepts of writing. Similar to jazz musicians, 

it is important for a learner to understand the notes and how to play them before improvising and 

making the music one’s own. 

An equally frequent theme in the literature, resistance often occurs due to the mismatch 

between goals of new GTAs and WPAs (Ebest; Hesse). As GTAs become professionalized in 

their own disciplines, there is an assumption that they are not compositionists and therefore 

shouldn’t invest time in learning and professionalizing in the FYW community (Fisher; 

Huntley). Grappling with learning a new set of skills, while also feeling the need to be an expert 

naturally causes tension. The intersection between the big picture of the FYW community and 

the individual frustrations of GTAs and disciplines outside of composition results in a lack of 

interest in WPE. These feelings are similar to those of new undergraduate students in FYW 

courses. As Hesse describes new teachers are maneuvering through similar tensions as first year 
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students, writing TA training is “reminding them what it is to be a beginner” (226). Therefore, he 

suggests TAs’ resistance stems from learning new theoretical material and grappling with new 

concepts and ideas rather than a complete resistance to professionalization. 

 The comparison to undergraduates is mirrored in Sally Barr Ebest’s book Changing the 

Way We Teach: Writing and Resistance in Training of Teaching Assistants where she writes, 

“my graduate students’ resistance paralleled that of undergraduates” and “anyone who has 

experienced these behaviors tends to view them negatively, for they often disrupt the class, but 

resistance need not have negative results” (7). Both our FYW students and new teachers are 

learners who are grappling with new concepts in what appears to be a high-stakes environment. 

Beyond learning new skills, there is confusion about how professionalization works, especially 

when teaching seems distant from future goals and disciplinary values. Fisher writes, “I naively 

assumed that the TAs would share my excitement about this journey into theory and its 

implications for their classroom practice. I was wrong” (200). She goes on to discuss the reason 

for the lack of interest, writing, “some of the MFA students were not as interested in teaching 

English 101 -- or learning the theory behind that teaching -- as they were in producing their own 

writing, and therefore had little time or tolerance for a pedagogy course that required the kind of 

rigor that warranted granting three graduate credits” (201). Huntley’s reflection on teaching the 

TA training course centers on the aftermath of a midterm assignment and her students’ honest 

conversation about feeling “emotionally tired” losing “trust in this course” not knowing what is 

“expected in the course” and not knowing “how to survive” the practicum” (294-5). One student 

even remarks, “‘There is a fundamental division between MA and CRW students. All I want is 

practical knowledge. I didn’t come here to teach English 101’” (295). Huntley describes the 

discussion as generative, suggesting, “The experience of the discussion was another thing we 
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needed; it cleared the air. The students let out their frustrations, and we approached being real” 

(296). Huntley ends her reflection with a note written by a student who apologized for her 

resistance and came to value the course after teaching for a semester, suggesting GTAs will 

eventually come to understand theory and training as useful (Ebest; Hesse, Obermark et al.). 

Both Huntley’s reflection and Obermark et al.’s research shows the importance of growth 

over time and resistance as a generative site of study. Understanding TAs’ positionality as early 

academics is an important step in valuing their agency because it includes them in their research 

communities. Additionally understanding the intersection of community members that are both 

experts and novices strengthens these ideas. Both are becoming and belonging within the space 

and it is constantly rearranging based on these needs. Neeley writes, “we need to recognize that 

professional development begins with personal and interpersonal development; that relationships 

affect what goes on in our classrooms, our offices (or lack thereof), our departments, and our 

professional affiliations” (24). The relationship between WPAs and their TAs is essentially 

important in community building and by focusing further on individuals and their responses to 

TA training we can better understand how they are maneuvering these new sites and 

communities.  

Individuals Belonging in WPE: GTAs’ Internal Experiences with WPE 

 Beyond the fear of belonging in a community and not knowing what WPAs know, 

GTAs’ resistance often comes from the murkiness of trial and error as a new teacher. New 

studies in WPE focus specifically on some of these individual choices. Dylan Dryer, Carolyn 

Wisniewski, and Meaghan Brewer highlight individual GTA experiences in practicum courses 

by looking at moments of individual agency and the manifestation of their new roles. Dryer’s 

article focuses on ten GTAs’ responses to student writing and the assumptions about first-year 
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students the novice teachers are making. Specifically, he is focused on how new GTAs 

“projected versions of their own academic writing histories onto the students” (425). By studying 

students’ responses, he finds moments where graduate students moved beyond these projections 

and grappled with academic writing at large. Not only is a practicum course an introduction to 

teaching but students are also confronting their understanding of writing, higher education, and 

making meaning of their past experiences. Similarly, Wisniewski’s article looks at how twelve 

novice teachers responded to challenges with students, the curriculum, classroom management, 

and pedagogy. She notes that students describe these problems through the “window” of their 

students, using them as a lens for their own learning -- similar to Dryer’s novice teachers. 

Wisniewski ends by writing novice teachers “reflect across domains of teaching identities as 

reflective practitioners who assimilate new learning into their pedagogical reasoning and 

practice” (49). Dryer suggests we should ask “what sort of learners and teachers they will 

become” (444). The emphasis for both is the connection between learner and teacher, which is an 

increasingly useful framework for understanding novice teachers. 

 In 2016 Reid composed an open letter titled “On Learning to Teach: Letter to a New 

TA.” In the letter she focuses primarily on “six learning strategies” and refers to GTAs as 

“teaching learners” or “pedagogy learner” (129). She references six types of learning: access 

prior knowledge, understand and adapt to conscious incompetence, integrate multiple learning 

approaches, learn from multiple sources and experiences, explore “managed uncertainty” and 

“failing forward,” and extend your new teacher timeline. She connects these learning moves to 

novice teachers’ FYW students who can also benefit from the six strategies. She ends by saying, 

“many experienced teachers would say we are still learning” and “whether you are taking up 

classroom teaching just for the time being or as a lifelong vocation, I hope you can also take this 
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opportunity to expand your understanding of your own learning process” (141). By placing the 

emphasis on learning, Reid is able to richen our understanding of the theory and praxis divide. 

Often new TAs might see theory as taking place in the practicum and praxis in their FYW 

classrooms, but by positioning novice teachers as “learners” she connects the two in order to 

disrupt the binary and create a more circular approach. Additionally, she helps GTAs understand 

their own position within the community and their individual ownership over becoming a 

teacher.  

 In response to Reid’s letter Elizabeth Saur and Jason Palmeri, who co-teach the practicum 

course at their university, wrote an “Addendum” that extends the “cognitive perspective by 

turning the focus to the affective and emotional dimensions of teaching” (146). They take up 

theories of emotion in order to help TAs understand the affective and challenging ways teaching 

enters our lives. They provide five maxims: 1) teaching is messy, emotional work, 2) “good 

teachers” do not exist, 3) it’s not always about you, 4) embodied personality matters, 5) you are 

not alone, and talking with other teachers helps (146-151). They argue that “Not only can 

engaging in dialogue about emotions be an effective form of self-care, but it can also be a key 

strategy for developing, enacting, and refining innovative and critical pedagogies” (152). These 

letters illustrate the individual experiences new GTAs are having as they enter into a community 

and knot together learning and emotion8. In WPE we are not only working with new TAs but 

people and focusing on learning, reflection, and emotion helps address a holistic understanding 

of new teachers.  

 
8 The binary of learning and feelings is a prevalent one in academia that is often used as a weapon to privilege 

certain groups, ways of thinking and knowing, and procedures. Thus, it is important not to see them as binarious but 

instead as a consubstantial knot.  
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 Addressing the whole person and identity work of new teachers has a long history of 

research both in WPE (Dethier; Marshall; Neaderhiser; Rankin) and more so in teacher education 

(Alsup; Assunção Flores and Day; Beijaard et al.; Britzman; Danielewicz; Connelly and 

Clandinin; Gratch; Lipka and Brinthaupt; Palmer; Shulman). In the 1990’s WPE scholars 

emphasized the performative nature of identity. Rankin’s work “Seeing Yourself as a Teacher” 

describes how new GTAs began to perform as teachers once they could visualize themselves in 

that role. A similar philosophy is taken up in Finder and Rose’s article “If I Was a Teacher” 

where they describe role play as a pedagogical tool in practicum courses. Both rely on new 

teachers’ abilities to imagine themselves in the role of teacher and then actively reflect on these 

moments. These moves parallel the social turn in rhetoric and composition as well and speak to 

the theories and publications at this time9. 

Similarly in the early 2000s, teacher education scholars were looking at identity work and 

performance. Danielewicz, a teacher education scholar, writes, “We make ourselves” through 

activities and practices like classification (she is a teacher), association (I am like her), and 

identification (I want to be like her)” (35). She describes the importance of new instructors 

“seeing themselves as teachers” and the role this takes in professionalization. However, there is a 

potential danger when who we picture as teachers falls into a stereotype of white, middle-class, 

females. As Alsup writes, “This stereotypical role is attractive because it seems free of conflict 

and contradiction” (6). Yet, it fails to account for the reality that many teachers do not fit the 

stereotype and by asking new teachers to picture themselves in that role we are asking them to 

 
9 James Paul Gee publishes on “The New Literacy Studies and the ‘Social Turn’” to describe the way the social turn 

in rhetoric and composition challenges hierarchies, homogenous discourse, and builds off of feminist and social 

congitive research (1294). Similarly Durst argues that Bartholomae’s “Inventing the University” is the start to the 

“social turn” in composition and represents a “social view of students as beginners attempting to enter an unfamiliar 

and in some ways unwelcoming discourse community” -- a position many new GTAs take up soon (1661).  
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remove parts of their identity they value. The cognitive and emotional complexities of teaching 

are also the cognitive and emotional complexities of exercising identity in these professional 

spaces.  

Janet Alsup’s work provides a richer understanding of individual teachers’ lives and 

negotiations with professional identities. Within her qualitative study of secondary English 

teachers she uses “borderlands” as a framework for understanding how teachers cross between 

identities within new spaces -- such as student teaching. Her research specifically focuses on 

discourse and how her case studies disrupt stereotypes of new teachers or attempt to conform -- 

and the resulting dissonance of both. Her book provides a model for teacher education 

scholarship that asks questions about personhood and how it influences teacher training. 

Similarly, Wisnewski starts to address questions of identity in WPE with her question: “How do 

instructors come to define their own professional teaching identities, which may extend beyond 

FYC [First Year Composition]?” (53). However, the most active researcher in writing studies to 

take up this question is Jessica Restaino in her book First Semester: Graduate Students Teaching 

Writing, and the Challenges of the Middle Ground where she traces four new graduate students 

navigating their first semester teaching.  

Restaino’s qualitative study dives into the experiences of her case studies and she 

examines their interpretation of materials, classroom authority, and grading practices. She 

analyzes the four case studies through political theorist Hannah Ardent’s work to engage with 

questions about labor, work, and action. She writes, “There is nothing simple about learning how 

to teach writing, and there is nothing simple to say about writing teachers” (14). The 

complexities that she notes throughout her work are the institutional politics and labor GTAs 

become entangled in their first semesters. Restaino’s book provides agency for her participants 
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by making “visible” their experiences and describing the inevitable tension between being 

professionalized as a teacher and a scholar. Her discussion of laboring makes real the conditions 

GTAs are asked to situate themselves in and how that generates resistance and potential 

consequences. In her concluding chapter she notes: “The overarching question we face in our 

work to prepare and support graduate student teachers is not only how to give them the courage 

to, as Higgins urges, ‘write [their] story in pencil’ but how to get them to care enough about our 

world to want to even begin their story here” (119). In order for GTAs to want to write their 

stories in “our world” they need to feel like they belong in the space of practicum, writing 

programs, their FYW classrooms, and higher education at large. They need to resolve their inner 

and individual conceptions of teaching and allow researchers to see their larger picture. Restaino 

uses “our world” to describe those within writing studies and WPE but we should also ask GTAs 

to include us in their world, so we understand the merging of the two and how that impacts 

teacher and personal development long term. As stated throughout this section, WPAs have a 

sense of the larger picture of a community but not the larger picture of a person. We need to 

further understand the training, motivations, and experiences GTAs bring into WPE.  

A Big White Asterisks: The Limitations of Who Belongs in WPA, Writing Studies, and WPE 

 In a study on belonging, it is important to acknowledge that insider knowledge, 

experience, and degrees do not equal belonging due to the institutional structures of racism and 

treatment of minorities. In rhetoric and composition scholars of color have criticized the lack of 

representation, belonging, and inequalities woven into our disciplinary structures (Delgado; 

Howell; Inoue; Villanueva). These racialized structures manifest themselves in the composition 

textbooks we use (Burrows), the assessment work we do (Inoue), the labor demands of scholars 

of color (Delgado; Kynard), and our attention to race in the first-year writing classroom 
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(Ratcliffe; Sealey-Ruiz; Troutman). Sarah Ahmed argues in her phenomenology of whiteness 

that “Whiteness could be described as an ongoing and unfinished history, which orientates 

bodies in specific directions, affecting how they ‘take up’ space” (150). In WPE whiteness takes 

up most of the space -- making it near impossible for teachers of color to become or belong in 

these communities of practice. Fernando Delgado writes, “Becoming a part of a discipline or a 

department is thus a result of a series of performative choices, we find ways to accommodate just 

as we attend to how others may or may not accommodate us” (152). For new teachers of writing, 

WPE is not only negotiating the performance of “teacher” but also a multitude of performances 

relating to the macro and micro-aggressions of academia. 

 Beyond the important acknowledgement of whiteness in WPE and its devaluing of 

scholars of color, there are other forms of “otherness” that limit access to the spaces of rhetoric 

and composition. These include disability in WPE and composition classrooms (Fedukovich and 

Morse; Kerschbuam; Obermark) and gender and queer politics (Alexander and Rhodes; Twigg; 

Waite). As Stephanie L. Kerschbaum notes, “What details people notice, and consequently use, 

to define themselves and others are affected by a wide variety of factors, from personal and 

professional experiences to academic learning” (621). In her article about deafness, she discusses 

these details can often lead to a fixation on difference and how teachers must be prepared to 

“hold open interpretations rather than presume understanding” (622). These details, however, are 

often placed onto scholars and new teachers rather than foregrounded in the experiences of new 

teachers. Marnie Twigg notes their own experience as a new teacher starting their article with: 

Most new teachers attempt to pass as a lot of things—experienced, competent, 

confident—so much so that it might be helpful to reflect on our first semesters in the 

classroom as a rite of passage in more ways than one. But this rite takes on new 

dimensions for instructors attempting to conceal identities considered incompatible with 

the spoken and unspoken rhetorical requirements of our classrooms (215).  
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Throughout their article Twigg discusses not being able to “pass” as a straight, cisgender female, 

but as an ally with oppressive consequences. Twigg writes, “While passing as a member of a 

dominant group might have kept me safe by internalizing oppressive narratives, passing as an 

ally was both an oppressive act and an attempt to conceal my role in oppressing the very people I 

was supposed to be supporting” (216). During recruitment and at the start of my study I 

constantly positioned myself as an “ally,” however, in moving forward I hope to argue that WPE 

must move beyond this potentially oppressive misnomer to do the messy work of rethinking the 

inclusivity of WPE. In this study I hope to move beyond my own passing as an “ally” and 

instead invite you to challenge this narrative so we can build more open WPE structures, where 

we conceptualize belonging more inclusively.  

 In my educational experiences laid bare at the beginning of this chapter, I examine my 

own subject position in the classroom, however, equally important are Johnny, Chad, and José 

who were directly impacted by my whiteness and the inclusivity of the classroom. For Johnny, I 

was not an “ally” but instead complicit in the differing inflicted on him by his teacher and for 

José my response to go to institutional structures shows my own privilege as a white woman -- 

where in these spaces I often find “help” where others do not. Additionally, a large part of my 

response to Chad was in frustration over the stereotypical “privileged, white, man” who is 

frequently the villain in the feminist narrative -- especially as a woman coming from a rural state 

where my cultural capital holds less weight. These experiences are racialized, just as the 

classrooms they exist in are racialized. Thus, in the narrative of becoming, belonging, and new 

teachers we must attend to antiracism and critically reflect on how our telling of stories invites 

and ignores specific individuals. 
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Where This Study Belongs: Carving a Space, Merging the Worlds 

 My study merges the worlds of new GTAs and WPE and questions whose world 

practicum and teacher development lives in and why. Essentially, who belongs. I started this 

chapter by charting my own education background and in many ways my own world. I am a 

white, cisgender, sometimes middle-class10, female who comes from a family of teachers. In 

many ways, I fit the stereotype. I belong. Yet, my country roots and dirt-road capital make me an 

occasional outlier. How do others feel? Does paying attention to social learning and affect still 

account for the holistic identity making of teachers? What about people who don’t want to be 

teachers but are being professionalized to teach? Are they both in and out of “our world”? My 

research takes up these questions in order to bridge some of the gaps between WPE and teacher 

education, and to consider what’s missing from both. In writing studies we’ve traced what WPAs 

know and how it impacts our training, the ways we can study these impacts and experiences, and 

methods for asking new GTAs about their experiences. In teacher education we are informed by 

identity and learning in new ways and can bring in communities of practice to understand the 

social, situatedness of this work. Much of this work is done by WPAs and teacher educators.  

My study, however, asks GTAs what they know, what we are unaware of about them as 

people and how it affects their teaching and sense of belonging. Further, my study provides 

methodological recommendations for WPE work moving forward. In order to truly understand 

becoming and belonging it is important to think of growth and development over a longer period 

of time -- in this case the first two years of teaching. My longitudinal study addresses this niche 

 
10 From ages 1-8 my mom didn’t work and my dad was transitioning from graduate student to a full-time career. 

During this time we would be lower-middle class or working class by definition. Further, I was positioned by others 

as working class when I moved to North Carolina.  
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by giving participants time to expand and my research methods the flexibility to change and 

revise with my participants. 

 In the following chapters, I begin discussing the methodological, feminist grounding and 

the co-constructed11 nature of the research in Chapter 2. I outline my assumptions about 

qualitative research and flush out my subject position further. Additionally, I outline how the co-

constructed research instruments aid in understanding identity and operationalizing my research 

questions. In Chapter 3 I present three domains that make up the phenomenon of GTA belonging 

in WPE as documented in data analysis: community practices, individual motivations, and role 

expectations. I further elaborate these domains in Chapter 4 through the example of two 

descriptive case studies, Butterfly and Sully, who illustrate how vulnerability functions within 

the three domains. These two participants vary in confidence, student status (international and 

domestic), problem-solving, and embodiment of the “teacher” profession. I end my dissertation 

in Chapter 5 by discussing how the study can aid in future ways of preparing new and continuing 

teachers -- in faculty development and WPE -- focusing on reflection, teaching philosophies, and 

anti-racist methodologies. Dylan Dryer ends his article by arguing we need to ask, “what sort of 

learners and teachers they [new GTAs] will become” (444). I push further to ask: what sort of 

people are GTAs already and what will we become? 

 

  

 
11 When I write “co-constructed” or “co-revised” the “co” refers to my five case study participants.  
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Chapter 2: Studying GTAs as People: Feminist Methodologies and Frameworks of Identity 

 Individuals have complex experiences when they exercise agency in new situations and 

roles. In order to study graduate assistant teachers as individuals with complex experiences in 

communities, I developed a longitudinal case-study approach based on two assumptions: 1) both 

merging of identities in new communities and learning as processes take time and 2) participants 

need to have agency and reciprocity in the research process or else they are forced to participate 

in another space-- my research study -- in unequal and potentially damaging ways. Additionally, 

in a study focused on belonging, it was essential to me that my participants felt like an integral 

part of our meaning making and research process. Drawing on feminist methodology (Alsup; 

Cushman; Farkas and Haas; Kirsch and Royster; Powell and Takayoshi; Selfe and Hawisher), I 

present the design of this research study and how I address these two assumptions. The following 

chapter is organized into three main sections: 1) setting up theoretical frameworks of identity 

across disciplines, 2) understanding the blend of methodology and method choices throughout 

the study and providing a narrative of these decisions, 3) implementing rich qualitative 

description by introducing the context and my participants. 

Theoretical Framework: Situated Identities and New Teachers of Writing 

 My study focuses on the individual as a way of generating conversations about the whole. 

This inductive process requires attention to not only the individual case studies, but also how we 

conceptualize the concept of “individual.” Throughout this chapter I discuss the way the 

individual is presented through situated identities. Identity theories help us understand further the 

relationship between individuals and communities and how the relationship dictates the choices 

people perform. Due to the emphasis on teacher learning, I start with teacher education scholars, 

such as Alsup, Britzman, and Danielewicz. Their studies all bring identity theories to the 
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interdisciplinary conversation about the growth and development of new teachers. These 

researchers develop their theoretical framework by tracing scholarship from anthropology 

(Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner, and Cain), discourse theorists (Bahktin; Gee; Latour), education 

(Lave and Wenger), feminist studies (Anzaldúa; Butler), and sociology (Goffman). My study 

builds off these interdisciplinary definitions by also acknowledging important rhetorical scholars, 

Krista Ratcliffe and Raúl Sánchez. Despite the various disciplines working on identity theory, 

there are many similarities and shared assumptions that come from an interpretive and social 

constructivist lens that help inform my definition and study. These assumptions include: 

1) Identity is situated, contextual, and community based (Gee; Holland et al.; Lave and 

Wenger) 

2) Identity is performed and fluid (Britzman; Butler; Goffman) 

3) Identity and discourse are interlinked and inform/depend on one another (Alsup; Bahktin; 

Gee; Latour; Sánchez) 

4) Identity is linked to power, agency, and issues of access (Britzman; Butler; Holland et al; 

Ratcliffe). 

Although scholars don’t necessarily include all of these concepts in their work, the two 

philosophical underpinnings of postmodernism and social constructivism fluctuate between them 

all. In keeping with my methodological standpoint, these theories of identity engender social 

constructivist paradigms to argue that identity is a product of interactions among communities, 

experiences, and people. The assumptions scholars emphasize are rooted directly in 

consequences and disciplinary goals. For example, feminist scholars focus on agency, access, 

and power through performance, especially in regards to social injustices caused by majority 

groups (Cushman; Farkas and Haas; Kirsch and Royste). The following sections discuss how 
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identity is theorized by multiple disciplines and scholars in order to showcase how my data is 

represented and interpreted in subsequent chapters. 

Context and Discourse: Identity as Socially Situated 

 Certainly, the concept of identity is taken up in multiple ways. As teacher education 

scholars, Beauchamp and Thomas write, “A major hurdle in gaining an understanding of identity 

is resolving a definition of it, as a variety of issues surface in any attempt to reach a definition” 

such as the role of self, stories, emotions, discourse, reflection, agency, and contextual factors 

(176). Despite the murkiness of the concept, they do suggest that “Clearly, student teachers must 

undergo a shift in identity as they move through programs of teacher education...further identity 

shifts may occur throughout a teacher’s career as a result of interactions within schools and 

broader communities” (175). Similar to other teacher education scholars, Beauchamp and 

Thomas take a postmodern approach that assumes that identity is situated within contexts and is 

concurrently shaped and shapes these communities. Alsup states, “identities occur; they are 

formed in a social, communicative context, and for socially significant reasons” (45). Her claim 

stems from discourse theorists, who view these identities as forming and formed by discourse 

(Bakhtin; Gee). Jane Danielewicz writes in her book Teaching Selves: Identity, Pedagogy, and 

Teacher Education that identities are “produced through participation in discourse” and “are the 

result of the dynamic interplay between discursive processes that are internal (to the individual) 

and external (involving everyone else)” (11). Alsup contextualizes three types of identities 

involved in her study on student teachers:  

1) A core identity (a “fixed” sense of self that is unchanging) 

2) general identity (set of distinguishing characteristics that come from a sense of selfhood -

- that may shift over time), and  
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3) situated identity (positions that vary dependent on context and an individual’s 

perceptions) (206).  

These three concepts of identity merge together to form a “professional identity,” which is a 

situated identity influenced by an individual’s core and general identity (45). The construction of 

a professional identity often causes conflict and negotiations of one’s core and general identities 

as they shift to conform or expand to a new space. Alsup uses Gee to support her concept of 

“situated identity” which he describes as “different ways of being in the world at different times 

and places for different purposes” to understand “how we recognize and act out different social 

roles or different social positions in society” (Gee 207). 

Gee uses three terms--identity, socially situated, and social identity--interchangeably. -- 

whereas Alsup assumes readers will understand her use of social situated identities and instead 

focuses on “situated identities” to reinforce the contexts and how the situation provides 

opportunities and constraints, material, social, or undefined. Alsup’s definitions of “core” as 

“fixed” identities come into conflict with a postmodernist approach, which typically claims that 

identity is “performative, fluid” (Sánchez 57). Thus, any concept of a fixed identity contradicts 

this claim. To me, what Alsup seems to argue is that professional identity is not only the result of 

“situated” identity but also the identity markers that participants bring into the space with them. 

These include the narratives, assumptions, past experiences, and social roles that are informing 

the choices beyond only the material and present conditions. Discourse itself consists of “a 

system of beliefs, attitudes, and values that exist within particular social and cultural practices” 

(Daniewlewicz 11), but so do people entering into these spaces. Alsup is attempting to merge 

these two concepts in her theories of professional identity. One of Alsup’s main ideas is how 

well new teachers reconcile and merge the situatedness and their past experiences to become 
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integrated into a community of teachers. Whether or not a new teacher can identify with the 

space or the needs of the community is an important aspect of the transformation from insider 

and outsider. As Gee states, “The key to Discourses is “recognition.” If you put language, action, 

interaction, values, beliefs, symbols, objects, tools, and places together in such a way that others 

recognize you as a particular type of who (identity) engaged in a particular type for what 

(activity), here and now, then you have pulled off a Discourse” (35). Lave and Wenger argue that 

the move of “recognition” is instead a gaining of community access or participation.  

Membership and Belonging: Identity as Participation 

 With an emphasis on belonging, situated learning theorists, Lave and Wenger, describe 

situated learning as a way to understand the shift people go through from novice to master 

practitioner. They suggest novice participants are situated within “communities of practice” and 

are legitimate peripheral participants (LPP). They define LPP as “a defining characteristic of 

ways of belonging and is therefore not only a crucial condition for learning, but a constitutive 

element of its content” (35). Belonging is an important part of joining into “communities of 

practice” which is a “set of relations among persons, activity, and world, over time and in 

relation with other tangential and overlapping communities of practice” (98). This process of 

belonging aligns with Britzman’s analysis of teaching as becoming: “Learning to teach -- like 

teaching itself -- is always the process of becoming: a time of formation and transformation, of 

scrutiny into what one is doing, and who one can become” (31). As Lave and Wenger states, “a 

deeper sense of the value of participation to the community and the learner lies in becoming part 

of the community” (111). That is, LPP looks more at the subject positions people inhabit as 

novice practitioners and the shifts we go through while entering new situations that require 

participation, growth, and belonging. Although not solely related to teaching and education, LPP 
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applies to sites of teacher training in that GTAs’ experiences feel like shifts while they maneuver 

a process of learning to teach but also an exercise in identity. As novice instructors enter into 

writing programs, they begin to participate, apply agency to their curriculum and classrooms, and 

use identification strategies to understand moments of belonging and its equally important 

counterpart, unbelonging.  

Wenger expands on these theories in his solo book writing, Communities of Practice: 

Learning, Meaning, and Identity, writing “Participation goes beyond direct engagement in 

specific activities with specific people. It places the negotiation of meaning in the context of our 

forms of membership in various communities. It is a constituent of our identities” (57). Wenger 

breaks down avenues within communities of practice by separating out the act of practice and 

identity. The following figure shows the parallels he is drawing between the two: 

 

 

(Fig. 2: Wenger's Parallels Between Practice and Identity) 

Wenger situates identity “as” working or agentive movement, revealing the importance of 

community, membership as processes of negotiation and learning (150). The parallels between 

practice and identity suggest that what we do is who we are; yet those choices do not exist 

singularly but within “a nexus of multimembership” and is a product of the meshing of these two 



49 

and many others. A nexus of relations, implied by multi-membership, is also about performance 

and agency. 

Being: Identity as Performance and Agency 

 In order to understand the meshing of membership and how new teachers understand 

membership, community, and practice, we might turn towards scholarship on performance. As 

rhetorical scholar Sánchez writes, “the question of agency in the era of postmodernism -- 

particularly as it related to matters of race, class, and gender -- was often answered by the claim 

that identity is performative, fluid” (57). A concept of performance suggests that “identity is” 

“constituted by the very ‘expressions’ that are said to be its results” (Butler 25). Thus, teachers 

perform or take up a version of themselves within these contexts to reinforce the structures they 

themselves are creating. These moments of performance allow some to gain access over others 

based on whether they “fit the social norm or the cultural model of teacher” (Alsup 45). Thus, 

performance affords a process of identification -- whether new teachers identify as “teacher” or 

position themselves outside of these definitions. New teachers either tend to gravitate towards 

past experiences with teachers and form themselves in their likeness by performing as they were 

performed to (Reid, Estrem, and Belcheir) or “give up or suppress aspects of their personal 

selves that do not conform to the cultural model or “script” of the secondary [or other] teacher” 

(Britzman 39). Goffman, one of the original theorists on identity performance, connects these 

ideas with communities describing them as “performance teams” or “teams” to “refer to any set 

of individuals who co-operate in staging a single routine” (79). Thus, performing the self is not 

solely an individualized task but one that is situated in communities and is reinforced by copying 

and aligning with one another. For new teachers, the teams include teacher educators, students, 

administration, and staff, among others. As an example, most students, when entering a 
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classroom for the first time, sit upright facing the front of the class. They perform their routine. 

Along with the other students, this performance reinforces ideas about education and the role of 

students. Goffman’s notion of performance reinforces Wenger’s claims that identity is practiced 

as a form of membership and participation in a community. Both emphasize action and agency.  

Moments of agency are often directly related to access, power, and recognition by 

communities. Lave and Wenger’s work misses the opportunity to dive deeply into whether or not 

participation is an option for all peripheral practitioners. Performance theory illustrates how 

performing as the normative “new teacher” allows for access and agency, but there is still an 

assumption that you (the new teacher) know how to perform. One of the studies most apt at 

theorizing agency and individualism within postmodern definitions of identity is anthropologist 

Holland and her coauthors in Identity and Agency in Cultural Worlds. Shifting from 

“communities of practice” to “figured worlds,” they emphasize people’s abilities to form and be 

formed in collectively realized “as if” realms” (49). As they suggest, “People have the propensity 

to be drawn to, recruited for, and formed in these worlds, and to become active in and passionate 

about them. People’s identities and agency are formed dialectically and dialogically in these “as 

if” worlds” (49). They connect Wenger’s communities of practice to “[their] notion that 

identities are formed in the process of participating in activities organized by figured worlds” 

(57).  

The distinction between the two is rather than belonging or becoming in a figured world 

or community of practice, Holland et al. conceptualize identities as outcomes embedded “within 

larger systems of power and privilege” (57). Within figured worlds, hierarchies exist and are 

configured by “a landscape of objectified ... meanings, joint activities, and structures of privilege 

and influence” (60). This means that “Figured worlds provide the contexts of meaning and action 
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in which social positions and social relationships are named and conducted. They also provide 

the loci in which people fashion senses of self -- that is, develop identities” (60). “Joint 

activities,” the way we “fashion sense of self,” and “develop identities” are all linked to our 

practices as outcomes within larger systems of power. Britzman sums up these power relations 

by writing, “power can account for the ways persons learn to police their own behavior and 

desires, to construct desire from relations of power, and to conform to the orientations and 

mandates of inherited contexts” (40). No matter the definition used for the context of identities, 

whether communities of practice, figured world, or Discourse communities, scholars follow a set 

of assumptions that something occurs within social spaces that both enacts and is enacting 

assumptions of personhood and the choices one makes when assuming that position, 

performance, practice, etc. This phenomenon becomes essential to thinking about how we define 

teachers in a writing program and how that (teacher) subject position informs our training, 

professional development, and goals.  

 This study explores how identities are agentively exercised by new teachers and how they 

view their own performances and communities. An assumption throughout these identity theories 

is that novice practitioners want to become or belong. However, with new GTAs in graduate 

school not all are invested in being professionalized as FYW teachers or teachers in general. 

Additionally, the investment is not all or nothing but instead is a product of multiple interactions 

of multimembership, communities of practice, and agency through systematic power relations. 

By working collaboratively with participants and the community my study brings identity 

theories and qualitative methods together to understand the importance of agency, motivation, 

and needs of all members.  
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 The concept of identity helps establish my understanding of method/odologies. First these 

concepts helped generate my research questions about identity practices and my own curiosity 

about my role in teacher learning. Additionally, theories of identity frequently draw on 

constructivist ideologies matching my ontological understanding of research. Theories of identity 

also attend to the importance of the self in research. By allowing for personhood to be 

acknowledged and complicated this theoretical framework demands feminist qualitative 

methodologies, which attend to the subjectivity of the researcher as the primary instrument of the 

study (Merriam and Tinsdell; Powell and Takayoshi). Throughout my research I came back to 

identity as the primary touchstone for data analysis, presenting stories in writing, and in my 

interactions with participants. This process allowed me to emphasize the human and personal 

experiences of myself and my participants. Moving forward I connect these decisions further by 

outlining my methodological approach. 

Theoretical Underpinnings of Methodology and Method Choices 

Ontological Alignment: Constructivism and Feminist Methodologies 

 My assumptions are predicated on the ontological understanding of truth and research as 

interpretive and reality as socially constructed. Crewswell states, “Individuals seek 

understanding of the world in which they live and work. Often these subjective meanings are 

negotiated socially and historically...they are not simply imprinted on individuals but are formed 

through interactions with others” (24-25). My study foregrounds meaning making as rooted in 

participant experiences and understanding of their positionality, agency, and relationship to 

communities. The ontological underpinnings of my study align with qualitative research, which 

Merriam and Tisdell state is “interested in understanding the meaning people have constructed; 

this is how people make sense of their world and the experiences they have in the world” (15). 
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These moments and experiences are weighted based on historical and institutional points of 

access, which research contributes to. As education scholar Tuhiwai Smith writes in her book on 

decolonizing methodologies, “research is not an innocent or distant academic exercise but an 

activity that has something at stake that occurs in a set of political and social conditions” (5). In 

order to address colonialized and marginalizing forms of research, it is essential to practice 

ethical and self-reflexive research practices -- such as feminist methodologies. One of the central 

questions driving feminist qualitative methods is: “Can researchers understand and represent the 

experiences of others without misrepresenting, misappropriating, and distorting their realities?” 

(Kirsch ix). The relationship between interpretation and feminist methodologies becomes a 

useful one as both are invested in understanding experiences and realities of participants and 

were developed in response to positivist12 research agendas (2). Although research that is not 

positivist or interpretive isn’t inherently ethical and not all positivist or interpretive research is 

unethical, feminist research involves calling attention to principles that focus on “a commitment 

to improve lives and to eliminate inequalities between researchers and participants” (Kirsch 5). 

In order to achieve this goal there are multiple suggestions made by feminist researchers: 

collaboration with participants, engaging in grounded theory, greater attention to reciprocity, 

providing space for participant narratives, and honestly and frequently disclosing the researchers’ 

subjectivity, power, and motivations (Alsup; Cushman; Farkas and Haas; Kirsch and Royster; 

Powell and Takayoshi; Selfe and Hawisher).  

 To showcase how constructivism and feminist methodologies are enacted in my study, I 

draw on a range of interdisciplinary voices who embody and illustrate equitable research in 

generative ways. The distinction I am making between methodology and methods comes from 

 
12 Positivism “assumes that reality exists ‘out there’ and that it is observable, stable, and measurable” (Merriam and 

Tisdell 9).  
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Sandra Harding where methods are “techniques for gathering data'' and methodology is “a theory 

of analysis of how research does or should proceed” (2-3). Further, feminist methodology is 

involved in “understanding how research practice works to create knowledge” (Powell and 

Takoyoshi 2) and “feminist methodology involves the description, explanation, and justification 

of techniques used in feminist research” (Fonow and Cook 2213). It is important to note that 

feminist research method/odologies are not inherently anti-racist or decolonial. Mendez notes 

that, “The tendency to reduce gender to a referent for body type and/or even a particular set of 

social dynamics makes it practically impossible to take into account the ways in which gender 

has historically been reconstituted and racialized through, what in the context of the Americas 

and the Caribbean can be understood as, colonial relations of power” (42). As feminist research 

methodologies are rooted in equity between genders, the historical roots do not attend to 

intersectionality. In the last few decades there has been more research on this front, but I want to 

continually point out the possibility of feminist methodologies as limited in scope and invite us 

to think more critically. Throughout I draw on self-reflexive work in an attempt to illustrate my 

own subjectivity and thinking as I developed the methods of this study. In Chapter 5 I argue 

further that they are limited in pursuing anti-racism and make recommendations for how I (and 

we) can do better in the future.  

As a researcher enacting feminist methodology, I organized this chapter by first attending 

to the construction of my research project and walking through the critical self-reflexive work 

informing each part of the process. Although presented chronologically, I resist the notion that 

research is linear, especially in an interpretive framework where experiences with participants 

and contexts shape and reshape understanding and meaning. As Powell and Takayoshi state, our 

values are “determined by and discovered over time in ongoing interactions among multiple 
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networks of practice” (11). By looking chronologically, I begin to trace the assumptions and 

changes made over time and through these interactions.  

The Beginning: Developing Research Questions and Self-Reflexive Practices 

 As illustrated in Chapter 1, my research did not come out of nowhere. Takayoshi, 

Tomlinson, and Castillo describe Young’s notion of a “felt difficulty” where “Rather than seeing 

research questions ‘floating around in the world’ or existing in a ‘gap’ in the literature, we see 

the researcher as the interpretive point through which the research question is constructed as the 

researcher confronts inconsistencies in his or her ‘values, beliefs, opinions, organized and 

unorganized information’” (101). Paying attention to this “felt difficulty” allows researchers to 

recognize their subjectivity and the reasons why they care about the area of study. Smagorinsky 

states about his work with multimodal composition that, “The idea didn’t quite so much come 

from somewhere, but rather was part of a long-time interest” and research questions themselves 

“arise from the nexus of the researchers’ previous experiences, interests, and commitments” (qtd. 

in Takayoshi, Tomlinson, and Castillo 106). My “felt difficulty” -- as established in Chapter 1 -- 

comes from a wide range of teacher training experiences and an interest in understanding mine 

and other new teachers’ own identity choices. The desire is to understand my own experience 

and make it more meaningful for others, an essential aspect to feminist methodology (Kirsch and 

Royster). During the time of developing curiosity about my subject, I turned to Tuhiwai Smith’s 

heuristic of ethical research that includes the following questions: 

● Who defined the research problem? 

● For whom is this study worthy and relevant? Who says so? 

● What knowledge will the community gain from this study? 

● What knowledge will the researcher gain from this study? 

● What are some likely positive outcomes from this study? 

● What are some possible negative outcomes? 

● How can the negative outcomes be eliminated? 
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● To whom is the researcher accountable? 

● What processes are in place to support the research, the researched and the 

researcher? (175-176). 

 

These questions guided the clarification of my goals in order to make the study useful to my 

immediate and long-term contexts, as well as provide useful experiences for the participants 

involved.  Despite having taught formally in higher education longer, many of my participants 

had experiences I didn’t, and we shared a similar vulnerability due to our status. Many of my 

analytical memos focus on the strange tension of being a peer and a researcher. Through my 

analytical memos and discussion of my own subject position. Below I outline my answers to the 

heuristic above in Table 1: 

Who defined the research 

problem? 

Myself -- in collaboration with readings on WPE and 

conversations with mentors and peers 

For whom is this study worthy 

and relevant? Who says so? 

WPE and my participants; hopefully specifically new 

teachers. This is established by myself, peers, mentors, and 

scholarship 

What knowledge will the 

community gain from this 

study? 

Understanding the holistic experience of participants and 

facilitating WPE in meaningful ways for participants 

What knowledge will the 

researcher gain from this 

study? 

Reconciliation between my experience and new teachers, 

formative information on designing WPE, how to do research 

methods 

What are some likely positive 

outcomes from this study? 

Space for reflection, relationship building and mentorship 

with peers, deeper understanding of WPE experiences 

What are some possible 

negative outcomes? 

Disclosing personal information, reliving trauma for 

participants, inequitable labor practices 

How can the negative 

outcomes be eliminated? 

Paying participants, member-checking and co-writing, 

making clear no one needs to engage in a topic they are 

uncomfortable with 
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To whom is the researcher 

accountable? 

Participants first, mentors second, and the writing studies 

community third 

What processes are in place to 

support the research, the 

researched and the researcher? 

(175-176). 

Sustained biweekly mentorship, discussions at conferences, 

grants, weekly women’s groups for PhD students 

(Table 1: Tuhiwai Smith Research Table) 

As illustrated, I try to hold myself primarily accountable to my participants. Although 

dissertation work is often responding to the needs of the larger disciplinary community, I wanted 

to also -- and perhaps more deeply -- attend to the needs of my individual participants and the 

localized community. My research is personal, for myself and participants, and therefore I 

wanted to prioritize it as a meaningful, holistic experience and forefront the relational aspect of 

doing research. Consequently, I argue attending to research in this way is more equitable and 

reflective for graduate students. As Kirsh notes feminist research feminist research involves “a 

commitment to improve lives and to eliminate inequalities between researchers and participants” 

(5).  

  Further thinking through these questions set up a self-reflexive practice or “strategic 

contemplation” that “makes room for the researcher to acknowledge her or his own embodied 

experiences while engaging in inquires that permit the researcher to gain perspective from both 

close and distant views of a particular rhetorical situation or event” (Kirsch and Royster 659). In 

their article “Feminist Rhetorical Practices: In Search of Excellence,” Kirsch and Royster 

describe the work of “strategic contemplation” as the “possibility of noticing patterns unseen or 

perhaps seen in a different way -- the traces of the stream -- that may not be visible without 

standing back, reflecting, observing, and reconnecting” (659). In order to engage in this process, 

I repeatedly went back to Tuhiwai Smith’s heuristic questions throughout the study.  
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In order to create a process of understanding the rhetorical situation and ethical questions 

I could pursue I developed a small pilot study in Fall 2017 where I collected teaching portfolios13 

already created by first year GTAs as part of their professional development. After doing a 

preliminary descriptive coding of data I became aware of the lack of contextual information and 

understanding of participant experiences essential to my goal of creating a more comprehensive 

training and understanding of GTA identity negotiations. Following the pilot study, I took a 

Qualitative Methods course in Spring 2018 where I used grounded theory, which became 

essential to my further research, to understand the portfolios. Grounded theory is “iteratively 

built with painstaking attention to specific data, which are studied in context, compared, and 

assigned codes...data are compared with data in an attempt to build more inclusive categories” 

(Farkas and Haas 83). The data in the portfolios included: lesson plans, teaching 

reflections/philosophies, peer and mentor observations, and TCE reflections. Using grounded 

theory, the portfolios were in constant comparison to one another and my own experiences in 

generating the materials. Alsup argues that grounded theory is “particularly relevant to social 

justice oriented educational research” because it allows for more openness and the ability to find 

unexpected revelations (101). Through implementing grounded theory to the pilot data, I was 

able to identify the gaps in the research in terms of GTA voices and responses to the 

data/research and participation in the process and context building.14  

 Once I identified gaps, I began building my larger research study with the following 

research questions: 1) what does it mean to learn to be a teacher and how does GTA training 

impact development and identity? 2) how do new GTAs form identity in new spaces and roles? 

 
13 I gathered five portfolios: 2 representing GTAs in rhetoric and composition, 2 representing GTAs in literature, 

and 1 representing a GTA in second language teaching.  
14 In Chapter 4, I focus more on grounded theories' ability to unveil concepts through collaborative knowledge 

making as I discuss vulnerability rather than the theory building in subsequent chapters. 



59 

3) more specifically, how do they identify as teachers and what does that mean in their words? 

The key concepts within these research questions are that teachers are learners, they are 

encountering new spaces and roles that cause reactions, and their experiences and words matter. 

The development of my methods came after identifying the questions because “What researchers 

do when they make methodological choices is not choose the method which fits the research 

question; rather, researchers construct their methods as appropriate to the research question” 

(Takayoshi, Tomlinson, and Castillo 111). Thus, after writing my questions I constructed a 

longitudinal study with new GTAs as case studies.  

The reason for conducting a longitudinal study is based on the assumption that learning 

takes time (Reid) as does developing agency in new communities of practice and making the step 

from novice to expert (Lave and Wenger). Throughout I draw on the dualistic nature of learning 

and communities, as Lave and Wenger state, “learners inevitably participate in communities of 

practitioners and that mastery of knowledge and skill requires newcomers to move towards full 

participation in the sociocultural practices of a community” (29). As we know from theories of 

writing -- learning and processes of learning take time. Jenn Fishman discusses the history of 

longitudinal research in Writing Studies broadly and how studies of undergraduate students 

confirm that “writing development is as recursive as writing processes” (174). It isn’t a leap then 

to suggest that writing teacher development is as recursive as the writing process because both 

are responding to “the sense that writers are ‘persons in process’ or individuals learning ‘to 

construct coherent selves through writing’ as they move through curricula, professional training, 

and time” (174). Given the mass amounts of written texts teachers construct and encounter they 

are always “persons in process” and those moments are acted out performatively within 

classrooms and professional learning spaces (i.e. communities of practice). Additionally, case 
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studies were the most useful avenue for understanding participant experiences as teachers. 

Although phenomenology or “how experiencing something is transformed into consciousness” 

such as becoming a teacher informs this study (Merriam and Tisdell 26), case studies are defined 

as bounded or “a phenomenon of some sort occurring in a bounded context” (Miles, Huberman, 

and Saldaña 28). The teachers I am working with are bound by their individual experiences and 

within the community of practice informing the study. By focusing on teachers’ words, voices, 

and experiences I highlight individualism and agency rather than potentially falling into a trap of 

flattening the lived experience of GTAs (LaVonne Good and Warshauer). Additionally, 

longitudinal work and case studies are in keeping with the research methods of teacher education 

scholars (Alsup; Britzman, Danielewicz; Restaino), which helps ground the identity theories 

discussed at the end of the chapter. These considerations led to my overall research questions:  

1) What is a teacher-learner15 and how does GTA training impact learning, growth, and 

development?  

2) How do new and experienced GTAs exercise identity within new roles and liminal spaces? 

3) What products and/or materials (lesson plans, reflections, etc.) are created within this space 

and how do these represent identity in practice? 

 4) How do these situated identities as teacher-learners shape and affect FYW courses, both 

individually and program-wide? 

 

The questions account for communities of practices, participant narratives and agency, and 

triangulation of data by reflecting on what avenues of knowledge-production teachers are 

engaging in, such as portfolios, developing course curriculum, and working together in training 

 
15 Originally, I posed the term teacher-learner, which I still believe represents the balance of teacher and learner; 

however, for the sake of clarity I transitioned to “new teachers” and emphasize learning as more multifaceted 

through the three domains. 
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and preceptorship. In order to understand how these questions were generated it is important to 

not only view the theoretical assumptions but also the material conditions the research takes 

place in, in keeping with case study methods that rely on “rich description of a bounded system” 

(Merriam and Tisdell 36). 

Context of Study: Rich Description of Southwest U’s Writing Program 

At the beginning of my dissertation data collection I was in my third year of study in a 

Rhetoric and Composition PhD program in the Southwest. Being in the middle of the PhD 

students -- with some in their fifth or sixth year of study and those just entering -- I was still 

learning the institutional context and history. I became intimately aware of the department’s 

workings as the graduate representative on our Academic Performance Review (APR), a process 

that occurs every seven years that includes 200 pages documenting the state of the department 

from external and internal reviewers. Additionally, I worked as the co-chair for our English 

Graduate Union while we hired a new department head. These experiences enabled me to gain a 

rich sense of context and detailed information of our English Department and its changes in the 

last seven years, including those made by the Writing Program and graduate programs. The data 

gathered about the context was also informed by an external review conducted by the WPA 

Consultant-Evaluator Service for Writing Programs; even though the external evaluation 

happened within my first year in the program, the review provided multiple suggestions and 

ideas represented in the APR. Additionally, in my second year of data collection I worked as one 

of the Graduate Assistant Directors for the Writing Program for a semester16. All of these 

experiences provided me perspective on the program and the various choices made about GTA 

 
16 In this position I completed a white paper specifically dedicated to faculty learning in the Writing Program. 
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training and orientation. In the following table I outline information about Southwest U at the 

beginning of the study, Fall 201817 . 

University (Southwest U) ● Land-grant, Research I in southwest 

● Hispanic Serving Institution (HSI) 

● 10,021 Incoming Students 

● 45,217 total students including graduate students 

(Interactive Fact Book18) 

English Department ● Houses Writing Program 

● 51 tenure track professors 

● 64 career track professors 

● 149 graduate students 

● 529 undergraduate students (majoring in Literature or 

Creative Writing)19 

Writing Program ● 7 Assistant WP Directors (5 of whom teach 

preceptorship) 

● 1 Executive Director 

● 3 Associate Directors 

● 33 First Year GTAs (Literature, Creative Writing, 

English as a Second Language, Rhetoric and 

Composition, Second Language Acquisition and 

Teaching20) 

Foundation Writing 

Courses 

● Foundational Writing Courses (101 /102) 

● Studio Course 101A 

● Second Language Courses 106/107/108 

● Professional and Technical Writing (307/308) 

● Approximately 6,000 students a semester 

● Courses offered online, hybrid/blended, face-to-face and 

16 or 7.5 weeks 

(Table 2: Southwest U's Writing Program) 

 

 
17 I use data from Fall 2018 as it represents the beginning of my study and when participants were entering into the 

program. 
18 Psychology, physiology, and public health were the undergraduate degrees with the most graduates in the 2018 

Fiscal Year and the Master’s of Nursing and Medical Degree were the top graduate school degrees (Interactive Fact 

Book).  
19 The Writing Program houses more than 50 career-track faculty members and 130 graduate students who serve 

roughly 12,500 students a year in 330 sections a term across online, blended, and face-to-face courses (English 

Department). 
20 SLAT is an interdisciplinary PhD program where not all but some students teach in the Writing Program. 
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 There is a range of professional development for writing program participants, but for 

new GTAs they are required to partake in multiple steps throughout their first two years. The 

following table illustrates the various activities graduate students partake in as their teacher 

training: 

Semester and 

Time 

Activity Description 

Summer (pre-

teaching); 5 days 

Orientation21  Workshops/Topics: 

● Writing Program policies, language awareness, 

portfolios, literacy, and course design 

(Appendix A).  

Activities: 

● Workshops (examples include leading class 

discussions, designing active lesson plans, and 

addressing inclusion/diversity in your 

classroom), small preceptorship meetings, 

icebreakers, feedback on activities, large group 

meeting 

People: 

● New GTAs, assistant directors, administrative 

staff, WPAs, experienced TAs (lead workshops 

-- do not participate the whole week) 

Every Summer and 

Winter (pre-

teaching), 1 day 

General 

Meeting 

Topics: 

● Course policies, introductions, program 

updates/changes, assessment, theoretical 

conversations in Writing Studies (i.e. contract 

and labor-based antiracist assessment) 

Activities: 

● Large group discussion/presentation, small 

group discussion, breakout based on track/rank, 

open hours for portfolios, etc. 

People: 

● All GTAs, administrative staff, WPAs, career-

track faculty, writing program affiliates 

 
21 The orientation occurred on August 9-10, 2018 (Thursday-Friday) and then Monday-Wednesday August 13-15, 

2018 before the general meeting with the whole writing program occurred on Thursday. Fall 2018 classes started the 

following Monday, August 20th.  
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First Semester (2 

times a week), 

Second Semester (1 

time a week) 

Preceptorship Topics: 

● Class challenges, theories of Writing Studies22, 

teaching persona, unit and syllabus design for 

Spring, feedback/assessment norming, etc. 

Activities: 

● Small group discussions, peer and teaching 

observations, students create teaching portfolios 

(includes: teaching philosophy, examples of 

feedback, successful and failed lesson plans, 

peer and preceptor observations, and a 

reflection on Teacher/Course Evaluations 

(TCEs)23)  

People: 

● New GTAs and Assistant Directors 

Year 2+ Professional 

Development 

Activities (GTAs pick a few but do not need to 

participate in all): 

● Brown Bag Workshops (topic include: virtual 

reality in the classroom, online digital learning 

tools, placement, language awareness, etc.) 

● Mini-Course/Course work on Second Language 

Writing and Online Teaching (requirement for 

teaching specific classes)24. 

● Learning Communities (topics include: contract 

grading, well-being/mindfulness, disability and 

usability, etc.) 

● Portfolios (updated each year from the first 

year materials) 

People: 

● All continuing GTAs 

 
22 Students use Naming What We Know: Threshold Concepts of Writing Studies and Informed Choices: A Guide to 

Teachers of College Writing. 
23 In the fall GTAs submitted a rough draft that they refined in the spring. These materials were collected for data 

gathering. 
24  For online there is an introduction course typically offered through the campus wide Office of Instruction and 

Assessment. Summer teaching is often online so GTAs seeking summer employment further benefit from online 

teacher training. If GTAs wish to teach 106/107/108 there is a requirement to take an Introduction to TESOL course 

and it is typically offered to Teaching English as a Second Language and Second Language Acquisition and 

Teaching students.  
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(Table 3: GTA Training at Southwest U) 

My Participants and Me: Reciprocity, Collaboration, and Empathy 

After thinking reflexively about the materials and experiences I wanted to have with 

participants I began identifying who I wanted to recruit. I wanted to specifically look at 

individuals with no formal teacher experience and in a wide variety of programs representing 

Southwest U and English. I started by presenting my research at the Summer 2018 orientation for 

new GTAs. At orientation I passed out a preliminary survey to identify interest, background with 

formal teaching, and program (Appendix B). After collecting the survey, I reached out to 

participants from all programs about their interest and to schedule a first interview (Appendix C). 

In the email I discussed the process of the study, attached the consent form (Appendix D), and 

described a detail of the time commitment and return. Ethically, I found it essential to fund 

participants, especially because graduate students are frequently extorted or do labor beyond 

their contractual obligations (LaVonne Good and Warshauer). Through two grants25 participants 

received $50 the first year and $100 the second year. The increase in pay was in response to an 

anonymous survey and in an effort for retention (Appendix F). Additional forms of reciprocity 

informed my consent letter and research by drawing on labor already done for Southwest U and 

inviting participants to observe my class and use or adapt my teaching materials. 

By returning to methods and consent continually with my participants, we were able to 

engage in shared knowledge building, upholding my ontological values and epistemological 

stance of interpretation. Kathleen Livingston forms a concept of recursive consent as one of the 

“elements of consent” her students identify after workshops. She posits this as “Consent as 

process: Consent is a process that must be asked every step of the way” (131). Therefore, in 

 
25 Year 1 was funded through the Graduate and Professional Student Council Research Grant and Year 2 was 

funded by the College of Social and Behavioral Sciences Dissertation Grant. 
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every step of the research, consent must be given and at any time participants can revoke. Before 

each activity, participants were asked to negotiate and discuss the consent form to provide 

cyclical consent. Starting with the consent process I was determined to have a collaborative 

process -- as Powell and Takayoshi state “collaboration is a central issue for feminist 

researchers” where the research is “working with rather than merely observing or taking from 

research participants” (8). They state this has the power to “better represent the realities of 

participants” (8) and “when we see research practice as a site for collaborative knowledge-

making...we might naturally build more reciprocal and balanced relationships with participants, 

as we design work where authority and knowledge circulate more or less evenly throughout the 

research relationship (13). These concepts are echoed by Selfe and Hawisher’s research with 

literacy where they state collaborative interviews generate richer narratives and stories 

researchers’ might not have anticipated but create “untidy, discursive, dialogic, and 

collaborative” data that strengthens the research (42). I continued this process throughout by 

sharing data and generating meaning with participants.  

The process of sharing data with participants, or member checking, is often seen as an 

ethical process, but as Alsup poses, “simply performing a member check does not automatically 

result in socially transformative research or research that is sensitive to the point of view of 

participants” (98). She provides multiple suggestions for moving beyond member checks or 

using them more ethically, such as participatory research where everyone is fully immersed in 

the context and development of the process (100). My participants participated in critiques of the 

codes, coding their own information, negotiating their stipends, suggesting alternative methods 

of study, and revising personal descriptions. Despite these moments of collaboration, participants 

were not asked to frequently check in, co-write parts of the analysis, or help in developing 
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research questions due to the additional labor this would require and ethics of asking too much of 

participants. Participants had the option to engage in any part of the process with the goal to 

encourage a sense of belonging and ownership over the research process and our smaller 

community. During my focus group, participants brought concerns, experiences, and narratives 

to discuss along with the codes in order to support their immediate and long-term concerns. My 

role as a researcher in this space was to act a facilitator for these conversations and attempt to 

balance any power differences and moments of participation underpaid or underappreciated. For 

example, in Chapter 4 with my case studies I paid Butterfly and Sully a stipend for reading their 

sections and clarifying points of confusion, misrepresentation, or disagreement with the data. 

 Part of my labor concerns comes from my own subject position and empathy as a fellow 

graduate student and determination for reciprocity. Powell and Takayoshi’s state reciprocal work 

requires “an attentiveness to the give-and-take of human interaction; an attentiveness to 

participants as human beings” (396). Thus, I rescheduled interviews if participants were anxious, 

preparing for the holidays, or burned out. Additionally, the survey sent out at the end of the 

Spring 2019 semester allowed participants a say in their experiences and feedback on issues of 

reciprocity and allowed them “to construct roles for themselves and us in the same way we 

construct roles for them” in the research (398). Some of my participants constructed me as a 

mentor, peer, and others as a distant researcher -- despite my embodiment of all these roles. 

However, giving participants a chance to rely on what they needed from me is a form of 

reciprocal research26.  

The humanness of my participants and myself is at the heart of qualitative research. 

Merriam and Tisdell pose that qualitative research relies on the researcher as the primary 

 
26 In Chapter 5 I also discuss the role of my research as a reflective practice aiding in reciprocity for my participants. 
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instrument for data collection and analysis. They write, “Rather than trying to eliminate these 

biases or ‘subjectivities,’ it is important to identify them and monitor them in relation to the 

theoretical framework and in light of the researcher’s own interests, to make clear how they may 

be shaping the collection and interpretation of data” (16). Participants were made frequently 

aware of the positions I held in the Writing Program and my own relationship to teacher training 

throughout. I started with a “report on personal beliefs, values, and biases that may shape their 

inquiry” (Crewswell and Miller 126). Participants were also made aware that my subject position 

allowed me to provide a thick description on the state of the department and graduate students 

but also demanded that I negotiate roles and reflect ethically on what information could be 

shared in these different spaces. I discussed openly my position while encouraging them to share 

their own. Sharing these stories not only provides agency to participants but also allows us to 

have a closer “researcher-researched relationship” that “increases the potential that 

institutionalized oppression and inequality might be revealed” (Alsup 99). Additionally, these 

revelations help with the co-creation of knowledge, as Selfe and Hawisher write, “We believe 

researchers and participants engage in a reciprocal, and often intimate, shaping of information, 

one fundamentally influenced by the material realities and situated perspectives of multiple 

partners” (37). In my interviews and when sharing my materials, I emphasize my relationship 

towards WPE and also the ways I empathize with the frustration of my participants27.  

My position also led to many reflections and analytical memos about the sometimes-

uncomfortable reality of the work I do, specifically when I see my participants in social settings. 

Feminist principles “proceed best when participants forge relationships over time, across 

 
27 An example is in one interview a participant discussed an undergraduate student’s threatening behavior and 

whether or not to report it. I asked if I could share the experience, without using their name, with an Assistant WPA 

not involved in my research and collaborated with the participant on what to say or not say.  
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conventional spatial and geopolitical boundaries, and around conditions of mutual interests” 

(Selfe and Hawisher 37). Thus, during social moments I focused on relationship building that 

enables trust and empathy and avoided topics related to the research. I also rely on reflection 

before each interview to stay present in the moment and not let past social experiences or 

moments influence the questions I ask28. Part of being an empathetic researcher is understanding 

the social significance of graduate school and the ways my participants and I interact in other 

spaces. I cannot always separate one from the other but instead, when faced with overlap that 

demands attention, I bring in participants and have transparent conversations. I originally 

anticipated doing a focus group in the Spring 2019 semester; however, due to the relationships 

between participants and another graduate student outside my study I decided to postpone to see 

if some of tension would resolve itself after asking participants if they felt comfortable working 

within a focus group setting. The choice of transparency in this moment led me to think about 

my role and how I can use my subject position to help my participants. The theories and actions 

of reciprocity, collaboration, and empathy progressed throughout my study such that through 

establishing relationships, I began more collaboratively generated data collection.  

The Messy Middle: Data Collection, Procedures, and Instruments of Study 

As Alsup poses, qualitative research is based on trustworthiness, which must include 

credibility (e.g. prolonged engagement), transferability (e.g. thick description of context), 

dependability (e.g. triangulation), and confirmability (e.g. transcripts and “audit trails) (49). 

These are all addressed in the data collection and research instruments used. My research heavily 

 
28 Further, I use the app Headspace to meditate before each interview to ensure I am in the right state to fully focus 

on the participant in that moment. Krisch and Royster view meditation as an essential aspect to “strategic 

contemplation” writing meditation “opens up spaces for observation and reflection, for new things to emerge, or 

rather, for us to notice things that may have been there all along but unnoticed” (658). I use meditation before 

interviews to understand what information I notice outside the interviews I may bring into the space and how to 

focus on the “new” and the “unnoticed” in order to approach my participants with curiosity rather than conclusions. 
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relies on the interpersonal relationships I built and developing effective communication between 

the researcher and participants. Further, the variety of data points allows me, as the researcher, to 

gain numerous vantage points to examine the participants and their teaching holistically. The 

triangulation of data provides multiple pathways for observing interrelated phenomena and 

experiences through the conceptual framework of identities. With this goal in mind, the research 

afforded GTAs a chance to explain, interpret, and reflect on their identities in their words. All 

interviews took place in the Main Library on campus in a closed study room to provide privacy 

and a neutral setting29. Before each interview participants were sent an email with general 

questions/lists of topics and during the interview they were given a hard copy. 

Over two years I gathered interviews (both individual and a focus group), portfolios, 

reflections, and class observations. The data instruments collected are modeled after past 

qualitative studies (Alsup; Danielewicz; Restaino). The interviews are all semi-structured to 

allow for organic forms of conversation and the open structure allows for reflection with 

participants who are “making meaning and formulating interpretations of their experiences” 

(Selfe and Hawisher 39). As Seidman writes, “At the root of in-depth interviews is an interest in 

understanding the experience of other people and the meaning they made of that experience” 

(48). Seidman’s concept provides a direction for my interviews that resists anticipating certain 

answers or evaluation. I always provided a list of topics along with the questions so participants 

could feel comfortable prior to coming into the interview and start on a more equal footing. 

Before each interview participants were also asked if they wanted to add or subtract any topics. 

Southwest U requires GTAs to create portfolios and complete peer observations, which 

provided moments of triangulation without adding additional labor to my participants. The 

 
29 I recorded all interviews via my phone and computer and they were either transcribed by hand or sent off to 

transcription services Rev or Scribe. The data was then uploaded to ATLAS.ti for coding.  
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portfolios are a requirement of graduate students in the Writing Program starting in their first 

semesters and subsequent years in the Spring semester. The practice of gathering these texts is 

modeled after Alsup’s work where she gathered her participant’s teaching materials and writes, 

“A thoughtful philosophy statement is seen as an important part of developing a personal 

pedagogy and a useful teacher identity” (166). She argues teaching materials help triangulate 

data and interviews by allowing for more reflection and “thick description” (49). The classroom 

observations are also a requirement of Southwest U where peers are asked to observe one 

another. These observations allowed me to enter into the space of the teacher and see the 

embodiment of practices and descriptions brought up in the interviews. By observing the 

teachers, I provide validity to my study by being in the actual spaces, conditions, and moment 

my participants describe rather than solely relying on past or future narratives.  

Finally, I decided to complete a focus group in the second year because, at this point, all 

my participants were teaching without the support of preceptorship. I realized from my 

interviews and the past literature (Finders and Rose; Obermark et al.; Reid et al.) that peers are 

an essential aspect of the new teacher’s experience and providing a formalized space for that 

mentorship is helpful to experience and observe. Merriam and Tinsdell write, “Since the data 

obtained from a focus group is socially constructed within the interaction of the group, a 

constructivist perspective underlines this data collection procedure” (114). The practice aligns 

with my theoretical framework and also works to provide a representation of part of the 

Southwest U’s community of practice. The following charts more specifically the instruments 

used to gather data with Year 1 in yellow and Year 2 in blue: 
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Year/Time Data Instruments Description of Data 

Aug. 2018 First interview This interview focused on participants’ current 

understanding of their role as teacher, values and past 

educational experiences, and reflections on what it 

means to be a graduate student.  

Dec. 2018 Portfolios The materials included feedback on papers, a reflection 

on their feedback, a teaching philosophy, lesson plans, 

syllabus and schedules, and peer observation forms.  

Dec. 2018 Second Interview These interviews centered on how participants were 

developing their English 102 curriculums and how their 

first semester of teaching had gone (Appendix E). They 

were also asked questions about the nature of graduate 

school and the experience of entering into new spaces 

and communities. The role of preceptorship and 

authority in the classroom was frequently discussed.  

Feb. 2019 Teaching Observation For lack of a better word I am using the term 

“observation,” however I presented it to my participants 

as a way for me to “be in the presence of their teaching” 

rather than applying any judgement. I did fill out the 

peer observation form as an act of reciprocity30. 

Feb./Mar. 

2019 

Third Interview We discussed potential tensions and debriefed the 

classroom experience. These interviews provided 

participants an opportunity to deeply contextualize my 

experience and reflectively think through a teaching 

lesson.  

May 2019 1st Year Survey I asked participants to fill-out a 5 minute survey on their 

experience in the study (Appendix F). Questions asked 

about reciprocity and what the GTAs would like to see 

in future semesters. The survey gave them agency over 

the experience and continued the process of cyclical 

consent. Four out of five of my participants completed 

the survey and the feedback has generated the next stage 

of the process. 

 
30 I planned originally on observing participants in their second year; however, due to Covid-19 participants and I 

decided against this information as it wouldn’t have been representative of their teaching. 
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Oct. 2019 Focus Group The focus group was requested by everyone from the 

interviews and surveys and served as an example of 

communal knowledge building among teachers. A list of 

topics was provided in advance and we went over the 

current list of codes developed from the data gathered in 

Year 1 and did an activity where participants recoding 

data and responded to the current list (Appendix G). 

Dec.-Jan. 

2019-2020 

Reflection on 

Identity31 

Similar to the focus group, participants are given data 

from their interviews and code it and respond in a 

reflection. They also revised their own participant 

introduction seen later in this chapter in order to claim 

information about themselves.  

April/May 

2020 

Final Interviews The discussion was largely focused on the experience as 

a whole but also the transition to online teaching during 

the Covid-19 pandemic.  

Sep. 2020 Case Study Reflection Sully and Butterfly received compensation for reading 

and reflecting on Chapter 4, as it focused on their 

vulnerability and identities.  

Additional 

Data: April 

2019 

Focus Group with 

Preceptors32 

The participants were heavily influenced by Dr. Asao 

Inoue’s presentation at Southwest U and frequently 

brought it up in their interviews33. The data led me to 

complete a focus group with the preceptors on how 

contract grading impacted their small groups and own 

ideologies. The side project is tangential to my 

dissertation but helps deepen the context of my 

participants’ experiences. 

(Table 4: Research Study Methods and Data) 

My research methods have yielded an overwhelming amount of data. As Fishman 

cautions, longitudinal research can create “treadmills of data collection” that overwhelms 

 
31 The concept of a reflection came directly from a participant in the survey taken after the first year. 
32 Preceptors are the mentors for the new First Year GTAs at Southwest U.  
33 Asao Inoue came to the Fall 2018 General Meeting and presented on anti-racist assessment and his use of labor 

logs and contract grading to subvert traditionally racist institutional practices. Materials and support were provided 

for Southwest U teachers who wanted to try similar contracts in their own classes. In the data analysis portion of my 

dissertation (Chapter 3) I discuss my participants’ responses to this presentation in more detail.  
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researchers (175). She draws on Haswell’s concept of FRM (feasible, replicable, and 

meaningful) research to create a list of heuristic questions for researchers including: “What is 

feasible for me to collect, organize, and analyze? And, what meaningful conclusions can I draw 

from the data I gather?” (178). I focus specifically on the concept of feasibility, as I gathered 

data and began my interpretation. One way to keep track of all this information was through the 

use of analytical memos. A large part of the analysis includes these written journal entries, which 

helps confirm validity (Merriam and Tisdell 253). I completed memos before each step of the 

process to engage in “strategic contemplation” and have a paper trail of these meditations and 

reflections. In order to fully understand the data collection, I turn attention to the context of the 

study. By starting with “rich description” I illustrate the rhetorical situation and community of 

practice discussed throughout. Further, starting with disclosing my subjectivity enables readers’ 

to understand my motivations and provide “transparency and accountability” (Powell and 

Takayoshi 5) an important step of validity when the researcher is the primary research 

instrument.  

The Big White Limitation: Lack of Diversity and Limitations 

Despite my best intentions, there are always problems or gaps that arise when conducting 

research. The biggest limitation of my study is the lack of racial diversity of myself and my 

participants. Although I have two international participants and we vary largely in terms of 

education and socioeconomic backgrounds, the lack of racial diversity is problematic because it 

limits the conversation to what works or is useful to white teachers. In Southwest U’s Writing 

Program the graduate student breakdown in 2018 included: 
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Demographic  Category Total 

Race White 88 

African American 2 

Asian 9 

Hispanic 13 

Unknown/Other 28 

Two or more races 3 

Gender34 Male 48 

Female 95 

Residency Domestic 120 

International 23 

Total GTAs - 143 

(Table 5: Demographic Breakdown of WP GTAs 2018) 

As the table illustrates my participants were fairly representative of the overall GTA population 

with a larger majority of international participants than domestic participants. Additionally, the 

breakdown illustrates the primarily white, domestic, and female dominated population of English 

graduate students. One claim that the reason participants are white and female is that is the 

makeup of the field (Alsup), yet we must move beyond this disclaimer at this junction. It is 

because of the makeup of the field, the racial background of my participants, and my own 

 
34 The language here comes from the university and not the author or the study, which views gender as a spectrum 

and does not ascribe to binaries.  
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subjectivity as a white woman, that we must actively think about anti-racism in research. 

Additionally, we need to further interrogate our spaces if they are inaccessible to novice BIPOC 

scholars. 

As previously iterated a large part of qualitative research is attending to context. Beyond 

the context of the Writing Program my study is also embedded within the social and situational 

contexts of the political moment. Taking place from August 2018-September 2020, there is a 

demand to attend to the racist nature of academia and how my study is rooted in a site not 

accessible to everyone. As Carmen Kynard writes, “The institutional racism in which students 

and faculty must daily think and act is always very real and moving according to the specificity 

of two directions: the local situation and the national tenor of the moment” (2). Throughout I 

attend to the local situation, however, the national tenor of the moment is dissonant. At the 

beginning of my study participants were introduced to antiracist pedagogies and assessment and 

at the end there was a resurgence of #blacklivesmatter due to the murder of George Floyd and 

Breonna Taylor -- as well as many people of color. The book ending of this study illustrates the 

kairotic moment to rethink WPE work as anti-racist, a concept I take up in Chapter 5. 

Additionally, my participants came in with a recent switch to an eportfolio as the final project 

and digital textbooks -- ending with teaching in new modalities after shifting online during 

Covid-19. Throughout participants describe various responses to the national tenor in thinking 

about international students in the pandemic, fear over classroom shootings, and offhanded 

comments about politicians; however, the presence of these comments did not make my study 

anti-racist because of its passivity. In Chapter 5, I offer suggestions for what I would do in the 

future because my study is not -- nor should be -- exempt from the political moment and a 

limitation is not attending to them earlier. 
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Using feminist research methodologies I attempted to reconcile my whiteness through 

analytical memos and reciprocity. Yet, feminist methodologies do not automatically equal 

antiracist practices (Troutman). Additionally, as Asao Inoue noted in his 2019 C’s address, 

“Your [white] body perpetuates racism.” When calling for participants the first week or 

orientation, it is no wonder my white body was not welcoming to everyone, especially when the 

room itself is predominantly white. In my study I was racist in my lack of diverse scholars cited, 

in not challenging participants’ racist comments, and in not attending to race early on. Part of 

confronting this racism is allowing for criticism and also finding ways to address it usefully. In 

future research it is imperative to understand the implications of my methods. I hope by writing 

transparently and with my participants I attend to the limitations of my own subjectivity and 

provide a chance for them to introduce themselves with care in the following section. 

The People of It All: An Introduction to My Case Studies 

 I originally invited all new GTAs to fill out a form of interest to participate in my study. 

Then the final participants were chosen via convenience sampling with an emphasis on recruiting 

a representative sample of GTA from different programs. I narrowed participants down by 

program and then diversity -- specifically gender and international status. Although I originally 

had six participants, one left the program after the first semester, and I turned my focus instead to 

the following five who completed all parts of the project. Following is a short description my 

participants wrote, however, I lay out quick information in this following table: 

Allen he/him/his; domestic student; LIT 

Butterfly she/her/hers; international student; TESL 

Georgie she/her/hers; international student (university 

designated); CW 
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Malinka she/her/hers; domestic student; TESL 

Sully she/her/hers; domestic student; LIT 

(Table 6: Participant Demographics) 

 

Allen 

 Allen is a 30 year old literature student who came to Southwest U via Detroit where he 

tutored for AmeriCorps for two years. His main area of study is British Modernism and he 

focuses on epistemology in his course work and with his undergraduate students. Growing up 

Allen attended public school until the age of 16 when he transferred to a private school on the 

East Coast due to the small class size and community, which he felt better supported his anxiety 

and mental health. His senior class had a total of 12 students. The interpersonal relationships he 

developed through tutoring and in his past educational experiences drives much of his teaching. 

Allen’s main resources for developing and supporting his teacher identity are his past teachers 

and his girlfriend, who is also in a literature PhD program in California. One of his biggest 

concerns coming into teaching is promoting standardized and academic English and he 

frequently makes sure in his class to allow for more diversity of languages and learning. By the 

end of the study Allen had taught both English 101 and 102 in person and online.  

Butterfly 

At the beginning of the study Butterfly is in her mid-twenties and describes coming to an 

American University as her greatest achievement. As the only person in her family to have a 

bachelor’s degree she describes how proud family and friends are of her. Her educational 

background is not in linguistics despite being in the Teaching English as a Second Language 

program, which is heavily rooted in linguistics. Instead the interest came from working as a tutor 
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in a software company and as a translator. Butterfly started graduate school very nervous about 

teaching due to her accent and inexperience. Additionally, she describes her own educational 

experiences in Macedonia as test-based and formulaic, which seems in opposition to Southwest 

U’s Writing Program. Butterfly relies largely on her past experiences, preceptorship group, 

TESL peers, and online resources to build her lesson plans and teacher persona. By her second 

semester Butterfly found her accent and international status an asset in facilitating meaningful 

conversations about cross-cultural dialogue and community. In her second year she moved from 

teaching 101/102 to teaching 107/108 and working with multilingual learners.  

Georgie 

Georgie is a non-fiction writer who came to Southwest U straight from her undergraduate 

college on the East Coast. Her undergraduate degree is in English with a strong emphasis on 

literature and a minor emphasis on creative writing. She credits her experiences in a small liberal 

arts school as essential to her learning and teaching style due to the small group discussions and 

relationships with professors. This experience was in opposition to her foundational education in 

Zimbabwe, which was far more lecture based. Despite being university designated as an 

international student Georgie feels tension by being white and having lived in the US for many 

years. However, her biggest tension as a new teacher came from nerves with classroom time 

management, feelings about technology, and entering the classroom with little time to process 

orientation. She credits her preceptor and cohort of creative writers as the most useful in helping 

prepare her for teaching and in her second semester she co-designed her course with another 

graduate student with a focus on environmentalism -- the theme of her own writing. By her 

second year Georgie had taught 101/102 and Non-Fiction.  

Malinka 
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Malinka is a first-generation college student from Idaho who studies in the EAL program. 

Despite her mother’s lack of interest in schooling, her dad’s sister was a big champion of her 

goals and encouraged her to pursue higher education. Between high school and her 

undergraduate degree she did a year abroad in Czechia, which she credits as essential to her 

understanding of diversity and the world. As an undergraduate Malinka worked in classes as a 

peer tutor and also taught refugees. These experiences inspired her interest in teaching and 

working with minority populations. During her first year Malinka struggled with feeling isolated 

and fear about being a religious minority, small in stature, bisexual, and young -- as she came 

directly from her undergraduate degree. Additionally, she had a lack of support from her 

preceptor and cohort, making it challenging to know who to go to with concerns. Despite these 

struggles, Malinka frequently describes her love of teaching and her students and in her own 

classes she emphasizes student agency and relationship building. In her second year she moved 

from teaching 101/102 to teaching 107 and working with multilingual learners.  

Sully 

Sully is in her early-twenties at the beginning of the study and came to Southwest U 

directly from her undergraduate degree at Oregon State University. Originally she started in the 

literature program with an interest in critical theory, however, by the end of her program she 

applied to PhD programs in Rhetoric and Composition with a focus on well-being and digital 

rhetoric in composition classrooms. At the beginning of the study, Sully feels fairly confident in 

teaching, although she has some nerves about being young and using technology in the 

classroom. To address her concerns she largely relies on her preceptor and preceptorship group 

to lesson plan and brainstorm. She frequently states that observing peers and collaborating is 

essential to her teaching practices. As a teacher she is focused largely on facilitating classes and 
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creating a co-created space that centers on student interests and empathy. Although she has no 

formal training, she credits her background in dance as useful in thinking through her teaching. 

By her second year Sully has taught 101/102 both in-person and online.  

My participants all chose pseudonyms35 for the research due to the sensitivity of working 

in a program where they could be identified. Despite the pseudonyms, participants are aware that 

in such an intimate program they might have some identification, but it will not impact their 

training or status in any way. In the final interview we went over all information that might be 

used in the dissertation and participants consented again. Despite many similarities between 

participants, such as age, lack of formal teacher training preparation, and online teaching 

experiences, the ways they interpret themselves, the situation, and the research is vastly different. 

In order to fully understand the way these participants are interpreted and represented I dive 

deeper into theories of identity.  

Preparing for Data Analysis: Moving Forward with Methods, Theories, and Participants  

 The remaining chapters focus on the mixing and merging of identity and method choices 

and the knowledge constructed from these interactions. As my data and identity theories suggest 

-- these interactions are complex and woven in intricate inseparable ways. My goal is not to 

parse out or separate the community from the individual, but instead understand the knot that 

holds it all together and what strengthens, tangles, or weakens this bond. In the next chapter I 

define three domains new teachers maneuver, as processes that emerged across the data: 

community practices, individual motivations, and role expectations. It is through these domains I 

hope to conceptualize teacher development experience in generative ways that can help other 

individuals, communities, and spaces beyond Southwest U.  

 
35 Pseudonyms ranged from nicknames, old pets, parent’s maiden names, and pop culture references 
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Chapter 3: The Three Domains Navigated by New Teachers at Southwest U 

“There is nothing simple about learning how to teach writing, and there is nothing simple to say 

about writing teachers” (Restraino 14). 

*** 

 I met with my first participant, Allen, in the basement of our Main Library. There was no 

natural light and instead my eye kept twitching as the fluorescence filtered in and out. Perhaps it 

was nerves. I arrived thirty-minutes early, worried I was going to be late or he would not 

recognize me. I paced in front of the reserved room sipping on iced coffee, a Starbucks is 

strategically placed at the library entrance, and spied on the undergraduates who had reserved 

the room before me. Eventually, Allen showed up with his backpack slung over one shoulder 

looking like he belonged amongst the students. There was a strange moment where I had to buck 

up and assume authority -- kicking out the study group so we could begin. I awkwardly asked 

them to leave and while they scrambled out I made small talk with Allen about his summer and 

how he liked the town so far. Eventually we settled down and I was able to get my phone out so 

we could begin the interview. The first meeting was more formal than the rest as we went over 

the Consent Form and what to expect from the research. We started by going down the list of 

questions I had compiled, checking off boxes, and proceeding forward. Throughout I anxiously 

checked the three devices recording just to make sure I captured every stop and start, every 

awkward moment and “um”.  

Then we got to his past educational experiences. He gave a small answer telling me he 

transferred schools in high school. He mentioned his new school only had ten students, instantly 

making me curious given Southwest U’s 50,000 students. I began by asking “Okay, what made 
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you decide to go?” This question was met with a pregnant pause followed by Allen saying, 

“Yeah, that gets into more personal stuff.” During the millisecond silence I began thinking 

through all the feminist research I’d read on interviews to decide how best to proceed forward. 

Do I prod? Do I smile? Do I change the subject and desperately hope he feels more comfortable 

in future interviews? Backpedaling, fearing I’d messed up our already tenuous dynamic, I said, 

“If you are uncomfortable you don’t have to answer.” In the end the choice was not mine to 

make. Allen took a breath and began to open-up about his struggles with mental health replying, 

“Yeah no, I’ll let you in…” 

*** 

The moment of trust, of “letting me in” and allowing me a glimpse of his identity beyond 

just “teacher” or “graduate student” but “person” formed the basis for my research experiences 

moving forward. Lisa Blakenship writes in her book on rhetorical empathy, “An approach such 

as rhetorical empathy involves giving up power in certain ways: that is, when we decide to listen 

to someone’s stories and attempt to discern what is motivating them, we choose to be 

vulnerable” (121). Throughout the narrative above, Allen and I are negotiating this vulnerability 

and motivation -- essentially through empathy deciding if we can trust. 

 We are never just one thing. Coming into the study, I was more than just a researcher and 

I invited my participants to be more than just teachers/students/scholars. We carry forward a 

variety of narratives and choices that play out in new situations as we define our roles. My 

choice to meet Allen in the library basement, to wear makeup and “professional clothing,” and to 

drink coffee were all rhetorical choices about what I wanted to carry forward into our space -- 

whether I was conscious of them or not. As Deborah Britzman writes, “becoming a teacher of a 

classroom is a personal matter” (4). It deals with the emotional, pedagogical, and intellectual 
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interactions between people. These rhetorical choices and narratives playing out in the space of 

our interviews, classrooms, and interactions are the root of my study and theory building. 

Throughout this chapter I outline the responses of my participants and how they relate to three 

domains of identity that new teachers maneuver in Southwest U’s Writing Program. I start by 

discussing my coding process in order to develop the three domains and provide necessary 

information in understanding and interpreting my data analysis. The purpose of this chapter is to 

generate specific theories about identity from the data and represent the emic experiences of new 

teachers throughout their first two years of teaching. 

Coding Scheme Descriptions and Definitions 

Rational and Theoretical Assumptions of Coding Scheme 

I began my coding scheme with theories of identity and an attempt to capture the 

complex experience of becoming and belonging. Using Lave and Wenger’s concepts of “situated 

learning” I understood my participants’ narratives as housed within a specific context and 

through the nature of qualitative data that I would be more interested in the affective domain. 

Similarly drawing from the work of recent WPE scholarship, such as Brewer and Wisniewski, I 

was interested in how values shape individuals’ expression of identity. Therefore, when I 

originally coded my data I drew heavily on what Saldaña calls “values coding,” which looks 

specifically at the interplay of “thought, feeling, and action” and is useful for data related to 

“cultural values and belief systems, identity, intrapersonal and interpersonal participant 

experiences and actions in case studies” (132). In his definition the opportunity to understand 

“identity” encouraged me to start with this system. Starting with values coding I broke up the 

participant materials into actions (e.g. “I googled lesson plans”), feelings (e.g. “I am anxious to 

grade papers”), and values (e.g. “I believe discussions are a useful way to structure class time”). 
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Each code was derived from the language used by the participant in order to ensure accuracy of 

participant voices and represent them ethically throughout. For example, in Sully’s first 

interview she stated one of her core values as being “open-minded” so the code became “v: 

openminded” based on the following text: “I’ve always been super open to whatever anybody 

has to say. I think I’m just a really big listener more so than a speaker. So I think that’s one of 

my core values is that I think people should be open-minded and at least willing to listen to 

others and what they have to say.” In other instances, there would be words that overlapped 

between codes such as “class discussion,” which was frequently a value and an action. Later in 

her first interview, Sully stated, “I want a small room where they’re forced to socialize with one 

another and have a chance to listen to new people’s perspectives and grow.” Here I coded both 

“a:discussion” and “v:listening;” however, both related back to Sully’s original core value of 

open-mindness. The threads of data where overlaps occur illustrated values in action or how 

feelings impacted the classroom and allowed me to understand participants’ motivations and 

personas more easily. Additionally it enabled me to start thinking about drawing on participant 

voices as the foundation of my study rather than placing categories such as “authority figure” on 

them. Beyond my methodological reasons for giving agency to participants, the move of deriving 

patterns from participants’ own words also upholds WPE researchers Rupiper Taggart and 

Lowry’s claims that teacher preparation is enhanced by listening to the voices of TAs36. 

Values coding created a large limitation because oftentimes actions, values, and feelings 

were interlinked, and each data point became co-coded in ways that were difficult to interpret. 

As mentioned in the previous chapter, identity is complex and performative (Alsup; Britzman; 

 
36 In my data analysis I continue to honor these voices by using the exact wording/language of my participants in 

quotes. Some hedging words or sound effects such as “um,” “hmmm,” and pauses were eliminated for clarity.  
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Wenger). If we take a homework assignment one of my participants gave students as an “action” 

it also likely occurs due to an exigence immersed in “values” of the community and teachers, 

which is further complicated by GTAs who have mixed “feelings” about teaching. Thus, these 

codes did not provide a useful framework for interpreting data and a more stabilized coding 

process was needed.  

Stabilized Codes: A Chart of Values Coding and the Stabilized Codes for Data Analysis 

During my original round of values coding, I anticipated that participants would move 

from mentioning feelings in Interview 1, actions in Interview 2, and values in Interview 3; 

however, as the table below shows, new teachers’ mentions of feelings significantly increased, 

actions remained the same, and values slowly decreased. As this project is not quantitative, the 

data was not searched for statistical significance, yet this pattern became important for clarifying 

the language and codes used. I began to pay close attention to the way emotion came through in 

each of the experiences participants were describing and how to illustrate those narratives 

without flattening them. The following table illustrates that feelings were the largest mentioned 

experiences of the teachers (see Fig. 3): 
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(Fig. 3: Actions, Feelings, and Values) 

The frequency of feeling quotes illustrates how messy and complex learning to teach is for new 

graduate students. As Saur and Palmeri write, “Both in and out of the classroom, your life as a 

teacher is likely to be awash in complex, messy emotions” (147). In the first interview alone 

students brought up the complex feelings towards teaching. As Allen stated, “I was really 

anxious to start off with, I just wasn’t sure how it would go. But I enjoy teaching personally, I 

think there’s inherent value in it...however, I struggle more to kind of find that connection to 

meaning and vocation in other professions.” Here Allen is negotiating his feelings of anxiety, his 

relationship to the idea of being a teacher, and whether or not these feelings are linked to a 

“vocation” of teaching. Given much of the past literature is focused on secondary teachers who 

view teaching as vocational (Alsup; Britzman; Danielewicz), Allen provides insights into the 

entangled process GTAs navigate as new teachers and how “messy emotions” extend in new 

directions. Additionally, not all feelings were the same or about teaching. They also began to 

worry about other aspects of their graduate school experience, such as finding jobs or teaching 
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international students. It is also important to note they were worried beyond their roles as 

teachers but also their families, the current events37, and students.  

Additionally, Figure 1 might lend itself toward more feeling quotes due to participants’ 

comfort levels throughout the interview process and some of the questions they were asked. As I 

followed a method of semi-structured interviews, not all interviews had the same set of questions 

and participants frequently dictated their own conversation. For example, in the first interview 

participants brought up less actions if they had taught only once or twice but drew more on their 

past experiences as students in the classroom. Participants’ comfort with our relationship also 

impacted the conversation and whether the interview was more conversational or rigid. In my 

own analytical memos I noted interviews that were more slow moving due to relationship 

building. I stated in my reflection after interviewing Georgie for the first time that “I thought this 

interview was slightly more awkward than others. She seemed less likely to want to talk, or 

nervous.” However, in my last interview with her I noted, “I really love how this interview went. 

Compared to the first interview we had an abundance of ideas to talk through and the comfort 

level was so much higher that the conversation was richer and ongoing.” The interplay of 

participants comfort towards teaching and being part of the study led to more authentic 

conversation. 

By exploring, in the beginning of my study, the relationship between feelings, actions, 

and values, I was able to reflect on how my coding scheme was influenced by my own values 

and relationship to teaching38. The verbalizing of these connections afforded more insight, 

iteratively, into the relationship between these three codes, which became integral to later data 

 
37 In Spring 2020 Southwest U faced hard decisions due to Covid-19 and the teachers frequently expressed concern 

for their families, their students, and themselves due to this pandemic.  
38 Much of this reflecting led to my teaching literacy narrative in Chapter 1. 
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analysis, yet initial sorting by feelings, actions, and values generated an overwhelming amount of 

codes distracting from meaning making (34 action codes, 63 feeling codes, and 61 value codes). 

Thus, in second and subsequent coding, I needed descriptive patterns and drew on in vivo 

coding, which is the “word or short phrase from the actual language found in the qualitative data 

record” and used these phrases to identify categories (Saldaña 105). I -- along with my 

participants39 -- developed the following codes where the descriptions come directly from some 

of the language/phrases identified via in vivo coding:  

Dissertation Coding Scheme 

Codes Description/Cues Examples40 

Agency 

(Authority) 

● Confidence dealing 

with challenges, 

conflict, making 

choices 

● Taking ownership over 

class/teaching role 

● Authority over subject 

knowledge/critiquing 

● Curriculum and 

teaching 

Yeah, I do feel comfortable just kind of going 

my own way with it and I like that 102 really 

gives you that flexibility to do that. I know 

when I first came here, I think I told you, I was 

scared of having so much flexibility and all of 

that. So it's interesting how that's changed 

'cause it's like, "Okay yeah, I think I can do 

this now."  

Agency 

(Procedural) 

● In-class activities 

● Lesson planning 

● Assignments, 

homework, grading 

● Boundary setting 

So I usually have a discussion or journal entry 

questions that they will be interacting with 

before they come to class. And then when I’m 

planning, I have a Power Point that I put 

together and when we get to have the discussion 

where we talk about the readings, I have 

questions that are not the exact same questions 

as the journal but take it the next step further. 

 
39 I developed the original words and participants renegotiated and revised them during our focus group. 
40 All the examples are from the first interview. 
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Disciplinary 

and 

Professional 

Learning 

● Learning Writing 

Studies 

● Developing curriculum 

● Teaching portfolios 

● PD workshops, general 

meetings, orientations, 

etc. 

● Balance of student, 

teacher, scholar role 

So when it comes to pedagogy and stuff, I like 

to learn about the theories, but I tend to not 

stick with a single one. I tend to take what I like 

from the various ones and then blend them 

together into this abomination of pedagogy.  

Mentorship ● Preceptorship 

● Working with peers 

● Observations 

● Support structures 

(family, friends, etc.) 

All of us carry different backgrounds, so we 

have two people who are very experienced, one 

is so-so, and two people who are not 

experienced at all. They always share. We ask 

questions. [The preceptor] is always there to 

facilitate our discussion and also to give their 

feedback. I find it very useful. That's where 

I'm really comfortable sharing my ideas, 

thoughts, questions, whatever. 

Formational 

Values/Exper

iences 

● Educational 

background 

● Tutoring 

● Translating 

● Working in industry 

● Family/friends 

● Informal teaching 

I think that it probably comes from just my time 

as a student. Because I feel like that's another 

thing that has really informed what I'm doing in 

the classroom is remembering what other 

professors did that really helped me, or that I 

thought were effective, or things that I don't 

think were effective. And "thinking back to 

that and saying, "I'm not gonna do it that 

way. 

Vulnerability ● Unknown 

outcomes/consequence

s of actions 

● Feelings of 

nervousness, anxiety, 

dread, isolation, etc. 

● Perception of student 

vulnerability 

● Fear 

● Labor/position as a 

GTA 

I was really stressed last week, because with the 

first week of classes and my own graduate 

classes, feeling very overwhelmed with just 

workload. But I'm feeling a lot better about it. 

And I think I was definitely planning for a 

really long time last week, just because I was 

nervous and I didn't know what to expect, 

but now that I've done a few classes and kind of 

gauging how that would work, like what is a 

normal or an adequate amount to plan? Lesson 

plan. 
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(Table 7: Stable Codes) 

 The process of generating these codes started with breaking down feelings, values, and 

actions codes in order to identify larger categories/patterns. For example, I had an agency code 

for values, feelings, and actions. This led to “agency” as a category; however, the concrete 

differences enabled me to understand where to break down agency into two separate patterns of 

agency. To further establish validity of the codes, I had participants revise the codes in multiple 

stages -- both in the focus group and in follow up reflections41. Collaborative coding with 

participants enacts feminist methods, as Powell and Takayoshi explain, where the research is 

“working with rather than merely observing or taking from research participants” (8). The 

method of co-coding goes beyond member checking to collaborate with participants throughout 

the process rather than at the end. 

 These codes emerged from the data and were continually verified  through multiple 

avenues of member checking/participation and my own self-reflective response to the data. The 

following codes illustrate the building blocks of teachers that, when grouped into categories, 

seemed to capture interrelations across community practices, individual motivations, and role 

expectations. These codes are both felt, acted upon, and valued by participants, and a regrouping 

of the first codes collaboratively with participants provided richer insight into what is privileged 

and what is harder to gain as a graduate student. For example, scholarship on teacher 

development in rhetoric and composition has frequently conceptualized GTAs hesitancy as 

resistance; yet, in dialogue with my participants, a focus on agency and vulnerability seemed to 

promote autonomy as an option to new learners (teachers) and reconceptualize resistance. Taken 

 
41 In the focus group participants were given deidentified quotes and the coding table above. After coding 

individually we discussed and negotiated as a large group. Later in the semester they were given their personal 

quotes and coded their own words with a follow-up reflection on how they were being represented and their overall 

reaction to seeing their past responses.  
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together, these codes attempt to describe what it means to become and belong by highlighting 

what is necessary for new learners and how they process the experience of learning. In the figure 

below I illustrate the frequency of codes across the data collected to illustrate the number of 

mentions: 

 

(Fig. 4: Frequency of Codes) 

In the following section I explore each code in more depth: 

Agency: Agency is one of the most important descriptors for participants because they 

are in a precarious position where they might feel like they have no autonomy. Neeley writes, 

GTAs are “on a daily basis, made aware of the hierarchical structure of the academic community 

in which they work '' (21). The existence of these hierarchies ensures GTAs are frequently 

positioned with little or no agency. Throughout the interviews I found two forms of agency: 

authority and procedural. Authority oftentimes occurred when teachers were enacting policy or 

some other sort of decision from a place of power -- such as failing a student or bringing up 
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concerns of plagiarism. Agency as authority manifested as instructors became more comfortable 

with First Year Writing and started to challenge the curriculum. Butterfly, for example, discussed 

in her second interview how she tried to approach reflection in unique ways stating, “I encourage 

them to draw, sketch, or do a short story or poem definitely. It might be a bit selfish because I 

always put myself in the curriculum somehow and those forms of reflection are ones I would 

want to do more.” Butterfly is working within the confines of the FYW curriculum where 

students end with a reflective portfolio but she is expressing agency by challenging the “norm” 

and instead bringing in her own ideas and structures. The process of assigning materials and 

encouraging students also overlaps with procedural agency.  

Procedural agency replaced many of the actions found in values coding and included the 

choices the individual instructors made in-class such as putting students in groups. The decision 

to house procedural actions within the category of agency was because new teachers are making 

conscientious choices and decisions in their classrooms. For example, displaying the lesson plan 

of the day for students is potentially innocuous, but as a tool for participating in the specific 

community of practice and embodying the role of teacher it becomes an agentive tool for these 

individual GTAs. Assuming actions were merely a product of modeling past teachers suggests a 

passiveness of new teachers, however, my participants illustrated these were active, agentive 

choices made throughout their first two years. Sully, for example, prepares a PowerPoint for 

each class as her “lesson planning procedure” and states, “I feel like at the end of the day it 

alleviates a lot of work because I no longer have to be like “Oh this is what we did,” I can just 

tell students to check the slides once a day...I feel like it’s good for them to be able to have it, 

either to look back on or whatever they want to do...it also comes in handy for the portfolio.” 

These slides are a pretty “standard” teaching practice for FYW instructors, yet the way Sully 
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describes this action it is a way for her to mitigate unnecessary work and help students. Her 

active choice has clear reasons she is aware of and the tool illustrates her needs as an instructor.  

Disciplinary and Professional Learning: As GTAs enter into academia they are not 

only learning to teach but entering into larger disciplinary conversations (Dryer; Obermark et al.; 

Reid). In WPE disciplinary and professional learning is often within conversations about 

learning Writing Studies’ theories with the assumption that new teachers will draw on this new 

disciplinary knowledge in their classrooms. Reid’s open letter to new GTAs starts by 

encouraging them to strategize by accessing prior knowledge and continues later to discuss 

metacognitive learning. Reid assumes that GTAs will combine their new theoretical knowledge 

with past experiences -- here she is drawing on transfer scholarship and theories of learning to 

explain the subject position of new GTAs. The emphasis on learning to teach, however, 

sometimes leaves out GTAs whose disciplinary expertise is outside of pedagogy42. I extend the 

conversation by coding for moments when participants are enacting what it means to be a 

professional more generally such as balancing various roles (scholar, teacher, student) and time 

management. Additionally, this code helps conceptualize the differences between teacher-

training directly related to mentorship and the classroom and those reserved for the future and 

professional goals of the participants. This distinction is particularly useful when tied to the 

agency codes and whether or not training is achieving both the needs of the individual and/or the 

needs of the community. 

 One large addition to my study in terms of disciplinary learning was the emphasis on 

anti-racist assessment and contract. In Fall 2018 four days prior to teaching, Southwest U’s 

Writing Program hosted Asao Inoue as a guest speaker for the general meeting. His presentaiton 

 
42 I write “pedagogy” here instead of a specific field in English because it can expand across literature, creative 

writing, rhetoric, linguistics, etc. -- and not all composition, linguistics, etc. students’ research is related to teaching. 
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focused on anti-racist assessment and how he uses labor-based contract grading to challenge the 

traditional educational practices that privilege (traditionally) white, affluent students. His 

presentation led to a lot of conversation in the first interview, which happened the week after, 

about feedback practices and the connection between action and theory. Participants’ disciplinary 

and professional learning started largely grappling with this theory and reconciling past and 

present processes of assessment. Across the first interviews there were 38 moments dedicated to 

discussing contract grading and engaging in these theoretical discussions early on shaped the 

teaching philosophy of many of the participants43. 

Mentorship: Mentorship is frequently referenced as the most important part of teacher-

training by all of my participants and within the literature on WPE (Fedokovich and Hall; 

Neeley; Ruppier Taggart and Lowry). Mentorship can extend beyond preceptors/practicum 

directors and peers but also includes family members44, advisors in individual programs, 

students, etc. Alsup notes that it was “no surprise” that family members, friends, partners, peers, 

etc. “played significant roles in participants’ professional development” (106). This code is then 

loosely defined as the relationships that sustain and support teacher-learners’ development of 

agency in new communities of practice. Allen had one of the most frequent external mentors in 

his girlfriend. He frequently cites her, another MA in Literature at a program in California, as his 

main mentor. He states, “Preceptorship is nice but I’ve actually been talking mostly with my 

girlfriend about the ideas that I have...especially the really wacky ones...I felt like okay I need to 

make sure I’m not just insane and they are going to think I’m off my rocker doing this sort of 

thing.” Allen frequently ran by his girlfriend his curricular ideas and found her to be an 

 
43 Note Allen’s teaching philosophy referenced above. 
44 In Chapter 1 I describe my mentors as expanding beyond formal training but my family and past teachers too. 
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“instrumental collaborator” for his teaching45. Additionally, Butterfly, Sully, and Georgie who 

had the same preceptor frequently cite the group as instrumental to their personal growth because 

of the different backgrounds and exchange of ideas.  

Formational Values/Experiences: From values coding, I quickly recognized the 

influence of past educational experiences as imperative to new teachers’ persona and relationship 

to teaching. bell hooks writes, “Let’s face it: most of us were taught in classrooms where styles 

of teachings reflected the notion of a single norm of thought and experience, which we were 

encouraged to believe was universal...Most of us learned to teach emulating this model” (35). 

Throughout hooks’ work she explores the way our past educational experiences model the ways 

we teach. The process of emulating the type of teaching we experienced as students is echoed in 

WPE scholarship, specifically in Brewer’s work where she identifies new teachers’ “conceptions 

of literacy...and whether and how these conceptions transferred into their teaching46” and 

Wisniewski who identifies how new teachers used past knowledge “and resources to interpret 

and resolve problems” (46). Georgie mentions that “going through my undergrad at a small 

liberal arts college was really cool because I got exposed to much more discussion based and 

hands-on teaching styles.” She compares this to her home country where “the education system 

is different and a bit more old-fashioned, I think, than what we find in the U.S., much more 

lecture style classes.” Georgie discusses the differences between the two and her experience as a 

student for inspiring her discussion and hands-on teaching. She describes good teaching as 

“being a good facilitator where it's very interactive and you have a chance to listen to students.” 

Her formational experiences as a student stand in as a type of model  based on teaching that most 

 
45 I am unsure how much support Allen had in preceptorship based on my conversations with Malinka who was in 

the same group and describes it as a “poisonous environment of toxic masculinity.” Therefore, his girlfriend acting 

as a mentor might have also been out of necessity rather than solely comfort.  
46 Spoiler alert: they do. 
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benefited her own learning. Sully mentions dance as important to her understanding of teaching 

and understanding her embodied experience in the classroom. She describes, “I think body 

language especially is big for me because it shows I’m engaged in a way that’s approachable but 

still authoritative...dance helped me connect more to my body and its positioning.” The 

connection between dance and teaching came up throughout Sully’s time in the study as a way 

for her to connect to teaching. Throughout the study, the participants’ moments of reconciling 

the past, present, and future helped strengthen their feelings, actions, and values in useful ways. 

Lave and Wenger write, “The generality of any form of knowledge always lies in the power to 

renegotiate the meaning of the past and future in constructing the meaning of present 

circumstances” (34).This power is arguably one of the most fruitful areas of research and why 

many WPE and other education scholars have taken it up.  

Vulnerability: As noted in Figure 1 (above), the emotional experience of teachers is vast 

as they enter into these new spaces. The code vulnerability was originally “affect47” until 

Malinka, in the practice coding activity, suggested it as a code for moments of emotional 

response. Although “affect” is an essential part of the learning experience, the term 

“vulnerability” also extends to the subject position of participants. There are three major 

components of vulnerability throughout this study: 1) the vulnerability of the subject position of 

graduate students, 2) the vulnerability of entering into unknown spaces and assuming authority 

and new identity markers, 3) the vulnerability of teachers’ undergraduate students (either 

perceived or projected). The first aspect of vulnerability frequently relates to labor concerns, 

dealing with advisors or unstable mentors, and is traceable/verbalized most comfortably by 

 
47 Driscoll describes affect as an interaction of emotional states, traits, dispositions, and metacognition in her 

Composition Forum noting the use of “emotion” rather than “affect” due to the theme of the issue. Similarly, I was 

using affect as a stand in for the emotional processes participants were engaging in throughout the study. 
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participants. The second two are interwoven and frequently a product of the teacher grappling 

with their own vulnerability and positionality. Dryer’s article on novice teachers’ perception of 

student writing illustrates how new teachers frequently project onto their undergraduate students’ 

anxieties and experiences they themselves have had. Thus, I also coded moments where 

participants projected or interpreted the anxieties of students. Butterfly mentions feeling 

vulnerable as an international student stating “In the beginning I was worried I might have an 

accent and they were going to respond to that with ‘why are you correcting our writing’.” 

Butterfly eventually noted her international student status and vulnerabilities allowed her to 

connect to her students -- especially other students who were international and might have the 

same anxieties. Malinka, who is a domestic student but frequently mentions feeling 

“unAmerican,” discussed her vulnerabilities as a “petite Muslim student” and constantly feeling 

nervous about students reacting violently. She also had two specifically challenging moments her 

first semester with one student vaping and another constantly ordering delivery to upset her. She 

describes these as “traumatic” instances and frequently uses trauma language to describe her 

experience with challenging students and her preceptor. Malinka’s experience it taken up further 

in Chapter 4 as I dive more deeply into vulnerability and the usefulness of this code for 

understanding the complex interplay between role expectations, community practices, and 

individual motivations. 

Interaction of Codes in Teaching Philosophies 

Additionally, other data sources helped to triangulate and verify the relevance of these 

codes such as teaching philosophies and portfolios, classroom observations, and focus groups. 

These codes interacted with one another in various ways and some statements illustrated how the 

mixing of codes led to larger concepts such as overall teaching persona. Specifically, the 



99 

teaching philosophy allowed participants a space to reflect on the choices they made and how 

they represent their values. For example Allen notes: 

I find academic English to be inherently problematic and disenfranchising to those 

without a wealth of privilege. As such, my approach to grading all major assignments in 

this class is chiefly holistic and effort driven. My hope was to create a hybrid of 

traditional grading with Asao Inoue’s contract based grading. I discussed the process with 

my class and solicited feedback. 

 

Within this statement Allen seems to illustrate agency over his curricular approach assuming a 

role of authority, which is demonstrated by his feedback -- both giving and receiving -- 

procedures. Additionally, he illustrates “Disciplinary and Professional Learning” by citing 

Inoue’s work. Overall, these codes coalesce in highlighting Allen’s values as a teacher, which 

include student participation and collaboration, fair and just assessment practices, and student 

Englishes.  

I am not the first to situate teaching philosophies48 as key to developing teachers. Alsup 

writes that “Crafting a thoughtful philosophy statement is seen as an important part of 

developing a personal pedagogy and a useful teacher identity” (166). She goes on to challenge 

the usefulness of prescribed teaching philosophy statements writing they often include “abstract 

epistemological assumptions about teaching,” “Reinforcement of unexamined beliefs” and can 

“reproduce politically correct cliches” (166-7). Alsup instead argues for philosophical statements 

that come through interviews and in-class reflections as more authentic and genuine. However, 

Allen’s teaching philosophy explores his actions and agency in a way that connects to larger 

disciplinary values. The rhetorical move of including a tangible example illustrates how he 

grounds theory into practice and provides a deeply reflective moment that complements, rather 

than replaces, his reflection in interviews. Thus, I used the teaching philosophies and portfolios 

 
48 In Chapter 5 I proceed to discuss further the usefulness of teaching philosophies in WPE. 
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as a way to illustrate the connection of codes and how participants took up these patterns to make 

meaning about their own identities and values.  

The process of defining these codes through each iteration included grappling with the 

specific language and emic perspectives of participants in the service of developing more 

comprehensive and generative categories. All the codes were developed and checked with my 

dissertation chair and the participants themselves to promote reliability. The coding scheme 

draws on grounded methods to maintain the agency of participants and to “increase the potential 

that institutionalized oppression and inequality might be revealed” (Alsup 99). As the teaching 

philosophy demonstrates the moments where these codes align and meaning emerges leads to 

larger concepts. The overall concept of the study is how teachers develop the phenomenon of a 

“teaching persona.” Through the process of coding and analysis, three essential domains of 

teacher learning emerged from the data and helped to capture how new teachers in Southwest 

U’s graduate program navigated their first experiences with teaching, which I discuss next.  

The Three Domains of Learning to Teach at Southwest U 

The three domains described seemed to illustrate commonality in how teachers 

begin/continue to exercise identity in new communities of practice. By drawing on these 

concepts I wish to show the fluidity of these domains throughout different moments of time, 

materials, and with different players. It is important to iterate these domains are not entirely 

separate entities, bounded, or distinct from one another. Jane Danielewicz writes in her book 

Teaching Selves: Identity, Pedagogy, and Teacher Education that identities are “produced 

through participation in discourse” and “are the result of the dynamic interplay between 

discursive processes that are internal (to the individual) and external (involving everyone else)” 

(11). Similarly, new teachers’ personas are generated by the “dynamic interplay” between them 
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and is unique although the presence of all three domains remains. The three domains are: 1) 

community practices, 2) individual motivations, and 3) role expectations. Each of these domains 

represent an interaction of all the different codes, although certain codes revealed were more 

frequent in some domains, for example “foundational values” oftentimes was linked to 

“individual motivations.” The codes themselves are not theory, but instead the three domains 

drawn from the codes using grounded theory provide a theoretical framework for understanding 

new teachers belonging and becoming. The codes then become a way of narrowing down and 

interpreting the three domains, for example in Chapter 4 I trace the importance of vulnerability 

within the three domains, but it would be useful to apply each of the codes in a similar manner. 

During the next section I outline each of the domains in more depth to provide definition, 

theoretical framework, and examples from participant experience.  

As shown in the illustration below there are three domains of learning to teach that GTAs 

encounter and maneuver through using reflection, experience, and social interactions (Fig. 4). As 

graphically displayed, the learning process of new teachers encapsulates three activities (points 

of the triangle) new teachers engage in order to negotiate three domains. In Reid and Estrem’s 

work on “What New Teachers Talk About When They Talk About Teaching” they identify that 

GTAs’ principles about teaching come from the following: “formal study, including composition 

scholarship; personal experience, belief, family value, or intuition; experience teaching or 

tutoring; and the community of peers and mentors within which they work” (458). I reframe 

these as agentive processes GTAs are maneuvering to understand their principles further and 

gain the knowledge to maneuver the domains leading to reflection, experience, and social 

interaction. New teachers use reflection to critically understand their values, experiences, and 

practices (Alsup; Schön; Schulman), experience as an avenue for entering into new communities 
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of practice (Dewey; Finders and Rose; Flanigan), and social interactions as a way to construct 

knowledge (Lave and Wenger). These processes are essential for understanding and interpreting 

the three domains. New teachers engage in these processes while they maneuver through the 

three domains -- essentially these three are the “doing” or actions that occur for new teachers -- 

whereas the three domains are the internal and external structures dictating how (and which) 

identities are exercised. Additionally, not all teachers grapple with the same processes or 

domains equally but instead it is contingent on their own foundational experiences, mentorship, 

agency, and values. In the following section I clarify these processes and the three domains 

further.  

 

(Fig. 5: Three Domains of New Teachers) 

  

Reflection49 

 
49

 In Chapter 5 I take up further how reflection can be a useful process for engaging in the three domains through the 

teaching philosophy and research. 
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Reflection is the tool used to gain access to the thoughts, experiences, tensions, and 

opportunities we are collectively drawing on to make meaning of our teaching. Reflection is 

often cited as a way to interpret experiences and generate thoughtful teacher scholars (Brewer; 

Reid; Restaino).  Kathleen Blake Yancey in A Rhetoric of Reflection outlines two foundational 

theories of reflection by John Dewey and Donald Schön. Dewey views reflection as a 

“meticulous process of evidence and implication seeking, with the aim not only of understanding 

more fully by means of creating connections and relationships within experiences, but also of 

transforming experience and one’s environment as a result” (7). One foundational aspect is 

Schön’s concept of reflection-in-action, which is defined as “a reflective conversation with a 

unique and uncertain situation” which is based on a “repertoire of examples, images, 

understandings, and actions” (137-138). Pamela Flash draws on Schön’s work to state 

“instructors’ increased agency, intentionality, and agility is proportional to their willingness to 

investigate their own epistemologies and tacitly held values” (230). Both scholars are arguing for 

reflection as a transformative experience that has the capacity to challenge communities and the 

internal experiences of instructors. In teacher education, the work of Schön and Shulman 

frequently draws on teachers as “reflective practitioners.” As Alsup writes, “Experience by itself 

is not inherently useful; it is helpful only if it is subject to critical reflection” (87). Critical 

reflection is facilitated by experience and the social interactions with peers in practicum courses. 

Therefore, the two processes of experience and social interaction are also crucial for building 

knowledge as a new teacher. 

Experience 

 Reflection does not exist without experience to connect it to. One of the threads within 

WPE is the relationship between theory and practice, which hinges on instructors having 
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experiences to connect their learning too (Dobrin; Obermark et al.; Reid). There are two types of 

experiences new teachers draw on frequently, the first is their own knowledge as a student 

(Brewer; Reid; Wisinewski) and the second is through teaching or tutoring -- essentially the 

“doing” (Halasek et al.; Dryer; Finders and Rose). GTAs experience as students is a useful place 

to start and Reid encourages GTAs to draw on this past knowledge in order to solidify that new 

teachers have theories of writing, practice, and teaching that have been successful in the past in a 

hope to alleviate imposter syndrome (129). Additionally, funds of knowledge can include 

experience beyond the classroom but in other domains that can help students form a teacher 

persona such as babysitting and classroom management (González et al.). The process of gaining 

experience provides a well for new teachers to draw on and implement in their own classroom 

and through further refinement as they reflect and engage with peers.  

Social Interactions 

 My study draws on the ontological understanding of knowledge as situational and 

socially constructed. One of the main avenues of GTAs forming these social interactions is 

through their experience with mentors, peers, and students. WPE scholars focus heavily on the 

importance of social interaction as a way to process information and challenge previously held 

theories of writing (Brewer; Rupiper Taggart and Lowry). Additionally in the C’s Statement on 

Preparing Teachers of Writing it is required that GTAs have “mentoring partnerships with 

experienced teachers” and “frequent workshops discussing aspects of composition pedagogy.” 

Unlike reflection and experience, the emphasis on space for social interactions reveals the 

importance our field places on this aspect for GTAs to gain knowledge. Beyond WPE, a 

communities of practice approach, thrives on the concept of knowledge as situated and 

communal, or as Lave and Wenger write “a social world” (123). Social interactions are 
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especially important in helping gain experience to reflect on. These three processes work 

together to help new GTAs form knowledge and understanding of the situational context in order 

to maneuver through the three domains and exercise various identities. The following section 

describes further these three domains of learning to teach. 

Domain 1: Community Practices 

 Southwest U has a distinctive culture due to its location, recent designation as a Hispanic 

Serving Institution, and highly rated rhetoric and composition and creative writing programs. 

Although there are many similarities to other Research 1 universities, the mixture of local 

culture, resources and politics (for example English is not housed within the College of 

Humanities), and academic research creates distinct opportunities and constraints. I draw on 

concepts of Lave and Wenger to define both “community” and “practice” and the combination of 

the two. In their work on Legitimate Peripheral Participation (LPP50) they write, “Participation is 

always based on situated negotiation and renegotiation of meaning in the world” (51). The 

situated negotiation of participants takes place within this specific writing program and the 

community practices participants maneuver through are essential to their participation -- and also 

their ability to exercise identity. The “situatedness” of Southwest U includes the communities’ 

discourses, opportunities, and constraints that develop and solidify practices of the specific 

community.  As Wenger writes: 

Such a concept of practice includes both the explicit and the tacit. It includes what is said 

and what is left unsaid; what is represented and what is assumed. It includes the 

language, tools, documents, images, symbols, well-defined roles, specified criteria, coded 

procedures, regulations, and contracts that various practices make explicit for a variety of 

purposes… (Wenger 47).  

 

 
50 Lave and Wenger define LPP as “a defining characteristic of ways of belonging, and is therefore not only a 

crucial condition for learning, but a constitutive element of its content” (35). 
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Some examples of practices at Southwest U include: communal discourse and definitions, 

preceptor/program structures, textbooks and teacher materials used for the  FYW curriculum, and 

assumptions about the student population. Two of the largest community practices influencing 

the new teachers in this study include: 1) a curriculum oriented to “genre awareness” and 2) the 

introduction of contract grading. The use of genre as a foundational approach of the first year 

curriculum comes from the scholarly interest of researchers in the writing program and current 

conversations within the field of Rhetoric and Composition. Upon entering the community new 

teachers are defining and redefining the term “genre” in this new disciplinary context and its 

influences on their understanding of curriculum, materials, and scholarly work. As Tardy et al. 

state, “Most novice FYW teachers will not have formally learned about the role of genre in 

writing instruction, either as teachers or as composition students themselves. As a result, FYW 

instructors will bring shared and divergent understandings of genre to their teaching.” In a 

community frequently using the term, a shared definition emerges -- or at least a workable one 

for new teachers to bring into their classes. My participants started with mixed reactions towards 

the concept of genre and yet in the focus group -- a year after teaching for the first time -- they 

valued the concept  as a part of FYW curriculum. In Georgie’s first interview she states:  

Coming from a pretty strong writing background I feel like I understand genre very well. 

I’m not worried about it.” She goes on to describe her own field of non-fiction as a 

“versatile genre of creative writing” and when asked about the differences between FYW 

and teaching creative writing she states, “If it was an intro to creative writing, it would 

probably be broken up into different sections and would focus on different kinds of 

creative writing so very worldly poetry, fiction, non-fiction, screenwriting. You could 

add in as many genres as you wanted. (Interview 1). 

 

In her second interview at the end of the semester Georgie states: 

I found that most of my students didn't really get it [genre]. They didn't really engage 

with it, and I think it's more a product of them not being able to think critically about 
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things. Some of them did a much better job than others, but on the whole, I was like, "Oh, 

this is kind of insipid, it's not really ..." You're just telling me what it is, you're not really 

interrogating what genre is, how this fits into it and what its purpose is and what it tells us 

about the community.  I mean, we could've just had a whole class on just genre. I 

could've spent a lot more time on that than I had time to spend. 

 

And finally in the focus group a year after teaching for the first time Georgie argues that an ideal 

FYW curriculum includes: 

A genre analysis and you discuss communities and ways of thinking and forming 

knowledge and it’s a much more epistemological kind of take on what writing is. The 

goal is to try and get students to think about the way that they're reading and writing in a 

very large and extensive context51. (Focus Group, Fall 2019). 

 

These instances illustrate how Georgie goes from a definition of genre that is comfortable and 

defined by types of creative writing to genre as an “epistemological” form of knowledge making 

that “tells us about community.” The shift in defining genre comes directly from the writing 

program’s community practices and materials such as the curriculum, the textbook, Georgie’s 

preceptor who was currently working with another scholar on genre-based research, and 

professional development opportunities focused on genre. Additionally, in the first interview she 

is responding directly to the question “what do you think of the term genre” compared to “what 

do you think about FYW curriculum”; she organically introduces the term genre analysis in the 

focus group, illustrating a type of shift from new comer to a member because she can draw on its 

shared discourse. Additionally, she has authority over this discourse by engaging specifically 

with this concept in her own teaching and translating to students. As Lave and Wenger write, 

“Peripheral participation is about being located in the social world. Changing locations and 

perspectives are part of actors’ learning trajectories, developing identities, and forms of 

membership” (37). Thus, Georgie’s learning and changing of perspective is a result of 

 
51 Quote was revised for clarity, specifically terms such as “like” and “um” were removed.  
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experience, collaboration, and reflection in and about the community. Further, her change in 

location reveals the mix of negotiating her writer identity in an MFA program and her role as a 

FYW instructor where the term “genre” has different implications. 

 In this way, the term “genre” is situated within this context and is a product of the social 

and structural opportunities afforded to new teachers. For example, the interactions Georgie has 

with the term come from the opportunity to teach, use a curriculum designed by genre scholars in 

the program, the textbook, and time to reflect and revise through teaching the same class twice. 

Additionally, the community constraints are also illustrated in her experience with the term. Due 

to Southwest U’s university accreditation system GTAs are required to be instructors of record 

immediately. There is extensive training for teachers throughout their first year, but they do not 

have the luxury of exploring concepts, for example, in a seminar before teaching. Georgie’s 

negotiation with the term develops over time through practical teaching experience in her first 

year, a constraint of the community, as well as through the textbook focused on genre and 

required by the program, because royalties help fund programmatic resources, which is a second 

community constraint. She frequently felt this tension in how much to use the book if students 

are paying for it and her own interests in other texts. These community practices beyond a 

singular word illustrate the influence context has over new instructors’ interpretation and 

learning of Writing Studies theory.  

 Community practices can take on many forms, however, they tend to have similar 

characteristics. Frequently they are the materials and methods of a community. For example, the 

materials include textbooks, course policies, websites, sample syllabi and lesson plans, etc. and 

the methods include email newsletters, learning communities, listservs, General Meetings, etc. 

that help communicate the values and actions of a community. Beyond Southwest U, each 
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writing program has a wide variety of community practices members can identify. I argue 

helping GTAs (and WPAs) trace these practices can help us better address the question of what 

these suggest about the values, ideologies, and characteristics of a community. 

Domain 2: Individual Motivations 

 Beyond community practices, individuals play an equally important role in understanding 

and developing the teaching persona. New GTAs bring in their own practices that influence the 

community. Individual motivations dictate how teacher identities are rhetorically exercised based 

on their personal needs, opportunities, and constraints. Individual’s actions are often a product of 

these motivations and determine the relationship between the community, new roles, resistance, 

and belonging. Georgie, for example, designed her second semester course to focus on 

environmental issues due to her own scholarly interests. Individual motivations are often 

conceptualized by teacher educators as resistance or lack of interest rather than an autonomous 

exercise by new GTAs who are maneuvering this community for their own professionalization. 

Obermark, Brewer, and Halasek write, “the field continues to struggle with how to prepare them 

[GTAs] meaningfully for the teaching they will do in their immediate future as TAs and for the 

responsibilities they will take on as they move forward in their careers” (32). The emphasis on 

the “field” doing this work frequently ignores the GTAs’ own agency over how they are 

experiencing training and interpreting this information. As Fischer writes the reason for the lack 

of interest in her theory course was that “some of the MFA students were not as interested in 

teaching English 101 -- or learning the theory behind that teaching -- as they were in producing 

their own writing, and therefore had little time or tolerance for a pedagogy course that required 

the kind of rigor that warranted granting three graduate credits” (201). Rather than “not 

interested” a better term is “not motivated” because it does not align with the goals of the 
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individual. Fischer mentions “time” as a product of this lack of interest and I view this as a 

constraint that many new teachers face as they are coming into their disciplinary and professional 

communities. Allen, who is pursuing his PhD in Literature describes in his first interview, “I 

enjoy teaching personally. That’s something that I think there’s inherent value in. To me, 

personally, it is something that’s important and I feel like when I teach I’m making a difference.” 

Yet in his last interview he remarks: 

It’s so hard being a teacher and to spend 60 minutes one on one with a student and not 

feel like I’m falling behind in everything else I should be doing as a grad student. So I 

still create that space for students that want it, but I kind of hate that I feel torn 

professionally between helping people and helping myself. (Interview 4). 

 

Here Allen describes the tension of his own motivations of graduate school but also how he 

enjoys working with students individually as a teacher. It is not lack of interest but instead 

directly related to his own constraints of time, emotional bandwidth, and other obligations. Yet, 

despite not having the time to put into teaching he would like, Allen also actively makes the 

choice to prioritize other parts of his professionalization, despite his vulnerability and subject 

position. He is exercising agency within the community practices of conferencing with students. 

He gives students the same choice by making time and space for those that want to exercise their 

agency as well by meeting with him but no longer makes these long conferences mandatory52. 

He mentions throughout the final interview he chooses not to go to continual professional 

development workshops not because they don’t seem valuable but because “I feel like there’s a 

lot I still want to learn but I have to learn more experimentally and that’s what works for me. I 

think it’s stuff I’ll learn as I continue to teach if I continue to teach.” (emphasis added). Allen’s 

 
52 These interviews took place during Spring 2020 and a large constraint was the response to Covid-19 and shifting 

to online. Allen’s conferences were shifted to this new medium.  
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motivations then are not solely professionalization as a teacher but also exploring whether or not 

he wants to teach and how it fits into his overall goals.  

 So, too, Malinka frequently came into conflict with her own motivations as a teacher and 

researcher and the program she found herself in -- both with her preceptor and her peers. The 

Applied Linguistics degree at Southwest U is primarily a teaching degree, and Malinka remarks 

that “I was cut off. I’m just always excluded. A lot of people view me as nerdy because I get 

really excited when we talk about identity investment and motivation. I love research. Most of 

my class hates it. They just want to teach, they don’t like doing research” (Interview 2). 

Throughout her time Malinka reflects on how she both loves teaching but also her main 

motivation is to learn more about linguistics and pedagogy to do her own research. Her feelings 

of belonging and isolation are in conflict with the rest of her cohort’s whose goals are directly 

related to solely teaching. Additionally, her own identity markers as converting to Muslim 

directly impacts her feelings of isolation. She states:  

I don’t know where I belong since I became a Muslim. In a hijab I’m not seen as 

American. Other Americans really don’t want to be around me. They just see me as super 

religious. They just assume I don’t do things. A lot of my co-workers will go out to a bar 

or do things that I’m never invited to. And then with Muslims there’s been a lot of 

distrust because they don’t know if I’m faking it or I’m a government spy, or someone 

threatening. (Interview 3).  

 

She goes on to state that “I know my identity, it’s just the place and belonging. It’s through 

research and working with refugees.” Malinka’s motivation in graduate school is beyond earning 

a degree but working with other populations who feel isolated. Her experience also illustrates a 

larger tension where an individual’s motivations are seemingly unattainable or challenged 

because of issues of power, agency, and authority. The motivation or goal of “earning a degree” 

is largely influenced by other factors such as, for Malinka, size, race, nationality, religion, and 
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gender. Regardless of motivation it is impossible to escape issues of access and agency. Malinka 

describes this problem of access by feeling a sense of belonging in academia but also an outsider 

in her cohort and America more generally. The overlap of multiple communities of practice and 

individual motivations directly impact her ability to act and exercise agency in certain situations.  

Malinka also describes how her preceptorship group did not support her decisions with 

challenging situations, and this created a sense of mistrust throughout the rest of the year with 

her preceptor. She continually withdrew from sharing in class because she felt “out of 

alignment” with the group -- or in this case the community. Malinka illustrates in every interview 

the challenge of personal identity markers as they come into contact with community practices -- 

especially as context is unstable, malleable, and unpredictable. She faces many personal needs 

such as safety, belonging, and investment in research, constraints through physical size, safety, 

and connection with peers, and opportunities through her interest in research (she eventually got 

accepted to her first choice PhD program in Linguistics). These factors on her individual 

motivation continually shift her perspective and ideas of a “good teacher persona.” As Britzman 

writes, “Learning to teach -- like teaching itself -- is always the process of becoming: a time of 

formation and transformation, of scrutiny into what one is doing, and who one can become” (31). 

For Malinka and the other participants the motivation to transform and into what is related to 

individuals’ own sense of belonging and the constraints and opportunities that come with those 

lived experiences.  

Individual motivations often shape the reason why a GTA came to a program and further 

what they are willing to engage in during their degree. These motivations can include: practice 

with research, time or space to write creatively, feedback on writing, experience with teaching, 

networking with scholars and classmates, opportunities that will advance them beyond an 
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undergrad degree, etc. As educators know, it is incredibly challenging to facilitate learning when 

students are unmotivated (Reid). Therefore, identifying individual motivations can help shape 

conversations productively to understand the type of professional development and formal 

training teachers need. One of the most important aspects of this domain is communicating 

between WPAs and GTAs each other’s motivations and being explicit where there is overlap and 

where we can support each other.  

Domain 3: Role Expectations  

 The third domain is role expectations. This domain is defined by both individuals and 

communities. Individuals’ experiences, feedback, and assumptions about communities and the 

subject position they are expected to perform; role expectations as a dimension reflects how 

individual histories and positionality in a context shape certain expectations. These expectations 

are context specific and are also based on individuals’ motivations and expectations of self 

within the community and how the community can help an individual reach his/her goals. Of 

course, community members have expectations about individuals’ ability to perform and practice 

within their structure and develop a series of procedures such as teacher portfolios, teacher 

training, and class observations to help individuals fulfill those roles. The following table 

illustrates places within the interviews where participants outlined their expectations:  

Participant Participant Excerpts of Expectations53 

Allen ● “I kind of had to adjust [a classroom plan] on the fly a lot more 

than I expected when students didn’t read.” (Interview 1).  

● “I do a moderate amount of lecturing, I think I did actually less 

than I expected to do though.” (Interview 2). 

● “You don’t go into the college setting expecting to correct 

behavioral issues. You kind of assume everyone’s an adult and is 

 
53 Participants would bring up multiple scenarios and expectations in an interview and I limited it to one each. For 

example Butterfly mentions having “high expectations” of students and herself throughout two of her interviews.  
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going to be an adult about things.” (Interview 4).  

Butterfly ● “I told students ‘I have high expectations. Don’t disappoint me.’” 

(Interview 1) 

● “I was expecting them to challenge me on grades but they didn’t.” 

(Interview 2). 

● “I told my students “If you expect me to just be the person who 

knows everything and should pretend that I know it all, it’s not 

going to happen.’” (Interview 3).  

● “When international students come here it is not clearly 

communicated what is expected from them or maybe because I’m 

a graduate student I was supposed to figure it out on my own.” 

(Interview 4). 

Georgie ● “There was this unspoken expectation that we knew why we were 

teaching what we were teaching.” (Interview 1) 

Malinka ● “You shouldn’t have expectations because there’s always 

something new in the classroom. Being a teacher or being ideal is 

being flexible.” (Interview 1).  

● “I did what the writing program would expect out of me. I had 

good intentions of working with the student.” (Interview 2).  

Sully ● “The biggest thing coming here was that I wasn’t expecting that 

everybody uses computers. Everybody here has a laptop.” 

(Interview 1).  

● “There’s more risk among public speaking amongst your peers. I 

felt that there’s less expectation with teaching because they’re 

younger, they’re first years in college. Less imposter syndrome.” 

(Interview 2).  

● “The first mistake I ever made, I just remember feeling so 

devastated because my first TCE54s were not what I was 

expecting.” (Final Interview). 

(Table 8: Expectation Quotes) 

Through these excerpts there are multiple patterns easily identified: 

1) Expectations new teachers had of their undergraduate students (indicated in red). 

2) Expectations about the Writing Program (indicated in blue).  

3) Expectations placed on the self by the individuals (indicated in green). 

 
54 Teacher-Course Evaluations, which are typical end of course surveys. 
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4) Expectations about the situation of the classroom or teaching procedures (indicated in 

purple).  

 

These various expectations show the range of expectations individuals bring into this domain 

based on their own interpretation of the community and how they anticipate it will run. 

Expectations are frequently anticipatory -- they are a way to prepare for what might happen 

either in the short term or long term. Many of these experiences overlapped with the code 

vulnerability, for example, participants had various expectations about their students like they 

would behave a certain way, do the completed readings, and challenge grades. Thus, teachers 

prepared for these outcomes assuming they would be vulnerable because of their own subject 

positions. I take up in Chapter 4 further how the code vulnerability helps us understand the three 

domains further. 

 One of the most tangible examples of community expectations is the C’s Statement on 

Preparing New Teachers of Writing, which outlines various practices writing programs need to 

adapt in order to help guide teachers. These frequently lead to expectations or procedures 

adapted by a writing program to assess and provide reflective opportunities for new teachers.  

For example, Southwest U’s new teachers do the following: meet weekly with a mentor in a 

small group, create a teaching portfolio with reflections, assignments, and examples of feedback 

giving, participate in continual professional development opportunities, complete the summer 

orientation and subsequent general meetings, submit grades and information at the end of each 

semester, and following the practices of the writing program (which includes further 

expectations such as conferencing with students). These layers of procedural expectations point 

to the values of the community such as providing space for growth, community, and reflective 

practice; however, it is not the same as the vulnerability teachers bring in individually as they 

interpret and navigate expectations. Similarly, community expectations are also anticipatory in 
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trying to help students develop practices for their future careers. In Latterell’s article she 

criticizes the “one and done” approach where teacher preparation is in a singular course writing, 

“such a curriculum raises concerns regarding the shape and direction of writing pedagogy...and 

the long-term preparation of GTAs as professional teachers” (22). Here Latterell points to why 

writing programs should have more procedures for teachers because of her anticipation of the 

implications of the “one and done” approach on writing pedagogy and future teachers. Writing 

programs are at large responsible for not only the teachers but also the field of Writing Studies, 

the undergraduate students, boards of directors and accreditation, the larger university, and many 

other stakeholders. These expectations then create the procedures teachers are maneuvering 

through and trying to decipher.  

The combination of individual expectations and community expectations encourages new 

GTAs to also reflect on their past experiences with teachers and how those models of “teachers'' 

have shaped their definitions of teaching. Theorists frequently turn to these moments to 

understand new teachers’ interpretation of their new roles. As Alsup writes, GTAs frequently 

reflect on whether they “fit the social norm or the cultural model of teacher” (45). New teachers 

either tend to gravitate towards past experiences with teachers and form themselves in their 

likeness by performing as they were performed to (Reid, Estrem, and Belcheir) or “give up or 

suppress aspects of their personal selves that do not conform to the cultural model or “script” of 

the secondary [or other] teacher” (Britzman 39). At the end of each interview I asked a variation 

of the question “Do you identify yourself as a teacher?” and the answers ranged from emphatic 

yeses to complex understandings of expectations. Allen particularly struggled with the term 

“teacher” and instead responded to the term “instructor.” In his second interview he states:  

It’s a really weird sort of ambiguous place that you inhabit as a graduate student, where 

it’s like you’re an instructor but a student at the same time. I kind of identify as a teacher 
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but I don’t really like the term personally because it kind of connotes having more 

knowledge necessarily and stuff and a more traditional approach top-down, which just as 

a term I don’t like as much. I think an instructor is a more guiding kind of presence that 

isn’t necessarily always more knowledgeable but has some specialized knowledge that 

they’re able to apply and help in some cases. I think there’s no perfect term for it really.  

 

He continues this line of thinking in his third interview where he says, “I feel like the term 

instructor has less professional associations than teacher does just because you have teachers as a 

career to a lot of people and instructors I guess you do too but to a lesser degree.” Allen’s 

frequent grappling with the term teacher was frequently a product of his own experience with 

past teachers who preferred a “lecture” style and not wanting to claim teaching as a vocation 

(Interview 2). Allen’s expectations of teachers then include someone who sees teaching as a 

career, a professional vocation, and has some large “top-down knowledge.” This expectation 

does not fit the experiences he is having as an “instructor” in his FYW class and thus he rejects it 

because of the narrative he associates with the term teacher. These narratives and expectations 

frequently shape the way GTAs approach teacher training -- especially whether or not they 

identify as being in that role.  

 Role expectations occur long before GTAs and WPAs ever come into contact with one 

another. Thus, these are oftentimes disembodied or unpersonalized. Role expectations can take 

the form of: hours a week worked, monetary stipends, dealing with challenges and authority, 

mentorship, etc. I argue by personalizing our expectations of one another we can have more 

purposeful and useful forms of training. By understanding what GTAs expect from training and 

having GTAs know what their role will be when they apply is a useful strategy employed by 

many programs, with some including an application to teach as part of their graduate school 

application to outline these expectations (Reid). However, it is equally important WPAs 

understand what TAs expect from them as well.  
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Becoming a Teacher: Navigating Between the Three Domains 

The three domains -- community practices, individual motivations, and role expectations 

-- are not independent but instead form one another and constantly rearrange themselves based 

on the context and individual interpreting the experience. Jane Danielewicz writes that identities 

“are the result of the dynamic interplay between discursive processes that are internal (to the 

individual) and external (involving everyone else)” (11). The dynamic interplay of individual 

and context is always shaping and creating the boundaries of the experience. As reflections, 

experiences, and social interactions occur so does a reshaping of understanding teacher identity. 

Additionally the expectations one has of the other for this interplay plays a large role in what is 

acted upon and what is left unsaid. The three domains are also representative of the continual 

debate of the role of selfhood in communities. Scholars have long debated questions about the 

role of self within a community of practice and the influence of individual autonomy. Raúl 

Sánchez states that:  

Generally, we [compositionists] prefer to see identity as enmeshed with, informed by, or 

resulting from a range of other factors that converge at the level of both the individual 

and the collective. Because of our interest in agency, we also prefer to see identity as 

something individuals can construct for themselves to some degree, through writing or 

other forms of symbolic action” (61).   

 

The relationship between domains accounts for these factors. Specifically the concept of agency 

acts as the tether for new teachers that sustains their role in the tangled knot of community, 

individual, and language practices. Agency is both seen in opposition and fostered through these 

relationships. For example, instructors bringing in their own readings into the curriculum was an 

agentive act seen in opposition to the community (which has a set textbook) but also is fostered 

through the community whose policies and emphasis on learning outcomes rather than 

standardized assignments allows for instructor autonomy. Additionally, instructors' interpretation 
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of this policy is largely based on their own expectations of their job, themselves, and the 

community they practice in. The combination of these domains accounts for the complexity of 

the new teacher subject position.  

 One caveat to this study is the omission of systemic racism that inherently exists within 

factors such as community practices and role expectations. One of the main ways I can confront 

racism is diving into how these three categories are racialized. Community practices are directly 

related to spaces of white privilege, personal motivations potentially discourage students to not 

understand one another’s experiences, and lastly role expectations can potentially solidify the 

idea that teachers are all white, middle-class, educated women (like myself). Especially in a 

study focusing on belonging it is important to attend to other categories beyond “novice” but 

other forms of access denied by many scholars of color.  

All this is to say that becoming a teacher while belonging in a community is the blend of 

individual motivations, community practices, and role expectations. Through the intersection and 

experience of all three, GTAs become something new and gain a sense of belonging in the 

community and the community itself begins to belong to these instructors. All of this is 

facilitated through reflection, social interactions, and experience, which is the material and 

structure in which these domains are built on. Further, new teachers’ roles are malleable as time 

and context shifts. In his final interview Allen stated:  

I guess I was coming into grad school to feel more concrete as I progressed and that just 

be sort of something that we think and for ourselves with as we begin and then 

everything’s just like “Oh.” Who knows? Life changes and you just never know what’s 

going to happen. I feel like being adaptable is the moral of the past two years for me at 

least.  

 

Despite this feeling of ambiguity and loose space when asked, “Do you still see yourself as an 

instructor or a teacher or how would you define yourself?” Allen stated: 
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I don’t know if I’m any more comfortable ascribing myself with any of those terms as I 

was when I first came here honestly but I have more of a sense of what it means to be a 

lot of those things. I don’t see myself as any of those things, but I don’t see myself as not 

being any of those things either. The identities of all of that to me aren’t hard categories 

and are very fluid. 

 

Compared to earlier interviews when Allen adamantly described himself as an instructor, the 

adaptability and fluidity he notes suggests some sort of transition into the community or role or a 

phenomenon of becoming. Allen’s reluctance to claim a term though illustrates the time it takes 

to become or belong -- after two years he is still adapting and still becoming. What he does have 

after three years is “a sense of what it means” and through that learning he is able to exist within 

the community and role ascribed to him. 

 At the beginning of the chapter, I stated we are never just one thing. We also never stay 

the same thing. We shift and maneuver throughout our lives based on the communities we find 

ourselves in, the motivations we have for ourselves in a space or role, and the expectations we 

have of ourselves and others. We define these for ourselves and through learning we begin to 

adapt. In the following chapter I illustrate the ways Butterfly and Sully’s vulnerabilities 

challenged the three domains and their sense of becoming and belonging. 
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Chapter 4: New Teachers’ Vulnerability: An Exploration of Two Case Studies 

““I’ve changed so much in the last two years. For the good I think.” -- Butterfly 

*** 

 My first interview with Sully was awkward. She was my second to last interview and I 

had conducted Butterfly’s a half hour earlier and my energy was depleted. I stifled a yawn and 

sent an urgent SOS text for a friend to bring me coffee while I waited. By the time Sully entered 

the stuffy library room I was already drowsy from the dull fluorescent lights. However, unlike my 

eye-bagged, zombie self, Sully was incredibly put together, dressed fashionably with a matching 

bag, lipstick, and shoes. Her composure immediately perked me up and I was excited to dive into 

the questions. After going over the consent form, process, and early questions, we began. By this 

point I had three interviews under my belt and felt like there was a rhythm to the questions. 

However, as Sully and I began, it felt like talking to a dental hygienist, shallow and distracting, 

and with the threat of pulling teeth. As much as I pushed and prodded there was no magic 

moment, no “letting me in,” or felt vulnerability. Instead Sully cooly and calmly answered my 

questions while we both frequently glanced at the unmoving clock. Finally it ended with her 

saying “Okay, so that’s it?” and my brilliant response of “Yep. Yep, sure, yep.” I cringe for 

myself, Sully, and the transcriptionist -- but looking back I’m struck by this awkwardness 

because by the end Sully and I had a great report. Why was this one so weird?  

*** 

At the beginning of Sully and my relationship we were both trying to figure each other 

out, the rhythm of asking questions and facilitating discussion, and understanding what really 

mattered to the other person. In my post-reflection analytical memo I wrote, “That was an 

interesting interview because I felt like the energy was lower. I’m not sure if it was my own 
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energy or if it was a product of the time of day/space, etc.” At the time I thought of all the 

external factors that impacted Sully and my first meeting. Looking back, the real tension was my 

own vulnerability. In Sully’s first interview she immediately claimed the identity of teacher55. 

Although she mentioned areas of nervousness, she identified as a teacher and felt comfortable 

claiming the role. Her confidence shook mine as my assumption was that new graduate students 

would not feel confident enough to see themselves as teachers. As a novice researcher embarking 

on my first collection of dissertation data I came to the realization that people are not going to 

conform to my hypotheses, expectations, or assumptions. Nor should they. Selfe and Hawisher 

describe their own experiences with their digital literacy project as meeting similar tensions with 

structured interviews and how important it was for interviews and exchanges to become “less 

formal and less predictable and more like conversations that involved participants in a joint 

project of inquiry” (38). After my first set of interviews I aimed to engage with participants in 

this mutual knowledge production and questioning of new teachers. Within these moments I 

acknowledged my own vulnerabilities moving forward and how my subject position as with 

participants rather than at helped challenge power structures and create more authentic 

relationships.  

In Chapter 4, I discuss the importance of vulnerability as a concept to understand the 

three domains of new teachers. Although vulnerability itself is not a domain, the category 

illustrates how new graduate instructors interpret and interact with the three overarching 

domains. As co-defined with my participants, vulnerability as a code category best showcases 

how the three domains constantly form each other and rearrange based on context and individual 

needs.  I start by illustrating the usefulness of vulnerability in my research, its definitions, and 

 
55 Despite claiming the role/term teacher she still expressed nervousness that is explored later in the chapter. 
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then how it impacted two participants, Butterfly and Sully. Then, I highlight the range of 

vulnerabilities that impact learning to teach and how current Writing Pedagogy Education56 

encourages and mitigates these challenges. Through the experiences of Butterfly and Sully I 

illustrate how vulnerabilities are shaped by different subject positions and how in turn 

participants experienced the three domains differently. I end by advocating for vulnerability as a 

useful way to reconsider resistance and provide reflection questions for both administrators and 

new graduate instructors on vulnerability to engage in better community building and training.  

Defining Vulnerability: Subject Positions, The Unknown, and Ethics of Care 

 The concept of vulnerability in WPE has seldom been explored57. In the C’s “Statement 

on Preparing Teachers of College Writing” the authors state, “Graduate student teachers inhabit 

an acutely vulnerable space because they are simultaneously students and employees of a 

postsecondary institution: their status as both learners and as emerging practitioners in the 

classrooms must be protected.” Beyond the directness of this statement, vulnerability typically 

underlines WPE discussions of other terms such as resistance (Ebest; Grouling; Hesse; Fisher), 

affect (Saur and Palmeri), and disability (Fedukovich and Morse; Obermark).  

Doug Hesse writes that GTAs feel resistance because TA training is “reminding them 

what it is to be a beginner” (226). This claim is echoed in Ebest’s book when she explains, “my 

graduate students’ resistance paralleled that of undergraduates” (7). There is also a narrative that 

resistance stems from a lack of “buy-in” by participants, as Fisher notes, “some of the MFA 

students were not as interested in teaching English 101 -- or learning the theory behind that 

teaching -- as they were in producing their own writing, and therefore had little time or tolerance 

 
56WPE is a term coined by Reid and Estrem that “encompasses the ongoing education, mentoring, and support of 

new college-level writing instructors” (223). 
57 However, in the last few years vulnerability, affect, and emotional labor has been brought to the forefront of WPA 

conversations about administrators and First-Year Writing Students (Driscoll; Wooten et al.).  



124 

for a pedagogy course that required the kind of rigor that warranted granting three graduate 

credits” (201). The emphasis on buy-in, or relationship towards genres, ignores some of the 

external aspects of the TA life. For example, Fisher’s MFAs are in a competitive writing market 

where the emphasis is on publishing and their most precious commodity, time, seems 

jeopardized. In the same way, the feeling of being a “beginner” is especially frustrating for many 

graduate students who are vulnerable in translating this message to other beginners. There is fear 

of the “blind leading the blind” (Allen Interview 2). While two articles cited here stem from the 

early 2000s and are part of theorizing later iterations of WPE, the narrative of resistance, without 

considering underlying vulnerabilities, is still present in our disciplinary biases. Meaghan 

Brewer’s 2020 empirical study traces six graduate students from various disciplines, and she 

remarks her surprise that two of her MFA students’ conceptions of literacy58 were more similar 

to those traditionally in rhet/comp, whereas those in rhet/comp were more interested in 

expressivism. Brewer’s surprise about MFA students illustrates the deeply ingrained disciplinary 

assumptions we have about graduate students and how it plays out in their teaching -- and most 

typically in regard to resisting composition theory and practicum courses. A more 

comprehensive understanding of resistance is found in Grouling’s 2015 article. She outlines how 

past scholars have discussed resistance in regard to GTAs writing there is resistance due to 

theory (Ebest 8), entering the community (Hesse 227), and the nature of TAs (Restaino 8). She 

also draws on Ryan and Graban and Estrem and Reid’s work to discuss how “resistance is a 

natural part of learning.” Grouling summarizes by writing, “But we have not often explored the 

way the resistance we see in practicum is a larger part of the graduate student experience or how 

resistance to other areas of graduate school impacts the resistance we see among new teachers.”  

 
58Brewer defines conceptions of literacy as “a set of values and beliefs about literacy that colors one’s way of 

viewing language and, consequently, the world” (15) 
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Grouling’s argument is that resistance is a product of identity formation and connects it to 

the difficulties graduate students have with academic writing and the resistance of practicum. By 

focusing on genres of writing she identifies the ways TAs are positioned as “insider and 

outsider” still despite gaining knowledge over texts. Grouling helps us understand GTAs’ 

relationship to texts, genres of writing, and discourse communities. I argue we can further this 

thinking as it pertains to all aspects of the TA including their internal and external lives -- and 

with that subsequent identity markers and vulnerabilities.  

Within the last decade more research has focused on the internal life of graduate students, 

particularly in terms of access and disability (Fedukovich and Morse; Obermark) and affect 

(Saur and Palmeri). Fedokovich and Morse in 2017 wrote an article on the lack of 

accommodation in WPE and how GTA preparation can act as a “site for transformation” noting 

“By being transparent about expectations and flexible and adaptive to ways of meeting 

expectations, by encouraging participatory reciprocity, and by using inclusive language, we may 

pick up momentum for significant change that will better address the needs of all GTAs and 

contingent faculty” (51). A similar call for access is made by Obermark in her article “Making 

Space for the Misfit: Disability and Access in Graduate Education in English.” She argues that 

“disability and access as topics and processes shape graduate students as teachers themselves” 

(198). Obermark’s connection between her own identity and those of her participants illustrates 

the painful ways access and being a “misfit” manifests itself for graduate students. Her work 

provides a lens for how two types of vulnerability -- entering into new spaces and awareness of 

one’s subject positions -- operates in many departments.  

One of the more broadly conceived concepts of vulnerability in WPE is “emotion,” 

“affect,” or more particularly emotions such as “anxiety.” In 2017 notable WPE scholar Shelley 
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E. Reid wrote an open letter to TAs that highlights the importance of learning and cognition as 

new teachers of writing. Along with this resource, Elizabeth Saur and Jason Palmeri included an 

addendum outlining the important “affective and emotional dimensions of teaching.” They offer 

five maxims: teaching is messy, emotional work, “good teachers” do not exist, it’s not always 

about you, embodied personality matters, and you are not alone, and talking with other teachers 

helps (145-151). Although the term vulnerability is not specifically mentioned, what Saur and 

Palmeri are addressing is the emotional and social factors new teachers face in the classroom. 

Similar to my research, they not only discuss the internal feelings of vulnerability but also the 

“broader, embodied, material, and cultural fields through which pedagogical emotions circulate” 

(146).  

 Whether social or cognitive, vulnerability is always linked to agency and authority. As 

teacher education scholar Britzman writes, “power can account for the ways persons learn to 

police their own behavior and desires, to construct desire from relations of power, and to 

conform to the orientations and mandates of inherited contexts” (40). The inherited context TAs 

are coming into is largely based on our hierarchies of higher education in general. They begin to 

understand their relationship with this context and how to orientate themselves within it. 

Britzman’s description of these relationships using terms such as “police” and “mandate” 

illustrate the stakes in which new teachers are facing when entering communities. Vulnerability 

is not only the obstacles students face in these moments but the consequences of those obstacles, 

which are different based on systematic histories of racism, sexism, ableism, and other 

minoritizing that happens within higher education and the United States at large.  
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Identifying the Term “Vulnerability” Through Grounded Theory 

 Similar to many other WPE scholars, when I originally approached my study I was 

unaware of the importance vulnerability would play. The term originally manifested itself as 

“feelings” in regards to values coding (Saldaña) -- followed by anxiety. I frequently struggled 

with the terminology as vulnerability, similar to agency, began to underlie all other codes and 

data analysis. In an analytical memo before my focus group I attempted to brainstorm terms 

coming up with “care, empathy, constraints” but nothing seemed to encapsulate the experience 

and how it connected to other codes such as agency and formational experiences.  

As I analyzed I knew the patterns were not clear and that my participants’ insight would 

be invaluable. Coming from a feminist method/ologies one of my main goals was to address 

issues of inequality and decentralize myself as the sole voice of authority (Alsup; Cushman; 

Farkas and Haas; Kirsch and Royster; Powell and Takayoshi; Selfe and Hawisher). As Kirsh 

states, feminist methods include “a commitment to improve lives and to eliminate inequalitites 

between researchers and participants” (5). Part of the elimination between these inequalities is 

giving participants a voice over the patterns and analysis of their work. Although we often view 

this as “member-checking,” I wanted to go beyond that to allow my participants to generate ideas 

with me. Education scholar Alsup writes that grounded theory is “particularly relevant to social 

justice oriented educational research” because it allows for more openness and the ability to find 

unexpected revelations (101). Thus, by using a grounded theory59 approach with my participants 

in our focus group the terminology eventually emerged. Although grounded theory is usually 

used systematically to generate theory -- I approach vulnerability as a way of exploring the three 

 
59 Grounded theory is “iteratively built with painstaking attention to specific data, which are studied in context, 

compared, and assigned codes...data are compared with data in an attempt to build more inclusive categories” 

(Farkas and Haas 83).  
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domains in Chapter 3, and vulnerability as instead a product of grounded theories ability to 

unveil concepts through collaborative knowledge making. In order to prepare for the focus group 

I did the initial coding alone and began by comparing multiple data points across codes.  

I then brought these patterns to my participants during our focus group in the Fall of their 

second year. We reviewed a list of unidentified quotes with a table of the codes and examples. 

Eventually participants began claiming which quotes were their own in order to further explain 

or contextual their ideas. One of the main quotes we worked through was from Allen who stated 

in his third interview: “I do feel comfortable just kind of going my own way. I like that 102 

really gives you the flexibility to do that. I know when I first came here I was scared of having so 

much flexibility. So it’s interesting how that’s changed because it’s like ‘Okay yeah, I think I can 

do this now’” (Interview 3). This quote exemplifies the interplay of the original six codes as it 

exhibits change over a semester based on experience with agency/authority, foundational 

experiences, and at the time the ill-defined “emotion” codes. Although the concept of confidence 

originally started the conversation, it became linked with the agency and authority to “own” 

one’s class. In the focus group we asked Allen how he interpreted the quote, and he brought up 

the more important part of feeling scared initially of “not doing it [teaching] right” (Focus 

Group). Unexpectedly, Malinka wasn’t present for the focus group, in order to manage a 

problem with a student, so she and I chose to co-code between the two of us. It was our co-

coding of different data, along notes and details from the focus group, that gave way for Malinka 

to identify the pattern of feelings as “vulnerability.” In retrospect, Malinka who identifies as 

“bisexual”, “queer”, “Muslim”, “female”, “first-generation”, and “small statured” (Interviews 1 

and 4) stood in to make meaning from her voice and the voice of others in the study. The 

language of vulnerability allowed her to verbalize not only how she felt teaching but why. 
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Through this language it became clearer the importance of vulnerability as a code and also a 

language of working through the three domains. 

Despite the ways vulnerability shows itself in other terms, a singular definition of 

vulnerability has yet to exist in the literature. Therefore, for the purposes of this research, I 

define vulnerability as the internal and external obstacles impacting teachers’ ability to practice 

and embody various identities and roles. These obstacles are both tangible such as finances, 

office space, and accessibility and abstract such as imposter syndrome, power, and the perception 

of other people (i.e. students, peers, faculty members). In my research vulnerability showed up in 

three dominant ways: 1) the vulnerability of the subject position of graduate students, 2) the 

vulnerability of entering into unknown spaces and assuming authority and new identity markers, 

3) and the vulnerability of teachers’ undergraduate students (either perceived or projected).  

Vulnerability as Graduate Students: Role and Subject Position 

 Graduate students are in a precarious position coming into a hierarchy where they are 

frequently reminded they are at the bottom (Neeley). Malinka describes this reminder in an 

interaction with her preceptor where she felt unfairly represented. She writes, he “was not 

considering our genders or different social hierarchies -- he just positioned me as a heartless 

creature” (Interview 2). Additionally, graduate instructors are also vulnerable in the labor 

concerns and curve of being new teachers -- but also in their roles as students. Some GTAs are 

coming back after absences from education and are relearning “how to be a student” while also 

how to teach. The sense of vulnerability graduate students have due to their subject position is 

distinct in that they have expectations or preconceived notions about their subjectivity making 

them aware of their vulnerability. For example, not having the same office space as a professor 

or unlimited printing access, makes students aware of the hierarchy in which they operate within 
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-- and also encourages them to understand ways of entering into the community. They become 

aware of the social and educational capital required to no longer be vulnerable, such as tenure 

systems. The awareness of this vulnerability is distinct from other forms of vulnerability and is 

woven into the system and operation of higher education. Additionally, many teacher education 

scholars recognize this hierarchy in how they conduct research. For example, Reid, Belcheir, and 

Estrem had external researchers help interview graduate students to avoid biases or hierarchical 

issues as WPAs. Additionally, Alsup mentions her relationship with students stemming from 

being their practicum teacher. Although both studies take steps to address issues of hierarchy, 

they are still present as instructors and employers of their participants. Many of our interactions 

with research on graduate students also illustrates the tightly woven power dynamics and 

hierarchies, which ultimately reveal the vulnerabilities TAs are aware of. 

Vulnerability of The Unknown: Entering the Classroom Sight Unseen 

 The distinction of vulnerability between the subject position and the unknown is what 

TAs expect. With the former, TAs are aware of these hierarchies and know how to interpret their 

role. They have been at the bottom before -- whether as freshman in college or entering into the 

workplace. My participants attempted to draw on experiences they had but they did not always 

line up. For example, Georgie struggled with technology throughout her first year after coming 

from a liberal arts school with no Learning Management System.  As Georgie states, “D2L is 

pretty expensive. There’s a bit of a learning curve to be able to navigate it in a way that doesn’t 

induce a lot of stress and anxiety for me, but I feel like I’m getting there slowly” (Interview 1). 

The vulnerability here comes from not having the background experiences or practice of dealing 

with situations. Wisniewski mentions how her participants dealt with challenges differently 

based on whether or not they had experience and after training they used four frames “students, 
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curriculum, classroom management, and pedagogy” (46). For TAs who have yet to enter into the 

classroom they do not have these experiences to draw from. Allen, for instance, mentions that he 

was “Really anxious to start off with. I just wasn’t sure how it would go, honestly, and I wasn’t 

sure. It felt like I was planning for a 50-minute presentation and I was like ‘I’ve never given a 

presentation that long. So how am I gonna do this?’’ (Interview 1). Allen’s previous experience 

with teaching was either tutoring individually or in his own classroom of ten students or less. 

Facing a classroom of almost double that size increased his anxiety because of the unknown. 

Allen did draw on what he did know, which was giving presentations, but even then, it didn’t fit 

with the classroom environment he anticipated making him feel vulnerable. Both Georgie and 

Butterfly also mention the differences between their home learning environments and those in 

the US and how it created concern about entering into the classroom. Butterfly states, 

“Sometimes I am afraid that I might be just taking with me everything that my professors had 

there. I just don't want to be in the front of the classroom and teaching all the time” (Interview 1). 

Butterfly’s experience with the “teacher” looking like a more traditional authoritative figure at 

the front of the class gave her concerns that this model would be how she would also teach. A 

large part of this concern was not knowing what a classroom looked like in the Writing Program 

and what her role would be.  

Vulnerability of entering into the unknown is also based on encounters that have not 

happened yet or are unpredictable. For example, Allen put a disclaimer in his syllabus related to 

mandatory reporting, even though it is not part of the program wide syllabus template. Although 

he hadn’t experienced this himself, he wanted to provide students “resources and alternatives” 

because he “might not be the best person to talk about these things, … [with] no training in times 

of crisis where they may be in imminent danger to themselves” (Interview 1). Although Allen 
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hadn’t experienced mandatory reporting before or a student reporting trauma, he wanted to be 

prepared in case it happened. The vulnerability of the unknown, similar to the subject position, 

cannot escape the reality of agency and authority. Whether the subject position or entering into a 

new space all of my participants have experience living within their bodies and maneuvering 

around the world. These concerns and narratives extend beyond the individual participant to also 

their classroom environments -- typically through empathy towards their students. 

Vulnerability: Caring for Undergraduate Students 

 As the literature above posits, graduate students frequently display their own feelings and 

emotions by how they describe undergraduate students (Dryer; Ebest; Wisnewski). Georgie 

states, “I think when I see freshmen here, I'm just like I'm sorry, I know it's hard. It's just so hard. 

Even if you're native to this area of the U.S. it's traumatic to leave home and to come to college” 

(Interview 1). Informed by her own experiences, Georgie frequently feels empathy about leaving 

home for the first time. Allen extends vulnerability and empathy towards his students by 

challenging Standardized English. He writes, “I initially resisted being taught academic English 

and stuff like that, and being forced to know it, and that didn't go so well, let's just say...it's so 

purified from all of these other social connections and group memberships that we have, that it's 

strange to me” (Interview 1). Allen recognizes membership and the feeling of insider/outsider 

and describes contract grading as a way to help students not feel pressured into “academic 

membership” (Interview 3). By anticipating students will have the same vulnerability he felt, 

Allen is using his experiences to empathize with students and try to correct barriers he felt as a 

student. One of the biggest moments of empathy or vulnerability towards undergraduate students 

was during the final semester and Covid-19. As Butterfly states, “The poor students. They are 

generally overwhelmed. These are 18 year olds, 19, who some of them came to the US for the 
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first time. A lot of them are stuck on their own, so it can be a lot to process for an 18 year old or 

19 year old in a country like this” (Interview 4). During this time Butterfly was teaching a course 

of international students and heavily emphasized the experience of coming to the U.S. for the 

first time and dealing with the isolation of the pandemic. Both Georgie and Butterfly expressed 

large amounts of empathy towards their students based on their personal experiences in a new 

country. 

 Similar to vulnerability of the subject position and the unknown, the vulnerability of 

empathy is based on past experiences. The nuance here is assumptions about others’ experiences 

as well. To tie back to the beginning, in my own experience interviewing Sully I anticipated I 

would feel empathy towards her nervousness about teaching and was surprised when she felt 

entirely confident and identified immediately with that role. Through reflection I began to 

recognize my own vulnerability as a novice researcher and how it manifested itself through the 

questions I asked, research method/ologies, and interpretation of the data. It became essential 

then to co-collaborate with participants to identify where my own vulnerabilities were present 

and how best to represent those of my participants.  

Butterfly and Sully: Two Case Studies in Vulnerability 

 To truly explain my participants’ experiences it became clear that exploring vulnerability 

across two years would be an important way of illustrating the three domains of new teachers. 

Although I could have easily chosen any and all of my participants, I decided to focus on 

Butterfly and Sully as they offer stark contrasts as well as similarities. In the table below I 

outline some of these cross-sections and distinctions: 

Butterfly Both Sully 

● University designated ● she/her/hers ● Domestic student 
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international student 

● Returning student 

● MA student in English 

as a Second Language 

● Training in tutoring 

and translation 

● Career goals remained 

the same 

● Same preceptorship 

group 

● Nominated for first-

time teacher award 

● Philosophy of student 

well-being and 

empathy 

● Teacher-focused 

future careers 

● Involvement in PD 

beyond Year 1 

● Coming from 

undergraduate 

semester 

● MA student in 

Literature 

● Training in teaching 

dance 

● Career goals changed 

(Table 9: Similarities and Differences Between Case Studies) 

One of the most useful cross-sections between the two is the shared program practicum context. 

Having both Butterfly and Sully in the same preceptorship group afforded insights in the 

“Mentorship” and “Professional Development” codes in fruitful ways, since both ostensibly 

received similar kinds of mentorship and professional development from their preceptor. At the 

same time, common approaches to teaching style and philosophies illustrate how similar 

instructors can embody their pedagogies differently based on other factors such as international 

status, job experience, and age. Finally, with some similarities across programmatic influences 

and values, these two case studies provide a rich portrait of vulnerability that makes plain how 

the three domains encompass new teacher experiences. Outlined in the previous chapter the three 

domains include:   

● Community Practice: This domain presents the mixture of constraints and opportunities 

due to the situational context (i.e. region, student population, politics, etc.) 

● Individual Motivations: This domain is the ways teacher identities are rhetorically 

exercised based on their personal needs, opportunities, and constraints (i.e. labor, future 

career goals, family situations, etc.) 
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● Role Expectations: This domain is defined by both individuals and communities. For 

individuals it is the experiences, feedback, and assumptions about communities and the 

subject position they are expected to perform; for communities it is the expectations 

about individuals’ ability to perform and practice within their structure and develop a 

series of procedures such as teacher portfolios, teacher training and class observations to 

help individuals fulfill those roles. 

These domains are negotiated through the acts of experience, reflection, and collaboration. 

Throughout I use vulnerability as a way to explore these three domains and capture Sully and 

Butterfly’s distinct experiences despite coming into a similar context with similar goals.  

Exploring Sully’s Experience Through the Three-Domains 

 Within this section I outline Sully’s experience with community practices, role 

expectations, and individual motivations focusing on how vulnerability manifested itself as she 

maneuvered each of these three domains. I start with community practices and how it intersects 

with her growth as a teacher. Following I look at how these community practices are related to 

Sully’s expectations about her role as a teacher. I end by looking at how the practice of well-

being influenced Sully’s individual motivations due to her interactions with the other two 

domains and her own vulnerability. By outlining Sully’s experience, I present the usefulness of 

the three domains for the graduate experience and how various lenses, such as vulnerability, can 

be used by scholars to interpret the nuances of becoming a teacher.  

 Sully started the program as an MA literature student studying “critical theory, identity, 

and media” (Interview 1). Her interests shifted, however, and after graduation she started a PhD 

program in education. Throughout her experience at Southwest U she became heavily involved 

in professional development related to well-being and mindfulness, which aligned with her own 
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teaching philosophy of empathy and approachability with students. Throughout her MA Sully 

claimed the role of teacher, although she felt nervous in regard to her age, gender identity, and 

lack of formalized teacher training. 

 Due to the various community practices, Southwest U instructors and administrators are 

frequently considering the linguistically diverse population of students and how to create 

cohesion across a large program. The community is also responding to professional 

organizations, such as CWPA and CCCC, and the administration of the university. At the time 

Sully entered the program, established instructors, assistant directors, and graduate students were 

focusing more on anti-racist and inclusive pedagogies. At the 2018 Fall General Meeting 

contract-grading and anti-racist assessment were introduced to the whole program, which for the 

new graduate students was three days before teaching for the first time and about a week and a 

half into the program. The community practices derived from these conversations included 

learning communities, focused discussions in preceptorship, participation in research grants on 

well-being, and models/examples/support for alternative forms of grading. These practices 

heavily influenced Sully as she developed interest areas in well-being and mindfulness. 

Her interest in student well-being can easily be traced in her first interview, but her 

engagement in community practices allowed Sully to approach these concepts theoretically. In 

her later interviews and reflections she had an easier time identifying community practices that 

conflicted with her teaching philosophy. In her second-year reflection she writes, “I think a 

specific goal I have right now is learning how to develop syllabi that address well-being 

concerns for students while still meeting university “standards” or learning outcomes.” Sully 

moved beyond solely discussing student well-being in how she approaches the classroom but 

instead identifies applications of these theories in the community. Thus, Sully is engaging in 
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praxis, which is typically seen as the pairing of theory and practice. It is more richly defined by 

Paolo Friere as “reflection and action directed at the structures to be transformed” (127). Sully, 

through reflection and theoretical thinking, is responding specifically to structures she finds 

constraining and in opposition to student well-being. Her ability to challenge and critically 

challenge the curriculum is representative of her emerging agency as a teacher and also as a 

member of the community.  

 These experiences of engaging in well-being and pedagogy are linked to Sully’s 

individual motivations. The emergence of these concepts and philosophies are heavily rooted in 

her own experiences as a novice instructor and her foundational values and family. In her first 

interview Sully explains her concept of authority as “approachability,” mentioning how her 

“parents have always been this way with me too, where it’s like, kill them with kindness...I don’t 

need to be mean to them and I don’t need to be harsh.” Sully’s main authoritative figures in this 

case are her parents and she draws on these foundational relationships to form her teacher 

persona. The “kill them with kindness” approach did end up being taxing on Sully’s time, which 

is one of the most important personal needs identified by all participants as they balance 

teaching, school, writing, and other obligations. Sully wrote in a reflection: 

I've had multiple talks with colleagues since this interview about this subject of balance. I 

still don't know where my positionality lies sometimes. I do believe it is our job as 

teachers to provide every student with as many resources and opportunities as possible, 

but I also see the perspective that it can take up a lot of time and become burdensome for 

some teachers. I love teaching, so it's harder for me to see it that way, but I understand 

where they're coming from. 

 

It is interesting here that Sully does not fully relate this to herself saying it’s “burdensome for 

some teachers” (italics added). However, in interviews she mentions giving less time to her own 

graduate classes because of teaching. Sully identifies more as a teacher and enjoyed the 
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experience of teaching more than her classes as a literature student and so her motivation was 

often in teaching rather than other aspects of being a graduate student. Despite how much time 

teaching takes up it did not always present itself as an obligation due to Sully’s own motivation 

in “always learning” and being there for students. Her motivations continued to shift as she 

became more immersed in teaching and the community, eventually leading to her shift out of 

literature.  

 Both Sully’s interactions with the community and her own internal growth align with role 

expectations. Sully’s experiences as an undergraduate at an R1 university in the west had similar 

overlaps to Southwest U. Her positive experiences with teachers and the classroom growing up 

helped shape her interest and enthusiasm for her work. Sully additionally was constantly aware 

of what was expected in terms of “performance” in front of the class. In their second-year 

reflections participants were asked to identify three quotes from their interviews most illustrative 

of their experience. One of the quotes Sully picked was, “I think that the kind of extrovertedness 

that I'm talking about is the kind of that almost asks you to perform, because you don't know 

everybody very well.” She is able to identify what the performance looks like and then in return 

embody that role. More importantly she is accepted in the role by students and community 

members. Both Britzman and Alsup explore this phenomenon of shaping identity based on 

perceptions of the “teacher.” Alsup summarizes Britzman writing “to become a teacher we often 

ask students to give up or suppress aspects of their personal selves that do not conform to the 

cultural model or “script” of the secondary teacher” (40). Both scholars posit that the 

“professional and personal” identities of teachers are “multiple and ever changing, rather than 

singular and consistently opposing” (40). For Sully, she is able to interpret and perform with this 

“script” despite her own introvertedness because she expected it based on past experiences. 
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Additionally, Sully has community support due to her preceptor who met her expectations and 

vice versa by mentoring the cohort and being available to ask questions and model teaching. 

Despite her ability to thrive within these domains, Sully still expresses vulnerability and largely 

draws on her concepts of well-being to illustrate its impact on her and her students.  

Sully: Vulnerability and the Three Domains 

When I first met Sully I believed she was incredibly confident in her teaching, despite 

some nervousness. In the first interview when I asked Sully if she identified as a teacher she 

responded with “Yeah, I would say so. I feel teacher-esque right now.” She also expressed 

confidence in authority, grading, and assigning homework. Despite feeling confident claiming 

the role and term “teacher,” she felt nervous about being unprepared compared to peers who 

came in with their MAs, appearing to be young and female, and knowing what to expect in the 

classroom. In a later reflection she wrote, “A lot of the anxiety/stress from teaching was a very 

internal process for me. I wouldn’t say a lot of other people could tell I was anxious or nervous 

about teaching” (Second Year Reflection). As one of the people who originally assumed Sully 

was confident in her teaching it was useful to have that context and to think of the internal 

aspects of anxiety and why Sully also didn’t display this nervousness to her preceptorship group 

or others. Despite not fully understanding the scope of these anxieties, in Sully’s first interview 

she did reveal a concern about being a young, short, female. She stated, “I'm a short woman, 

there's only so much I can do when a tall man is daunting over me.” The power dynamics 

illustrated here reveal an intersection of identities where authority is given (teacher, grader, 

facilitator) and taken (gender, physical presence, youth) in ways that lead the subject to be 

vulnerable. Her nervousness about assuming how students would react in the classroom is linked 
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to her vulnerability of entering into new spaces and her embodied subject position. In her 

second-year reflection60 Sully wrote:  

I think the biggest part of the interviews I noticed was my lack of confidence. I’m so in 

love with teaching now that it was hard for me to remember feeling so scared, but I 

definitely do think the interview is reflective of how I genuinely/honestly felt at the time. 

I think you should always be nervous teaching. However, I think the difference is that 

your nervousness is also filled with a lot of excitement when you become more confident 

with teaching in general. 

Sully’s feelings about teaching and her response to her own nervousness illustrates the value she 

places on her vulnerability and subject position. Throughout her second year she equates being 

nervous the first day of classes with excitement and the thrill of always getting to learn from 

students.  

Sully’s reflection on vulnerability and nervousness as a strength is largely due to her 

interest in well-being and mindfulness. In her first semester teaching philosophy she starts by 

writing, “I believe it’s okay to fail, but that is not okay to allow failure to be a default switch” 

(Teaching Philosophy 1). She follows this thread by writing about approachability and 

embracing your knowledge in conversations where you are not the “expert.” The combination of 

Sully’s own reflection in her teaching philosophy and conversations during interviews illustrates 

how she interprets her undergraduate students as maneuvering through similar experiences. In 

her first interview she discusses feeling less prepared than her peers writing “I’m just not as 

prepared as everybody else, “I think a lot of people have their master’s done and have taught in 

their master’s programs, at least in my class...I feel like everyone else is more settled” (Interview 

1). In her teaching philosophy reflection she writes, “The biggest lesson I’ve taken away from 

Grad School so far is that you don’t have to know the discourse of grad school in order to be an 

 
60 Participants were given interview quotes from previous semesters and a set of reflection questions (Appendix H). 
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intellectual. In the same way, I think it would be unfair to expect our students to readily know the 

discourse of a community college. I believe we should be there to help students to develop 

discourse, but not to judge or assess them on it” (Teaching Philosophy 1). Interestingly, Sully 

uses words such as “discourse,” which is indicative of insider knowledge while arguing we 

should not hold students accountable for discourses, they are not a part of. Sully’s reconciliation 

of her own subject position within the community and feeling more of an outsider than her peers 

with MAs was resolved through reflection and her empathy towards her students. Thus, her 

vulnerability of her subject position, the unknown, and identification with students allowed her 

to frame and conceptualize her own experience and ways she wanted to teach. 

Vulnerability acts as a lens between the three domains to illustrate how new teachers 

become and belong in communities of practice. For Sully, vulnerability entrenched her into 

community practices based on well-being, identifying personal motivations in learning about 

educational theories, and helped her negotiate expectations with students through praxis. Sully’s 

experience largely illustrates how vulnerability is a useful aspect of learning to teach and helping 

new instructors identify their subject positions and why they are vulnerable, why communities 

themselves are vulnerable, and what tools need to be in place in training to address these 

moments. Sully provides a useful insight into using vulnerability to embrace the unknown and 

facilitate interest and connection with students. 

Exploring Butterfly’s Experience Through the Three-Domains 

 Within this section I outline Butterfly’s experience with community practices, role 

expectations, and individual motivations focusing on how vulnerability manifested itself as she 

maneuvered each of these three domains. I start with community practices and how it challenged 

her previous ideas about grading, educational structures, and the purpose of writing. Following I 
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look at how these community practices are related to Butterfly’s personal expectations about her 

role as a teacher. In the end I focus on how Butterfly found community related to teaching and 

being an international student and how these individual motivations, largely shaped by 

vulnerability, helped her form a micro-community within the larger Writing Program. Although 

Butterfly and Sully’s experiences differ, these two case studies show overlapping patterns in how 

new teachers conceptualize their experiences of becoming and belonging. 

Butterfly’s experiences with the three domains and vulnerability are different from 

Sully’s due to her international university designation, returning to school after working as a 

translator, and her educational background. Butterfly came into the program as an MA student in 

Teaching English as a Second Language hoping to teach multilingual students. After graduation 

she earned a job as an English Language Arts Teacher/English Language Development Specialist 

at a local middle school. Butterfly surprised me more than any other participant because what I 

heard in interviews was very different from what I observed in her class. In her first interview 

Butterfly mentions being incredibly nervous saying, “It was scary, exciting, challenging, all of 

that. First class, it was okay, just okay. I was expecting something more...I’m still not 

comfortable 100%, but it feels nice. I think it’ll just get better.” Her nervousness about using 

technology, student engagement in the classroom, and lesson planning were constant themes 

throughout our conversations. However, when I went to observe her class I was struck by her 

relationship with her students and her confidence in the classroom. In my analytical memo after 

observing Butterfly in her second semester I started by writing, “What an amazing teacher! This 

surprised me so much because she’s so reserved and passive in the interviews and incredibly 

nervous but her presence in front of her students is very natural and poised. I thought she did an 

excellent job interacting and engaging with students.” Butterfly is a useful case study to illustrate 
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the three domains and vulnerability because she came into and left the program an amazing 

teacher and what really changed was her confidence.  

 Butterfly’s experience with community practices varied greatly from Sully’s, especially 

in terms of contract grading. She states, “I’m not sure how I would implement it at first because 

I’m not familiar with the traditional essay grading.” Throughout her first interview she mentions 

the differences between the U.S. and the educational system she grew up in. Butterfly was still 

learning more about the community practices than domestic students61 or those whose 

educational system is parallel. As Southwest U is a large R1 university there is a lot of support 

for international students that translates into practices in the Writing Program. For example, there 

is an additional workshop in summer orientation designed specifically to help meet the needs of 

international graduate students. Butterfly also sought to teach international undergraduate 

students and therefore participated in workshops, learning communities, and mentorship 

specifically about Second Language Writing and Teaching. These opportunities afforded 

Butterfly the chance to work with other international instructors and those with similar interests, 

as well and form a micro-community within the larger writing program. In her last reflection 

Butterfly notes professional development she did across campus beyond the Writing Program as 

helpful in growing as a teacher, suggesting she extends her community to the larger university. 

Her ability to feel comfortable in these spaces is largely due to her desire to learn more about 

teaching.  

 
61 Allen had a similarly hard time due to his educational background at a small high school with 8 or less students 

per class and Georgie mentioned her own struggles coming from a liberal arts college compared to Southwest U as 

an R1.  
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Despite her positive experiences with professional development, Butterfly is also aware 

of the merging of community practices and individual motivations in ways that are frustrating. In 

her final interview in Spring 2020 she stated: 

These are not the best times for you to be very hopeful and enthusiastic about teaching, 

given that the opportunities are really limited. I really, really hate that it’s always some 

external and mostly coming from institutional or systemic constraints that it’s always 

like, well, did I really need to do this or go into teaching? I always end up with the 

answer, yeah, because that’s what you want to do. It makes me so happy.  

She identifies institutions as a constraint to her individual motivation to teach but also recognizes 

the value she places in her future goals. Although the Writing Program is of course not 

responsible for Covid-19, every educational institution was uprooted and constrained by the 

pandemic leading to different community practices, such as workshops and support for online 

teaching. Another tension Butterfly experienced between the domains was balancing graduate 

school and teaching. As Butterfly’s future goal was to teach, she expressed frequent moments of 

frustration in courses that didn’t apply to the classroom. In her third interview she expressed: 

Just doing this research is cool and exciting, but what is the whole purpose of it if I don’t 

see how it can be practically applied? And not only for people who work in the US and 

who have access but also people in the other five continents. I’m frustrated at people who 

are in the Teaching English as a Second Language Program and they don’t want to teach 

or they’re very focused on research, which in their minds will help teachers, but 

realistically, it doesn’t because, you know, we are talking about these techniques, 

methods, and the grammar translation method is still the most widely used one. Whatever 

theories you learn, until you get into the classroom and you see the whole, real thing, you 

can’t really see how they can be applied or that not everything is applicable.  

Butterfly’s frustration in this moment is linked to how she experiences each of the different 

domains. There are various community practices at play such as the relationship between 

research and access, research and applicability, and the community’s emphasis on research at an 

R1. There is also frustration because Butterfly’s individual motivations are linked to having 
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space to practice teaching and research is taking time away from that goal. Lastly, there is 

frustration facilitated through role expectations because of the assumptions about other 

colleagues being more engaged in teaching and application and not research, the expectation 

everyone in the program would align and that her role would be to become a better teacher rather 

than researcher. Despite these frustrations, Butterfly manages to contextualize her experience 

based on her own goals and agency. She continued the interview by expressing how she is 

applying theories in her classroom and other community spaces.  

Butterfly: Vulnerability and the Three Domains 

 Although both Butterfly and Sully understand vulnerability through their interactions, 

empathy, and conversations with students, Butterfly’s vulnerability largely comes from her 

subject position as an international graduate student in her program and the internal pressures she 

places on herself. Both case studies express concerns about coming into the classroom as young, 

inexperienced, female teachers -- however, Butterfly also adds an anxiety about how students 

will respond to her accent. In her second interview at the end of her first semester she mentions, 

“At the beginning I was worried that I might have an accent and I wasn’t sure how they were 

going to respond to that, but they have been really nice.” The unexpected response of students 

helped relieve the vulnerability of entering into a new space and the unknown but before 

Butterfly went into that space her vulnerability is still present. Vulnerability as revealed here 

illustrates its fluidity within the three domains and how through reflection, experience, and social 

interactions it rearranges and takes new shapes. Butterfly’s vulnerability of entering into a new 

space extended beyond her role as a teacher but also her role as a student. In her first interview 

she remarks on the differences between her educational experiences in her home country and in 

the U.S. stating: 
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We are not encouraged to speak that much in classroom discussions, and I’m having a 

hard time just to raise my hand, to share my opinion. Also, I have a BA in English 

Language and Literature, and we did not focus as much on linguistics. Now when we are 

all in this linguistics type discussion, I find it challenging. Plus, I’m an international 

student, and somehow it’s more pressure on me. 

Butterfly’s vulnerabilities in new spaces are entangled with her past experiences as a student and 

what she expects in the classroom -- both as a student and a teacher. Beyond her embodied roles 

and the external pressure of classrooms, vocalizing ideas, and assuming authority, Butterfly also 

frequently mentions being an overthinker with high expectations for herself and students. In her 

second interview I pointed out that she takes “the whole burden” and Butterfly related it to being, 

“One a novice teacher and maybe, number two, because I want to be the best teacher.” Her 

individual motivations are merging with role expectations here because Butterfly is connecting 

her goal of becoming the best teacher with the expectation that she feels she needs to be the best 

teacher. Both of these further interact with community practices, such as the generation of 

classroom materials. In her final reflection she writes she wants to put “less time in my lesson 

planning!! That is still my struggle at times but I am not sure if it relates as much to the fact that I 

am still a novice teacher but more to the fact that as a person I am an overthinker.” The 

combination of these two illustrate that Butterfly feels vulnerable in how her students respond to 

her class and the work she puts in. Therefore, vulnerability manifests itself based on the domain 

and shapes new teachers’ understanding of self and ability (essentially identity). 

 In order to address her vulnerability Butterfly engaged in a lot of professional 

development, related to looking up lesson plans and preparing classes, attending conferences, 

and immersing herself in community practices. Additionally, she reframed the expectations she 

had for herself as a teacher, while still maintaining her personal motivations. Through her 

vulnerability Butterfly was able to knot the three domains and form a teacher persona she felt 
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confident in. Butterfly is a great example of how processing these vulnerabilities can help novice 

teachers build strategies and personalized professional development. Additionally, I see 

vulnerability as a way for programs and instructors to identify their own strengths. For example, 

Butterfly is incredibly brave. In her first interview she states:   

My greatest achievement. Well, probably it would be pretty much coming here. Because I 

am the first person in the family who had a BA, and now I'll be definitely the first who 

got an MA. Also, in my country there is this myth that you can't go to study in America 

and can't be in a graduate school because there is no way you can fund that. You can 

either get the Fulbright, which is a full scholarship, but that's from the State Department 

and the government, and I said, no, I don't want to do that; I want to try different things.  

Her reflection here shows how she is able to enter into the three domains because of her personal 

motivations. Although these potential identifiers can be read as vulnerabilities or barriers in the 

classroom, by acknowledging them as a sense of pride can help return agency to participants and 

new teachers alike and allow them to better connect with their undergraduate students.  

 Agency and vulnerability often present themselves as binaries where agency mitigates 

vulnerability. However, both are fluid processes that inform one another and are based on the 

participants’ ability to grapple with both simultaneously and feel safe enough to take them both 

on. For example, both Sully and Butterfly felt safe in their preceptorship group and brought in 

work that made themselves vulnerable but also showed authority or agency in the classroom. 

Additionally, there is power in naming vulnerability and using it rhetorically to control a space 

and turn potential confrontation into conversations. Butterfly in subsequent courses disclosed 

early on where her “accent” was from and how it shapes her understanding of community, 

eventually revealing its importance in connecting with students (Interview 3). By disclosing this 

fear to her students, she reframed it as an identity marker and instead illustrated how it gave her a 
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different perspective and encouraged her teacher persona. Thus, communicating our 

vulnerabilities helps us reframe them rhetorically into strategies. 

Referring back to the Figure in Chapter 3, I argue that in order to maneuver through the 

three domains, GTAs use the following processes: reflection, experience, and social interactions. 

These processes help reframe vulnerability as a way to tackle the three domains. As Butterfly 

and Sully reflected on their past experiences and interacted with their preceptorship groups they 

formed new ways of dealing with vulnerability and the three domains. Essentially vulnerability is 

a felt sense encompassing thinking, feeling, and being at a given time. Participants embody 

vulnerability throughout their grappling with reflection, experience, and social interactions, 

which are the verbs (processes) used to navigate the three domains, or essentially interpret the 

situated context to understand what identities to exercise. Lastly, the three domains are the 

situated context and reason why it is important to grapple with vulnerability using the processes. 

The interplay of these three processes, domains, and vulnerability shape the new teachers’ sense 

of becoming and belonging. In the following section I offer practical questions that help WPAs 

and GTAs rhetorically strategize vulnerability through the process of reflection.  

Reflection Questions for WPAs and GTAs on Vulnerability 

Reflective practice is one of the most useful starting points and processes for members of 

the community in order to channel vulnerability productively. As all teachers are becoming and 

belonging, it can also be helpful for administrators and seasoned mentors to reflect-in-action as 

well as the community shifts with new participants. The following are questions for both 

program administrators and mentors and GTAs focusing on vulnerability and the three domains. 

These reflection questions support better communication of community practices and role 

expectations. Additionally, by answering these questions we are better equipped to recognize 
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what needs to be translated to new teachers. As Brewer writes, “We must think more deeply 

about what, as a field, we still need to know and how much of what we know must be articulated 

to novices” (150). Thinking carefully about vulnerability can allow for us to rhetorically 

articulate information and provide transparency at a community, local level and as a field. The 

following questions act as a starting point in how we communicate with one another and 

recognize our pain points. 

Reflection Questions for Writing Programs and Preceptors: 

1) Where is your program vulnerable? What vulnerabilities does it face (i.e., enrollment, 

upper administration, etc.)? 

2) How are you translating these vulnerabilities to graduate instructors?  

3) How are graduate instructors positioned to fill or address these vulnerabilities (i.e., 

funding, labor, etc.)?  

4) How is the program positioned to fill or address the vulnerabilities of the institution?  

5) As administrators, mentors, and fellow teachers -- how are you addressing your 

individual vulnerabilities?  

 

Reflection Questions for Graduate Instructors: 

1) What vulnerabilities do you face as a novice instructor (i.e., gender, race, name, etc.)? 

2) How and/or do you want to translate these to the larger program and your students?  

3) How do you imagine your vulnerabilities will help shape your teaching?  

4) What resources do you need to address your vulnerabilities (i.e., disability resource 

center, workshops on authority, theories of well-being, etc.) 

5) How aware are you of the program’s vulnerabilities? What would you like to know more 

about the community and mentors? 

 

These questions focus specifically on vulnerability to help reframe and shape training and the 

work we do. Additionally, by starting with acknowledging vulnerability it helps open up 

dialogue between new teachers and mentors -- reconfiguring the power dynamics and hierarchies 

to acknowledge we are all vulnerable and part of the work we do as a community is supporting 

one another. Reflection alone cannot turn vulnerability into agency -- it is only when paired with 

experience and social interactions that reshape community practices, role expectations, and 
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individual motivations that it becomes fruitful. However, reflection provides a starting point to 

generate these ideas and practices. In Chapter 5 I take up reflection further as an important 

process throughout the new teacher experience.  

Conclusion: The Usefulness of Vulnerability as a Topic for New Teacher 

Vulnerability alone is not tangible enough to capture the experience of new teachers’ as 

they become and belong. Instead, it helps us interpret experiences occurring within the three 

domains and how the domains work based on instructors’ subject positions, strategies for dealing 

with vulnerability, and community responses and resources. As vulnerability is an embodied way 

of thinking, being, and feeling, bringing awareness of the experience to GTAs and WPAs can 

help contextualize and tolerate the liminality of being a new teacher. Both Sully and Butterfly 

acknowledged their vulnerability throughout the study interpreting it as “nervousness,” 

“anxiety,” “excitement,” “expectation,” “care,” and “challenge.” The range of emotions 

associated with vulnerability illustrates its versatility in how it manifests and how we can and 

should reframe it in teacher training.  

Additionally, vulnerability helps reshape multiple other assumptions about GTAs in 

regard to agency and resistance. As started earlier, WPE scholars are frequently concerned with 

issues of resistance (Ebest; Fisher; Hesse; Huntley). Resistance is considered a product of 

disciplinary difference, frustration at being a beginner, or an integral part of the learning process 

(Grouling). Instead, I argue we can see resistance as a byproduct of vulnerability (and in many 

cases lack of agency). For example, Butterfly’s resistance towards research is largely influenced 

by her individual motivations, critique of community practices, and expectations of the program. 

By reframing it as a part of vulnerability in terms of Butterfly’s subject position of wanting “to 

be the best teacher” and having applicable knowledge, and interpreting a new educational 
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system, we are able to interpret her experience as more nuanced. It becomes the beginning of a 

conversation rather than an end to one. Additionally, Sully’s resistance to traditional grading or 

confronting students was more about her sense of student vulnerability and well-being, as well as 

her vulnerability as being young and female. However, she is able to use those vulnerabilities to 

form a pedagogy of well-being immersing herself into community practices. Therefore, I offer 

vulnerability as an alternative to resistance to illustrate how WPE can further provide 

opportunities for participants. Additionally, by thinking of vulnerability we have clearer senses 

of becoming and belonging and what needs to be offered in response to these tensions rather than 

resistance. 

 In my final chapter I build on these ideas to further explore the work we do in training. I 

start by returning to the usefulness of reflection and then illustrate its uses in WPE research. I 

then move towards reenvisioning the teaching philosophy with the three domains with the aim of 

making it more purposeful and representative of individual experiences. Lastly, I conclude by 

illustrating the usefulness of the three domains to different stakeholders.   
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Chapter 5: Meaningful Reflection: Rethinking Research Methods, Teaching Philosophies, 

and Anti-Racist Practicums 

 My last conversation with my participants was in Spring 2020 over Zoom. Due to the 

Covid-19 pandemic we were unable to meet in person, and I was increasingly worried about how 

we were navigating mental health, teaching, and graduating. Originally my questions focused on 

“What’s Next” in order to discuss how strategies and experiences with teaching could transfer to 

future contexts. However, I revised these questions to consider the challenges of the job market 

and the anxiety of the current moment. When I went into the interviews, I was increasingly 

amazed by my participants' capacity to deal with these challenges, empathize with students, and 

still find hope in their communities. For Sully she found excitement in pursuing a PhD on well-

being in education, especially in these times. For Malinka she was able to expand her research in 

Georgia with new faculty and mentors. Butterfly found a job in the southwest teaching 

multilingual middle schoolers. Georgie and Allen will continue their work for a third year at 

Southwest U due to the nature of their programs and both expressed excitement about getting to 

write and having more time before entering the job market. Despite the anxiety, frustration, and 

overwhelming challenges of the semester, these teachers were hopeful. For my participants, this 

hope is connected to belonging in the community -- having mentors and peers to reach out to and 

knowing what questions to ask. Hope is linked to having become a teacher and having the 

courage, agency, and authority to deal with these challenges in their own classrooms. And this 

hope is the extended empathy they have towards students because they have been there; they’ve 

been beginners, foreign exchange students, navigators of mental health, and novice academics.  

 As WPE scholars conceptualize and theorize about graduate student teachers, we attend 

to the learning process (Reid), emotional labor (Grouling; Fedukovich and Morse; Nearderhiser; 
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Saur and Palmeri;), impact of programs (Bourelle; Brewer, McCook, and Halasek; Latterell; 

Reid, Estrem, and Belcheir; Taggart and Lowry), and individual experiences (Brewer; Dryer; 

Ebest; Restaino). What we have yet to do, however, is meticulously and systematically attend to 

the new teachers sense of becoming and belonging. Looking back at my original research 

questions I recognize the questions I left unanswered and the ones I engaged with most. The 

questions posed in Chapter 2 are: 

1. What is a teacher-learner62 and how does GTA training impact learning, growth, and 

development?  

2. How do new and experienced GTAs exercise identity within new roles and liminal 

spaces? 

3. What products and/or materials (lesson plans, reflections, etc.) are created within this 

space and how do these represent identity in practice? 

4. How do these situated identities as teacher-learners shape and affect FYW courses, both 

individually and program-wide?  

 

In the end, after a whole dissertation, I believe I began to answer 1 and 2 -- more closely 

answering the questions:  

 

● Who are new teachers and what identities or processes do they exercise in order to 

become teachers and belong in communities of teachers? Essentially, what all do new 

teachers grapple with and how?  

 

It is hard to fully understand research questions when they are iteratively built and largely a 

product of the research activity (Merriam and Tisdell). It is unsurprising that the question 

answered is different than those posed after using feminist method/ologies and grounded 

theories. What is unchanged is the recognition that new teachers are complicated, nuanced 

individuals whose experience is unique and worthy of being told. The biggest difference was 

placing the emphasis on the teacher rather than the training program and materials. By placing 

 
62 Originally I posed the term teacher-learner, which I still believe represents the balance of teacher and learner; 

however, for the sake of clarity I transitioned to “new teachers” and emphasize learning as more multifaceted 

through the three domains.  
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the emphasis on the new teacher rather than the concept of identity or the tangible materials of 

programs, we are better equipped to understand and research the human experiences of graduate 

students. That said, the three domains and processes can help us build more useful teaching 

materials and training programs.  

In this final chapter, I attend to how we can use materials and training more purposefully 

to help graduate students become and belong in our communities. I start by returning to the 

process of reflection and the importance of reflecting with novice teachers. I focus largely on the 

teaching philosophy as a common genre used within a practicum course and how we can rethink 

its relationship to the three domains. I shift to also thing through the research method/ologies I 

employed to ask these questions and how we can shift to practice anti-racist methods in teacher 

training. Lastly, I focus on my relationship to participants and how I grew through my own 

reflection, experience, and social interactions. I invite us all to think generatively and openly 

about WPE -- and to use this work as the beginning of a conversation.  

The Importance of Reflection in Becoming a Teacher 

Definitions and Uses of Reflection in WPE 

 

 As discussed in Chapter 3, reflection is an important process for knowledge making and 

maneuvering through the three domains. However, how do we engage in reflections that move 

beyond “performing the role of teacher” and certain genre conventions to really engage in the 

interaction of the three domains? Throughout this section I attend to how scholars define 

purposeful reflection and its link to learning. In Reid’s scholarship on new teachers she focuses 

largely on cognitive and learning processes facilitated by reflection, specifically metacognition, 

which as Yancey writes are “often used interchangeably” in higher education contexts (6). Reid 

draws on learning strategies in her chapter “What is TA Education,” outlining three important 



155 

kinds of learning necessary in TA education: declarative knowledge, procedural knowledge, and 

metacognitive knowledge. She furthers metacognitive knowledge by arguing that “TA education 

emphasizes reflective problem solving” and therefore TAs need to practice “diagnosing a 

problem, assessing the possible options, making informed choices, and evaluating the results” 

(249). One major opportunity of my study is that participants had the time to reflect on their 

experiences. Butterfly, Georgie, and Sully all mentioned the research study as a useful site of 

reflection to help understand their experiences (Interview 1 and 3). Additionally, through the 

reflective space, participants were able to understand their experience as a form of becoming and 

belonging rather than solely isolated. Therefore, I want to refocus to think more meaningfully 

about how these reflections connect to becoming and belonging. One way to do this is by 

focusing on how these reflective experiences are connected to the three domains: community 

practice, individual motivations, and role expectations. 

The Three Domains and Reflection 

The way new instructors maneuver through their learning is often related to how they see 

the community. Schön writes, “Perhaps we learn to reflect-in-action by learning first to 

recognize and apply standard rules, facts, and operations; then to reason from general rules to 

problematic cases, in ways characteristic of the profession” (40). The act of reflecting-in-action 

draws on what discourse scholar Gee positis as being able to enter into a discourse community, 

and Lave and Wenger’s work about moving from the periphery to legitimate membership in the 

community of practice. Part of a new teacher's strategy and experience with reflecting is 

interpreting the practices of the community, how to function within these practices, and 

reconciling past experiences with these practices. Although Wisniewski argues that new 

instructors might not have the “knowledge and experience” necessary for critical reflection, new 
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instructors have experiences in education that they reflect on when interpreting community 

practices. An example of this in my study is participants’ experiences with technology. Both 

Georgie and Sully had apprehension towards using technology because of their past educational 

experiences. Sully originally was confused by why technology differed so much between 

institutions, considering she went to a large university similar to Southwest U (Interview 1). 

Eventually she came to realize the use of technology for the program, especially in relationship 

to the online textbook (Interview 3). Whereas Georgie recognized the differences based on 

university size immediately saying the lack of technology “Was because it was just a much 

smaller university. There was freedom to have that individuality and most professors would be 

able to print out hard copies of assignments'' (Interview 1). Already in the first interview, both 

Sully and Georgie are aware of the differences in community practices and are reflecting on 

these aspects prior to having formal teaching experience.  

In this longitudinal study, my participants suggested that they are also always reflecting 

on the relationship between what they are learning and their individual motivations, an essential 

process for all new teachers. Part of the meaning making process is recognizing and connecting 

what they are learning to future contexts (Adler-Kassner et al.; Driscoll; Donahue; Yancey et al.). 

Transfer theorists in Writing Studies frequently point to transfer theory as the complicated 

process of cultivating, retaining, and applying knowledge to and from spaces -- and often genres. 

Pedro Geoghiades, “Characterizes the transfer process as involving several cognitive operations: 

a recognition of overlapping similarity between the originating context and the target context; an 

acknowledgement of the potential of the learned knowledge to be applied to the target situation; 

a mental, metacognitive testing of applicability; and the actual application attempt itself (123)” 

(qtd. in Nelms and Dively 216). The “target situation” for the new teachers is vastly different 
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based on individual motivations and the reconciliation between what is learned in the classroom 

as a student and the role as a teacher. Both Malinka and Butterfly, coming from Teaching 

English as a Second Language, made multiple connections from their classes to their teaching. 

For Malinka it was extremely advantageous due to her own personal motivations in going into 

research and pursuing a PhD, whereas for Butterfly it was often frustrating because she wanted 

more applied research she could directly translate into the classroom. Both participants are 

making connections between their learning and reflecting on and weighing its importance.  

Types of Reflections in the Practicum Course 

These reflective practices often take the form of a material text. For example, one 

practice Brewer argues for in her book is having students create their own literacy narratives, 

stating it allows instructors “to consider and reflect on the understandings of literacy they 

brought to the course, a reflection I argue is crucial to their development as teachers” (142). By 

arguing that reflection is crucial to development she offers an example assignment on how to do 

reflection beyond traditional forms such as a teaching philosophy statement. Wiskniewski’s 

article complicates these ideas by writing: 

Some novice GTAs may experience little initial growth in their teaching knowledge and 

that reflection-on-practice may be constrained by a tendency to reduce complexity in the 

naming and framing of problems, as these GTAs typically ascribed problematic teaching 

situations to one factor with little reflection across multiple domains of knowledge. In 

other words, this study illustrates the challenges to critical reflective practice that new 

instructors experience and that echo Schön’s warning that effective reflection hinges on 

knowledge and experience (51).  

 

Although reflection is generative and useful for new teachers, the types of reflection and how it 

is framed critically is essential to learning. Despite the worry about critical reflection compared 

to shallow reflection, both scholars argue for its importance for learning. One way to sustain 

critical reflection is focusing on how it works to form action-plans or tangible practice. 
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Teacher educators focus on reflective thinking as a cycle that moves beyond the 

description of an experience but also analyzing and meaning making followed by an action plan 

(Gibbs; Yancey). One example of a reflective cycle is Gibbs’ pictured below. 

 

(Fig. 6: Gibbs' Reflective Cycle) 

Within this cycle students and teachers are asked to engage in the following parts: 

description, feelings, evaluation, analysis, conclusion, action-plan. The goal is to help move 

away from description to also including useful analysis within the reflection. In teaching 

reflections, we often move away from all parts of the reflective cycle to focus solely on 

description and analysis and conclusion. However, learning to teach is a deeply affective process 

as well as an intellectual one, so providing space for accessing feelings is one helpful way to 

make reflection meaningful. Additionally, providing an action plan can help illustrate growth and 

a continuation beyond “busy work.” Especially for new TAs, reflective cycles help connect 

theory and practice. I argue through these learning cycles, new teachers are able to maneuver 

through the three domains more productively than a reflection without an action plan or specific 
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attention to the current moment and adjustments. In Chapter 4, I offer reflection questions for 

WPAs and GTAs, however, without an action-plan or connection to tangible practice it becomes 

less meaningful. Therefore, reflections must happen throughout TA training and in multiple 

genres. 

Engaging in Reflection in the Practicum Course 

The way to engage in reflective cycles takes many forms such as reflections in practicum 

courses and with peers (Wisnewski), structured assignments (Brewer), and practicing complex 

situations before they arise (Finders and Rose; Flanigan). The link between these practices is the 

idea that GTAs face challenges and ideas in Writing Studies that disrupt their beliefs. Alsup 

writes of her secondary teacher participants that, “Experience by itself is not inherently useful; it 

is helpful only if it is subject to critical reflection” (87). Scholars focused on reflection-in-action 

on challenging situations or critically looking at experience limit these experiences to the 

classroom or the role of teacher. Additionally, the cycle of both a literacy narrative, structured 

assignment, or performance-based practices ignores the continual cycle of reflection new 

teachers should build to be continuously reflective practitioners -- even if they don’t continue on 

as teachers. One of the most important reflections and practices new teachers engage in is the 

teaching philosophy, which I explore more fully in the next section.  

Rethinking the Teaching Philosophy Through the Three Domains 

 One of the materials I analyzed throughout my study was my participants’ teaching 

philosophies63, which was a requirement of their practicum course. Rarely, however, did students 

mention it in the interview or focus group. It only came up twice when Allen said, “Yeah, I’ll 

write a reflection and my teaching philosophy down and stuff, but I could probably do something 

 
63 I used teaching philosophies to pull quotes and phrases to help with the teaching observation, pairing values and 

ideologies with practices. 
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creative. I don’t think my preceptor will really read it, it’s just something to get over” (Interview 

2) and Sully who stated, “I was really nervous at the beginning of the semester but as I was 

writing the teaching philosophy, I was thinking about authority issues a lot” (Interview 3). For 

Allen it was largely an afterthought compared to other activities, such as creating lessons and 

providing feedback. For Sully, it helped her think through her own anxiety. These two different 

experiences also occurred in the same preceptorship group, so the context was similar but due to 

individual motivations -- Sully wanting to teach and Allen wanting to focus more on his 

literature classes, participants interpreted the reflection in different ways. How do we facilitate a 

meaningful teaching philosophy for all new teachers? How do we account for individual 

motivations, community practice, and role expectations within these texts? Throughout this next 

section I attend to these two questions. 

The Teaching Philosophy as a Genre 

 Teaching philosophies are a genre of writing, and therefore, they “both shape and are 

shaped by the communities and contexts in which they exist” (Tardy and Swales 7). In the last 

twenty years with the rise of genre studies, scholars have reimagined the role of writing texts as 

avenues for social action (Miller), avenues for recognizing rhetorical dexterity (Johns), and 

avenues for understanding the social, situated nature of writing (Devitt). Anis Bawarshi notes 

genres are “sites of invention” and that “through genres, writers position themselves within, 

negotiate, and articulate these desires [the goals they want to fulfill] as recognizable, meaningful, 

consequential actions” (145). As new teachers are participating in the reimagination of their 

identities as they enter into new spaces, the teaching philosophy can act as a space to reflect on 

these desires. However, as a genre of writing, the statement can also read as inaccessible and part 

of an unrecognizable community.  
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In WPE teaching philosophies are typically a practice at the end of a semester to 

demonstrate the thinking done by new GTAs over the course of training. Therefore, they often 

act as a demonstration of learning, similar to a final test in a course, used to perform a type of 

teacher identity rather than engage in meaningful reflection. New teachers can fall into thinking 

of the typified structure of the genre rather than seeing it as an avenue for social action (Miller). 

Due to these constraints, teaching philosophy represents the best and worst of teacher reflection. 

As Alsup states, “An unexamined philosophy statement can be, at best, an exploratory genre 

allowing the professor and preservice teacher access to the nature of a student’s current thinking 

patterns; at worst, it can be a vehicle for the reinforcement of unexamined beliefs and the 

enactment of unreflective pedagogies” (166). Additionally, in a program with diverse programs, 

it can isolate those who do not want to teach long term. More so they are “reflections of the 

social groups that use them, the power dynamics of those users...they can exclude users who are 

unfamiliar with their normalized practice or even those who do not bring the preferred forms of 

capital to the communicative context” (Tardy and Swales 7). Therefore, the teaching philosophy 

can be seen as an inaccessible genre to many new teachers and instead it reinforces what is 

unknown rather than what is known. 

In order to address these concerns, scholars have reimagined the genre to include other 

textual features such as metaphors (Neaderhiser), images (Alsup), and holistic portfolios 

(Winslow). Neaderhiser writes, “There is a certain irony in the fact that the teaching statement, 

as a genre, describes teachers’ unique identities but descriptive language is rarely deemed to be 

an active and productive force in reflecting the teacherly identity and its relationship to a larger 

disciplinary identity (412). He argues for the use of metaphors to help carry teachers ideas more 

thoroughly and help mentors identify how new teachers observe their role in the classroom, such 
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as authoritative metaphors (i.e.lecturer or devil’s advocate) or growth metaphors (i.e. midwife, 

gardener) (438). Alsup argues the use of images representing the philosophy led to a 

reconciliation of “ideological tension” and helped “facilitate productive interaction between the 

seemingly disparate narratives and philosophies [of teaching]” (180). The use of portfolios 

allows for a more holistic understanding of experience and a guiding reflection throughout 

breaks up the normative genre features of a teaching philosophy (Winslow). However, not 

engaging with the genre can prove disadvantageous to students who will eventually need to 

produce a teaching philosophy as a job market requirement.  

One of the most successful avenues for pursuing the teaching philosophy genre is spacing 

it out over the course of a semester. Jane Danielewicz argues that by starting in the third week 

allows for students to “go through many cycles of writing, sharing, thinking, talking, listening, 

reacting in regard to their teaching philosophies that grow progressively more distinctive and 

comprehensive as the semester goes on” (143). She goes on to write that it gives “students a 

chance to experience how this lengthier process deepens their thinking or even changes it” (144). 

By drawing out the process of writing the teaching philosophy it gives more emphasis on the 

importance of the genre rather than ending a semester with it and making it appear rushed. 

Pairing teaching philosophies with more intentional reflection practices can help bridge the gap 

between producing meaningless content and illustrating growth as a thinker. As Kara Taczak 

states, “Reflection allows writers to recall, reframe, and relocate knowledge and practices; 

therefore, it must be worked at in order to be most effectively learned and practiced” (79). I 

argue then that reflection is useful to the teaching philosophies because it helps facilitate new 

teacher learning. I recommend merging these ideas by having new teachers interrogate the genre 

of teaching philosophies and how it relates to the three domains and using reflection over time to 
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help facilitate the writing of the text -- especially as teaching philosophies change over time 

anyway.  

Teaching Philosophies and the Three Domains 

 The three domains -- community practices, individual motivations, and role expectations 

-- can help contextualize the teaching philosophy and reflections. As genres are connected to the 

community, identifying the community practices revealed in teaching philosophies can help 

build deeper conversations in practicum. At Southwest U contract grading was introduced at the 

beginning of my participants’ first semester and although only one used a contract and two drew 

from the theory, all five brought it up frequently in interviews but especially in their teaching 

philosophies. In my participants’ teaching philosophies, they all had a variation of addressing 

contract grading/anti-racist assessment. The prevalence of this theoretical framework is 

unsurprising given the introduction to the concept at the beginning of their teaching. However, in 

interviews a few of the participants were reluctant to try contract/labor-based grading, so the 

inclusion in the teaching philosophy illustrates a performance of the community rather than 

authentic practices. If we solely attend to the processes of reflection, experience, and social 

interaction without the three domains, we often will attend to potentially limited understandings 

rather than when paired with the three domains. For example, participants uninterested in 

continuing to teach also felt frustrated by the teaching philosophy because they were unsure how 

it related to their individual learning goals. Additionally, the genre is a role expectation from the 

writing program to graduate students based on the prevalence of the task in WPE and teacher 

education programs. The three domains individually represent tensions and negotiations of new 

teachers who struggle to place themselves within a new, strange genre. Merging the three 
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together, however, can lead to productive reflections and tensions that shape the genre more 

usefully for the individuals and community.  

Similar to Danielewicz, I advocate for including portions of the teaching philosophy 

throughout the semester and building on it continuously. Although in previous chapters I have 

started with community practices, I see it as beneficial at the beginning of teacher training to 

start with role expectations. By addressing what is expected of the community and the 

individuals as new teachers, communication of expectations becomes clearer and the role of the 

new teacher more solidified. I then recommend learners pair this practice with their individual 

motivations, especially as the philosophy takes shape, and identify what sort of genre features are 

most useful for their learning. By advocating for students to identify their own learning 

outcomes, the teaching philosophy also becomes a model for learner-centered teaching. Lastly, I 

view it as important to end with community practices to illustrate how learners have engaged 

with the values of the writing program or department, where they diverge, and what is missing 

from the community. A complete assignment or engagement looks like the following: 

Teaching Reflection Semester Assignment: 

 

Description:  

John Dewey famously wrote, “We do not learn from experience, we learn from reflecting on 

experience.” Throughout the first semester teaching you will reflect on your teaching and 

personal learning goals connecting your in-class experiences, readings, and personal values 

about education and learning.  

 

There are three main tasks: 1) identify and generate personal learning outcomes, 2) weekly 

reflection tasks, 3) final project/reflection 

 

Personal Learning Outcomes: The first step is submitting to your mentor/practicum director 

two or three specific learning outcomes you want from the teacher/learning course. You can 

relate these to your professional or individual goals and/or an inquiry you have about writing 

studies. You will also include a 250 word description of how you plan on approaching these 
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learning goals. 

 

Due: Week 1 

 

Tasks: Each week you will use Gibbs’ reflective learning cycle or Taczak’s concept of 

reframe, recall, relocate to identify something that worked or didn’t work in your class and 

apply it forward to future weeks. You will then share each week during practicum.  

 

Structure of Weekly Tasks: You can illustrate your work in a multitude of ways: webmaps, 

paragraphs, videos, infographics, blogs, etc. I recommend finding a mode most directly related 

to your future goals. You can switch modes each week. 

 

Due: Week 2-12 

 

Final Project: For your final you will take your reflections and modify them into one 

document. You will identify what the final genre is keeping in mind what is most useful to 

you. Examples include: a cover letter, memo, traditional teaching philosophy, portfolio, short 

story, website, etc.  

 

Due: Draft Week 13 and Final Week 14 

 

Helpful Guiding Questions: 

 

1) What do you expect will happen this semester in your teaching? What role do you play 

in the writing program and what support do you need from the community? 

2) How does teaching relate to your future goals? How can it help market you as a 

professional after graduation? 

3) How does the classroom space impact your thinking on teaching, learning, and writing?  

4) How does the community challenge or uphold your previously held ideas? 

(Fig. 7: Teaching Philosophy Assignment) 

 As seen in this reflective activity, the agency is largely on the teacher to identify what 

they want out of practicum. The goal is to reconceptualize resistance, creating spaces for 

vulnerability and agency to emerge, and also communicate more clearly the community goals 

and expectations of one another’s roles. Additionally, facilitating reflection across the course of a 
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semester allows for deep engagement with the topic, validates teacher experiences, and 

restructures the genre choices to act more purposefully for the community goals. As WPE is not 

only preparing teachers of writing, it is also about professionalizing graduate students, and in 

English there are many professional trajectories and thus genres must be fluid and useful beyond 

teaching.  By reframing the relationship between graduate students as co-participants in learning 

and course design we provide agency and disrupt problematic assumptions and relationships 

between faculty and students.  

Materials, such as teaching philosophies, are essential forms of reflection -- and 

subsequently learning. Reflection adds a useful process for how to use materials and design 

training meaningfully, however, it is not the only way. If we allow graduate students to be part of 

the research on WPE, we further provide agency and further enrich our understanding of 

meaningful training. 

Conducting Feminist and The Benefits of Reflection 

Reflection is staple of feminist methods. Feminist method/odologies are one way to enact 

meaningful reflection for researchers and participants (Kirsch and Royster; Powell and 

Takayoshi; Selfe and Hawisher). As these methods often take into account subject position and 

power, the context of a situation, and are collaborative with participants they offer a model for 

research that is reflective. Similarly, qualitative methods use context rich description and 

analytical memos, which are themselves deeply reflective documents (Merriam and Tinsdell). 

Therefore, I posit that feminist qualitative methods are useful for fostering reflective practice. 

One of the tenets of feminist research is acknowledging your own subjectivity in relationship to 
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the participants. For me, a large part of my study was reconciling my own role as a graduate 

student, while researching other graduate students64.  

It is important to acknowledge that as part of my dissertation there is an unequal outcome 

for my participants and me. Although they received financial compensation, the space to reflect, 

mentorship, and a model of research -- I receive the recognition, writing credit, and capital going 

into the job market. I attempted to reconcile this by allowing participants to be as involved as 

they wanted to, without the expectation they would all want the same involvement. As Powell 

and Takayoshi state “collaboration is a central issue for feminist researchers” where the research 

is “working with rather than merely observing or taking from research participants” (8). Through 

these conversations we were able to create a reflective environment with one another on our 

shared experiences with the program. As an empathetic co-participant in teacher training, it was 

easier to enact these methods. My participants outlined the following as the most useful methods 

of the study: 

1) In Year 2 having them reflect on their first year by looking at their past interviews 

and own experiences 

2) After Year 1 having them take a survey helping design the methods most useful 

for Year 2 

3) Using portfolios they already had to create for practicum 

 

Participants particularly enjoyed reflecting on their first interviews. As Sully states in her final 

interview, “It was nice to look back at my interviews and see my growth. I was like, wow, I 

didn’t realize how much has happened. I think this [the study] has allowed me to be more self-

aware about who I am as a teacher and where I was and where I’ve come.” In her response, Sully 

demonstrates the usefulness of longitudinal research that allows for “growth over time,” which is 

 
64 Overall, my study yielded 142 analytical memos and biweekly meetings with my chair representing my reflection 

throughout. 
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a hallmark of learning (Fishman). She also mentions the usefulness of seeing her own words and 

having a chance to work with her own experiences. Another aspect of Sully’s experience is 

having a conversation about these topics. Reflection oftentimes acts as a conversation with 

yourself, but it also exists within contexts and conversations with others. Coming from an 

ontological view of constructivism, I view these conversations as essential to the way we 

conduct knowledge making.  

 In order to facilitate meaningful reflection through research methods it is important to 

allow for participants to be co-constructors of these prompts, ideas, and tasks. By having agency 

over tasks, participants are more likely to engage and also relate it to the three domains -- 

specifically individual motivations. Tying back to Tuhiwai Smith’s heuristic for decolonial 

methods, these practices help with relevancy, worth, and accountability of the knowledge and 

research being conducted. Even if we are not conducting research, approaching teacher training 

with the same principles in mind helps create more authentic relationships, and subsequently 

reflections. It is essential to give new teachers time to learn and reflect on their experiences, 

space for subjective biases, and approach training as a space for everyone to learn. As WPE 

research will continue to grow, I recommend using feminist method/ologies to take up questions 

about graduate students as teachers and learners. Specific practices might include having 

graduate students generate their own research questions, using texts and materials already 

produced by participants, having teachers respond to codes/research/data, and having members 

who are not responsible for practicum/career advancement conduct the research.  

 Within this last section, I employ critical reflection to my own study to discuss my 

research and how WPE can benefit from rethinking its (nonexistent) relationship to antiracist 

practices. I use Gibbs’ phases of description, analysis, and action-plan. I focus on three specific 
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instances of racism in the study and how I would address them in the future, creating a future 

action plan for WPE work. 

Reflecting on My Study: Anti-Racist Training and the Future of WPE 

 When I originally set out to conduct this study it was largely based on my own processing 

of teacher training and a hope to validate my own experiences. Additionally, there was a large 

disconnect between what I was experiencing and other new teachers in the same context. As 

Crewswell states, “Individuals seek understanding of the world in which they live and work. 

Often these subjective meanings are negotiated socially and historically...they are not simply 

imprinted on individuals but are formed through interactions with others” (24-25). I began with 

my experience; however, this experience is and always will be that of a white woman, therefore I 

need to actively acknowledge its limitations, privileges, and make space for inclusivity. 

 As a white woman I cannot and should not speak for teachers of color. Additionally, I 

should not require or ask my colleagues of color to hold my hand as I learn the uncomfortable 

truths about my own racism. Instead, we are in a time where there are many books, TED talks, 

scholarship, stories of experiences, and webinars if we take the time to listen. Both Adam Banks 

and Asao Inoue’s C’s speeches address racism and give action for how white colleagues can start 

disrupting this power imbalance. Although not every new teacher is going to continue in the field 

of composition, or even academia, the racial injustice in America will continue to impact us no 

matter the context. In research, I should have attended more to racial diversity in my questions, 

experiences, and readings. In my own experience I was unaware of the whiteness of my study 

until two mentors pointed out that my citations are heavily white and that in my own beginning 

narratives I profile and uphold racist practices. It forced me to return back to literature I hadn’t 
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previously considered and forced me to acknowledge my own limitations as a scholar, teacher, 

and writer.  

In my questions and reflections for my participants I asked questions about our own 

experiences with the past, such as teachers we enjoyed and those that harmed our learning. 

Despite the surge of anti-racist assessment discussed in preceptorship and the interviews, our 

conversations rarely addressed race. There are three specific moments I should have dived into 

more carefully. The first was in a conversation with Allen when he acknowledged his white, 

male cisgender privilege and how it impacted his authority in the classroom. I asked no follow 

up questions and did not actively challenge us to reflect on the statement considering its 

implications for what we expect about authority, how it might impact the way we see students, 

and implications of embodied identity in teaching. Additionally, Georgie brought up not feeling 

“international” because of her white body in America. I did not take the time to address the 

nuances of this comment and its relationship to how international students perceive themselves 

within U.S. higher education systems or the assumptions we have about undergraduate students' 

perceptions of race and authority. The third example is the most problematic. One of my 

participants in an interview included the following statement:  

I was a bit afraid because when you’re drunk you can never predict behavior. He seemed 

a bit calm and I didn’t want to make a scene in the class because it was my first month 

teaching. I’m a petite female and he’s a big black guy who’s been in the Army. Looking 

back I should have just kicked him out, but I’m always scared. I get scared of a gun 

shooting. (Interview 2).  

 

I do not want to invalidate my participant’s experience and I recognize the fear of violence in 

academia at this junction. However, the concern here feeds off of a lot of concerns about black 

bodies that are rooted in systemic racism and assumptions about our institutional spaces (Ahmed; 

Hill; Love). Additionally, in expressing discomfort with other students, the participants did not 
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include details about race. The inclusion of it in this narrative is representative of larger fears 

about black men as dangerous in America (Steele). Although I provided many quotes for this 

participant to reflect on she did not engage with this one critically and I did not push further for 

us to think together. Carmen Kynard writes, “We can really see how racism works in our field if 

we ask when, where and if such graduate students’ racism is ever challenged and re-directed 

outside of faculty of color’s classroom” (7). My study could have acted as a site for these 

conversations but unfortunately, I failed to take up this mission.  

Two of these examples also illustrate the use of gender as a minority group and a way to 

identify privilege (or lack thereof), illustrating how it can act as a cover over other minority 

groups and anti-oppressive work. As Mendez states, “If feminists or feminisms, regardless of 

what kind, have a political investment in using gender to denounce oppressive relations of power 

and to move us towards anti-racist and decolonial struggle then it becomes important to take 

seriously the claims made by women of color who insist that the thinking on “gender” has 

excluded our histories and bodies in the making of “Woman,” and ultimately “Man”(kind)” (46). 

As a researcher I focused largely on feminist method/odologies; however, it does not mean they 

are inherently anti-racist or decolonial. In some ways they may cover the challenging 

intersectional work necessary for pursuing research that is actively calling out forms of 

oppression. In future research I will critically engage with participants to learn more approaching 

these conversations and using feminist and anti-racist methods when pain points occur. I also 

argue that other WPE scholars use their research spaces as places where we can confront racist 

ideologies -- especially as many mentors and WPAs who do this work are white women (Craig 

and Perryman-Clark).  
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 There are many directions I anticipate the three domains being taken up. These include 

taking up the theoretical framework for career-track faculty and other instructors within writing 

programs, following up with participants throughout the years to extend the longitudinal 

research, generating ideas on how this research impacts first year writing students, and attending 

to new teachers outside of writing programs. Nancy Penrose ends her article on contingent 

faculty, writing “To fully understand composition teaching as a profession, it will be essential, 

then, to replace our partial and individualistic models with a more historically grounded 

understanding of professional as collaborative and contributing” (122). I view the three domains 

as helping us think more generatively about ways new instructors collaborate and contribute to 

the profession and programmatic spaces, they are in. Additionally, these new teachers continue 

to participate in the community of writing programs, many after they graduate as contingent 

faculty, and following my participants throughout the next few years can contribute to our 

understanding of growth and experiences beyond graduate school. This research also lends itself 

to thinking through the first-year writing experience due to the overlaps of being a beginner both 

new teachers and students encounter (Ebest; Hesse). Specifically, having first year students 

identify community practice, individual motivations, and role expectations can help with 

incorporating funds of knowledge (González, Moll, and Amanti), learner-centered teaching 

practices (Weimer), and decentralizing the classroom (Freire). Lastly, although this work takes 

place in a writing program, the experience of learning to teach is echoed throughout universities, 

especially for many graduate students who lack the structured training of WPE. By moving into 

conversations in higher education at the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (SoTL) we can 

further enhance graduate teaching education across silos. 
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A dissertation should not be the last part of the conversation but the beginning of one. As 

Restraino writes in her concluding chapter, “The overarching question we face in our work to 

prepare and support graduate student teachers is not only how to give them the courage to, as 

Higgins urges, “write [their] story in pencil” but how to get them to care enough about our world 

to want to even begin their story here” (119). A future action plan includes attending to this 

caring and motivation by reaching out to more graduate students and scholars to pair them in 

conversation. We must first get stakeholders and students to care about becoming and belonging 

in this world -- and we can start by reimaging what the community looks like if it were more 

inclusive. 

What Became and What Now Belongs: An Open-Door Invitation 

 At the beginning of this research I sought to understand my own experience as an 

emerging teacher, scholar, and person within academia. This document in many ways serves as 

an example of “belonging” within the field of Writing Studies. However, the more important 

moments of belonging came from my conversations with participants, mentors, and other 

scholars where we were able to make meaning about what was happening in our lived 

experiences. I started by claiming I belong in the classroom -- in many ways this was and still is 

true -- but what became was a deeper understanding of why. My participants and I all became 

teachers through experience, interactions, and reflections on our negotiation of the three 

domains. These negotiations challenge my earlier literacy narrative experiences where I was a 

“teacher” in practice but not at a deeper level. The space, then, for WPE to fill is not a program 

of formal training but instead a vehicle for helping new teachers, who are in many ways 

“teachers” by daily practices, reflect and make meaning of their experiences -- essentially form 
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knowledge from our doing. However, in order to make this work we need more inclusive and 

unconventional communities. 

Throughout this chapter I attend to my own complicity in racist practices and my own 

limitations as a white researcher. As scholars in writing studies, what we can do better is 

interpret our community practices more critically to understand how they are limiting, racist, and 

what structures need to be in place for more inclusive and diverse teachers to belong. New 

teachers bring in their own individual motivations and a large part of role expectations, but we 

have a responsibility to attend to our community practices. I invite mentors, graduate students, 

WPAs, and others to the conversation to help us think more robustly about these conversations. 

At the end of my first chapter I call on Dylan Dryer’s quote who argues we need to study, “what 

sort of learners and teachers they [new GTAs] will become” (444), pushing to ask what sort of 

people are GTAs already and what will we become? My study did not directly answer this 

question but instead focused on five individual teachers’ experiences to understand who they are 

and how they changed our community. The answer is we are always in the process of becoming -

- in every conversation, experience, reflection, and writing we become a little more. As Britzman 

writes, “Learning to teach -- like teaching itself -- is always the process of becoming: a time of 

formation and transformation, of scrutiny into what one is doing, and who one can become” (31). 

I invite us to draw on this fluidity to further think of its relationship to inclusion and belonging in 

our communities. 
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Appendix A: Orientation Schedule August 2018
65 

Day 1 (Thursday, August 9) 

9-10a   Icebreaker + Introductions   

10-1055a  Teaching Basics     

    Break 

1105-1200p Policy Game I: Basics    

    Lunch 

1-230p  Literacy Narrative Part 1   

230-330p  Mentor meetings     

 
Day 2 (Friday, August 10) 

9-10a   Rhetoric 101: Rhet. Situation       

10-1055a  Policy Game II     

     

1105-1205p  Digital Textbook     

     

1-150p  Concurrent Sessions 

    On Getting Ready for Day 1   

On Designing In-Class Activities   

On Planning Classroom Discussions  

On Giving Feedback on Student Drafts  

2-250p  Concurrent Sessions (repeated) 

    On Getting Ready for Day 1   

On Designing In-Class Activities   

On Planning Classroom Discussions  

On Giving Feedback on Student Drafts     

3-4p   Mentor meetings     

 
Day 3 (Monday, August 13) 

9-10a   Rhetoric 101: Genre    

10-1055a  Literacy Narrative Part 2   

    

1105-1200p Policy Game III     

 

1-150p  Concurrent Sessions 

    On Facilitating Peer Review   

 
65 Names have been removed for anonymity and the schedule only shows the first 3 days to give a sense of topics 

addressed for the new GTAs. 
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    On Teaching Students How to Revise  

    On Getting Ready for Day 1   

On Designing In-Class Activities   

2-250p  Concurrent Sessions (repeated) 

    On Facilitating Peer Review   

On Teaching Students How to Revise  

On Planning Classroom Discussions  

On Giving Feedback on Student Drafts  
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Appendix B: Recruitment Flyer and Survey 

 

 

GTA Training and the Development of Teacher 

Identity 

 

Name: 

 

Program:  

CW  RCTE  LIT  EAL 

 SLAT   

 

What are your pronouns?  

 

Have you taught before (this includes high school, 

teaching abroad, etc.)? 

 

Yes   No   

 

Are you interested in participating in my dissertation study? 

 

Yes    No 

 

Thank you for taking the time to fill out the questionnaire! Please contact me with any questions 

or concerns you have: emilyjoschwaller@email.arizona.edu and have a fantastic day! 

 

  

mailto:emilyjoschwaller@email.arizona.edu
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Appendix C: Recruitment Email 

Please look at the following questions and list. The questions and topics are all discussion points 

that came out of the first interviews. I invite you to add any additional topics too! For our 

conversation, I want it to be led by your experiences, interests, and ideas.  

 

These are semi-structured, so their may be follow-up questions to any points of discussion. You 

are also free to ask me any questions you have or that I ask of you. 

 

As a reminder, if you are uncomfortable with any topic or being recorded let me know. 

 

Questions: 

 

How are you feeling about teaching?  

 

What was most exciting about this semester? What are some successes?  

 

What was most frustrating about this semester? What are some struggles? 

 

What are some major differences between last semester and this semester? 

 

Who or what has been most influential in preparing/helping you to teach? 

 

What did you think and/or feel about preceptorship? 

 

Do you see yourself as a student/teacher/writer/academic/etc/? What roles do you identify with? 

 

Further Topics: 

 

1) Feelings about teaching and the classroom 

2) Feelings about students 

3) Grades and feedback giving 

4) Problems/issues with students 

5) In-class assignments/homework/readings 

6) The first year curriculum (textbooks, prompts, materials, etc.) 

7) Mentorship 

8) Professional development 

9) Past experiences (tutoring, family, education, etc.) 

10) Contract grading 
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Appendix D: Consent Form 

University of Arizona  

Consent to Participate in Research 

Study Title: GTA Training and the Development of Teacher Identity 

Principal Investigator: Emily Jo Schwaller 

RESEARCHER’S STATEMENT 

I am asking you to be in a research study. The purpose of this consent form is to give you 

the information you will need to help you decide whether to be in the study or not. Please 

read the form carefully. You may ask questions about the purpose of the research, what I 

would ask you to do, the possible risks and benefits, your rights as a volunteer, and 

anything else about the research or this form that is not clear. When I have answered all 

your questions, you can decide if you want to be in the study or not. This process is called 

“informed consent.”  

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

This study investigates the ways GTAs form their identities as new teachers. I am looking 

at the liminal space between student, scholar, and teacher to gain insights on ways to help 

support new teacher growth. I find it important to gather GTA voices and provide rich, 

descriptive information about the ways GTAs construct their experience. The following 

research will provide insight in regards to teacher training and will help inform WPA and 

GTA research locally and nationally.  

 STUDY PROCEDURES 

Your participation in this study would consist of up to three parts over the course of 2 

years. 

1) CLASSROOM OBSERVATIONS: With your permission, I would like to observe your 

class. During this observation I will take notes and fill out the Writing Program observation 

form, required for professional development every year. All notes will be coded and shared 

with the participants. These observations will take place each Fall and Spring semester of 

the study. No additional work will be required of participants beyond inviting me to the 

room.  

2) SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW(S): During your first two semesters of teaching, 

Fall 2018 and Spring 2019, I would like to interview once at the beginning of the semester 

and again at the end of the semester. Additionally, I would like to interview you Spring of 
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2020 as an exit interview. These interviews will consist of questions and topics inspired by 

your interest and stories. The first interview will include a set list of questions and 

subsequent interviews will include lists of topics. All questions and topics will be sent prior 

to the interview. I will transcribe the interview, assign your pseudonym to the transcript, 

and destroy the recording within two years from the recording date. Please indicate below 

whether or not you give your permission to be contacted about setting up an interview and 

whether you consent to audio-recording. 

3) A FOCUS GROUP: During the Fall 2019 semester I would like to meet will all 

participants to gain a sense of teaching and identity up until this point.  The focus group 

will take place over the course of 2 hours and coffee and snacks will be provided. A focus 

group is a semi-structured group interview. I will provide some questions to start the 

conversation, but the conversation will be based on your interests and insights. I will 

transcribe the focus group, assign your pseudonyms transcript, and destroy the recording 

within one year from the recording date. Please indicate below whether or not you give 

your permission to be contacted about participating in the focus group and whether you 

consent to audio-recording. 

4) COLLECTION OF TEACHING PORTFOLIOS: I would like permission receive the 

link to your teaching portfolios. These portfolios are required each semester by the Writing 

Program, so the only additional labor will be submitting the link to me. The portfolios 

include TCE reflections, observations, teaching philosophies, syllabi, and other 

instructional materials chosen by the GTA. Please indicate below whether or you give 

permission to release your portfolio materials to me.  

RISKS, STRESS, OR DISCOMFORT 

Some people feel uncomfortable being observed and interviewed as well as audio-recorded. 

I will keep all of your information confidential, but there is a small chance that someone 

might recognize you from comments you make in the classroom or about your teaching 

practices.  

You may feel nervous and vulnerable about having your lessons observed and talking 

about your teaching. I will make efforts to set up a collaborative partnership with you and 

keep in regular conversation about your experience with the project to prevent these 

feelings. 

BENEFITS OF THE STUDY 

You participation in the study will have a direct impact on teacher training at the UA. You 

will also receive a $100 stipend for your participation ($50 at the end of each Spring 

semester). 
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OTHER INFORMATION 

All information about you will be kept confidential. I will code the study data by assigning 

pseudonyms to students and instructors and store the reference document linking 

pseudonyms to identifying information in a separate, secure location from the rest of my 

data. I will destroy the link between your data and your name in August of 2021 but I will 

keep the study data indefinitely. Your name will not be used in publications or 

presentations of my results. 

Your participation in the study is voluntary and you may decline to participate without 

penalty. If you decide to participate you may withdraw from the study at any time without 

any penalty. Your decision will not affect your standing at University of Arizona. Your 

departmental directors will not be informed about your participation in the study and will 

not have access to any of the data collected. 

Government or university staffs sometimes review studies such as this one to make sure 

they are being done safely and legally. If a review of this study takes place, your records 

may be examined. The reviewers will protect your privacy. The study records will not be 

used to put you at legal risk of harm. 

 

For questions about your rights as a participant in this study or to discuss other study-related 

concerns or complaints with someone who is not part of the research team, you may contact the 

Human Subjects Protection Program at 520-626-6721 or online at 

http://rgw.arizona.edu/compliance/human-subjects-protection-program. 

 

For any further questions, concerns, or comments about the study, please contact Emily Jo 

Schwaller at (406) 461-9845 and emilyjoschwaller@email.arizona.edu  

 

Signing the consent form 

I have read (or someone has read to me) this form, and I am aware that I am being asked to 

participate in a research study.  I have had the opportunity to ask questions and have had them 

answered to my satisfaction.  I voluntarily agree to participate in this study.  

 

I am not giving up any legal rights by signing this form.  I will be given a copy of this form. 

 

     

Printed name of subject  Signature of subject  Date 

 

  

http://rgw.arizona.edu/compliance/human-subjects-protection-program
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Appendix E: Interview Questions 

 

Please look at the following questions and list. The questions and topics are all discussion points 

that came out of the first interviews. I invite you to add any additional topics too! For our 

conversation, I want it to be led by your experiences, interests, and ideas.  

 

These are semi-structured, so their may be follow-up questions to any points of discussion. You 

are also free to ask me any questions you have or that I ask of you. 

 

As a reminder, if you are uncomfortable with any topic or being recorded let me know. 

 

Questions: 

 

How are you feeling about teaching?  

 

What was most exciting about this semester? What are some successes?  

 

What was most frustrating about this semester? What are some struggles? 

 

What are some major differences between last semester and this semester? 

 

Who or what has been most influential in preparing/helping you to teach? 

 

What did you think and/or feel about preceptorship? 

 

Do you see yourself as a student/teacher/writer/academic/etc/? What roles do you identify with? 

 

Further Topics: 

 

1) Feelings about teaching and the classroom 

2) Feelings about students 

3) Grades and feedback giving 

4) Problems/issues with students 

5) In-class assignments/homework/readings 

6) The first year curriculum (textbooks, prompts, materials, etc.) 

7) Mentorship 

8) Professional development 

9) Past experiences (tutoring, family, education, etc.) 

10) Contract grading 
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Appendix F: Post Year One Survey 

 



184 

Appendix G: Focus Group Agenda  

Agenda for Focus Group: 

 

1) Introductions and Lunch 

2) Discussion Questions and Topics 

3) Coding Activity 

4) Discussion of Coding 

5) Introduction to the Reflection 

6) Questions for Researcher  

 

Questions/Topics for Focus Group: 

 

1) Going into your second year how do you feel about teaching? 

2) What are some moments of success or challenges? 

3) Do you miss preceptorship? Why or why not? 

4) Do you still feel supported by the Writing Program? What is especially helpful or not helpful? 

5) What is the biggest challenge to teaching as an experienced GTA? (Do you see yourself as an 

experienced GTA?) 

6) Do you see yourself as a teacher? 

 

Potential Topics: 

Contract Grading 

Labor 

Balancing Teaching/Student Roles 

Summer Teaching 

Online Teaching 

Faculty Development 

Planning for the Future 

Agency and Authority in the Classroom 

Relationship with Students 

Relationship with Faculty 

Peer Support 

Curriculum 

Teaching Outside of 101/102 
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Appendix H: Year 2 Reflection 

Purpose:  

 

The purpose of this exercise is to  

● understand more reflectively how you are perceiving yourself as or as not a teacher  

● allow you space to edit/revise materials so you are best represented in the study 

● provide participant agency in keeping with feminist methodologies 

● rethink power structures in representing participant stories 

● eliminate an interview to allow for more focused reflection 

 

Instructions:  

 

Please complete both parts of the research by February 21, 2020. You can keep all materials in 

the Google Drive folder you receive or elsewhere. Please email Emily Jo once you’ve completed 

both parts. 

 

Feel free to time yourself for 60 minutes and stop when you reach it. 

 

Part 1 Coding and Revising 

You are given a short description about yourself and excerpts from your first three interviews as 

a participant in this study. Using the coding scheme, I ask you to assign codes to the 

quotations/excerpts. You can highlight or use text. Essentially coding is like tagging on social 

media where you are assigning words/phrases/ideas to excerpts. Feel free to code passages as 

more than one thing or put in questions/comments/concerns where you are unsure what to do. 

You can also add codes you feel are missing.  

 

Additionally, for your personal description feel free to edit and revise as you see fit. 

 

For codes feel free to ignore 1) crosstalk and 2) filler sentences (i.e. “Yeah” or “Huh.”)  

 

Part 2 Reflection 

After coding please respond to the following research questions. You can respond in whatever 

media you feel best represents you as an individual and/or a teacher -- poems, video, images, 

text, etc. 

 

1) Thinking back on your first-year of teaching, do your interviews align with your 

overall experience? What is missing? What would you want to highlight?  

2) What three quotes from your interviews do you feel best represent you? 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1NMtc6rDeQasgG_w8NgeNqOqy27oIJW4q2ShrnPYfXA4/edit?usp=sharing
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3) Do you feel like you are represented accurately? What other details would you 

want the reader to know?  

4) Thinking through the codes -- which do you think is most useful in interpreting 

your experience as a teacher? Were there any codes you struggled with or felt like 

were unnecessary? What codes would you add as a researcher?  

5) As a teacher now in your third semester what metaphor or word would you 

describe as your teaching style/persona? What are some examples of how that 

manifests itself in your class? (Feel free to draw, include an image/meme, etc.) 

6) What training, experiences, people, communities, etc. have been most effective in 

helping you develop as a teacher? What has been least effective?  

7) What do you still hope to accomplish or learn as a new teacher? 

8) Any other questions, thoughts, or concerns related to this study?  
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