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ABSTRACT 

Fear and the Pedagogy of Care: An exploratory study of veteran white female teachers’ 
emotional resilience in urban schools 

Fatima Hafiz-Wahid 

Doctor of Philosophy 

Temple University, January 2010 

Advisory Committee Chair: Dr. Novella Keith 

 This dissertation poses the question, “Who cares and who does not care for poor, 

black, brown, red and economically disadvantaged children in urban school settings?”  

The study takes a deeper look at some of the underlying human dynamics that inform 

teacher retention and student academic achievement as an education problem, specifically 

related to notions of care and emotions in the urban school environment.  The central 

focus of the study is on identifying what might be the factors that contribute to the 

development of  a “pedagogy of care” by white female teachers, and the impact of hidden 

dimensions of affect in the environment on their motivations and commitment. Exploring 

care and fear is central to the framing of this study and is done by looking beyond the 

cognitive structures that inform the perceived rational processes of the teachers’ 

engagement in the environment.  

 This study explores the process by which the phenomenon of care and emotions 

is connected to the personal and professional developmental tasks of the teachers and is 

viewed through the interactions of their biographies and event episodes across their life 

story. Phenomenological Variance of Ecological Systems Theory (PVEST) (Spencer, 

2006) is used as a human development frame for situating this study. This work provides 
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the context for understanding how pre-service teachers’ beginning identity formation is 

impacted by their perceptions and experiences when they enter the urban environment, 

and how practicing teachers’ real time experiences can help us understand the ways in 

which veteran teachers have negotiated perceptions and developed emotional resilience to 

remain in the environment.     

The findings of this study identified the process by which veteran white female 

teachers vulnerabilities led to aspects of their generative caring concerns and served as 

supports towards the development of their emotion-capacities and caring motives for 

becoming resilient in the urban environment.  Data from this study could be used to help 

schools of education, teacher educators, professional development initiatives, and policy 

makers to construct and implement more appropriate and stage specific trainings, 

curriculum, in-service supports, and legislation that would provide a variety of critical 

supports to help retain teachers in urban schools.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



v 
 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

In sincere appreciation for my life I thank God. It has been a great comfort knowing that 
there is a power that sustains me and directs my heart, mind and soul towards the greater 
good.  

If not for My Ancestors those known and unknown the journey that I have found myself on 
would not have been possible. I stand on their shoulders and give thanks to them for their 
work. 

Without the coming together of my Mother and Father, I would not have enjoyed this 
physical reality and would have not known the importance of Family.  I thank them for 
giving me life. To my wonderful Sister who has joined the ancestors while I have been 
traveling on this journey, I love and miss you. 

For my Husbands I accept our relationships for what they were and acknowledge the 
power of the masculine and feminine principle that I have learned in the process of our 
unions.  I thank my Soul Mate who has helped to Sheppard me back to myself with great 
patience and love. 

Love is the only word that can describe my gratitude for my Children.  I love them with 
so much passion and conviction for their acceptance and patience of me.  I love them for 
helping grow me into adulthood.  I am proud of their strengths in the face of life and 
know that each of them is without question children of an awesome spirit that lives within 
them.  To my Grandchildren, it is my hope to be a great Mom-Mom.  

There is no question that without Extended Family and Friends this journey would have 
been infinitely more arduous than it has been.  I am in great appreciation for all of their 
support and love for me and my work.   

Working with a very small and unique set of Colleagues who supported me through 
figuring out how to say what I wanted to say has been an interesting engagement.  As I 
move forward and outward, I know our paths will cross again for some and for others I 
hope and wish them the best in all their endeavors. 

The Women who shared their lives in a most honest and vulnerable way, made the work 
that I have done here possible.  I am in great appreciation for their forthrightness, 
fearlessness and trust in me to tell a story that will help shed light on their lives as human 
beings and their life’s work as teachers in urban schools.    



vi 
 

The work of my Committee and particularly the work of my Chair was seen and 
appreciated for the many times I have revised and rewritten this document.  I am grateful 
for their patience and guidance. 

 



vii 
 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 Page 

ABSTRACT ....................................................................................................................... iii  

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS .................................................................................................v  

LIST OF FIGURES ......................................................................................................... viii 

LIST OF TABLES ............................................................................................................. ix 

CHAPTER  

1. INTRODUCTION .........................................................................................................1 
Framing the Problem................................................................................................8 
Conceptual Focus ...................................................................................................11 
Study Direction ......................................................................................................17 

2. THEORETICAL CONSIDERATIONS ........................................................................21 
 Overview ................................................................................................................21 

Phenomenological Variance of Ecological Systems (PVEST) ..............................24 
PVEST as Foreground ...........................................................................................26 
Net Vulnerability ...................................................................................................34 
Net Stress Engagement ..........................................................................................36 
Emotions as Shadows of PVEST ...........................................................................38 
Biographies and Net Vulnerability ........................................................................40 
Professional Event Episodes and Net Stress Engagement .....................................44 
Research Questions ................................................................................................50 
 

3. LITERATURE REVIEW ..............................................................................................52 
Emotional Work as Women’s Work ......................................................................53 
Race and the Demographics...................................................................................56 
Retention and Resilience........................................................................................60 
Qualified Teachers and Quality Teaching  ............................................................68 
Naming of Emotions ..............................................................................................73 
Emotions and the Education Context .....................................................................75 

4. METHODOLOGY AND DESIGN  ..............................................................................87 
 Research Questions  ...............................................................................................88 

Lifespan Theory as Methodology ..........................................................................89 



viii 
 

Narrative Analysis .................................................................................................92 
Grounded Theory as Data Collection Method .......................................................95 
Researcher Positionality.......................................................................................105 
Ethical Considerations .........................................................................................107 

5. BECOMING WE –LIFE STORIES AND PVEST ....................................................110 

Laila’s Story .........................................................................................................113 
Nancy’s Story.......................................................................................................124 
Aiina’s Story ........................................................................................................135 
Gloria’s Story .......................................................................................................143 
Shadiah’s Story ....................................................................................................152 
Summary  .............................................................................................................159 

6. PEDAGOGY OF CARE ..............................................................................................163 
Conceptualizing Care as Pedagogy ......................................................................163 
Four Caring Systems ............................................................................................168 
Caring Motives and Capacities for Caring Acts ..................................................173 
Caring as Reparation – Laila’s Experience ..........................................................174 
Caring as Attachment – Nancy’s Experience ......................................................186 
Caring as Altruism – Aiina’s Experience ............................................................194 
Caring as Reciprocity – Gloria’s Experience .......................................................210 
Caring as Reparation – Shadiah’s Experience .....................................................220 
Summary and Key Findings.................................................................................234 

7. DISCUSSION AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS ...........................................................239 
Discussion ............................................................................................................229 
Future Directions .................................................................................................243 
PVEST as a Tool for Future Investigations .........................................................245  
Recommendations ................................................................................................248 

REFERENCES ................................................................................................................251 

APPENDICES 
A. CONSENT FORM ......................................................................................................283 

B. AUDIO CONSENT.....................................................................................................285 

C. INTERVIEW PROTOCOL.........................................................................................286 



ix 
 

LIST OF FIGURES  

 

Figure  

1.    Model developed by Fatima Hafiz in conversation with Dr. Deanna Geddes  

to frame the direction of the research and an emerging model .............................23 

2.  Adapted Phenomenological Variant of Ecological Systems Theory (PVEST)   ....32 

  



x 
 

LIST OF TABLES 

 

Table  

1.  Moral Affective Capacities .................................................................................167 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



1 
 

CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

The Problem 

 “All them white teachers, they don’t care ‘bout our children. They scared of our 
children. Some of us scared of our children.” (Parent interview, 2001)1

 
 

In what context does the opening quote lend legitimacy to the notion of who cares 

and who does not care for poor, “black, brown, red and economically disadvantaged 

children”2

The struggle for education equity for the majority of children in urban public 

schools leads one to assume that care is a missing factor.  The dilemmas that many 

children face in large urban school districts is attributed to a number of causes including  

poor teacher preparation, student behavior, lack of parent involvement, and other factors 

that shift blame (Cochran-Smith, 2006; Darling-Hammond, 2000; Eberts, Hollenbeck & 

 in urban school settings?  What might be the fears associated with teaching in 

an urban environment if “they scared and some of us scared?”  If the perception that “all” 

white teachers and “some of us” are “scared of our children” is pervasive, then how is 

care enacted through the fears? How would we define and measure care as a research 

problem in urban public schools?  How might it be a problem of pedagogic rendering?  

What implications might this have for white teachers’ retention in urban classrooms? 

                                                           
1 This quote comes from an informal conversational interview with a parent of a high school student in the 
northeast United States while I was conducting a pilot study for a qualitative research course at the 
University. 
2 Black, brown, and red children as referenced in this study mean the spectrum of children from 
Indigenous, African, Asian and Latin decent in America (i.e. Native Americans, African Americans, 
Caribbean Americans, Americans from Africa, and the host of Latin, East Indian, and South Asian 
Americans. Poor children are any of the identified groups and white children living in economically 
depressed communities.  
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Stone, 2002; Watson, 2001).  Blame is an emotional response that prevents us from 

unpacking the fears in order to get at the caring inherent in the dilemma.   

Ms. Shadiah Cuspin, a veteran white female teacher of 36 years, is in her last year 

of teaching high school English to predominantly black urban students.  The parent’s 

statement “They scared of our children” found resonance with Shadiah from her first 

assignment in an urban school to well into her tenure as an urban teacher.  Shadiah was a 

twenty year veteran when she met Jamal, a black male student in her urban Crossroads 

program.  Shadiah remembers her first encounter with Jamal as a moment of fearfulness, 

when she had to overcome his imposing demeanor as a bad boy.  It was not just the 

psychological posing but the physical size of Jamal that made her immediately fearful.  In 

this moment she went beyond her fear to step inside Jamal’s space and ask him “How 

High Do You Want to Fly?”  Shadiah’s perception of Jamal as an imposing large black 

male with unpredictable rage required a response beyond her teacher training.  Shadiah’s 

attempt at making the question “How high do you want to fly?” a responsibility that she 

would oversee led her to become Jamal’s mentor on his senior project, which he was 

struggling with by the end of the year.  

At first, he will not look at me. His head is bowed and his chin is dug deep 

inside his chest. I talk in what I hope are soothing tones, trying to 

encourage and convince him to do the work. Suddenly he jumps up from 

his seat. What’s the fucking use anyway? Bull’s out there crazy! They 

gonna kill you. I have no future. What’s the fucking use? What’s the point 

in doing this? What’s the point of graduating? I’m gonna fucking die!!!!! 

(blog posting, 3/2009)  
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After the outburst she says he sits back and “assumes the same tucked position 

while his words echo in the silence.”  It was in the silence that the emotions became the 

catalyst for going beyond the fears present in the interaction towards care as an active 

pedagogic response. It required a response that emanated from deep within as a heart 

response that overrode her fear in order to hear his story and the silence.  Shadiah 

questioned early in her career what it meant for her to be able to teach children she was 

afraid of and this moment was no different. The relationship between fear and being able 

to care as a pedagogical endeavor became quite evident in Jamal’s poetic response to 

Shadiah some 10 years later.  

MRS. CUSPIN 
 
 IT SEEMS LIKE YESTERDAY  
I USE TO CONSIDER MYSELF 1 OF MRS. URBAN KIDS.  
FELT HELPLESS, CORNERED, AND TRAPPED LIKE KIDS IN THE URBAN DID.  
THEY SAY "ALL THUGZ AND STREET RATZ WENT TO SIMON REALITY"  
AND ME BEING NAIVE I BELIEVED THAT WAS A DEFINITE FACT.  
I LOOKED DOWN SHE LOOKED UP AND LOOKED ME SQUARE IN MY EYES  
SHE ASKED GINGERLY " HOW HIGH ARE YOU WILLING TO FLY?" 
SHE WAS EITHER BRAVE AND STUBBORN OR CRAZY AND HIGH.  
SEE I WAS A BAD BOY AND BAD BOYS BECOME BAD ASS GUYS,  
WE SLIDE THROUGH LIFE FAST AND DIE YOUNG, HELL WE DON'T FLY.  
 
SHE STOOD THERE STRONG AND FIRM THE EMOTION IN HER EYES  
BANDAGE MY SORES AND HER STILLNESS ALLOWED HER TO TAKE A 
WALK WITH ME THROUGH THE JOURNEY OF MY LIFE AS A YOUTH  
SHE HELD MY HAND WHEN WE WALKED THROUGH MY PAIN  
WE RAN THROUGH MY RAGE THAT RAN THROUGH MY BRAIN.  
 
SHE LISTENED LIKE SHE WAS THE STUDENT AND I WAS THE TEACHER  
I WAS THE RABBI, I WAS INSTRUCTOR, I WAS THE PREACHER.  
HER SON WAS THE SAME AGE AS ME BUT SHE WAS BLIND  
FROM THE VISION OF MY KIND  
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WHEN SHE OPEN HER EYES SHE RAN  
AND REACHED OUT FOR ME LIKE I WAS LOSING GRIP  
ON A CLIFF OF A BOTTOMLESS PITT.  
 
LOL LITTLE WHITE LADY LIFT ME UP  
THE PURITY IN HER SPIRIT GAVE HER THAT BOOST.  
SHE PICKED ME UP VOICE SHAKING TEARS IN HER EYES  
SHE ASKED "ONCE AGAIN HOW HIGH ARE YOU WILLING TO FLY?"  
SHE DID WHAT MOST PEOPLE WOULDN'T DARE......SHE CARED.  
AND FOR THAT I WILL ALWAYS LOVE YOU MRS. CUSPIN!!! 

 

Jamal’s reflection on his experience as one of “Mrs. Urban kids” is a response to 

the perceptions of the students about white teachers teaching in an urban environment. 

His reference to “Mrs. Urban kids” is a code for white teachers who come in with a 

missionary mentality to save poor urban kids from the ravages of helplessness and bad 

conditions.  The general perception of many teachers and the school system is that they 

do care and that type of caring is sufficient for educating this population.  When white 

female teachers enter the urban environment where the racial, cultural and economic 

composition of students is different from their own, what is really meant by “they 

scared?”   How might fear and caring be interpreted by the teachers and the students and 

what does it mean for judgments and decisions in the environment?    

Jamal’s fear of how he was perceived by “they” society in general as a thug and 

street rat was countered by his own perception of himself as a “bad boy” who became a 

‘bad ass guy’, which became important for his survival in a hostile environment. An 

environment where slipping and sliding through life; where “hell we don’t fly” becomes 

a metaphor for the endless effort of just getting through life.  
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There have been no studies identified that make a connection between teachers' 

emotions, pedagogy and resilience as they develop their professional identities in urban 

spaces.  Though the notion of care and fear appears paradoxically confounding, the 

perception that teachers are supposed to care but are trained to suppress their fears 

appears even more confounding.  The intersection of the phenomena of fear, care and 

pedagogy in the development of urban teachers is explored theoretically and empirically 

in this study.  The central focus of this study is on emotional resilience, motivations, and 

the development of a “caring stance”3

Uninvestigated perceptions about how teachers negotiate acts of caring and 

feeling fearful in urban school settings have consequences for many urban students.  If 

emotions associated with interactions in the urban context between adults and children, 

people of color and whites, nationals and foreigners, leaders and followers go 

unacknowledged, undiagnosed or ignored in the research and in many of the teacher 

preparation programs, then the issue of academic achievement for black and brown 

children and the retention of teachers in under-resourced urban schools may prove to be 

an oxymoronic conundrum.  In other words, if caring is masked by the fears expressed in 

the environment then the crucial problem of teacher retention and student achievement 

 by veteran white female teachers who have taught 

urban middle and high school students. The inquiry serves as an exploration of the hidden 

dynamics of human interactions that inform teaching and learning in the urban classroom.   

                                                           
3 A “caring stance” as a professional construct does not exist in the literature. This language is from 
standpoint theory situated in womanist literature (see Patricia Hill Collins, 1991. Black Feminist Thought) 
(Further discussion and definitional framing of this stance as caring pedagogy will be discussed later in the 
dissertation).  
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will remain unaddressed.  This means that there may be some crucial underlying dynamic 

that we must come to terms with.   

This dissertation takes a deeper look at some of the underlying human dynamics 

that inform teacher retention and student achievement as an education problem 

specifically related to notions of care and the emotions in the urban school environment.  

The question that is salient to this study indirectly asks, is caring for red, black, brown 

and poor children a challenge for white middle class female teachers?  If so, is the 

challenge to care an external conscious and cognitive grappling with fears of the other 

and their environment? Or, to what extent is it an internal, un-conscious grappling with 

fears within the self as conflicts that arise from one’s personal and/or group history?  

Expressions of care for some teachers begin with the choice to teach in an inner-city 

environment.  These teachers arrive with a notion that they are supposed to care, but then 

they encounter experiences that challenge their conceptions about care and for what or 

whom they should care.   

The discomfort and fears that accompany experiences that do not fit their 

perception of what is considered a caring norm can create “cognitive dissonance” and 

internal emotional conflicts as they engage in the urban environments. Many new 

teachers come to urban settings with knowledge, skills and goodwill; however, even with 

these attributes they are ill prepared to make the emotional leap across the borders of 

difference that they encounter.  One of the assertions of this dissertation is that to make 

this leap, many white female teachers have not been offered sufficient opportunity to pay 

attention to their own story as racial, ethnic, cultural, gendered beings as they encounter 

environments where these differences are so pronounced.  Issues of difference in 
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perceptions about care have decided undertones of race, class, and ethnicity in American 

society.    

  This is an empirical investigation of five veteran white female teachers’ caring 

concerns, emotional resilience and longevity in the urban school environment. The study 

of teacher emotions as salient to their longevity in educational settings is a recent 

phenomenon with a narrow focus primarily on emotions related to structural issues 

around school reform (Blackmore, 2004; Hargreaves, 1998, 2005; Schmidt & Datnow, 

2005; Schwartz, 2006; Van Veen & Sleegers, 2006; Zembylas, 2003).  The focus of this 

project is the intersection of teacher identity, emotional event episodes in their lives, their 

caring motives and how these caring motives influence their pedagogy and longevity as 

urban educators. It is a narrative study of “generativity” related to role[s] and the 

development of the “caring stance” of these five white women across the span of their 

personal and professional lives. 

 The choice to focus on white female teachers in this study is due largely to four 

factors:  

1) The overwhelming numbers (90%) of this group represented in urban public 

schools and the education system’s inability to sufficiently retain them;  

2) The racial, ethnic, and cultural composition of the student body in inner city 

urban public schools4

                                                           
4 An inner city urban public school area  is any geographic area of major cities where there are high 
concentrations of students of colors and neighborhoods where economic and educational attainment is 
below the federal standard for classifying a community as middle class.    

 (90% students of color) and many who struggle with 

academic achievement;  
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3) The lack of “qualified” teachers and “quality” teaching in high poverty and low 

performing schools;  

4) The researcher’s own experience working with pre-service through veteran 

teachers on all levels in urban settings and at the university level.   

 
Framing the Problem 

 Given the dynamics of the urban school environment as a place where issues of 

race, ethnicity, class, gender and other diversities play out, the problem of teacher 

retention and student achievement gap may not be in the measurement of test scores or in 

arguments about credentialing and recruitment.  This study is not about the achievement 

gap. However, the achievement gap is not disconnected from teacher commitment and 

caring. Nor is it disconnected from the nature and quality of education that red, black, 

brown and poor students receive.  The most critical gap is that  between human relations 

and the arrested development of human interactions in American society regarding 

notions of race, class and gender (Hardy, 2000). The root of this gap is embedded in the 

social, political and economic relationships and interactions of people and shaped by 

American history as well as the education reform dilemmas which continuously recycle 

every 50 years or so in American society.  It is not the lack of intellectual capacity of 

students or the caring capacity of teachers but, perhaps, the difference of perceived caring 

acts by the actors that helps to create the gap.   

Kanye West (2005), a popular rap artist, uttered on international broadcast 

television that “George Bush don’t care about black people.”  This was a public 

declaration of the way many people in black urban spaces feel, think and talk about the 



9 
 

larger white society. In the education arena, the racial and class undertones are no less a 

declaration and they directly reflect the issue of overwhelming numbers of white middle 

class women teaching black and brown students5

In much of the literature on emotions, care is not labeled as an emotion but an 

ontological concern. The significance of care as an emotion is more closely aligned with 

the discrete emotion of love.  Lynch (2007), and Read (2007), both argue that love has a 

relational connection to care.  Lynch’s central theme is “those primary care relations are 

not sustainable over time without love labour; that the realization of love, as opposed to 

 in economically depressed urban 

schools.   The context of West’s statement speaks to a numerically dominant white 

society as represented by George Bush, and the neglect and indifference associated with 

the tragedy of the government’s response to Hurricane Katrina as exhibited in the Ninth 

Ward of New Orleans.  The academic failure for many students and teachers in the public 

education system is no less and finds the tides rising in the classrooms on a daily basis.   

These flood waters are represented by the emotions that Jamal alludes to in the second 

stanza of his poem.  He speaks of the emotions present in the teacher’s eyes as he laid 

open his wounds, his pain, and his rage.  Jamal’s story can be read as a metaphor for the 

flood waters, and a way to problematize who we care for and how we enact that care.   

He speaks of the stillness that is necessary for one to hear the other’s story.   The question 

that West begged was whether white people, in the guise of George Bush, were able to 

stand still as they witnessed the story unfolding before them, as the flood waters receded.    

                                                           
5 Black and brown students, as referenced in this dissertation, refer to the spectrum of children of African 
descent in America (i.e. African Americans, Caribbean Americans, Americans from Africa, and the host of 
new Latin, East Indian, and South Asian Americans. 
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the declaration of love, requires work”(p. 550), which is akin to framing  care as love in 

action.  The love enacted as care from Jamal’s point of view occurred when the teacher 

listened to him, when she relinquished her role as teacher and became the student.  Her 

stillness in the fear allowed her to hear the instruction that Jamal as the rabbi, instructor 

and preacher had to share.  By relinquishing her authority as teacher in the face of 

vulnerability, she could hear the voice of her own son.  It was the acceptance of the 

vulnerability that removed the blinders and allowed her to hear Jamal. Perhaps the 

compassion that welled up in the teacher allotted space for her to reach out through the 

fear to enact care.   

Read explores “ how ideologies of care are linked to different articulations of 

modernity and, in particular, to changing configurations of public and  private as 

embodied aspects of the modern self” (p. 206)  Both scholars suggest that care is an 

active response to love and commitment and has implications that cross the borders of the 

private and public domains.  Modernity asks us to look outside the self and create a 

narrative that separates the private from the public.  Post-modernity, in Read’s 

reassessment of the self, suggests that what is embodied cannot be fragmented and 

segmented as two different aspects of the self.  The modern self dismisses the notion of 

separation and responds to the intra- and interpersonal relational context of our lives. The 

acknowledgement and response to the embodiment of emotions as an intelligence 

requires work.   

The “love labour” exhibited by the teacher not only elevated her but gave her the 

boost she needed to care beyond her fear.  Jamal captures the sentiment of this “love 

labour” when he refers to his understanding of her fears with deference to her race and 
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her physical size in “little white lady lift me up.” He is also teaching and chiding her to 

go beyond those fears and dare to care.  The commitment to the relationship that is 

exhibited here embodies Lynch’s suggestion above “that primary care relations are not 

sustainable over time without ‘love labour:’ that the realization of love, as opposed to the 

declaration of love, requires work.” This realization of love as an analogy is used in this 

study to support the construction of care as being more than a declaration of caring but an 

action requiring work to ‘take care of the strength’s development of others’ (Leffel, 

2008).   

Conceptual Focus 

Care is explored in this study as having motivating capacities that embody 

emotional performance across racial, ethnic, class, ability and gendered differences.  Care 

is seen as having a generative concern with specific reference to how it is constructed and 

enacted across the life course of the teacher’s development as person and professional.  

Studying care across the life course of the teacher is culled from Erikson’s focus on 

individual development and generativity. The primary relevance that Erikson’s theory has 

for this study is the exceptional concept of generativity.     

The concept of generativity is primarily a psychological construct situated in 

individual lives, specifically in the lives of adults although always present in the 

developing human (Erikson, 1984).  There are a number of definitional framing of 

generativity by scholars who outline what and why of generativity.  These definitions 

range from assuring the well being of one’s own children in particular and the next 

generation more generally (McAdams and Logan (2003); the desire to invest one’s 

substance in forms of life and work that will outlive the self (Kotre, ); generativity as 
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being shaped by social and cultural forces  (Vandewater & Stewart, 1997) and expressed 

in a cultural context driven by economic and ideological frameworks of society 

(Bourdieu, 1977; McAdams, Diamond, De St. Aubin & Mansfield, 1997).   

Kotre (1984) defined generativity as “the desire to invest one’s substance in forms 

of life and work that will outlive the self” (p.10). The assumption is that an individual 

could live, “through his or her generative products—for example, through children, 

through the family business, through one’s books or paintings, one’s reputation, one’s 

family name” (p. 10).  He distinguishes between a number of generative forms which 

include biological (reproduction), parental (caring for children), technical (teaching 

skills), and cultural (passing on meaning systems).  If these generative activities inform 

the developmental process of humans beings, then what does this mean for white female 

teachers in the urban social context; who and what system of meaning are they engaged 

in reproducing? How are they caring for or taking care of other people’s children as part 

of the future or the next generation?  What skills have they developed, and what systems 

of meaning are they passing on?    

 As a corollary to Erikson’s work in stage specific development, Stryker (2004) 

uses these stages to investigate the socio-emotional development of females, which 

parallel the stages proposed by Erikson.  However, Stryker suggests “that development of 

identity, intimacy and generativity may receive different emphasis throughout adulthood 

for men and women, but place different emphases at important sensitive time periods” (p. 

5) These differences in the intrapersonal and interpersonal domains suggest that emotions 

and development of self are an important aspect of development for women.  Stryker 

pursues this by asking how affect or emotion impacts the identity theory variables of 
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commitment, identity salience, and role performance as well as by asking how these 

identity theory variables impact a person' affective responses. Even as Stryker raises 

these concerns, the question of emotions and their significance to care and commitment 

must consider how the notion of generativity plays a part in the conscious and 

unconscious realization of the caring self in the environment.    

Care as the dominant concern in this dissertation uses Leffel’s presentation of 

Erikson’s generative caring concern as a scaffold to explore the caring stance of teachers 

in this study.   Michael Leffel, (2008) makes a connection between caring motives and 

affect in the environment as a relational concern.  Care, as defined by Leffel, is a moral 

proposition that has motive and can be developed as an active rather than passive 

engagement in developing the strengths of others in a relational context where one gives 

of self in a particular manner.   

   The questions that Leffel’s research agenda addresses situates this dissertation in 

a program that asks about the nature and process of caring.  The three essential questions 

Leffel asks are “1) What is (the relational nature of) generative care; 2) How (by what 

causal processes) do persons convert caring values and goals into actions; and 3) Who 

(by which virtues) are persons motivated and enabled to care for (i.e. Who cares)?”  This 

study is an attempt to empirically explore the second question.  In psychological 

scholarship the most persistent question about identity development centers around who 

the person is, not how they got there. It does not focus on what it means in terms of their 

caring actions across different social contexts.   

In this context, care is seen as both a philosophical (who cares) and ontological 

(what is the nature of caring) concern associated with the moral and ethical development 
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of human beings (virtues that facilitate caring); in other words, what is the heart of the 

matter regarding human interactions in environments where difference is dominant?  

From this perspective, emotions act as shadows behind teachers’ caring actions and have 

implications for their pedagogy.  The premise is that social and emotional development 

and experiences are critical to teachers’ professional identity formation and influence 

their capacity for resilience. 

The use of PVEST provides a process for investigating the vulnerabilities and 

stressors that ultimately interact with other variables that portend resilience in the 

environment.  Additionally, it supports the assertion in this project that interactions go 

beyond the dynamics of diversity across socially constructed borders (i.e., race, ethnicity, 

class, gender, abilities and nationality); they also cross borders of perceptions, thoughts 

and feelings on the conscious and unconscious levels (Jung, 1971).  This is particularly so 

when there is a question of who cares across constructed borders within a society.  

Therefore, to bridge the question of care across these borders, the concept of care is 

defined in the context of human development and relationships across social history and 

analyzed from a phenomenological perspective.   

One objective of this study is to add to the emerging body of knowledge about 

affective capacities in social spaces as a perspective related to how the psychological and 

larger social dynamics interface with teacher emotions and commitment in urban spaces.  

This study uses human development and emotion theories, which consider variance in 

interactions and transactional outcomes for different groups (Spencer, et. al, 2006). Weiss 

and Cropazano (1996) Affective Events Theory (AET) provides a theoretical framework 
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for considering emotions as the shadows of specific aspects of Spencer’s PVEST model, 

which focuses on vulnerabilities and stressors.   

Biographies and event episodes of the participants serve as primary markers for 

exploring how emotions influence the variables addressed by Stryker (commitment, 

identity salience, and role performance) and how these variables might influence the 

teachers’ affective responses. Affective Events Theory (AET) “considers the structure of 

affective reactions as important in the structure of environments” (p. 11), and was useful 

in teasing out the affective responses from the teachers’ narratives. AET acknowledges 

that the structure of the psychological experiences is important and the emotional events 

and reactions can have different behavioral implications” (p. 11).  The operational 

assumption is that “the consequences of affective experiences are both attitudinal and 

behavioral” (pp. 11-12).  AET is used as a tool for understanding the integration of 

emotions into the analysis of the data in this dissertation project.  It was not enough to 

investigate the emotions that were present, it was also important to examine what role 

they played in the teachers’ caring actions.  The way that emotions are communicated 

becomes an important catalyst for understanding what can be known about whence the 

teachers’ caring emanates. Researchers in social psychology suggest that acts, events, and 

occurrences that transform individuals are more than likely associated with emotional 

experiences in a social context (Lazarus, 1995; Parkinson, 1996; Parkinson & Totterdell, 

1999; Parkinson, Fischer & Manstead, 2005; Elias, 2005). The implication is that all 

emotions are social and you can’t separate the cause of an emotion from the world of 

relationships. 
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In the context of teachers in urban classrooms, how they negotiate the flux of 

many different emotions, or even whether or not they are aware of the interplay of these 

emotions on their performance in the classroom is part of the query in this work. Richard 

Lazarus’s (1991, 1993) conceptualization of emotions does not identify any one set of 

emotions as core emotions, but, instead, suggests that any set of emotions has core 

relational themes.  What is important about Lazarus, et. al’s  theory of core relational 

themes is the presentation of these emotions as having a communicative agenda (Smith, 

Haynes, Lazarus & Pope, 1993).  Although, there is no scientific agreement on how to 

classify the emotions, Richard Lazarus (2006) and Michael Leffel (2008) offer a way to 

frame the investigation of emotions as having communicative and relational significance.  

Additionally, what Lazarus offers is a narrative approach for investigating the emotions 

and what is communicated.   PVEST, AET, Lazarus’ focus on discrete emotions and 

Leffel’s connections of affect to care serve to support an exploration of the identity 

formation, motivations and the generative concerns of teachers as they perform their 

professional role while fulfilling their generative task as human beings.   

This study is different because it is more aligned to an emerging literature that 

links psychoanalysis and teaching to the social, cognitive and affective domain of 

teachers’ development as humans and professionals in urban spaces.  The goal of this 

study is to add to this emerging body of knowledge a theoretical perspective related to 

how the psychological and larger social dynamics interface with teacher emotions and 

commitment. This study is grounded across psychological and sociological disciplines 

using emotion theories framed within, and analyzed through, a human development lens, 
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which considers variance in outcomes for different groups in an ecological system 

(Spencer, 2006).  

 

Study Direction 

The purpose of the study is to highlight the psychological factors that are linked to 

contextual contributors and the individual-contextual interaction dynamics with care as 

the motivating force to be explored.  The objective of exploring the phenomenon of care 

and emotions in this direction is to tease out the hidden and expressed emotional 

dynamics present in the unconscious and conscious actions of the teacher that lead to a 

pedagogy of care in the urban social environment.  The introduction highlighted emotions 

as being an important aspect of teacher-student relationships in a racialized society.  

More importantly, the teaching and learning relationship is discussed as a dynamic 

relationship between caring and the fears of teachers, specifically white teachers in the 

urban school environment.  To frame the direction of the study, the origin of the 

scholarship about care in education and the theoretical considerations for exploring the 

relationship between caring and emotions propel the discussion beyond the current 

discourse about care in urban schools.  This study approaches the topic differently by 

paying attention to factors that portend white female teachers’ capacity for emotional 

resilience and caring commitment in the urban school environment.  

The succeeding chapters lay out the theoretical frames that guided the study, the 

literature which supported the argument, the methodology and methods employed in the 

study, the analysis of the data, and the discussion of findings and future directions.  
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Chapter Two describes and explains the theoretical framing of the study. It is 

guided by developmental science in general and the Phenomenological Variance of 

Ecological Systems Theory (PVEST) (Spencer, et al. (2006) in particular.  In this chapter, 

two components of PVEST--Net Vulnerability and Net Stress Engagement—are used to 

frame the biographies and emotional event episodes of teachers’ lives, personal and 

professional.   The use of Affective Events Theory (Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996) is 

discussed as a framework for teasing out the emotional content present in the narratives 

expressed by the participants.  The use of the PVEST and the AET models aids this work 

in understanding teachers’ caring stance.  Richard Leffel’s theory on Moral Affective 

Capacities (MAC’s) and relational generativity connected to caring motives are used in 

this study as scaffolding for the development of “pedagogy of care.”  These theories are 

applied in order to foreshadow professional identity development and caring commitment 

in the urban school context.  

Chapter Three presents a literature review covering women, gender and emotions; 

race and demographics; retention and resilience; qualified teachers and quality teaching; 

naming of emotions; emotions in the education context; as well as race, diversity, power 

and ideology in the social context of urban schools.  The literatures reviewed in this 

chapter exist along separate tracks but are linked here through the inquiry of caring as a 

generative concern across race, gender, emotions and power from varied perspectives. 

The cross disciplinary review of the literature ties psychology, sociology and education 

together in a manner to broaden the conceptual concerns of the study. 

Chapter Four describes the research design and methods employed in this study.  

The design is consistent with qualitative inquiry and draws from several qualitative 
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inquiry methods including lifespan theory, grounded theory as a data collection method, 

autobiographical interviews and narrative analysis. The qualitative approach to data 

collection and analysis as method provide windows of opportunity for future qualitative 

and quantitative research designs from the data.  The method of narrative inquiry used in 

this study is congruent with constructed meaning making by teachers as a 

phenomenological investigation.  

Chapter Five frames the lives of the participants as a means for analyzing the 

teachers’ Net Vulnerabilities associated with the risk and protections during their early 

development.  Chapter Five provides an overview of the phenomenon through the 

individual narratives of the lives of the participants to provide a portrait of each teacher. 

Each narrative highlights an identified human vulnerability gleaned from the data and is 

both descriptive and analytical.    This chapter uses PVEST to analyze vulnerabilities 

present in each teacher’s life with a focus on the risk and protective factors that portend 

teachers' level of vulnerability. The prominence of risk is related to an emotional event 

episode, which presented a specific vulnerability early in life and also provided the 

context for the development of the teacher’s caring stance.   

Chapter Six is an analysis of the caring stance of the teacher as pedagogy beyond 

when the teacher becomes engaged in stress related events in the environment.  The focus 

is on the teacher’s caring concerns related to the development of her caring stance in the 

teaching of black and brown children in urban schools.  The data from the participants are 

analyzed as a moving picture, interrogating two aspects of the teacher self (i.e. person 

and professional) as having an emotional biography and generative concerns about care 

which becomes integrated into the teacher’s pedagogy as a particular type of caring (i.e. 
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attachment, altruism, reciprocity, and reparation) as explored by Leffel and his colleagues 

(2008) and modified here to address non-intimate relationships. 

Chapter Seven concludes this study with a discussion of implications, future 

directions, using PVEST as an analytic tool for future investigations, and 

recommendations for supportive intervention and professional development.   
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CHAPTER 2 

THEORETICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

Overview 

The central focus of this study is on identifying what might be the factors that 

contribute  to the development of  “caring pedagogy” or what will be discussed later as 

“pedagogy of care” of white female teachers, and the impact of hidden dimensions of 

affect in the environment on their motivations and commitment. This exploration uses a 

human development framework based on a life course perspective.  Exploring care and 

fear is central to the framing of this study and is done by looking beyond the cognitive 

structures that inform the perceived rational processes of the teachers’ engagement in the 

environment.  This is an attempt to peer through a lens that identifies the hidden 

dimensions of affect, specifically emotions, as a unique phenomenon.    

The use of an eclectic mix of theoretical frames and literature to focus and 

give coherence to this study is necessary.  The goal of this developing 

conceptualization is to meld human development and human interaction theories in a 

frame that considers emotions and historical influences as a hidden dynamic of the 

cognitive models that explain the development of the individual in the social 

environment. The manner in which theories enter into research in new and interesting 

ways is forged by what many scholars call eclecticism.  An eclectic theoretical 

approach to understanding human behavior in the social environment has proven 

effective and useful, particularly in counseling and clinical psychology research 

(Borgen, 1984; Garfield & Kurtz, 1977; Smith, 1982).  Many scholars have taken the 
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approach of mixing theoretical models that unite the psychodynamic and behavioral 

approaches to therapy (Wachtel, 1977; Highlen & Hill, 1984; Smith and Glass, 1977; 

Luborsky & Singer, 1975). Eclecticism, 

involves a method of picking and choosing from a field of theories to 

explain certain components of human behavior.  For example, in social 

work some theories of choice are: psychoanalytic, Erikson’s Psychosocial, 

Behavioristic-Learning, Humanistic, Cognitive, Crisis, Group, General 

Systems, Phenomenological, Ecological, and Symbolic Interactionism. 

Taken together, these perspectives complement each other, and can be 

very effective” (Lazarus, 1989 in See, 1998) 

For purposes of exploring the development of resilience for veteran white 

female teachers in urban school environments, an eclectic set of psychological, 

sociological and theological theories were used to frame and analyze the data.  

The conceptual framing and mapping for the use of these different theoretical 

models is presented in figure 1 below.  Within the Venn diagram the different 

theories highlighted are Phenomenological Variance of Ecological Systems 

Theory (PVEST) (M. B. Spencer, 1984?), Affective Events Theory (AET) (Weiss 

and Cropanzano, 1996) and Moral Affective Capacities Theory (MAC) (G. M. 

Leffel, 2008).  The concepts being investigated are event episodes, vulnerabilities 

and stress engagement.  These concepts are being looked at through the personal 

and professional biographies of the teachers in this study and how their emotions 

and caring behaviors manifested in the environment. 
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Figure 1- Developed as a model by Fatima Hafiz in conversation with Dr. Deanna Geddes to 
frame the direction of the research and an emerging model. 
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Phenomenological Variance of Ecological Systems Theory (PVEST) 

 The major human development theory which frames this study is Margaret Beal 

Spencer’s (1984, 1993, 2001, 2004, 2006) model of human development in ecological, 

cultural and social context.  Selected components of Spencer’s Phenomenological 

Variance of Ecological Systems Theory (PVEST) (Spencer, 2006) are used to explore the 

phenomenon in this study.  The developing conceptual use of the model supports an 

approach for exploring how emotional event history impacts resilience in the social 

environment for a group of veteran white female teachers. Before the PVEST model is 

discussed in any depth, a brief introduction to the historical trajectory of developmental 

theory would be appropriate.    

The path of the PVEST model has its origin in Erik Erikson’s psychosocial 

theory, which posits “that the social environment combined with biological maturation 

provides each individual with a set of ‘crises’ that must be resolved.  The individual is 

provided with a ‘sensitive period’ in which to successfully resolve each crisis before a 

new crisis is presented” (Erikson, 1959, 1984).  He was one of the first to propose that the 

“stages” of human development spanned our entire lives, not just childhood.  Erickson 

proposed eight stages of development in the human life cycle, which include 

developmental tasks and sets of psychosocial crises that shape one’s identity and 

motivations. Urie Brofenbrenner’s (1979, 1989, 1993, 2005) ecological systems model 

provides further context for the PVEST model in its focus on human development as 

person-process-context.  Spencer’s contribution is that she has expounded upon Erikson 

and Brofenbrenner’s theories to include variance in racial, cultural and ethnic diversity. 



25 
 

Spencer’s (PVEST) deepens the discourse about resilience, in general, and emotional 

resilience, in particular. Two components of PVEST (Net Vulnerability and Net Stress 

Engagement) provide the structure for investigating and analyzing resilience and the 

development of caring as a generative concern. The phenomenon of emotion is framed 

within the ecology of human development in order to better understand the perceptions of 

caring and fear as related to identity and the interaction dynamics in the urban classroom. 

Weiss and Cropazano, (1996) developed a theoretical model called Affective 

Events Theory.  This theory is used to analyze Emotion Event Episodes that individuals 

experience in the social environment.  Theses researchers specifically look at events in 

the workplace environment which lead to job satisfaction and commitment.  I use this 

theory to look at the life event episodes of the teachers and how the event influences the 

teachers’ vulnerabilities. PVEST offers a frame for identifying these vulnerabilities by 

looking at the level of risk factors and protective factors that signify the teachers’ Net 

Vulnerability. Additionally, I look at professional event episodes of the teachers’ to 

investigate the continuity of emotional response which became hidden as a generative 

caring concern that emerged when the teacher was faced with challenges in the 

environment.  The challenges are framed within PVEST’s Net Stress Engagement as a 

way of identifying the supports that may foreshadow the teachers’ resilience in urban 

school spaces.  AET will be discussed more fully later in this chapter.   

Michael Leffel, (2008) adds a third theoretical dimension to this study by 

identifying how what we care for and take care of as a generative concern is motivated by 

what he calls moral motives. These moral motives, according to Leffel can be developed 

as an active rather than passive engagement in developing the strengths of others in a 
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relational context where one gives of a self in a particular manner.  Giving of oneself in 

the context of this study is the caring acts that support the development of the strengths of 

the students and the teachers.  Leffel makes a connection between caring motives and 

affect in the environment as a relational concern.  Care is explored in this study as having 

motivating capacities that embody emotional performance. From this perspective, 

emotions act as shadows behind PVEST assumptions about resilience. The use of PVEST 

provides a process for investigating the vulnerabilities and stressors that ultimately 

interact with other variables that may portend resilience in the environment. 

 One objective of this study is to add to the emerging body of knowledge about 

affective capacities in social spaces as a perspective related to how the psychological and 

larger social dynamics interface with teacher emotions and commitment in urban spaces.  

More specifically, how teachers’ caring actions have implications for their pedagogy. 

The psychological and sociological theories used in this study bring relational coherence 

to a very complex issue of identity, motivation, emotions and caring of these veteran 

white female teachers.  The goal of this exploration is to deepen existing theory and 

sketch a frame for viewing the developmental function of emotional resilience in 

challenging situations and circumstances.  

 
PVEST as Foreground 

The use of PVEST as an investigative theory serves as foreground for 

understanding the expanse of the developmental process, while the exploration of 

emotions explores the depth of the developmental process.  Together this can be likened 

to, in the parlance of methods, an investigation that has theoretical and methodological 
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congruence.  PVEST (1982) was developed out of a response to the framing of black 

children and their development in the psychological and sociological literature that 

claimed that these black children were deficient in the bio-psycho and cultural realms of 

human capacity and development.  Spencer’s (1977) work originated with empirical 

investigations of pre-school black and white children inspired by Kenneth and Mamie 

Clarks’ (1939) doll study.   

The Clarks’ study revealed the phenomenon of black pre-school children 

choosing white dolls over black dolls. This study was significant because it looked at the 

relationship between the propagation of white norms and the psychological functioning 

of black children. This seminal study shaped the research agenda for defining and 

interpreting how black children perceived themselves vis-à-vis the choice of the white 

doll as a reflection of their self-concept. The findings from the Clarks’ study were used to 

frame a large number of studies by white researchers on the identity concept of black 

children and its relationship to group orientation.  The research literature, as William 

Cross (1991) pointed out, was replete with fallacious theoretical constructions and 

analyses about the relationship between the self-concept and group orientation of African 

Americans. 

 Spencer’s work evolved - as did the work of so many other scholars from the 

1970’s to the present -  from questioning the paradigmatic framework for investigating 

and theorizing about the socio-cognitive and cultural development of black people as 

individuals and a group.  It was not until the 1970’s that scholarship about the notion of 

personal identity for black people as a function of interactions across ecological and 

social spaces, and group identity as a product of collective cultural patterns that inform 
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one’s place in the social arrangement was broadly considered. These findings occurred at 

the same time that the student demographic changes were at their height in urban public 

schools and the white teacher was preferred by the system for teaching in high schools. 

Moreover, theorizing about these issues by black scholars has, for the most part, been 

ignored in mainstream theoretical considerations.  PVEST has been in the background of 

theory about human development in general but in the forefront of theory about human 

development and the variance in racial, ethnic and cultural identity as person and process 

in context. 

 PVEST’s most recent research engagement for the past fifteen has been focused 

on resilience and development of adolescent black males who have been framed as “at 

risk” for academic failure and other life quality development.  PVEST holds significance 

for this dissertation because it has been applied to investigations in education settings 

with young and adolescent black children; it has yet to be applied specifically to adults 

with the exception of a longitudinal twin study initiated by Spencer in 2008.  What makes 

this theory a choice for exploration is the applicability of the constructs for investigating 

adult developmental functions as a process across time and space.  This construct is 

particularly cogent for the investigation of white female teachers in the urban school 

context because of PVEST’s focus on the identity development of black children in the 

urban environment, specifically in education settings.  This model can serve as a 

comparative investigative framework for looking at the affective development of teachers 

who are teaching urban children.   
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PVEST 

Spencer’s Phenomenological Variance of Ecological Systems Theory (PVEST) 

(Spencer, et. al, 2006) expanded the work of Brofenbrenner’s ecological systems theory 

by combining it with a phenomenological perspective.  Brofenbrenner’s work framed 

human development as a person–process–environment model for analyzing the ecology 

of human development. His model has become the standard frame for analyzing the 

ecology of human development.  Brofenbrenner’s (1989) focus shifted the notion that 

individual development is shaped primarily by bio-behavioral and psychological 

phenomenon alone and placed development within human ecological systems or 

structures.   It is with his work that we begin to see the integration of psychological and 

sociological disciplines in the study and dynamics of human development.   

  Margaret Beale-Spencer (1997) further developed Brofenbrenner’s theory to 

include variance in racial and ethnic considerations of vulnerability and resiliency.  

PVEST is an identity-focused, cultural ecological perspective that incorporates social, 

historical, and cultural factors as part of understanding the human development processes 

of African American youth (Swanson, 2002).  An uninvestigated, emerging shadows of 

the PVEST “model aims to capture the individual’s inter-subjectivity and meaning-

making processes in light of tangible experiences” as ascribed by Spencer (Spencer, 

2006, p. 818).  PVEST supports the work that this current study addresses regarding 

teacher identity formation as a developmental process over time in light of teachers’ 

experiences as human service providers in urban settings.  PVEST serves as a model to 

examine normative human development –--framed through the interaction of identity, 

culture, and experience (given a particular psycho-historical moment) – in fact, the 
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systems framework is apropos to individuals of all ethnicities and operates as a set of 

recursive process throughout the life course”  (2006, p. 846). The following discussion 

will lay out PVEST assumptions and propositions. Figure 2 is a visual representation of 

the PVEST model.  PVEST is a systems theory consisting of five basic components 

linked through bidirectional and recursive processes that form a dynamic developmental 

framework. Each component has a set of outcomes that could potentially determine the 

resilience and vulnerabilities of the individual in the environment at a given moment in 

time.  Because this phenomenological system uses a recursive model for examining the 

phenomenon under study, any of the five components [Net Vulnerability, Net Stress 

Engagement, Reactive Coping Methods, Emergent Identities and Life-stage Specific 

Coping Outcomes], or one component at a time, can be investigated with any given 

population at any given period of time.  PVEST is used here as an analytic and feedback 

tool to help uncover the resilience processes influencing white female teachers’ 

propensity to stay or leave urban schools 
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Figure 2 – Adapted Phenomenological Variant of Ecological Systems Theory (PVEST)  
Source: Spencer, M.B, Harpalani, V., Cassidy, E., Jacobs, C.Y., Donde, S., Goss, T.N., 
Munoz-Miller, M., Charles, N., Wilson, S. (2006) In Developmental Psychopathology: 
Theory and Method. Ed. Dante Cicchetti & Donald J. Cohen, Volume 1, p. 641.  
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Although all of the components of PVEST are important, this study isolates two 

that provide the most productive framework for the study: Net Vulnerability and Net 

Stress Engagement.  A more thorough examination of these two components follows 

after a brief discussion of the three remaining components: Reactive Coping Processes, 

Emergent Identities and Life Stage Specific Outcomes. 

 Reactive Coping Processes are responses to dissonance producing situations in 

the environment and include problem solving strategies that can lead to either adaptive or 

maladaptive solutions. “Interpreting experiences and determining how to respond to them 

involves the development of patterns of coping, which is both immediate and long term” 

(Spencer, p.19).  The new teacher will cope with different sources of stress as not only 

part of the normative human development process but as part of the role development 

process as teacher. An important question to consider is whether coping patterns change 

and, if so, how.  Can teachers who have developed maladaptive patterns in their earlier 

life be salvaged?  Spencer suggests that over time, coping processes shape an individual’s 

sense of identity.  The shaping of the professional identity of teachers also implies that 

these outcomes are important for pedagogical engagement in the classroom.  Depending 

on the coping processes and how “new challenges are met” (p. 20) coping strategies can 

certainly influence the teachers’ relational quality to others in the environment.   

Emergent Identities address the stable methods of responding to challenges that 

form the shaping of one’s identity and “defines how individuals view themselves within 

and between various contexts of development” (p. 20).  These methods of responding can 

be negative or positive.  The combination of cultural/ethnic identity, sex role 

understanding, and self- and peer appraisal all produce one’s identity at any given time; 
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these domains and the interactions between them are also constantly changing, evolving, 

and thus defining the process of identity formation (p.20).  Although all of these 

conceptual processes were developed in the study of youths of color, the model holds 

significant promise for exploring the process of emergent identities of urban white female 

teachers and explaining the influences that challenge their commitment to the urban 

school environment.  This is particularly important because the relationships that are 

highlighted in this study are concerned with young people of color and white teachers.  

PVEST focus on adolescent youths of color in general and adolescent black males in 

particular, which provides an interesting juxtaposition of human developmental dynamics 

and interactions.  Both the teachers and the students are experiencing the process of 

identity formation at the same time. Depending on age and developmental stage, both 

teacher and students engage in tasks peculiar to their own personality, cohort, and role 

placement.  What makes this unique in the urban context is the difference across race, 

class, gender and ethnicity that may produce negative and positive interactions.  Although 

both white teachers and black/brown students are engaged in the same social 

environment, each have different social, political and economic experiences providing 

unique cultural contexts.  Such differences offer fertile ground for investigating the 

dynamic interactions of these conditions.  In this study students and the urban school 

environment serve as context only. 

Life-Stage-Specific Coping Outcomes is a third component of the model and is a 

result of the relationship between risk levels experienced, challenges and supports; and 

results in productive or non-productive outcomes. This stage is the place where resilience 

in the environment or life as outcome begins to cycle through the life course again 
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creating new vulnerabilities or strengths in the developmental character of the individual.   

Resilience is briefly defined as the attainment of productive outcomes in spite of adverse 

conditions.  Although this dissertation is concerned with resilience in general and 

emotional resilience in particular, an investigation of what would be considered 

productive or non-productive outcomes in the context of teaching and learning and 

achievement outcomes for students is beyond the scope of what could be done in the 

present study.   

The two elements of PVEST that provided the most robust groundwork for this 

study are Net Vulnerability and Net Stress Engagement.  These two elements frame the 

analysis of the participants’ narratives, reveal what drove the teachers’ caring concerns 

and the ways in which the net vulnerabilities in their biographies showed up as net 

stressors in their professional lives.   

 
Net Vulnerability 

Net Vulnerability consists of the contextual and personal characteristics that may 

potentially present levels of vulnerability throughout the course of an individual’s 

development.  The two influences on the level of vulnerability are risk factors and 

protective factors.  Risk factors are contributors that may predispose individuals for 

adverse outcomes and protective factors are the resources available for a given 

individual.  Spencer posits that, 

perceptions of the risks one faces and the protective resources available 

are central to the process of identity formation. Self-appraisal involves 

constant close scrutiny and evaluation of these risks and resources; the 
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process is particularly salient for identity formation during adolescence, 

when cognitive and emotional maturation lead to heightened awareness of 

self and context (Spencer, et. al, 2006, p. 642).   

The biographical narratives of the teachers in this study reveal the risk factors and 

protective factors that accompanied the shaping of their identities as individuals with 

vulnerabilities.  These vulnerabilities became revealed as teachers reflected on the life 

experiences of their development as individuals at different developmental periods in 

their lives and how those experiences continue to influence their professional lives.  It is 

assumed in developmental theory that there is an inter-relatedness of our experiences as 

babies, children and adolescents which influences our attitudes and values about 

ourselves, families, communities; while our young adulthood to middle adulthood 

experiences influence and shape our identities in ways that inform us about our work, our 

roles and the world we live in.   

According to Erikson, a conscious awareness begins to happen during 

adolescence. When this awareness becomes present, individuals begin to make meaning 

about their location in the larger social environment. For new teachers, this stage of 

identity formation could represent a type of adolescence in the profession.  Erikson poses 

that during adolescent development the task is the beginning of formal operations; 

membership in peer group and forming relationships.  The crisis is negotiating group 

identity versus alienation. For the white women in this study negotiating race, gender, 

class, ability differences and family orientation became the psycho-social crisis that had 

to be negotiated as they encountered events that informed many of their generative 
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concerns before they became professionals.  Coping with these crises also may have 

implications for their vulnerabilities as professionals.    

 
Net Stress Engagement 

Net Stress Engagement refers to the actual experience of environmental situations 

that challenge an individual’s well-being.  Net Stress is represented by two factors, 

challenges and supports.  Challenges are the stressors in the environment while supports 

are the manifestation of actual supports. Stressors are seen as the emotional challenges in 

the environment for this investigation.  The supports are actualized protective factors that 

help the individual negotiate experiences of challenge.  Spencer suggests that “risks and 

protective factors denote potential entities in the environment; challenges and supports, 

refer to actual manifestations of these entities – experiences in context” (p. 642). This 

study suggests that white teachers bring with them certain risks and protections to the 

environment that leads to heightened perceptions of challenges.  Spencer goes on to note 

that certain experiences create dissonance, and those that are chronic are compounded by 

the normative developmental issues encountered by the individual.  What is most critical 

in these definitional relationships is the added note that “cognitive maturation results in 

unavoidable awareness of dissonance” and that any person’s reaction to these experiences 

is associated with some form of normative behavior.   Acknowledging challenges or 

stress engagement in the urban school environment for teachers is important in the 

developmental process towards resilience and outcomes in the environment.   
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Perhaps how new teachers reflect on how they negotiated their own 

developmental task can help them and us understand the influences that shape their 

professional identity.  The development of teacher identity is challenged by the balance 

of stressors and supports that they encounter in the environment.  Prior to the stressors in 

the urban context, teachers come to the environment with patterned responses to stressors 

that have been influenced by their personal histories and event episodes in their lives that 

helped shape who they are.  Spencer’s position is that stress poses challenges but also 

provides opportunities to develop and hone coping skills.   

Emotional resilience serves as a proxy for retention in that resilience is a 

productive outcome of teachers in the system.  In Spencer’s conception, “productive 

outcomes include good health, educational attainment, positive relationships with others, 

and high self-esteem; on the other hand, adverse outcomes include poor health, 

incarceration, and self-destructive behaviors” when addressing the black male adolescent.   

The productive outcomes for emotionally resilient teachers resemble much of what is 

outlined as productive outcomes for the black male (i.e., good health, education 

competence, positive relationships with students, and high self efficacy) but the adverse 

outcome for non-resilient teachers is either they leave or stay; if non-resilient teachers 

stay, then the classroom environment becomes unproductive for the students.  The hope 

would be that the successful teacher who is resilient has a positive relationship with 

students, a high level of education competence and a capacity to render a caring 

pedagogy that responds to the students as human beings.   
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Emotions as Shadows of PVEST 

 
The developmental processes that inform the PVEST components can tell us a lot 

about the shadows or hidden context of emotional life.  The background for 

understanding the conceptual substance of consciousness as used in this dissertation 

emanates from the work of Carl Jung on the personal and collective unconscious. This 

study is primarily concerned with the personal unconscious.  Jung, in his treatise 

‘Phenomenology of the Self’ states that the “contents of the personal unconscious are 

acquired during the individual’s lifetime, while the collective unconscious is invariably 

archetypal” (p.145).  Without exploring the full range of a discussion of the archetype, 

the notion of the shadow in Jung’s conceptions is of importance in this work.   

Jung states “the archetypes6

is a moral problem that challenges the whole ego-personality, for no one 

can become conscious of the shadow without considerable moral effort.”  

To become conscious of it involves recognizing the dark aspects of the 

personality as present and real. This act is the essential condition for any 

 most clearly characterized from the empirical point 

of view are those which have the most frequent and most disturbing influence on the 

ego.” He goes on to say that “these archetypes are the shadow, and the anima and 

animus…and the most accessible of these, and the easiest to experience, is the shadow” 

(p.145).  The nature of the shadow can be observed from contents of the personal 

unconscious.  What stands out as important in Jung’s conception of the shadow is that it  

                                                           
6 Archetype –the “archetype is seen as metaphysical idea, as paradigms or models, while real things are 
held to be only the copies of these model ideas” – Jung (p.55) 
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kind of self-knowledge, and it therefore, as a rule, meets with considerable 

resistance.  Indeed, self-knowledge as a psychotherapeutic measure 

frequently requires much painstaking work extending over a long period 

(p.145).    

Because in teacher training the focus is on competencies and what the teacher 

must know about subject matter, process and procedures,  what teachers need to know 

about themselves is elided, along with the ways in which that self awareness could 

provide essential value to the pedagogical endeavor.  Investigating the personal 

unconscious world of white female teachers through biographical interview narratives 

and teasing out the moral conflict of the personal unconscious from the collective 

unconscious, as Jung says, requires painstaking work over time.  The teasing out of the 

conflicts is to support a teacher’s development of self-knowledge, which allows her to 

come to know others different from herself as human.  That difference is not in the 

superficial ways people look or act but in the deep patterns of thought that determine how 

people interact.  By exploring the teachers’ developmental processes, we perhaps can 

peer into the phenomenological presence of emotions as a shadow of teachers’ work in 

the urban school context.  The emerging exploration of these emotional shadows leads to 

a deepening of the PVEST model as a means for describing the emotional dynamics 

present in human interactions in the urban school environment.   

This is an inquiry that seeks to answer Stryker’s question: how do emotions 

impact identity variables (commitment, identity salience, and role performance) as well 

as how do the variables impact the teachers’ affective responses?  Emotions here serve as 

a moderator while exploring biographies and event episodes that lead towards the 
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teachers’ generative caring as professionals.  Biography and event episodes are framed 

within two components of PVEST: net vulnerability and net stress engagement.  The 

research explores significant emotional event episodes in the early life of the teachers as 

individual human beings and its possible influence on the net stress engagement 

outcomes in their professional life as teacher.   

 
Biographies and Net Vulnerability 

Biography as the shadow of PVEST’s net-vulnerability points out the difference 

between perceived risk factors and protective factors associated with life events in the 

social context.   Biographies can reveal something about teachers’ experiences, the 

shaping of their caring stance within their individual identities and their resilience in the 

environmental context where they find themselves as professionals.  Autobiography as 

data is important as the stories of these teachers reveal an understanding of who they are 

and have been in the world.  Biography includes but is not limited to identity, religious 

background, schooling, parenting, class status, education attainment but also the 

intersection of these factors with historical, political and social conditions that help shape 

who these teachers are now and how their personal lives hold shadows that inform their 

professional identity development as teachers. The life stories of the teachers in this study 

revealed a number of risks and protections that resulted in levels of vulnerability that 

helped inform and shape their responses in the urban school environment as 

professionals. The question is whether, with self reflection, new teachers can re-shape 

their biographical narratives as they develop their emerging identities as teachers, and 
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whether practicing teachers can honestly reflect on who they are and transform their own 

acts of caring in the environment.  

Teachers historically have not been seen as intellectuals unless they have been 

able to traverse higher education to earn a Ph.D. and engage in intellectual pursuits that 

afford them the distinction of scholar or scientist.  Historically, for women, this has been 

one of many obstacles to overcome in a white male dominated world.  Even today, as we 

look at theory construction and knowledge synthesis, it has primarily been the purview of 

European white males.  White females have, over the past three or four decades, been 

able to carve a place in the annals of theory construction, albeit primarily in feminist 

studies, education and anthropology (Gilligan, 1990; Tharp, 1988; Noddings, 1989) with 

a bit longer history in anthropology at the behest of Margaret Mead (1901- 1978).  There 

are noted exceptions in other fields of scholarship, where women, and even black women, 

have grown their own capacity to theorize about the social world we live in and be taken 

seriously. Judith Harris and Margaret Beale Spencer are noted exceptions in the field of 

psychology.  With the strides in women’s work to re-define the world we live in, the race 

factor still looms as a significant nemesis in the redefinition.   

 The historical construction of female teachers has been that of nurturer and 

technician; neither the socio-emotional, political nor the intellectual aspects of their being 

were cultivated in the formation of their professional identities (Hargreaves, 2001; 

Zemblyas, 2004).  For these women, the emotional aspects of their being remained 

present but became suppressed in the interest of their professional role as teacher.  

Emotions in the workplace posed levels of risk that did not garner support from the male 

dominated structures where they found themselves. Their capacity to distance themselves 
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from their emotions in order to  maintain psychological stability when conditions of the 

work environment proved debilitating psychologically (Rosmaneire, 1997) and 

physically resulted in teachers becoming less connected to their own feelings. They 

repressed their emotions into the shadows of the self as a necessary sacrifice in their 

quest to become trained as professionals.   

The suppression of emotions by white women is even more pronounced given the 

structure of the work environment and their own historical relationship to white male 

dominance and the notion of the emotions being associated with weakness.  Emotions, 

according to early English social etiquettes regarding behavior, were defined by men as a 

way of defining gendered roles and maintaining the male sense of manliness (Turner, 

1999). “While politeness, aimed to refine the rougher elements of masculinity; it was not 

to be promoted at the expense of masculine virtues such as moral integrity, independence 

and self-control” (p. 30).  English women also began to internalize behaviors specific to 

their role as women. Behaviors such as emotional control and polite deportment as the 

appropriate expression for women, particularly middle class women, became the norm in 

society.   

 Sarah Stickney Ellis (1839) wrote many conduct books for women in which she 

extolled the virtues and behaviors of English women, as well as their duties and domestic 

habits. The middle class woman was held to a higher standard of moral seriousness.  She 

writes that, 

a middle-class woman’s education should cultivate the true characteristic 

of womanhood, “disinterested kindness”: “Woman, with all her 
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accumulation of minute disquietudes, her weakness, and her sensibility, is 

but a meagre item in the catalogue of humanity but, roused by a sufficient 

motive to forget all these, or, rather, continually forgetting them because 

she has other and nobler thoughts to occupy her mind, woman is truly and 

majestically great… 

Ellis’s view is that “woman is truly and majestically great” if she forgets her 

“disquietudes, her weakness, and her sensibility” she can live up to the standards that the 

English man has put before her as a desirable woman.  It is the notion of “disinterested 

kindness” that marks the cultivated behavioral characteristics of many white female 

teachers in the urban school context.  The negation of the qualities of the emotional self 

by the woman has contributed to the fragmenting of the self as fully human.   Therefore, 

the internal conflict that may have presented itself as emotional repression becomes an 

unresolved issue of coming to know the self in the body and mind of her being as human 

(Bartky, 2008).  The demands of the world of work and the subjugation of the emotions 

in the workplace environment create the fragmentation of the self as human, woman and 

white.  According to Sanford (1977),  

The demands of the self and the demands of the outer world are not 

always in accord.  It is almost certain that the inner demands of the 

unconscious will conflict with the demands, expectations and rules of 

others around us and society in general (p. 107).  

  The inner demands of white women to care and be emotionally present in the 

work that they do as teacher and human; particularly as they work with children who are 
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represented as “other,” pose a level of conflict, are juxtaposed to their placement in 

society as white.  To be human is to be in conflict. Does that mean that to be white is to 

have the power not to be in conflict or more easily suppress the conflict through the 

dominant discourses that label urban students and their families as deviant?  This 

perception of deviance is couched in the language of “they don’t care” and thus the 

children and families are unworthy of being cared for or taken care of.  It may not be only 

a matter of race, but of the dominant discourse that white teachers can more easily make 

their own.  In the matter of the teachers’ generative caring concerns, the issue of race may 

have more of an unconscious dominance.  The notion of whiteness and otherness, poverty 

and privilege, power and authority all represent the conscious and unconscious conflicts 

in the psyche.  Until the teachers were able to articulate it, this strong emotional content 

was alien to them because it had been submerged beneath the conscious mind. Until they 

were prompted to reflect on their memory, perceptions, thoughts and feelings about their 

experiences, the conscious connection to the emotional quality of their experiences 

seemed void. 

 
Professional Event Episodes and Net Stress Engagement 

Event Episodes are those moments of emotionally intense experiences that impact 

one’s life in ways that influence psyche stability and decision-making.  Net Stress is the 

balance between intra- and interpersonal challenges and supports during an event episode  

The challenges represent the stressors in the environment and the supports are the 

manifestations of actual supports, and these factors need to balance out according to 

Spencer. When a teacher experiences resistance from a student and does not have 
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anchors, i.e., cultural context, student life situations or knowledge of student skill 

competencies, that could help her understand and respond to the resistance, the emotional 

context becomes dominant.  The correct emotion-related capacity to respond to the 

situation balances the stressors and supports caring pedagogy.  The balance between the 

stressor and manifestation of emotional resilience is critical to the strengths-development 

of the teacher and the student.  How we choose to be in the world or in a particular 

environment is a response to what Spencer terms “pregnant moments” of stress and is the 

place of critical deep reflection, particularly regarding our values, ethical and moral 

behaviors.  Event episodes are recurrent experiences with varying levels of intensity that 

help shape our constantly emerging identities. These events can be either personal or 

professional. 

Coping with these event episodes becomes a shadow of PVEST’s reactive coping 

processes when teachers experience dissonance-producing situations in the environment. 

These emotional experiences become hidden and are suppressed but could have long-

term consequences.  How the teacher responds to these situations can be adaptive or mal-

adaptive according to PVEST.  Recognizing and coping with emotional experiences in 

everyday acts of responding to the world, situations and events, according to 

developmental scientists, requires a set of skills that recognizes four essential 

occurrences: appraisal, coping, flow of action and the relational meaning held in the 

transactions.  Weiss and Cropazano have given us a frame for understanding how these 

emotional experiences influence behavior in the work environment. 

  Weiss and Cropazano’s, (1996) Affective Events Theory (AET) encompasses 

three concepts: events, emotion episode and emotional engagement.  Event Episodes are 
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those moments of emotionally intense experiences that impact one’s life in ways that 

influence the person’s psychic stability.  PVEST’s Net Stress is the balance between 

challenges and supports during an emotional event episodic engagement.  The challenge 

can be both intrapersonal and interpersonal in the environment.  The balance between the 

challenges and supports are the stabilizers that under-gird the events which hold affective 

significance in the teachers’ disposition.  The balance of these factors is critical to teacher 

professional identity development.   

A few definitions are in line regarding what is termed here as an event, an 

emotion episode, and emotional engagement.  An event is a happening, especially an 

important happening or a change in circumstances; something that occurs in a certain 

place during a particular period of time.  An emotion episode is a situation in which a 

single event of affective significance leads to the unfolding of a series of sub-events of 

significant emotional experiences.  This can produce a distinct, even oppositional[?], 

emotional response but the full episode is driven by a core relational theme that 

communicates the significance of  discrete emotions (Lazarus, 1991).  Emotional 

engagement is a heightened level of arousal and attention during the emotional episode 

whereby a) the person’s emotion is focused on issues related to the underlying theme, 

leaving fewer resources to commit to job performance; b) small events take on increased, 

and perhaps, unwarranted, emotional significance; and, c) people may overreact to 

emotional events unrelated to the underlying core theme as their heightened level of 

arousal produces a misrepresentation of the event’s emotional import (Weiss & 

Cropanzano, 1996).  AET as a model for assessing the effects of emotion episodes on 

disposition and behaviors in work environments has a number of elements that contrast 
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with traditional cognitive theories about job satisfaction and commitment. One significant 

element that contrasts with traditional theories is “paying attention to patterns of affective 

experiences over time…in which the time of measurement is given no theoretical 

importance” (p.11) In this study, theoretical importance is given to patterns of affective 

experience over the lifespan of the teacher and a concentration on environmental features 

may contribute to understanding pedagogical performance and emotional resilience. 

Weiss and Cropanzano’s framing of how emotional experiences influence 

behavior in the work environment primarily links affect to job satisfaction and offers four 

propositions that focus the theory (pgs. 11-12).  The focus of the theory, on affective 

experiences rather than judgment process which are primarily cognitive; does not give 

prominence to environmental features but pays attention to events as proximal causes of 

affective reaction, adds time as an important parameter when examining affect and 

satisfaction, and pays attention to patterns of affective experiences over time.  This study 

investigation is reflective of these propositions but primarily focuses on environmental 

features.  The focus on interactions in the environment may connect resilience to 

retention as a possible outcome of job satisfaction.  The assessment of the effects of 

emotion episodes experienced in the urban school as interactions in the environment, 

contrasts with AET’s focus on overall feelings about one’s job and discrete behaviors at 

work in favor of discrete emotions. AET acknowledges that the structure of the 

psychological experiences is important and the emotional events and reactions can “have 

different behavioral implications.”  The operational assumption is that “the consequences 

of affective experiences are both attitudinal and behavioral” (pgs. 11 -12).  
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This study takes Weiss and Cropazano’s assumptions and develops a set of 

propositions that does consider the environmental context and links affect to resilience as 

an outcome variable: 

• This study focuses on affective experiences as the shadows of the PVEST 
resilience model which meld the affective experiences with judgment processes; 
 

• It uses the urban environmental features which are associated with affective 
reactions due to the proximal situational context and suggests that the emotional 
experiences have both an indirect and direct influence on behaviors and attitudes; 
 

• It suggests that life event episodes over time are important factors when 
examining acts of care in the urban environment and that the patterns of reactions 
are influenced by the teachers’ feelings about the environment and influence their 
behavior in the environment; 
 

• It suggests that affective variation over time may contribute to staying or leaving 
the urban environment and that we must pay attention to identity formation and 
dispositional attitudinal development; and 
 

• It posits that affective reactions in the environment are as important to intrinsic 
motivations and resilience as the structural dimensions (i.e., pay, supervision, 
school assignment, etc.) are to extrinsic motivations and retention.   

 
How we choose to be in the world or in a particular environment is a response to 

the manner of appraising and coping with the stressors. This is also the place of critical 

deep reflection, particularly regarding our values, ethics and behaviors.  Event episodes 

are recurrent experiences with varying levels of intensity that help shape our constantly 

emerging identities. These events can be either personal or professional and can affect 

one’s identity, motivations and commitments to the environment.  Understanding the link 

between these variables and the caring actions of teachers in the urban environment is an 
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important step towards paying attention to how they are communicating caring to their 

students.  That the emotions have communicative properties is significant in the 

developing conception of what is presented here as a pedagogy of care.  

Care, Emotions and Morality 

 Jung states that “closer examination of the dark characteristics or the shadows of 

the self poses moral dilemmas and reveal that they have an emotional nature, a kind of 

autonomy, and accordingly an obsessive or, better, possessive quality” (p. 145).  He 

suggests that the shadow can be observed from the contents of the personal unconscious.  

While I do not agree with Jung’s proposition that the emotions represent a “lower level of 

the personality” (p.146), I do agree that recognizing the hidden aspects of the self “is the 

essential condition for any kind of self-knowledge.”  I question the assumptions he makes 

here about emotions and morality.  He believed that one who is a passive victim of his 

affect is “also singularly incapable of moral judgment” (p. 146).   

The philosophical premise in this dissertation is that emotions represent a 

connection to the soul and the humaneness of the individual; therefore, the suppression of 

emotions denies the morality inherent in the individual as an essential aspect of the 

human being’s capacity to enact care towards other human beings.  If the emotion is so 

suppressed that it extricates one from feeling the pain inflicted upon another, as in the 

instance of lynching and other genocidal acts, then certain emotions must hold 

significance at a higher level of personality in order to reclaim the spirit of the soul 

(psyche) towards a higher moral character in relationship to the human experience.  If 

fear and love are emotions that evoke the worst and best in our human capacities, then the 
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question of who cares for whom and why, is of significant importance for the 

development of the highest potential of both teachers and students.  This relational aspect 

of emotions is used to frame care as a motive and a generative concern in the pedagogical 

engagement of teachers.  

I use Leffel (2008) to expound on this notion of generative caring concerns and 

the way in which our early life experiences provide the foundation for our caring stance 

later in Chapter Six.   

Research Questions 

This study is primarily interested in what makes for a caring person with more 

specific emphasis on the caring teacher.  The three questions which guided the 

investigation of this study are: 

1) How do biography and event episodes influence the shaping of the white female 

teachers’ caring stance and capacity for emotional resilience in urban schools? 

2)  What are the responses of white female teachers in urban schools, with special 

focus on their vulnerabilities and their caring stance as related to interactions 

within the urban school environment? Do these emotions change over time and, if 

so, what factors account for the change? 

3) What aspect of white female teachers’ life experiences influence their role, 

performance and commitment to a particular caring stance? 

In Chapter Three a review of the relevant literature guides the reader through the 

discourse about the problem addressed in this study.  The literatures reviewed in this 

chapter exist along separate tracks but are linked here through the inquiry of caring and 
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retention as a generative concern across race, gender, emotions and power from varied 

perspectives. The cross disciplinary review of the literature ties psychology, sociology 

and education together in a manner to broaden the conceptual concerns of the study. 
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CHAPTER 3 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

In the larger historical context of education, the last fifty years have ushered in 

significant changes in the United States concerning academic achievement.  The space 

program development with Sputnik; liberation movements around the world; the Feminist 

Movement; and the current immigration of large numbers of foreign language speakers 

have changed the configuration of purposes for education and how we think about what is 

important in education.  The USSR’s Sputnik program in the late 1950’s led the United 

States to begin to question its ability to compete in the race for space and whether or not 

the United States Education System was adequate enough to develop students’ capacities 

in math and the sciences (Cross, & Cross 2005; Gill & Schlossman, 2004; Sleeter, 1986).  

The liberation movements in Africa, Asia and Latin America during the 1960’s became 

significant in the demands of people, particularly African Americans, in questioning the 

education system and who had access to it as well as the quality of education that black 

and brown children were receiving in segregated schools across the nation (Altenbaugh, 

2004; Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 1999; Cook & Racine, 2005; Harding, 1990; Williamson, 

2004). The questioning of content and historical accuracy presented in liberal studies and 

the social science fields came of age during the 1970’s (Asante, 2006; Christian, 2006;  

Rooks, 2006). Additionally, the feminist movement rose to its pinnacle during the early 

1980’s (Hamilton, 2006; Monk, 2006; Weiler, 2006; Rudberg & Nielson, 2005). The 

larger discussion beyond feminism in the era of post modernity is the notion of our 

collective humanity, with all the strengths and weaknesses that is accorded to the nature 
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of being human.  This humanization process has impacted the field of education 

significantly.    

The complex process of human liberation requires us to also pay attention to the 

dehumanization of each other as we uphold oppressive economic, social and political 

systems (Freire, 1970).  This study adds to the education discourse the notion of 

emotionality in the humanization process. The historical contextualization of the rise of 

the feminist movement and its importance to post modern discourses and the notion of 

the emotions in education provides a starting point for reviewing the literature. 

Emotional Work as Women’s Work 

Emotional work has historically been associated with women’s work. Before the 

1890’s, the work of teaching in the early formation of public education was the work of 

men. After political reconstruction, however, and at the height of industrialization, 

education became the purview of female workers, primarily as teachers.  According to 

Rosmaniere (1997) in City Schools, the 1920’s ushered in “massive changes in the 

structure, organization, and purpose of public education.”  The organization and 

promotion of professionalization and administrative efficiency was modeled on business 

practices, which had no place for the emotions.  Rosmaniere (p.3-4) identified four 

themes that characterized the city teacher. These themes addressed the external physical 

and social conditions, individual isolation, administration and teacher conflict, and 

teachers’ exercise of authority in the context of their work.  The urban teachers in the 

1920’s, like the teachers now, were engaged in work that addressed a highly diverse 

urban student population.   
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The poor, illiterate, unhealthy, or badly behaved child, the young gang 

member, and the foreign-language speaking immigrant child were pulled 

into schools, and the classroom teacher was expected to address all their 

problems in addition to heightened academic and disciplinary 

expectations (p.4). 

The perception of what the diverse populations represented to the teachers and 

what importance emotions held for them in their decision to stay, in spite of the 

conditions, is not addressed in the literature.  The rise of the feminist paradigm in the 

1980’s changed the stakes regarding the emotions and caring and where they fit within 

the education discourse (Boler, 1999; Boler, 1997; Krouse,1996; Reay,1998; 

Tamboukou, 2006).  The notion of “women’s ways of knowing” (Goldberger, et al., 

1996) became cliché for a burgeoning paradigmatic shift in educational discourse.  Out of 

the feminist discourse came the idea of an ethic of care.  

The current discourse regarding an ethic of care grew out of a contested argument 

that critiqued an ethic of justice model for dealing with moral dilemmas, which was 

largely considered a patriarchal epistemological assumption about the nature of moral 

decisions.  The distinction between the ethic of care and the ethic of justice made by 

feminist scholars (Gilligan, 1990, and 1995; Beck, 1983; Kropiewnicki & Shapiro, 2001; 

Noddings,1989; Shapiro, 2005) is that most men  resolve moral dilemmas by looking to 

rights and laws, while most women resort to caring, concern and connections. Care in this 

context serves not only as a primary epistemological assignment to women’s ways of 

acting in the world; it also serves as a paradigmatic shift in the world of education.  
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Though this shift has been taking place since the 1920’s, the last two decades of 

scholarship have influenced how we conceive and observe what happens in classrooms, 

school administration offices and the impact of education policy. The importance of care 

in the education discourse was moved forward by scholars like Carol Gilligan (1982) in 

her seminal work on the ethic of care; Nel Noddings’s (1984) seminal work on caring and 

moral education and Saundra Bartky’s (2001) work on phenomenology and oppression.  

Noddings (1982) in her work about care in education, placed care at the top of the 

educational mandate for educating children.  In this mandate, Noddings suggests that 

children “need to be nurtured and encouraged,” (qtd. in Shapiro & Stefkovich, 2001) 

which goes beyond the achievement argument when we question what makes for quality 

teaching and learning. Previous studies have not considered teachers' emotions as they 

affected the teachers’ capacity to continue caring beyond initial stress-related events 

connected to their professional identity formation in the urban social context.   

Prior to the late 1940’s, the issue of teacher retention in urban schools did not 

occupy a prominent position in education research.  However, studies related to student 

achievement and teacher retention were couched in the discourse of dropouts, teacher 

burnout and ability grouping (Bossone & Polishook, 1988;Braddock & Slavin, 1992) 

With legislated integration looming on the horizon in the late 1950’s and residential 

changes occurring, the influx of large numbers of blacks from the south into urban cities 

and the flight of large numbers of whites into suburban or urban fringe schools from the 

1950’s through the 1980’s brought about significant urban/suburban demographic shifts 

(Goodlad & Keating, 1994; Orfield & Schley, 1994; Dworkin, Haney & Telschow, 

1988).   In order to fully comprehend the importance of the demographic shifts and its 
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relationship to retention of white female teachers we must pay attention to the current 

demographic circumstances.  

Race and the Demographics 

The question of retention and resilience in urban schools must start with the 

demographic circumstance.  The reason this study investigates the question of race in the 

teaching profession is not to use whiteness as a counter argument to the deficit arguments 

regarding blackness.  It is for the purpose of addressing the questions of emotions and the 

ultimate caring concern of the developing identity of teachers.  My questioning of the 

experience of white female teachers within a racialized society as a possible factor in 

their professional identity development is to help contribute to finding ways to encourage 

them to move beyond perceived fears associated with the race dynamic in order to 

develop the resilience to care across difference.     

Zeichner  (2003) outlines two demographic imperatives that need to be addressed 

by teacher development programs and policy makers.  The first imperative is centered on 

teacher shortages.  It is clear from a number of studies that under-qualified and out-of-

field teaching is widespread and disproportionately distributed to underachieving, high 

poverty and high minority populated schools, particularly in urban and poor rural 

communities.  This imperative is pervasive nationally and has not been effectively 

addressed by policy makers or educational leadership.  In California, 42,000 classrooms 

are headed by teachers who have not completed the minimum requirements for a teaching 

certification. This represents about 14 % of the teaching force in the state of California, 

and similar numbers are present in many large urban school districts around the country 

(Congress of the U.S., Washington, D.C. Senate Committee on Labor and Human 
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Resources 1998; Darling-Hammond & Berry, 2006; Watson, 2001; Jerald & Haycock, 

2002).  What is more crucial about this particular imperative in Pennsylvania is not that 

there is a shortage of qualified teachers, but a lack of desire by new teachers to teach in 

Philadelphia’s urban schools (Zeichner, 2003, p. 492).   

The racial and cultural disparity between the students who are attending urban 

public schools and their teachers is the second imperative.  “Currently, about 38% of 

public school pupils are from an ethnic/racial group, whereas close to 90% of the teachers 

are not” (Arrington & Wilson, 2000).  In urban districts, students of color represent more 

than 70%; 1 in 5 children under 18 live in poverty; and, more than 1 in 7 children 

between the ages of 5 and 7 speak a language other than English at home (Villegas, 

1988). Students attending schools in where African American and Latino Students 

comprise 90% or more of the student population, are more than twice as likely to be 

taught by teachers who do not look like them and/or are without certification in their 

subjects; a fact that is connected to student academic achievement outcomes (Haycock, 

2001, p.  2).  It is noted that "the cultural divide between teachers and students is further 

complicated by the lack of sustained attention to preparing teachers to teach across lines 

of ethnicity, race, language, and social class in most teacher education programs" 

(Zeichner, 2003, p.  493). 

Race and its social consequences are problematic because race is a non-bio-

genetic and socially-constructed concept that informs how we interact in social spaces 

such as schools.  Skin color has been a marker for disenfranchisement for many black, 

brown and red people in America.  A part of the historical legacy is the socio-

psychological conception of who is worthy of being cared for or not in a racialized 
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society that is color conscious.  Du Bois (1905) argued, “the problem of the twentieth 

century is the problem of the colour line” (p. 19).  This problem has migrated into the 

twenty first century in American education with a new twist of conflating race and 

ethnicity.  The challenge of education equity for black, brown, red and poor white 

Americans will not be resolved by ignoring race in social, education, and economic 

outcomes.  DuBois (1930) stated in his thesis that “one could not understand the impact 

of the modern division of labor, unless one understood African enslavement in the 

Americas, on which modern commerce and industry was founded” (p. 30).  His position 

presented both race and class as dual nemeses to inequality in American society.  

Therefore, the perception of who is cared for and how they are cared for in the context of 

a color-and class-conscious racialized society does have implications for educational and 

economic outcomes.  Though Dubois statement was made over 100 years ago the context 

for perceptions of who cares was reflected in Kanye West’s declaration that “George 

Bush don’t care about black people.” as poor black people with little education were 

treated like refugees in their plight from Hurricane Katrina in 2006. 

When black parents state that whites do not care about black children and when 

whites say they care about black children, how are both groups interpreting acts of care?  

When parents were interviewed about whether teachers’ degrees and credentials 

mattered, parent respondents affirmed the importance of academic preparation but “what 

they most valued in this particular school were teachers who cared and proved that their 

children are learning” (Parlakian & Sánchez, 2006).   Could there be a 

miscommunication about what care means?  How much do teachers know about their 

own caring stance?  Perhaps knowing how to care for others who are not like them or 
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who do not share the same caring concerns is problematic.  The “not knowing how to 

care” coupled with not knowing how one conceptualizes care, or feeling cared for, and 

the fears that might be associated with this dilemma are what direct us toward the 

conclusions of the Pamela Bramford  (1996) study as significant for examining the caring 

acts, emotions and retention of white female teachers in urban classrooms.   

Bramford conducted a study of nurses by using the constant comparative method 

in which she defined and explained how women experienced moral distress in their 

practice of critical care nursing.  Bramford defined moral distress as “a non-linear, 

complex problem- solving process” (p. 3), which occurred in response to the nurse not 

knowing how to care for the patient when confronted with a moral dilemma.  

Not knowing how to care was viewed from three perspectives: (1) a 

developmental readiness which paralleled Gilligan's (1977) findings 

about the moral development of women; (2) a knowing about self and the 

patient which paralleled Belenky's (1986) findings about women's ways of 

knowing; and (3) a progression of seeing the patient from a technical 

perspective to a humanistic perspective which paralleled Benner's (1984) 

findings describing nurses' progression from a novice to an expert 

(Bramford, p. 3).  

A set of conditions and patterns emerged from this study, which supported the 

evolution of the Bramford’s theory of moral distress.  Her findings with the nurses 

provide a lens for understanding some resilience patterns exhibited by the caregivers:  

The patterns that wove the theory of moral distress together were: (1) an 

unrelenting commitment on the part of the nurse to discover and to do 
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what was right for the patient; (2) a dynamic flow of action and 

interaction that the nurses created as she interfaced with others and 

integrated the information she received; (3) a progression of being able to 

see the patient that moved from a technical perspective toward a 

humanistic perspective (p.6). 

In the context of new teachers, could they be grappling with the personal and 

professional dilemmas of negotiating between their conceptions of caring and emotions 

associated with their personal values and moral positions?  Perhaps this struggle is not 

only with the emotions but a grappling with what Weaver, Watts and Maloney in Shapiro 

and Stefkovich (2001) allude to when they talk about the integration of personal and 

professional codes and what happens when these codes collide. The three cases in the 

study by Joan Shapiro and Jacqueline Stefkovich, (1994) highlight what happens when 

there are “dilemmas that arise when an individual’s personal ethics conflict with the 

professional ethics associated with public education (p. 55-56).  The manifestation of 

many of these personal and professional conflicts is in the emotions.  The premise here is 

that emotional conflicts are where teachers’ capacity for resilience emerges as they cope 

with event episodes that influence their professional identity formation.   Resilience and 

retention are related in the outcomes sought for teachers in the urban environment but 

emanate from two different sources.  

Retention and Resilience 

In this study there are distinct differences made between two possibly related 

indicators: retention and resilience.  Retention is defined here as any number of acts done 
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by the school system and policy makers to maintain the presence of teachers in schools 

that are high poverty, low performing, and racially segregated.  The system uses a variety 

of extrinsic motivating incentives such as induction programs, housing, mentoring and 

loan forgiveness programs to attract and keep teachers (Ingersoll & Smith, 2004).  

Resilience on the other hand is an intrapersonal dynamic developed by personal and 

environmental factors that support or impede the individual’s capacity for continuing 

beyond stressors (Johnson & Wiechelt, 2004; Spencer, M. B., Harpalani, V., Cassidy, E., 

Jacobs, C. Y., Donde, S., Goss, T. N., Munoz-Miller, M., Charles, N., Wilson, S., 

Cicchetti, D., Cohen, D., 2006; Tebes, Irish, Vasquez & Perkins, 2004).   

Distinctions in this study between teacher retention and teacher resilience add 

contrast for looking through a lens that strengthen the many efforts developed to support 

teacher recruitment and retention in urban schools.  Data about teacher retention presents 

some glaring inconsistencies related to the question of race, poverty and the structural 

arrangements regarding teachers and students in urban schools. In other words, the least 

qualified teachers are assigned to schools where more than 80% of the population are not 

white, the poverty level is significant, and both the turnover of teachers and dropout rate 

of students are high (Ingersoll, 1999; Dworkin, 1985; Fine, 1991; LeCompte & 

Dworkin,1991). 

Retention 

The choice to study white female teachers in urban classrooms was made because 

of the sheer number of them teaching in public schools in this country--more than 90%--

and the high turnover--approximately 50%--within the first five years.  This turnover 
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support Charles Gallagher’s (1999, p. 172) position, that there is a social cost to 

whiteness as a category due to the identity politics of the late 1980’s and 1990’s, which 

raised consciousness of what it means to be white.  Whiteness has now become a social 

liability, which Margaret Spencer (2008) has coined as the “downside of privilege” 

(forthcoming publication).  In the context of urban schools, the more pronounced tensions 

associated with being white require a rethinking of the issue of retention.   

The study of teacher retention is generally investigated through technical, 

administrative and/or bureaucratic perspectives. (Aaronson, 1999; Igersoll & Smith, 

2004; Stevenson, Dantley& Holcomb, 1999; Watson, 2001).  Retention ,viewed through 

these perspectives, tends to look at strategies that promote life styles that white middle 

class groups want, requires special recruitment at colleges and universities, guarantees 

placement in schools of choice, expedites the contract process, and improves information 

access.  In addition, studies also suggest that to elicit commitment from teachers, the 

quality of supervision should impact teacher choices. Teachers must have a belief in the 

pedagogical activities and they must have satisfaction and trust in their peers (Zeichner, 

2003).  The education system primarily seeks retention of teachers through a number of 

extrinsic initiatives but seems not to pay sufficient attention to the intrinsic motivations 

that lead teachers to the urban classroom or keep them there.  Retention strategies that 

create induction and support programs can be a bridge to the development between 

external motivations and intrinsic motivations that support the building of resilience in 

the early stages of a new teacher’s professional identity development. 

Retention of teachers in urban classrooms has been a significant concern as an 

education problem in the United States for decades.  Retention has been used 
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interchangeably with words like commitment, resilience, and longevity in the research 

literature focused on teachers and urban schools since the early 1970’s.  However, in this 

study they are used interchangeably as a set of related variables.  Commitment and 

resilience in this study are connected to intrinsic values that teachers place on staying in 

urban educational spaces and it is viewed through the personal and professional 

biographies and episodic events in their lives. (See theory chapter 2).  Longevity and 

retention are seen as related variables connected to extrinsic motivators that support 

teachers choosing and staying in urban educational spaces and are linked to perceived 

external compensations.  The distinction between these two sets of variables do not 

constitute a choice for one set over another but a way of acknowledging the value in 

changing the research lens in the areas of teacher development and retention. 

Resilience 

Resilience as a construct for describing the capacity of humans to overcome odds 

and achieve better than expected outcomes is primarily a result of a landmark 

longitudinal study that followed the lives of 505 individuals born on an island in Hawaii 

(Werner and Smith, 2001).  Findings from this study changed the way risk and 

vulnerability was discussed in the literature.  It also set in motion the discussion about 

why some people, given some of the same factors in their life course as others, develop 

into competent, caring adults and others experience serious deleterious outcomes.  

Johnson and Wiechelt, (2004) state that “there is some general acceptance that the 

process of resilience is what helps people sustain lives of health and hope, despite 
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adversity” (p. 659).  Masten, A. S., Best, K. M., & Garmezy, N. (1990) described three 

different groups of resilient individuals.  

The first group consists of those individuals from high-risk groups who 

overcome the odds and actually achieve better than expected outcomes. 

The second group of individuals adapts well despites ongoing stressful 

experiences, such as divorce or job loss. The third group includes 

individuals who recover from a single traumatic experience, such as child 

maltreatment (p.32)  

Jeannette Johnson and  Shelly Wiechelt, (2004) in reference to Arrington and 

Wilson (2000) suggest that “risk is commonly used when referring to groups of people 

where as vulnerability is often used to characterize an individual” (p. 659).  The term 

‘risk’ can have many definitions, including the interpretation that a risk could be a critical 

event which hinders normal functioning.  Although the study of risk and outcomes for 

children in education have been identified there is no parallel identification that 

investigates the risk or protective factors associated with white female teachers’ 

resilience in urban classrooms.  It is also noted in the literature that risk factors are not 

uniform; they have differential effects on males and females and racially and ethnically 

different groups (Kolbo, 1996.; Spencer, 2001).  Hence, as Johnson & Wiechelt, (2004) 

conclude “if factors could lead to differential effects for males and females, then it might 

be reasonable to conclude that risk factors could lead to diverse deleterious outcomes 

across racial or cultural groups” (p. 660).   

Resilience research has also given rise to the language of risk factors and 

protective factors.  Johnson and Wiechelt (2004) suggest, based on the research, that 
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“protective factors may be intrinsic or extrinsic to the individual” which suggests that the 

internal dynamic of teacher emotions is as critical to understanding the retention dilemma 

as are the extrinsic initiatives employed in teacher retention strategies.   

Protective factors may be intrinsic or extrinsic to the individual; thus, 

their interactions are exponential.  The same protective factors that lead 

to healthy outcomes for one individual in one situation may not lead to 

healthy outcomes for that individual in another situation (p.660).   

There are multiple protective factors that have been identified in the study of children as 

they move into and through their adolescent stage but little data on young adults between 

18 and 34 as identified in Erikson’s (1950) life stage development model.  Much of the 

earlier research looked at resilience as factors that tended to be static and linear in most 

conceptual understandings; however, now researchers are suggesting that there is no one 

path to resilience.  

Using a human development lens from a phenomenological perspective may shed 

light on factors that lead to understanding how these risk and protective processes are 

present in white female teachers as they develop resilience capacity in urban schools.  In 

the context of what was outlined above, retention requires others besides the teacher to do 

something to influence commitment to teach and remain in urban schools. This sole 

reliance on what can be done externally to retain teachers does not consider the internal 

dynamic of emotional responses to the environment.  The premise is, in order to address 

the problem of teacher longevity in urban schools, the role of the teacher’s cognitive 

motivations and emotional experiences in the social context must be connected to their 

identity development as person and professional.  
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The use of Spencer’s et, al. (2006) PVEST model and their treatment of resilience 

and vulnerability support the development of a conceptual model for this work (see 

theory chapter 2).  It allows for examination of the developmental process of white 

female teachers as normative functions within a human development framework coupled 

with the social and emotional considerations discussed earlier. This approach would seem 

to support Cowan and Schulz (1996), and Masten (2000) conceptualizing of risks and 

protections being described as processes instead of factors, given the bidirectional nature 

of the phenomena as outlined in PVEST.  Spencer suggests that “a process-oriented 

approach is necessary for understanding resilience and vulnerability and should be 

conceptualized in terms of processes rather than traits” (Spencer, 2006, p. 628).  In this 

context “resilience involves successful negotiation of exacerbated challenges. However, 

resilience is not possible without significant challenges being encountered and is 

associated with heightened risk conditions” (p. 628).    Although, Spencer’s work as well 

as others on resilience is centered on the vulnerability and resilience of youth, other 

scholars’  (Masten, Obradovic & Burt, 2006) recent work has begun to investigate the 

meaning of resilience in emerging adulthood development and transformation (Baltes & 

Staudinger. 1999; Freund, 2000).   

In this study resilience is not seen as a static construct that one has or doesn’t 

have, it is seen as a synergistic construct (Masten, Obradovic & Burt, 2006; Wright & 

Masten, 2005), which suggests that what is already present as related to an individual’s 

psychological and emotional propensities can be supported and developed given 

challenges and supports despite perceived risk and adversity, or in spite of stressors 

(Bartelt, 1994). A risk factor in the context of psychological processes is something that, 
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for most people, could lead to distress and potentially deleterious outcomes (Arrington, & 

Wilson, 2000).   The distress, or stressor, is what separates the cognitive processes from 

the emotional processes.  In the case of education, the deleterious outcomes are teacher 

attrition and student academic failure.  

Understanding the developmental process that occurs for white female teachers in 

the urban environment as process-person-context, with concerns for teachers’ 

conceptions of care and emotional experiences coupled with where these teachers are 

positioned in their own life cycle, may provide a lens for examining resilience and 

vulnerability among white females teaching in urban school settings.  This would lead us 

to think that this possibility is also true with regards to white female teachers in 

environments where racial, ethnic, cultural and national differences pose a risk to the 

quality of their engagement in the classroom and their ability to traverse the emotional 

boundaries inherent in working in challenging and culturally different environments.  By 

examining the contextual, situational and individual risk and protections that lead to 

varying outcomes for white female teachers, we may gain insights into the kinds of risk 

and protective processes that are present and could be developed to support these teachers 

and the quality of teaching in urban schools.    

A number of studies from a national survey have connected the variables of 

teacher qualification, teacher retention and student academic achievement in the urban 

context by looking at the number of teachers who are credentialed and their placement in 

relationship to where students have the highest achievement rates (Aaronson, 1999; 

Darling-Hammond & Berry, 2006; Haycock, 2001; Jerald & Haycock, 2002; Swanson, 

Cunningham & Spencer, 2005).  Out of many of these studies there has emerged a 
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consensus about what is considered a qualified teacher, but some contention about what 

constitutes a “highly” qualified teacher.  

Qualified Teachers and Quality Teaching 

“If a caring, qualified teacher for every child is the most important ingredient in 
education reform, then it should no longer be the factor most frequently 

overlooked.”(Darling-Hammond, 2001) 

An extensive review of the literature by Linda Darling-Hammond (2000) 

indicates that there are relationships among subject-matter knowledge, knowledge of 

teaching and learning, teaching experience, certification status, teacher behavior and 

practice – all of which constitute a qualified teacher.  All but two of these sets of 

variables are related to the technical aspects of teacher training and development and tied 

to the current discourse about teacher quality. Teaching experience and teacher behavior 

and practices are variables that imply quality teaching as opposed to a qualified teacher.  

Though Darling-Hammond refers to caring as an auxiliary to being a qualified teacher, 

she acknowledges that it is exactly the caring aspect that represents quality teaching that 

is being overlooked in the research.   

The research suggests that a “qualified teacher’s” effectiveness is enhanced the 

longer she stays in the classroom but it does not delineate what makes for quality 

teaching. The United States House legislation on policies related to teacher qualification, 

known also as “highly qualified teacher” policies commissioned a review of the policies 

to determine the quality of teaching that poor and urban students experienced.  However, 

the reviews lack definition of what makes for quality teaching and learning.  Given the 

demographic imperative discussed earlier in this chapter, the challenge for teachers to 
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care across borders of race, class, gender, and nationality is paramount and not included 

as part of the definitions of a highly qualified teacher in 50 out of 52 states in the Union.   

The No Child Left Behind (NCLB) legislation directives state that all States’ 

revisions of their “highly qualified teacher” mandates must include a written “equity 

plan” for “ensuring that poor and/or minority children are not taught by inexperienced 

unqualified, or out-of-field teachers at higher rates than other children” 

(http://nces.ed.gov/programs/quarterly/vol_1/1_3/3-esq13-c.asp#table-B).  The how of 

achieving this directive to prepare highly qualified teachers is placed primarily as the 

responsibility of the teacher preparation programs and continuing education efforts.  The 

researchers who reviewed state policies “show that Nevada, New Jersey and Ohio 

address strategies in their policies consistent with ensuring that teachers have the 

specialized knowledge and skills needed to be effective with students at risk and closing 

the achievement gap between diverse learners” (State Policy, p. 70).  These policies 

suggest that certain knowledge and skills are important not only for supporting the 

academic achievement but also working with diverse learners.   

The Nevada plan suggests that “[s]strategies that are most likely to work are those 

that:  

• Reward teachers for taking on more challenging assignments 

• Provide the specialized preparation and training teachers need to be successful in 

challenging classrooms 

• Improve working conditions that contribute to high teacher turnover 
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• Revise state policies or improve internal processes that may inadvertently 

contribute to local staffing inequities” 

New Jersey’s strategies for addressing inequities in teacher assignment to high 

needs schools is to “utilize grant funding to support urban teacher recruitment; and 

maintain and expand partnerships to support the preparation and growth of teachers of 

mathematics, world languages, science, special education, and ESL/bilingual” subject 

areas.   

The “Ohio equity plan has gone beyond teacher effectiveness and the placement 

of effective teachers in the most challenging environments” (Ohio equity plan, p. 17 - 

reviewer comments, p.1) Ohio is the only state that indicates a commitment to preparing 

teachers for diverse classrooms.  Beyond the highly qualified definitions in much of the 

research, the quality of teaching in diverse urban schools requires certain knowledge and 

skills to support the new teacher’s “highly qualified” teacher status.  Element 6 of the 

Ohio plan is a key indicator of Ohio’s commitment to preparing teachers for diverse 

classrooms.  Ohio’s specialized knowledge and skills sub-strategies include: 

6.1 Require new teachers to demonstrate, through the Praxis III (Classroom 

Performance) assessment, their ability to teach diverse learners 

6.2 Place subject specialists/coaches in high-need schools; Provide targeted coaching 

to teachers who teach reading and mathematics 

6.3 Develop and promote research-based coaching models 
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6.4 Make a major investment in preparing principals for the unique challenges of 

high-need schools (e.g., how to promote student learning, how to hire strong 

teachers) 

6.5 Study the school organization, culture, instructional practices and characteristics 

of teachers in high-poverty, high-minority schools that significantly raise student 

achievement 

Sub-strategy 6.5 alludes to a study plan which could address care as part of the 

instructional practices and characteristics of teachers in high-poverty, high-minority 

schools as key to understanding how to raise student achievement.  Although care is not 

used, the kind of study proposed in the policy could lead to new insights about what it 

will take to address quality teaching across diversity. 

Some key strategies developed for teacher quality have come through work of 

Ingersoll and others, (Haycock, 2001; Ferguson, 2003; Ingersoll & Smith, 2004; 

Ingersoll, 1999).  These studies highlight that the overwhelming majority of teachers 

continue to be white, middle-class females, while the school-age population is becoming 

increasingly diverse.  Teachers consistently say that they do not feel prepared to work 

with students from diverse cultures or their families. Teachers’ ability to work across the 

borders of race, ethnicity, class, and nationality is critical for influencing education 

outcomes for all children.   
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In a National Public Radio Morning Edition broadcast, (June, 2006) interviews 

with an administrator and parents from a “high needs”7

Many studies that highlight care, fear and commitment tend to revolve around 

what others (i.e. students, parents, administrators, colleagues) think and see about the 

teacher, not the teachers’ own perceptions regarding how they perceive these variables 

(Obidah & Teel 2001; Lockhart, 2002; Obidah, Jackson-Minot & Monroe, 2004).  Other 

studies that look at the quality of teaching are based primarily on criteria associated with 

credentialing, attendance, and knowledge as indicators of effective teaching.  The 

Education Trust Studies (Darling-Hammond, 2000) suggest that new teaching standards 

will have little import for students, particularly the most vulnerable ones, if school 

districts continue to hire teachers who are unprepared and assign many teachers outside 

their fields of expertise.  The report discusses whether it is possible to raise standards and 

have enough teachers.  It describes recruitment initiatives and credentialing to address the 

problems of teacher supply, demand, and the need to achieve greater equity in all 

 school regarding teacher 

qualifications, the principal stated that “highly qualified on paper is different from the 

reality of what is necessary to be effective in high needs schools.”  Parents were asked 

whether teachers’ degrees and credentials mattered.  Two parent respondents affirmed the 

importance of academic preparation but “what they most valued in this school were 

teachers who cared and proved that their children are learning.”  According to one of the 

parents, “these children knew that they were cared for.  The moment they stepped into 

this door and went into their classroom, they knew that they were loved.  They learnt.”   

                                                           
7 High needs schools (HN) are defined as having greater than 50% minority student population; 20% or 
greater of non-highly qualified teachers (HQ); and greater than 20% of teacher population with less than 3 
years in high poverty schools. 
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students’ access to high-quality teaching.  Even as the Education Trust Report (1998) 

emphasizes the benefits of effective teaching, it acknowledges that none of the studies 

identify the qualities that make teachers effective.   

The credentialing criterion has severe limitations when quality teaching is not 

considered as a function of the personal attributes developed in individual teachers over 

time.  The assumption here is that developing care in teachers is a type of specialized 

knowledge/skill orientation for teachers that advance the affective, human (behavioral) 

dimensions and qualities of teaching alongside the intellectual and content-specific 

knowledge of teachers.  The premise is that there are characteristics of emotional 

challenges that teachers in high needs, low performing, and high minority schools face 

that significantly impact quality of teaching and learning in the urban classroom. There 

are a limited but growing number of scholars studying and theorizing about teacher affect 

and emotions, but they are limited in their treatment of emotions across difference in an 

urban context.  There is empirical support for many of their arguments (Srivastava, 2005; 

Zembylas, 2003; Hargreaves, 1998; Hargreaves, 2000; Hargreaves, 2001; Nias, 1996); 

however, how the emotions impact teacher sense of efficacy in urban spaces relevant to 

this study are not investigated.  

Naming of Emotions 

The social-emotional development of the white female teacher may be important 

for understanding the construction of teacher resilience in urban environments.  

Researchers in social psychology suggest that acts, events, and occurrences that 

transform individuals are more than likely associated with emotional experiences in a 
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social context (Lazarus, 1995; Parkinson, 1996; Parkinson & Manstead, 1993; Parkinson 

& Totterdell, 1999; Parkinson, Fischer & Manstead, 2005; Elias, 2005). These scholars 

suggest that all emotions are social and you can’t separate the cause of an emotion from 

the world of relationships – our social interactions are what drive our emotions. 

Although, the construct care in the psychological and emotion discourse is not defined as 

an emotion, care is used here as having emotion-related capacities (Leffel, 2008). 

Goleman, (2006) defines emotion as “a feeling and its distinctive thoughts, psychological 

and biological states, and range of propensities to act” (p.289).  Philosophers and 

psychologist argue over the number and kinds of emotions experienced by people; 

however, many agree on core or primary emotions, i.e., anger, love, fear, surprise, 

disgust, shame, enjoyment, sadness (p. 2 89).  Goleman suggests that there are hundreds 

of emotions that are a result of blends, variations, mutations, nuances and other subtleties 

that cannot be named.    

We are hard pressed to precisely define any given category of emotions.  The 

Oxford English Dictionary defines emotion as “any agitation or disturbance of mind, 

feeling, passion; any vehement or excited mental state.”  The difficulty with using an 

emotional framework for this study is due to the nature of the range of human capacity to 

express emotional worlds.   Scientific research models have emerged that explain how so 

much of what we do can be emotionally driven and how, in the world of social 

interactions, emotions are not separated from cognitive knowing (Ekman, 1992; Ekman, 

Friesen, O'Sullivan & Chan, 1987; Epstein, 1984). 

Ekman found in his studies that when an emotion is present, it is immediately 

present in facial expressions.  Ekman’s argues that there are a handful of emotions that 
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are recognizable no matter what culture or level of literacy one has.  Goleman (2006) 

agrees with Ekman and others “in thinking of emotions in terms of families or 

dimensions, taking the main families – anger, sadness, fear, enjoyment, love, and shame; 

not as primary emotions but emotions that can subsume or be subsumed by other 

emotional expressions (Goleman, 2006, pp. 289-90). 

Over the past decade there has been a recent surge in the discourse about teacher 

emotions (Butler, Kress & Norris, 2003; Goodson, Moore & Hargreaves, 2006; 

Hargreaves, 2005; Hargreaves, 1998; Van Veen & Sleegers, 2006; Zembylas, 2005).   

Even within this discourse, the language of care is addressed from a number of 

perspectives that range from caring for self to caring for others, taking care of others or 

teaching others how to care, but not specifically about how care is conceived by the 

caregiver, nor how the receiver of care perceives the caring.  If caring is a form of love 

labour, then how we label the act of our doing care is only important in the context of the 

discussion about love as the emotion.  The language of fear in relationship to love is 

paradoxical and counter intuitive in their relationship to care.  This paradox questions the 

nature of these two emotions in the context of teaching in urban classrooms. 

Acknowledgment of the differences in the urban context can begin the process of 

understanding the different interpretations of what is caring and how fears are 

experienced in relation to caring.  

Emotions and the Education Context 

How the emotions are experienced and thought about by teachers in every day 

acts within the urban school setting has not been investigated.  Acknowledging that these 
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emotions are important in the quality of teaching and learning that occurs in urban school 

settings expands the discourse concerning teacher retention and student learning.  The 

premise is that emotional factors impact teachers in urban schools from the beginning of 

their professional journey and these emotions, alongside other important factors, may 

have implications for whether or not they choose to teach and remain in urban settings; as 

well as impacting the quality of teacher they become.  What we do not know is how 

emotions such as love and fear are thought about and responded to by white female 

teachers.  Strawson’s theory implies that, however one wishes to define emotions that 

portend the development of a person’s identity, individuals have a location in space, a 

point of view with lived experiences and emotions (Strawson, 1959).  If Strawson’s 

theory holds true, it is important for us to know what can assist teachers in the 

advancement of their developmental tasks along the continuum, particularly during the 

early formation of their professional identity.   

Emotion and identity development theory provides the framework for looking at 

teacher emotions and interrogating how emotions may impact the resilience capacity and 

development of white female teachers within the social context of urban schools.  The 

link between teacher affective dispositions and minority student needs in urban schools 

requires a more thorough investigation of factors relating to emotions in the teaching and 

learning environment.  Some research suggests that it is important to understand how 

teachers are exposed to, and experience, differences as their personal and professional 

identities are developing (Genor & Schulte, 2002). 
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The data from this study reveal how white female teachers conceive their roles, 

the nature of their emotional concerns, and how those concerns change with maturational 

and motivational factors as they engage in stage specific developmental tasks, both 

personally and professionally.  Issues of emotions and identity beg the question of what is 

appropriate, how acceptable are emotional stances, and how identities get defined in 

maintaining appropriate behavior, as well as discourses that reinforce the hegemony of 

certain rules or norms.  Bourdieu’s (1977) concept of ‘habitus’ suggests that “identities 

are at once individual and social; they are the affective intersection of life experiences 

variably salient in any given circumstance” (p.27).  Many scholars discuss the idea of 

teachers teaching in a context that encourages individualism, isolation, a belief in one’s 

own autonomy, and the investment of personal resources (Nias, 1999; Hargreaves, 1998; 

Lortie, 1875). The resources alluded to are not developed in an isolated individual 

context, since teachers experience emotions as their professional identities are formed. 

Identity and Teacher Emotions 

Identity consists of what we know best about our relations to self, others, 

and the world, yet it is often constituted by the things we are least able to 

talk about.  Identity is grounded in multiple ways of knowing, with 

affective and direct experiential knowledge often being paramount” 

(Zembylas, 2003).   

The fear is that over time, teachers lose their affective sense of caring, or, even 

worse, they do not know how their sense of care over time may develop into emotional 

complacency or distance.  Zemblyas distinguishes between the cognitive notion of a 
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teacher’s “knowing of self” and the emotional notion of “care of teacher self.” He 

maintains that teachers cannot maintain the integrity of their shifting identities if they are 

not fully aware of whom they are as they are becoming.  Care of teacher self as opposed 

to “knowing of self” represents a teacher’s taking responsibility for the notion of care for 

self as important in the caring for others.   He notes that identity formation is situated 

within experience and practices in response to multiple meanings within a context.   

Zembylas suggest that emotions are performed through language and 

embodiment, which also refers to a wider social life.  His theory “challenges any sharp 

distinction between the “private” domain (existentialist and the psychoanalytic concern) 

and the “public domain (the structuralist concern).”  It is noted that “emotions are shaped 

in relation to power which shapes the expression of some emotions by permitting us to 

feel some while prohibiting others” (i.e. fear and the expressions of certain acts of care).  

The view that the emotions can be used to create sites of social and political resistance 

constructs the role of the teacher differently. By accepting the role of the body in 

emotional experiences, embodiment becomes integral to self-formation. This 

conceptualization rejects the individualized psychological self and supports an 

exploration of the personal, cultural, political, and historical aspects of teacher identity 

formation. The notion of using concepts associated with performance allows us to have a 

bird’s eye view of how the emotions are played out in the pedagogical space of the 

classroom.  

Zembylas’ position on the development of work with teachers’ emotions is to 

support the transformation of their emotional knowing by 
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[g]getting in touch with the social and political nature of emotions, 

teachers can potentially re-capture some aspects of identification with 

others.  By exploring the development of emotions, acts, practices and 

thoughts, teachers can return to emotional experiences that have been 

‘forgotten’ within themselves.  The goal, however, is not self-preservation 

in any sense, but the willingness to be vulnerable in empathizing with 

others and to exercise openness and flexibility in acting to transform these 

emotions, acts, practices and thoughts….It is the presence of our emotions 

that we bring in mind as we try to understand others’ emotions (p. 217). 

Teacher Emotions and the Urban Context 

There is a large body of literature outside the United States that connects teacher 

fears to a number of factors associated with the profession and issues of race, 

achievement and power (Astapov, Jehle, Maslov & Pronina, 2001; Mishima & Uno, 

2004; Sleeter, 2001; Slater, 2004).  In one article, “Teachers’ Fears Hinder Black Pupils,” 

Jon Slater, a London based scholar, focuses on a report by David Bell’s National Report 

in London, England, that identified how teachers contributed to the underachievement of 

black Caribbean students because of they were afraid to confront issues about racism. 

Another study out of Russia does not treat race as a factor but does look at issues of fear 

as it relates to power, privilege, and the well-being of teachers.  This study raises the 

question of whether race, class, and ethnic differences matter with regard to teachers’ 

notions of care, perceptions of fear and pedagogical efficacy.  
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Research concerning urban schools in the United States has addressed violence as 

a counterpart to the notion of fear, but the emotions generated by acts of violence have 

not been associated with quality teaching and learning. This is not to judge fear or care as 

negative or positive, it is to pay attention to the interactions between the two.  Some 

studies have paid attention to the notions of care and fear as related to quality teaching 

and learning, but have not situated these concerns in the context of the contemporary 

urban environment (Conway, 1999;. Dworkin, Haney & Telschow, 1988; Mabe, 2002).  

Many of these studies suggest that teacher emotional experiences are important to teacher 

resilience, but they do not tease out this relationship in matters of race, class, gender, 

nationality or pedagogy.    

In human relationships, being emotionally vulnerable in spaces where hierarchy, 

race and authority intersect is difficult to overcome.  Perhaps, for many white female 

teachers, there may be a yearning for connectedness, a yearning for encouragement to 

challenge them beyond what is difficult.  Freire (1970) suggests that it is the difficulty 

itself that we are afraid of:  

It is said that something is difficult when facing it or dealing with it proves 

painstaking; in other words, when it presents an obstacle on some level.  

“Fear,” as defined by the Aurelio Dictionary, is a “feeling of unrest before 

the notion of real or imaginary danger.”  We fear weathering a storm.  We 

fear loneliness.  We fear not being able to overcome the difficulties involved in 

understanding a text…  (Freire, 2ndLetter) 



81 
 

When Freire speaks of text in this treatise, he speaks of text as literal text in 

reading and comprehending.  This study uses his idea of text as a way of reading the 

social environment, or context.  The urban environment is text. In the classroom, the 

students and the teachers are  authors as well as readers of the text.   To read the urban 

environment poses significant difficulty for many new teachers who may have a racial, 

class, cultural and or gender difference from their students, and when that difference is 

challenged, it could cause significant emotional and cognitive dissonance.  Freire goes on 

to say that: 

In this relationship between the subject who fears and the situation or 

object of that fear, there is yet another component, which is the fearful 

subject’s feeling of insecurity in facing the obstacle.  This insecurity may 

be based on the subject’s lack of physical strength, lack of emotional 

balance, or lack of scientific competence, real or imaginary. The issue 

here is not denying fear when the danger that generates it is fictitious.  

The fear itself is concrete. The issue is not allowing that fear to paralyze 

us, not allowing that fear to persuade us to quit, not allowing the fear to 

prevent us from facing a challenging situation without an effort, without a 

fight (Freire, p.59). 

This inquiry in this dissertation project is directly related to examining the 

emotions as experienced, communicated and thought about by teachers in a “racialized” 

society.  Racialization is a concept associated with racism from the psychological uses 

that define racism as anything thought, felt or acted upon where race is used as an 

activating or organizing principle.  While the definition of racialization is similar to that 
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of racism, some scholars suggest that racialization is the more useful term to define 

interpersonal dynamics because it describes the process of manufacturing and utilizing 

the notion of race in any capacity (Dalal, 2002, p. 27).  A racialized society in this 

discussion refers to the notion of race as salient in the history of America as a catalyst for 

the inequality that exists among the races economically, socially and educationally and 

emotional attachments to these constructs.   

Race, Racialization and Emotion  

The idea of racialization stems from the conceptions of race as a way of 

structuring a hierarchy within the social order with overt and covert means of defining 

groups as superior and inferior that implicate power relations.  This has particular 

relevancy to the structure of schooling in America and the power relations inherent in 

student-teacher interactions.  Race in America is a highly charged emotional construct; 

therefore how we think about race and our experiences in a racialized context is 

important as we interact in spaces where racial, ethnic, and cultural differences abound  

(Hendrie, 2004; Smith-Maddox & Solórzano 2002).  Unlike other studies, this 

investigation of  the emotional challenges and developmental supports encountered over 

the course of white female teachers ’ “personal and professional life story” is akin to 

using turning points or affective event episodes (Clarke, 1999; Genor & Schulte, 2002)  

that influence their capacity to teach and remain in urban schools.  Investigating the 

dynamics of race and emotions require a level of tact that does not diminish the 

objectives of the research as a humanizing endeavor. 
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Brian Parkinson (1996) “questions the assumption that emotions are first and 

foremost individual reactions, and suggests instead that they are often best viewed as 

social phenomena.”   He argues that the “causes of emotions are interpersonally, 

institutionally or culturally defined; that emotions usually have consequences for other 

people; and that they serve interpersonal as well as cultural functions in everyday life” (p. 

663).   Parkinson’s argument is used to bring together the analytical assumptions of 

physiologists (Cacioppo & Gardner, 1999; Larsen, McGraw & Cacioppo, 2001; 

Winkielman & Cacioppo, 2001); cognitive psychologists (Barnard & Teasdale, 1991; 

Bower, et al., 2000; Eich, Kihlstrom, Bower, Forgas & Niedenthal, 2000; Lazarus,1991) 

and performance theorists  (Brackett, Rivers, Lerner, Salovey & Shiffman, 2006; Reinelt 

& Roach 1992).  Parkinson’s body of work puts social considerations of the emotions at 

center stage (Parkinson, 1990, 1993, 1996, 1999, 2005).  “Emotions are viewed as forms 

of communication in which evaluative representations are made by other people”, so “all 

them white teachers, they don’t care ‘bout our children, they scared of our children, some 

of us scared of our children” as quoted from a black parent. 

Power, Ideology and the Emotions 

Poststructuralist and Feminist theorists study and examine the role of culture, 

power, and ideology in creating emotion discourses. Teachers participate in this process 

by adopting or resisting the dominant discourses. Laila Abu-Lughod and Catherine A. 

Lutz (1990) inform us that “emotions function as a discursive practice where expression 

is either productive or non-productive.” These authors argue that such an understanding 

of emotions “leads us to a more complex view of the multiple, shifting, and contested 
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meanings possible in emotional utterances and interchanges, and from there to a less 

monolithic concept of emotion” (p. 27). Through narrative accounts of the 

subjectification process, some scholars suggest the impossibility of establishing clear 

boundaries between the personal and social character of self-formation (Holstein & 

Gubrium, 2003; Denzin, 1985; Foucault, M., 1978). An integrated “personal” and 

“social” identity evolves largely out of a context that shapes, and is shaped by, certain 

power relations.  

Power relations determine what can, cannot, or must be said about self 

and emotion, what is taken to be true or false about them, and what only 

some individuals can say about them.  The real innovation is in showing 

how emotion discourses establish, assert, challenge, or reinforce power or 

status differences (Foucault, M., p.96).  

Foucault (1978) maintains that “Where there is power, there is resistance” (p. 95). 

suggesting that power and resistance together define agency. The notion that self-identity, 

or agency, exists prior to the interplay between power and resistance is problematic.  To 

define the self in context is to reflect on the relationship between power and resistance.  

For a teacher, to do this requires a certain level of vulnerability.   Self-awareness also 

becomes an awareness of the emotions that speak to one’s vulnerability.  Vulnerability 

requires strength of character to negotiate fears beyond complacency.  Stress and its 

related causes impact the emotionally vulnerable position that many new teachers face in 

an unfamiliar environment where difference is ubiquitous.  Daniel Goleman’s (1996) 

important book on emotional intelligence – Emotional Intelligence: Why it can matter 

more than IQ - poses the question “can emotions be intelligent?”  Golemen claims that 
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emotions are a form of intelligence and this research suggest that they are critical for 

understanding caring acts in the urban school context.  

Care in Education 

Some research indicates that the chief reason pre-service teachers have for 

entering the teaching profession is that they care about children (McIntyre, 1997; Sleeter, 

1993; Swartz, 2003), yet there seems to be a dearth of studies that question teachers’ 

perceptions of care and whether these perceptions change given the experiences they 

have over the life cycle of their teaching tenure, or whether their perceptions of care and 

the “doing of care” is congruent.  Additionally, an interesting line of discourse this study 

seeks to understand is, in what ways do teachers’ ideas about care extend to include 

“other people’s children” as they develop their identities and pedagogies (Delpit, 1995; 

Swartz, 2003; McIntyre, 1996).  The extension and capacity to care for  or take care of 

other people’s children in urban environments by white teachers as juxtaposed to the 

personal and professional fears experienced by those teachers is not prevalent in the 

mainstream literature.  However, the connection between notions of caring by black 

teachers in urban schools and the positive outcomes is well documented. However, there 

are limited studies on white teachers caring and what makes them successful (Callender, 

1995; Collison, 1999; Cook, 1978; Cooper, 2003; Tillman, 2004).  

The conception of care as a monolithic expression of human development and the 

perception of caring and fear as disconnected from matters of race, class and other 

characteristics in American education are problematic (Slater, 2004; Webb,Wilson, 

Corbett,Dickson & Mordecai, 1993).  It is the emotional nature of our interactions that 
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define most of our experiences within environments where differences proliferate.  For 

example, Jaci Webb (1993) provided good insight regarding the different ways in which 

“parents, teachers, teaching assistants, students, and the researchers defined care.”  What 

is illustrated in his/her study is how those being cared for interpreted care.  The study 

concluded that few people in the school are crossing the social borders that separate 

groups from one another. Influenced by personal biographies and cultural histories, these 

groups do not necessarily see the caring in each others’ actions (Webb, et al., 1993).  

What is not clearly defined in the literature is the variety of ways that different 

groups, individuals or professions conceptualize care.  The nurturing form of caring in 

which women take care of the needs of others through acts of kindness, sacrifice, and 

submission versus the more patriarchal notions of caring conceptualized as protecting and 

providing, are two different forms of care that hold different connotations (Goldberger, 

Tarule, Clinchy, McVicker, Blythe & Belenky,1996; Noddings,1992).  The larger 

question is how our social constructions of race, ethnicity, class and gender inform our 

emotions regarding notions of care.  

Chapter Four will discuss and lay out the methodology and methods used for 

exploring the questions that this study raises.   
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CHAPTER 4 
 

METHODOLOGY AND DESIGN 

“Research using phenomenology seeks to uncover the meanings in our everyday 
existence. Its ultimate aim is the fulfillment of our human nature to become more fully 

who we are” (VanNanen, 1990, p.12) 
 

The phenomena examined in this dissertation provide the emotional subtext for 

the lives of five individual white female teachers and illustrate the ways in which they 

have made meaning of their experiences with fear, caring and commitment to teaching in 

urban schools. The methodological choice for addressing the identity, emotions and 

caring motivations of these white female teachers is qualitative and analyzed through a 

phenomenological lens.  Though this dissertation examines emotion as phenomena, 

phenomenology is a specific interpretive method for describing socially constructed 

meaning systems.  Phenomenology “does not constitute a unified and closed system of 

propositions and practices” (Willig, p. 50) but it does seek to “uncover the meanings in 

our everyday existence” (VanNanen, p. g12).  Though there are divergent strands of 

phenomenology (existentialist, transcendental and hermeneutics) this work is interested 

in what unifies the approach for phenomenological research.  The theories, methods and 

analysis in this project are informed by this phenomenological standpoint. They allow me 

in this study to focus on the life world, openness to the experiences of the subject, a 

primacy of precise description, attempts to bracket foreknowledge, and a search for 

invariant essential meanings in the description ( Moustakas,Clark E., 1994; Rennie,David 

L., 2006).  This study explores the process by which the phenomenon of care and 

emotions are connected to the developmental tasks of women as humans and their role as 
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teachers. The teachers’ personal and professional development is viewed through the 

interactions of their biographies and event episodes across their life story.  It is through 

the biographies and event episodes that theory and methods interact simultaneously to 

tease out salient emotions which address the problematic situation of teacher resilience.  

Phenomenological Variance of Ecological Systems Theory (PVEST) (Spencer, 2006) is 

used as a human development frame for situating this study.  However, an eclectic mix of 

methodological approaches is used to bring the data together in a novel way.  

Research Questions  

The study draws from multiple methodological approaches in order to support the 

development of an emerging model highlighting the hidden dynamics at work between 

teachers’ caring motives, emotions and commitment in the urban school environment.  

The methods for gathering this data have been organized to address the following set of 

questions: 

1) How do biography and event episodes influence the shaping of the white female 

teachers’ caring stance and capacity for emotional resilience in urban schools? 

2)   What are the responses of white female teachers in urban schools, with special 

focus on their vulnerabilities and their caring stance as related to interactions 

within the urban school environment? Do these emotions change over time and, if 

so, what factors account for the change? 

3) What aspects of white female teachers’ life experiences influence their role, 

performance and commitment to a particular caring stance? 
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The remainder of this chapter discusses the methodological approaches and methods 

used in this research design.  Each methodology and sub-section will be discussed in the 

following order: lifespan theory; narrative analysis with emotions as having a narrative 

structure; grounded theory and the data collection process; population selection and 

participant data; validity and reliability issues; position of the researcher; and ethical 

concerns.   

Lifespan Theory as Methodology 

There are a number of lifespan theoretical models which address the development 

of adults over their lifespan and from a number of perspectives (Schaie, 1999;Baltes, 

1977 ; Erikson, 1984). Of particular interest for this dissertation is the work of Paul 

Baltes work in developmental psychology. Baltes’ methodology supports the PVEST 

frame by looking at adult development while PVEST investigated adolescent 

development in the urban context.  Baltes’ work focuses on the methodological problem 

of disentangling age from cohort and period effects when studying development. Baltes 

studied adulthood and old age with interest in how the “structure of intelligence”8

                                                           
8 “Structure of intelligence refers to the capacity of intelligence to change over time and the use of different 
strategies for use or compensation and adaptability which could include a variety of intelligences, social, 
emotional, audio, visual and others. 

 

changes with age and how it is related to ability and performance levels.  Baltes’ (1977, 

1990) work culminated in the development of a theory of Selection, Optimization and 

Compensation (SOC), which looks at the active and passive, conscious and subconscious, 

individual and collective representation of adult engagement during their lifespan 

development.  These concepts are pursued within a developmental methodology as an 
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approach or strategy for examining the teachers’ developmental actions, because it 

investigates the effects of age, period and cohort positioning.   

   Baltes’ (2004) use of the SOC model in rendering a biographical investigation of 

his own life course inspired a set of questions that supported the investigation of the lives 

of the participants in this study.  The questions which emerged allowed for an 

examination of the socio-cultural-historical placement of white female teachers in urban 

schools.  The ideas that informed the inquiry and supported the development of interview 

protocols were as follows: 

1. Birth, location, family, upbringing—includes race, ethnicity, socio-
economic class, gender, and schooling; 

2. The social era of childhood development– ages 6-11 in line with the 
middle childhood value development period from a human development 
perspective (risk factors, vulnerability, deprivation etc.); 

3. The conditions (economic and social challenges) that provided protective 
factors, or the lack thereof; 

4. Challenges experienced (challenges as opportunities) as factors in the 
development of their choices to become teachers; 

5. Perceptions of care from what, where, when, whom that generated a sense 
of self-worth, and a value of personhood; 

6. How the teacher’s sense of efficacy was enhanced by what she saw as 
possibility from family, group identification or other social exposure 
outside of herself to support achievement towards their goal; 

7. How the teacher was immunized to effect a personal constitution of 
resilience – Riegel (1976);  

8. Exposure to cultural differences (what kind, how long); and  
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9. Academic interest and commitment to intellectual matters: the teacher’s 
evolution towards interest in education and teaching (who, what inspired 
them, mentors etc.). 

These nine ideas towards developmental actions served as the stimulus for developing 

protocols for the series of biographical interviews and conversations conducted with the 

participants (see Appendix). Baltes’ concept of contextualism9

Baltes’ SOC theory provides a means for observation of childhood factors that 

acted as precursors to an individual’s identity formation towards becoming a teacher (a 

form of Selection on the conscious/unconscious levels); the factors and concerns 

regarding their continued participation and patterned coping strategies in life and in the 

field of education (a form of Optimization as an individual and related to collective or 

generative choices); and, the experiences, actions and wishes that led toward the 

advancement of their choices in life and the profession of teaching (a form of 

Compensation through active and passive engagement). By looking at this as a reflective 

and observational methodology, which cuts across the span of the participants’ personal 

and professional life, as well as the collective socio-historical context, it provided me 

with a tool for defining the non-normative life events that might inform the process of 

resilience within the teacher’s developing identity as it was mediated by the emotional 

and social situations.  This methodology provided a means for observing the adult 

maturation process as I heard the narratives of the teachers’ lives.  It is in the narrativity 

 supported the 

development of questions that revealed some of the contextually hidden dimensions of 

the PVEST components, but was not sufficient as an explanatory tool.  

                                                           
9 Contextualism is a reference to the notion that human development occurs within a context which 
includes the nested social environments as described in Brofenbrenner’s ecological systems model…[?] 
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of the life of each teacher where I found the emotional adaptational struggles that 

occurred in the person-environment relationship. 

Narrative Analysis 

Labov and Waletzky (1997), pioneers in narrative theory provide a method for 

analyzing the internal structure of stories.  Narrativity is referred to as a constructivist 

postmodern research approach (Lieblich, 2003; Josselson, 1999, 2003).  The teachers’ 

personal history narratives are framed within Erikson’s stages of human development 

from middle childhood to middle adulthood and provide an extended glimpse into 

Erikson’s little investigated concerns with generative care. The investigation of care and 

commitment is connected to an integrated analysis of the biography and event episodes of 

the participating teachers.  The life story interview considers the developing person in 

context.  The emotional descriptors that emerge from the data are framed as the 

emotional sub-text within the narratives.  Each teacher’s story reveals aspects of the 

teacher’s emotional biography as a window to the development of their caring concerns 

as they became professionals in urban spaces.  The story is not the teacher’s life but a 

slice of her life that provide us insight into her developing values, vulnerabilities and 

capacities towards a  caring stance.  The data was obtained through a narrative approach.  

Narrative research is primarily focused on how individuals assign meaning to 

things through the stories they tell.  The processing of the material/data collected 

according to Polkinghorne, (1995) can be divided into two categories.  He distinguishes 

the analysis of narratives from narrative analysis.  
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The analysis of narratives places emphasis on the categorization of the 

narrative into different classes with the help of, for example, case type, 

metaphors or categories.  In narrative analysis the main point of focus is 

the production of a new narrative on the basis of the narratives of the 

material.(p.364)   

These distinctions are fundamentally based on Jerome Bruner’s (1968) conception 

of two different forms of cognition – narrative and paradigmatic.  This is important in this 

work because of the psychological focus.  Bruner defines paradigmatic cognition as being 

characteristic of logics and mathematics based on precise definitions of concepts and the 

presentation of categorization.  According to Bruner, narrative differs in that it is the 

product of a thematic and logical telling of stories which proceed from events 

(Heikkinen, et. al, 2007). The use of emotion categorizations that emerged out of the data 

supports the function of narrative analysis in this study.       

This study’s use of narrative analysis as opposed to an analysis of narrative is 

concerned with producing a new narrative about the nature of caring relationships 

bounded by borders of race, ethnicity, class, and culture in urban schools.  The data is 

interrogated to produce a new narrative that provides a different lens through which we 

may view caring as pedagogy.  The exploration in this study is to help forge new 

understandings about the characteristic experiences of caring by white female teachers in 

urban schools. The emotional content of teachers’ caring motives can also be found in 

their narratives. 
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Lazarus (2006) suggests that there is a methodologically sound way of 

investigating the emotions through narrative.  Each emotion is “viewed as representing a 

distinctive dramatic plot or story.” (p. 48). This requires “a descriptive portrait of the 

prototypical or normative story for each discrete emotion” (p. 48) and “each story 

contains antecedent and outcome variables, which could integrate the descriptive aspects 

of this approach with traditional cause and effect analysis.” (p. 48).  The work of Shaver, 

Schwartz, Kirson, and O’Connor (2001) on emotion prototypes illustrates both the 

descriptive and analytic side of a narrative approach.  The advantage of using a narrative 

approach addresses the confusion over variable centered and person-centered research.  

The first seeks external causal variables while the second seeks personality and its 

descriptive characteristics.  These two distinctions often mistake variable -centered as 

objective and person-centered as subjective.  Lazarus uses the analogy regarding the 

difference between biography and autobiography, where he states that,  

a biography is thought of as objective in that it is put together by an 

outside observer, but it also frequently draws on first-person accounts.  An 

autobiography is considered subjective because it is written through the 

eyes of the person whose life is of interest, but it usually draws on 

objective as well as subjective sources of data (p. 48).    

He says that emotion narratives can effectively combine variable- and person-centered 

research as well as objective and subjective data sources without confounding the data 

from the two types of analysis (Lazarus 1999a). 
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Grounded Theory as Data Collection Method 

In an attempt to focus on process and change, I used grounded theory as a 

methodology for collecting data in order to develop a new context-specific perspective. 

Grounded theory allowed me to start with some preliminary understandings and then to 

search for more theoretical understandings based on what I was finding in the data that 

warranted interpretation.  As I interrogated the data, I toggled between theories, methods 

and the data as a recursive process, which is expected with grounded theory.   Grounded 

theory as method provides us with guidelines on how to identify categories, how to make 

links between categories and how to establish relationships between them.  Grounded 

theory as theory is the end product of this process; it provides an explanatory framework 

with which to understand the phenomenon under investigation (Willig, 2001, p.33 ).  

Grounded theory as method provides us with stages towards the development of 

theory, which includes identifying anchors for coding, and collecting similar content to 

develop concepts and categories that lead to explanation of the subject of the research, 

resulting in theory as the end product (Willig, 2001, p. 33). Pure theorists of grounded 

methodology suggest that all categories should emerge from the data; however, I take a 

less purist position than Glaser and Strauss (1967) and a more constructionist position 

assumed in criticisms of grounded theory.  Charmaz (1990) argues that “categories and 

theories do not emerge from the data, but are constructed by the researcher through an 

interaction” (Willig, p. 43).  In this relative open-ended research process, some degree of 

structure was helpful.  Using PVEST as a  structure to frame the data and beginning with 

the categories of emotion and care does not fit with classic grounded theory assumptions, 

however the level of abstraction in these concepts are sufficient for my use of grounded 
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theory as data collection method.  Grounded theory is used to link identified categories 

and to establish relationships between them.  For example, the emotions as a category 

would include instances of caring and fears with descriptors of emotions at one level, 

while the relationship between these descriptors, generative care and pedagogy would 

become more analytic at a different level of abstraction. Proponents of grounded theory 

suggest that “both descriptive and analytic categories are based upon the identification of 

abstraction (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).  Gary Thomas and David James (2006) suggest that 

it is impossible to free oneself of preconceptions in the collection and analysis of data in 

the way that Glaser and Strauss say is necessary. They also point to the formulaic nature 

of grounded theory and the lack of congruence of this with open and creative 

interpretation which is the hallmark of qualitative inquiry. 

Grounded theory requires that the meaning making be grounded in the voices 

(words and phrases) of the participants.  In this study rigorous research questions 

provided a means for surfacing the emotions that lay just below the participants’ 

conscious knowing and helped to bring to the surface the full complexity of the data.  The 

objective was to capture as many instances of variation in the emotional subtext to avoid 

a “homogenizing impulse.”10

                                                           
10 Homogenizing of data can be countered through constant comparative analysis and this ensures that 
categories are not just built up but also broken down into smaller units of meaning. (Willig, 2001, pg. 34)  

  My own experiences as an actor in the field of education 

and the interactions forged with the participants in this study required an authentic 

sharing of who I was in the relationship and the meaning it held for the interpretation of 

the phenomena. This approach helped the participants to get in touch with their 
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unconscious feelings and to articulate their own reality.  This process required a 

conscious and focused listening by the researcher during the data gathering process.     

Data Collection  

The interview is probably the most widely used method in qualitative research.  A 

semi-structured interviewing process was carried out in this research.  This method 

provided an opportunity for the participants to talk about particular aspects of their lives 

and experiences. The semi-structured interview can be ambiguous because of the 

combining “of the formal interview (e.g. fixed time limit; fixed roles of ‘interviewer’ and 

‘interviewee’; and, the existence of an interview agenda) with features of an informal 

conversation, such as open-endedness of the questions and the emphasis on narrative and 

experience” (Willig, 2001 p. 36)  

Interviews took place in the participants’ homes (2), offices (2), community 

activity (1), a café (1) at the schools (2) and at a presentation (1).  The conversation 

protocols were informal, semi-formal and formal with three (3) participants being 

interviewed 3 times and two (2) participants interviewed twice.  I spent more than six 

hours with one participant where she conducted her political work.   

A series of three (3) two-hour in-depth autobiographical audio-recorded 

interviews were carried out with four (4) of the participants and two interviews with one 

(1) participant over a five month period from November 2007 through April 2008.  One 

(1) of the five veteran white female teachers was in her retirement year during 2008 and 

still in the classroom; a series of observations was conducted in the classroom of this 

participant and her third and more extensive interview in March of 2009.   
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Data was physically transcribed for 7 out of 14 audio recorded conversations.  

The transcription of the remaining conversations were reviewed and tagged in a program 

called Audacity.  This program allowed me to place a tag at different intervals where the 

data spoke to the themes being investigated.   In addition, the program allowed me to see 

the modulation of vocal intonations through a wave display that represented changes in 

the emotional quality of the storytelling.  The technology aided me in reigniting the 

feelings of the conversations as I coded the interviews.  I have approximately 172 pages 

of transcripts and 2242 KB of audio recording, which translates into approximately 10 

pages per 77 KB, yielding approximately 291 pages of transcripts.  I spent approximately 

40 hours in the field, which translates into about 8 hours of time spent per participant.   

Population Selection       

Selection of the participants was a result of informal conversations with a number 

of public school teachers over the course of seven (7) years.  Five (5) veteran teachers 

who have taught in urban public schools from 27 to 36 years were selected from a pool of 

approximately twelve middle and high school white female teachers.  Each study 

participant was recommended by other educators and individuals that knew of them.  

Three of the participants were more familiar with one another because their professional 

paths crossed during their tenure as teachers.  Two of the participants were recommended 

by another, thus a type of snowball effect after my first interview.  Three participants 

were of Jewish background and had pretty progressive political consciousness.  These 

three also participated in the same professional development program that seemed to 

support the development of their consciousness about race and class as important in their 
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work as teachers.  The other two participants, one of Jewish background and the other 

having a Catholic background also fit the criteria.   

The criteria included number of years in the public school system; tenure in 

middle and/or high school settings; assertion of an ethical perspective; and continued 

activism in the urban education context.   The participants were selected with a focus also 

on their experiences in the environment over time.  The study is concerned with those 

who stayed and practiced negotiating emotions in the space, coping with the dynamics of 

being in the environment and meeting the personal and professional challenges as 

females.  I chose not to focus on teachers who left, because I believed it would bring 

about a different set of answers and understandings about teacher caring and commitment 

than what this study is focused on.  There is a dearth of research literature on teachers 

that leave—and for good reason.  To look at those who left poses significantly more 

challenges: first, identifying who they are; second, their new location may not allow for 

any valid assessment of their emotional experiences when they were in the environment; 

and third, it would pose significant problems in sorting out the reasons why they chose 

not to stay.  

A selection of veteran teachers who were also excellent teachers would have been 

ideal. Although I am not claiming any evidence that these teachers were excellent 

teachers; however, there are moments throughout their professional narratives that point 

towards excellent practices and positive student feedback (i.e. student poems, student 

recognition after years, student letters, etc.) that could be an indicator of their excellence 

in the context of enacting a pedagogy of care.   
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The advantage of working with these participants was that, for my purposes, they 

were well-positioned historically during their early professional development.  The racial 

and political volatility of the time provided an open backdrop as a retrospective look at 

the shaping of their identities, both personal and professional.  If I had more time, I 

would have used the data I collected from pre-service white female student teachers and 

observational data from pedagogical engagement of in service teachers and compared 

these different groups to gain a better sense of the phenomena in the professional life of 

the teachers as an everyday encounter.   

Participant Data 

The participants’ are from upper middle class (2), middle class (2), working class 

(2) backgrounds; three (3) participants were raised in two parent households and two (2) 

participant were raised by a single mother; three (3) of the participants are first generation 

Americans whose parents immigrated from eastern Europe and Russia; one (1) 

participant was second generation American from eastern Europe; and, one (1) first 

generation American with immigrant parents from Italy; Four (4) participants were of 

Jewish background, two claiming connection as liberal religious Jews and two not 

claiming religious allegiance but are self identified as Jewish; One (1) participant 

identified and claimed Catholicism; All (5) of the participants grew up in all white 

neighborhoods with limited exposure to people of color before high school; Two attended 

private schools, three attended a mix of private alternative, public and catholic schools; 

Four (4) participants fathers had college education and one (1) did not; two (2) out of five 

of the participant’s mothers attended college and three (3) mothers did not.  The variance 
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in this population was held together because each individual teacher was the unit of 

analysis. 

Participants Group Overview 
 

The five veteran white female teachers in this study were chosen because of the 

criteria defined earlier in this chapter. Below are factors that made up their collective 

early, young adult and professional lives. 

Early Life 

- Each taught in an urban public middle or high school for at least three fourths 

of their career; their tenure as teachers extended for twenty five plus years; 

and they are continually active in the urban education context after retirement 

- Two grew up in the suburbs and three in the city  

- All had interactions with extended family, uncles, aunts and grandparents  

- Three of five grew up in intellectual and politically active households 

- All participants’ had events that made them question their values and 

perceptions during middle-childhood and their adolescent developmental 

periods  

- Four out of five were academically tracked for college 

- Four of five indicated that they loved reading and school was a rewarding 

experience  
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Young Adult Life 

- Two of five became involved in political activities as young adults entering 

college, their activities included protesting on their own college campuses and 

advocating for social justice issues  

-  All went to colleges in the  Philadelphia, Pennsylvania area for undergraduate 

and graduate studies 

- Two majored in English in and taught English at the high school level for 

much of their teaching career; One majored in history and taught history and 

social studies for the greater part of her middle and high school teaching 

career; One majored in Spanish and special education and taught special 

education all of her middle and high school teaching career; One  majored in 

psychology and counseling and taught social studies, math and English to 

pregnant teen girls for three-quarters of her tenure in public schools. 

- Two of five went right into teaching after college graduation.   

Professional Life 

- Three of five did not grow up wanting or expecting to be a teacher 

- Three of five served as counselors and worked in the social service field.   

-  Each taught in an urban public middle or high school for at least three fourths 

of their career; their tenure as teachers extended for twenty five plus years 

- All of the participants have lived the majority of their adult lives in the inner 

city  
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- All of them had event episodes during their professional growth as teachers 

that they identified as critical moments around questioning the efficacy of 

what they were doing with the children they taught and the efficacy of their 

work as teachers.  

-  Each had a pivotal moment that changed and enhanced their commitment to 

teaching  Three of the teachers participated in a professional development that 

supported their renewed commitment to teaching  

- One teacher initiated and founded a teacher community project for social 

justice 

- All worked teaching teams for a period in their teaching experience and 

highlighted this as the most rewarding and supportive period in their careers  

- All five are continually active in the urban education context after retirement 

Validity and Reliability  

The individual teachers served as the unit of analysis in this study.  I wanted to 

avoid both the ecological and exceptional fallacy which could occur if I was to reach a 

conclusion about white female teachers as a group.  I used aspects of each of the 

teachers’ personal and professional life event episodes to conduct my analysis based on 

the themes that were associated with what was considered risk factors of students in the 

urban school environment (i.e., absentee fathers, economic disadvantage, learning 

disabilities, racial and gendered position as risk variables).  The advantage of using the 

individual teacher as the unit of analysis is congruent with the use of the PVEST 

framework as a means for investigating the resilience of individuals and vicariously 
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leading to examination of groups under specific environmental conditions.  If the 

research design and methodology was different it could possibly have implications for 

teachers as a group.  However, for this study the depth of the analysis perhaps can set the 

stage for looking at this phenomenon more broadly.  

The questions I used to develop the protocol were loosely organized to effect a 

conversation rather than create a strict interview/interviewee dynamic.  The research 

questions found on page 84 in this section guided the protocols used to elicit the 

biographical narratives and to gain access to the life history of the teachers.    During the 

interview process (conversations) questions about caring as a concern was asked of the 

participants as part of an iterative process (see protocol in Appendix) in each subsequent 

conversation.  The teachers’ interpretations of their caring concerns were generally based 

on their own ideological concerns but were also connected to life and professional event 

episodes.  Grounded theory as method was used because it allowed me to revise and 

respond to the emerging data.  For me, asking questions promotes learning, and learning 

is essentially an organic experience that is always shifting.  

The quality of the data is not compromised by the fortuitous themes that emerged 

even as they resonated with my own life story.  I did not try to reframe what the women 

were saying but did what was humanly possible to respect their lives as they shared them. 

I adopted a listening stance, allowing their responses and their silences to lead my 

questions.  For the most part, I think there was quite an advantage to the approach given 

that the phenomenon being investigated required a catalyst for the emotional quality of 

the narratives to emerge as an important factor.  I think my ability to hear their stories and 

respond to the emotion, as opposed to the words only, helped the interviewees to find our 
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interactions transformative.  It is the transformative quality of our interactions as 

researcher and subject that hold promise for rewriting (righting) reality. My own position 

as researcher placed me in a unique position to respond to their voices. 

Researcher Positionality 

I came to this project as a researcher, but also as a human being who comes with a 

life history and vulnerabilities that drive my motivation and interest in what I am 

studying.  I simply heard the stories of these women, and made no attempt to coax their 

narratives to fit my own.  Quite the contrary, it was because of their narratives that I came 

to know the depth of my own narrative as a black woman, mother, educator and activist.  

When our narratives intersected, I pushed the conversation towards understanding that 

intersection, and this helped me and them to create a new narrative (a process which 

supports my use of narrative analysis as analytic method [see p. 88]).  If my own 

emotions became a catalyst as we shared stories, it not only facilitated my own 

transformation but also allowed the women to feel free enough to express the emotion- 

laden aspects of the stories they chose to share.  This analysis is a testament to the 

participants’ humanity and recognition of their vulnerabilities in spite of the implication 

of whiteness in urban spaces. This is likewise an avowal of my own humanity and 

recognition of the vulnerable places that affected the emergence of my becoming who I 

am in spite of the implications of my blackness.  

Though my own ideological position and scholarly training has been viewed 

through the lens of historical, social and structural inequities that inform education 

problems, I have come to appreciate the relationship between the individual and the 
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structures. I was originally concerned with, and still am concerned with, the 

disengagement of adolescent black males in the public school system.  I was more 

interested in studying this phenomenon from a place of resistance and in looking at how 

their resistance to this system figured in their disaffection with formal schooling. 

However, because of the political implications and the relations of power in using such 

research, I chose not to study this population. In addition, I have raised four black men, 

and in helping them to stay intact as whole human beings I have had to negotiate, 

accommodate, resist and struggle with this system and its teachers (more white than 

black). I believe that our urban schools fragment children’s humanity at an alarming rate. 

I think this fragmenting is related to the fragmented identities of all of us, which is a 

result of the historical social construction in American society. The perpetuation of a 

caste system, in which the masses of black children are at the bottom no matter where 

they are stratified in the class or ethnic hierarchy exacerbate the fragmentation of their 

lives. 

So as I began to teach white students who wanted to be teachers, I began to pay 

attention to the role that teachers play as they negotiate their own identities. I then begin 

to think about all the teachers I had encountered along the way.  As I watched white 

teachers and black teachers, I witnessed both wonderful and disturbing interactions in 

classrooms and other settings.  But the one thing stands out for me based on my 

observation of teachers is their sense of nomalcy about the role they play as authority 

without having to earn that authority.   

The question that began to emerge for me was how teachers’ identities were 

shaped and how they negotiated their emotions as they performed their role. I became 
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particularly concerned about the emotion of fear because of what I was seeing, hearing 

and experiencing as I taught students in a service-learning class.  Although this emotion 

was clearly present among my students, I felt I did not have a way to begin the discussion 

about those fears within the pedagogical framework used in the course.  So I began to 

think about love and its relationship to fear by thinking through some of the work I had 

done with Charles Rozjman, a French sociologist.   

The literature helped me to understand the reasons why many of the student-

teachers chose education as a career, reasons such as caring about children, experiencing 

a critical incident in their own schooling experience, or a family history of educators.  

However, the most prevalent reason was that they cared about children, so I chose to 

approach the discussion of fear from our conceptions of care. I then realized that 

teachers’ emotions are critical to understanding their personal and professional identity 

formation, and this led me to think about how their identities and emotions inform 

practices in the classroom and how those practices might have implications for teacher 

retention and student achievement. 

Ethical Considerations 

My work on this project has given me ample opportunity to reflect on the nature 

of knowledge production and to make connections between the ways in which we 

produce knowledge and the importance of storytelling to convey or communicate 

knowledge. To shape reality around a past, present and future, which centers it all as a 

storytelling venture – this spiraling movement from the inside out and the outside in helps 

us to produce new forms of knowledge.  When each of us brings a word, those individual 
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words form sentences and our sentences create a paragraph with meaning in and of itself 

and the collective paragraphs create a new story that expands our individual stories. The 

production of new knowledge can only be knowledge when the creation of the 

knowledge is a collective process. Communal ways of making knowledge are about 

caring for and taking care of the others’ words.  People, groups, organizations, 

institutions and society have to care not only about the sentence they have created but 

how that sentence is connected to other sentences.  I asked teachers in this work to reflect 

on how they cared and got their students to care about other people sentences.  I 

attempted to care about their words and to establish a connection, which happened in 

between the stories they told about who they are and are still becoming.  

The privileging of the voices of the participants from primary data sources was a 

vital aspect of this project.  The participants’ right to share and disclose as little or as 

much as they chose was respected. Upon completion of rendering the data in Chapter 

Five, I shared the narratives with each participant for critique, feedback and corrections. I 

respected the time of the participants and their right to question my motives and 

intentions and I was up front about my intent and my concern about the racial dynamic in 

urban public schools.  I tried to limit my comments on issues that came up that reflected 

my own experiences as an urban child but used the opportunity to probe for deeper 

meaning. Because of my own experience, I was able to connect to the emotion behind 

each story the women elected to share.  The issues that ultimately emerged as 

vulnerabilities in the teachers’ lives allowed me to listen with my heart and not my head.  

All other ethical considerations are in alignment with the Internal Review Board’s 

guidelines on the protection of human subjects.   
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The goal of Chapter Five is to provide the reader a glimpse into the lives of the 

participants by using PVEST’s Net Vulnerability to frame significant events in their lives 

that possibly led to their ultimate caring concern and resilience in the urban environment.  
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CHAPTER 5 

BECOMING WE –LIFE STORIES AND PVEST 

“We are continually transforming ourselves within a community, out of the past into 

the future, with and within a complex mind, trying always to gain a little more liberty 

to be what we are becoming” (Gould, 1980, p. 237) 

Life experiences become the narratives which shape and reshape our transforming 

identities within a recursive process.  During this circuitous dance with life our 

expressions may change but the underlying values, vulnerabilities and capacities 

developed during our formative years serve as foundation for our actions in the world.   

Among these identified characteristics, vulnerabilities hold a special significance because 

they represent the evolving emotional life of each human being.  These vulnerabilities 

also present the opportunity for each person to explore and transform herself “within a 

community” of relationships where each is “gaining a little more liberty to be what we 

are becoming.”  Conversely, those who do not face the vulnerable places are losing the 

liberty for experiencing a fuller humanity in a relational context.   When these 

vulnerabilities become our fears and we don’t acknowledge them by pushing them further 

into our subconscious it hinders our capacity to be more fully engaged in relationships 

both personally and professionally.   

This study seeks to understand the role of vulnerabilities and emotions in the 

development of the teachers’ capacities for caring and resilience in the urban school 

community.  Teachers play a dominant role in schools; therefore, it stands to reason 

that we would want to understand and explore how their role can be improved as a 
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change agent in not only transmitting information but socializing the student to 

become a part of the larger world community.  This role of change agent begins with 

a transformation of self on the part of the teacher from the “past into the future” 

within the complexity of difference, thus paying attention to the vulnerabilities of the 

self as a window for understanding how and who they have become.  This process of 

meaning making and becoming is captured and analyzed through the first component 

of the Phenomenological Variance of Ecological Systems Theory (PVEST) (see 

Chapter Two). The starting point is to look at vulnerabilities as discussed in the 

PVEST model through the life story interviews of the five white female veteran 

teachers.  The vulnerability identified for each teacher denotes a set of episodic events 

that occurred in each of their lives at two distinct points (middle childhood – 6-10 

years and early adolescence 11-14 years) along the path of their development. 

The interviews were conducted to determine whether affective event episodes 

in the teachers’ biographies influenced their capacity for resilience and whether these 

life event episodes are at the origin of the development of their caring stance as 

pedagogy.  The opportunity for self-appraisal by these teachers and an evaluation of 

the risks and resources in their early lives is important for understanding how these 

same risks and resources are present or absent in the lives of their students and what it 

means in how caring is present in their pedagogic approach.  The goal is to reveal the 

transactional relations emerging from the risks and protections that inform us about 

patterns of emotional responses that may reflect the teacher’s caring way of being in 

the environment.  
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Adapting to ever changing environmental realities requires recognition of one’s 

vulnerability.  Vulnerability is the difference between risk and protections present in the 

environment.  The risk is being in a space that is contrary to the normalized standards, 

such as family not fitting the western ideal of the family structure. Ability differences are 

a risk when learning and intellectual capacities do not fit what is valued in terms of what 

is considered learned or intelligence, such as a standardized test. Your gendered position 

is a risk when being female limits one’s access to the greater goods of society—i.e., when 

women are denied access to opportunities associated with maximizing their potential to 

engage in the society with equal voice and power experienced by men.  Your race is a 

risk in a society where the construction of race as a concept permeates the psychological, 

political and economic reality of a social order, where one group has gained power and 

privilege over the other generally with significant damage to other human beings. 

Economic class is a risk for a vast majority when resources are distributed in unequal 

fashion and the quality of life for all human beings is threatened by the lifestyle of a 

relative few.  

These same risks become protections for those whose family structure fits the 

norm of what society considers a desirable family; you’re protected by your propensities 

for learning and your intelligence is judged by your facility with normed test 

measurements of intelligence (even as they neglect the many different forms of 

intelligence); you’re protected when you fit into the normed ideal of how you should 

behave and the role of your gendered position in society; you’re protected when you are 

in a particular economic class and are able to maintain the status of that class, its culture 

and the material goods.    
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Laila’s Story 

I think not having a father influences you, thinking about not having a 

father, having a mother who works in a community when most people’s 

mothers are at home, or not having a father at home means you are 

poorer than everyone else…there is some level where you feel like you’re 

different and you’re an outsider...it was nothing that happened outside 

externally… 

Upon walking into Laila’s home to ask if she would be so kind to participate in 

my study, I noticed her eclectic mix of décor, her style of dress, and fun socks.  Her home 

was warm and intimate, filled with soft furnishings, antique lamps and different artifacts 

that seemed to span thirty years of collecting. I took particular notice of her colorful 

socks, her soft full skirt and flowing top, and her dangling earrings. As my eyes were 

drawn back to her socks, it occurred to me that she was a person who didn’t mind being 

different.   My first encounter with Laila was fairly informal—no audio recorder and 

minimal notes— but the encounter was rich and riveting with different events about her 

teaching.  It’s amazing that our first encounter was filled with conversation that spanned 

the breadth of my interest in conducting a study with this population. As her words 

flowed, they fed my thoughts and had me wondering about the difficult task of choosing 

which experiences would be important to this study.   Laila’s sharing seemed to act as a 

catharsis, releasing enough experiences so the inner longing of her soul story could be 

revealed. “I’m facing the chalkboard as the children come in the room; while listening to 

their conversations I’m writing things I hear them say and I’m struck powerfully by a 

student’s comment that I was a white devil.” When these words filtered into my mind, I 
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could not hear much else she had to say. I knew the moment was important, but we 

wouldn’t revisit it until the third interview.     

Laila and her sister are children of Jewish immigrants. They are first generation 

Americans. She grew up in an all white middle class Jewish neighborhood in the inner 

city where mothers stayed at home and fathers were the providers who worked or had 

careers.  The exception was that this was not her story in this neighborhood where she 

spent the first 19 years of her life.  Her mother was the single breadwinner and protection 

for Laila and her sister.  Laila’s father left the family when she was about 4 years old 

after many years of marriage to her mother.   The absence of her father was a source of 

much of her reflection about her childhood during our first formal interview.   

Between the ages of 4 and 12, Laila had no contact with her father and was 

perplexed about what that meant, where he was and who he was.  Her parents were 

divorced and she says, this was “very unusual in my neighborhood, not having a father 

was significant to me as a child.  My mother was an immigrant and she was under the 

belief that you didn’t talk about things.” Laila did not understand what had happened, 

didn’t know where he was; she only knew that he was absent.  As a young child, not 

knowing for Laila was significant in her response to situations that created dissonance.  

Her first encounter with coming to know what her emotions were about not having a 

father and living below the economic standards of many of her friends happened in first 

grade. 

Life Event Episode 1 (6 years old) 

In first grade the teacher, when they go around and ask you to say your 

name and what your father does… I am thinking what am I going to 
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answer, I had no idea what to say, I knew my father worked for the FBI, 

that’s what I said, it was the only thing I ever remember hearing, one of 

the kids says, Laila, you don’t have a father, I said, I don’t, they knew and 

I didn’t… 

 In good introductory pedagogy, the first grade teacher wants to know who you 

are and who your family is, or more importantly, who your father is and where he works. 

“It was sexist, she didn’t ask where your mother worked.”  This posed a significant crisis 

for Laila.  What was she going to say?  She only knew bits and pieces about her father 

and those pieces coalesced in a way for her to create an ideal of the father as this 

important FBI agent.  He was in fact working for the justice department and had since 

become a well known Crime Commissioner in New Orleans, Louisiana (although Laila 

was unaware of that fact). When it was her turn to tell what her father did ,she told the 

class that he was an FBI agent, and another student said “Laila, you don’t have a father. I 

said, I don’t, they knew and I didn’t.”  As Laila relayed this event the tone of her voice 

changed, and her body began to shift subtly: she lowered her shoulders and this let me 

know that there was emotional content there that was waiting to be released.  I suggested 

that I knew how hard it might be to recollect what she felt but asked her to try.  She was 

embarrassed that it was something she didn’t know.   It stayed with her and as she 

attested, “it entered me and went somewhere…something I would always wonder about.”   

By the time she was six years old, Laila’s self-evaluation based on who her father was 

represented an emotional conundrum. Further, if not knowing her father signified a 

missing emotional attachment to someone so vital to her life, it also represented a need 

for connectedness and belonging to the world where social engagement and academic 
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skill development was one of the determinants of how she came to see herself in the 

environment.   

 Laila’s perception of herself was that she was a very shy child who had become 

plagued by fears associated with not knowing her father and, as she attested, it stayed 

with her, but she didn’t know where it had gone.  Her analysis was that “I think when you 

are young it’s something you don’t put in words so quickly, part of it is abstract.” Laila’s 

assessment that not knowing was abstract is very much in line with Piaget’s (1981) 

developmental theory regarding pre-operational and concrete operational stages of 

development.  The cognitive maturation was not fully developed but the emotionally 

laden experience gave rise to Laila’s caring about what she did not know and how it 

affected her sense of self. As a child Laila’s sense of self as being shy did not diminish 

her capacity for wanting to know and seeking to fulfill her need for emotional 

attachments, which she found in books and friends.  These attachments served as 

protections against the risk of not having her father in her life. Contrary to the notion of 

early childhood literacy development that children who are read to have a head start on 

their ability to succeed in school, Laila’s experience shows a different pattern.   “I just 

loved reading, I loved learning. My mother was a big reader but I don’t remember her 

ever reading to me, I remember her in bed at night sitting there reading, and I remember 

giving her books as gifts, I remember she introduced me to several authors.” Laila’s 

experience with books, her love of reading and having her mother as a model served as a 

protection against the emotional risk of not having her father in her life.  Laila’s 

friendliness and openness to get her emotional needs met emerged in many different 

ways as she reached early adolescence. She says, 
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I had a lot of friends. I had a boyfriend, we would pick up golf balls and flowers,  

I always thought he made up for me not having a father. His role in my life was 

probably larger than someone who had a father: he was this little male person, he 

was little— this is sixth grade— he was such a sweet little friend, Dalton, he was 

important to me, the attention and the sweetness of it,  it was very important to 

me, it’s an important part of childhood, it was quite an attachment…   

The difference between the risk of having an absentee father and the protections 

of living in a secure neighborhood, a mother who worked and had a love of reading, a 

sister who recognized Laila’s desire to know, lots of friends and a young male friend to 

fill the void of the missing father as an important attachment provided Laila with enough 

experiences that could conceivably point to protective factors that outweighed the risk of 

the absentee father.  The premise here is that Laila’s generative caring was a result of 

being cared for by others as well as having self agency in taking care of her own needs.  

The persona that she developed as a shy child and the fears that she carried internally 

represented the vulnerabilities that emerged out of this particular life event episode 

regarding her father.  As she says, 

As a child I was scared and I held a lot in, I would have nightmares, some things, 

some comments would last for years. I was one of those obedient children, if a 

person had a very stern manner I would be scared of that person…I would do 

anything anyone would tell me… 

Laila’s early adolescence years would test her resolve to challenge her fears and develop 

her emotional capacity beyond the vulnerability of an absentee father. And then she 

encountered her father after 8 years of his being missing in her life. 
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Life Event Episode (2 – 12 years old) 

Laila’s wondering and the intrapersonal crisis of the absentee father changed at 12 

years old.  One day he appeared at her mother’s door.  Was this him? Questions swirled 

in her mind: should she open the door and incur her mother’s disappointment with her, or 

was her need so great to know this missing link in her life that she was willing to risk her 

self-image of the good and obedient daughter? “I let him in because it was the right thing 

to do.”  Throughout Laila’s story, doing the right thing was an underlying value that 

permeated each crisis she negotiated from childhood through middle adulthood. Doing 

the right thing had developed as a generative theme in Laila’s early development. 

Erikson’s theory indicates that one develops their moral reasoning in early childhood 

between ages 3 and 5 and the crisis being negotiated is between the development of 

initiative and guilt.  For Laila this crisis or event episode occurred when her father arrived 

late for a visit, which happened often. Laila was 4 and her sister was 11. Both girls were 

negotiating a particular psycho-social crisis from the same event, which resulted in 

different life outcomes.  

The following conversation happened between Laila and her father in her late 

adolescent period. 

I don’t remember why I remember this, you talk about an episode, he was 

about 2 or 3 hours late this time, he said, “your mother said to me that 

you couldn’t come, you girls couldn’t come.”  He turned to us and said to 

me, 4, my sister, 11, he said, I remember this too, he said to us both, 

“please come with me, please come with me.” My sister ran over to my 

mother and said no, I’ll stay, and I remember he turned to me, I remember 
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thinking it over and saying I want to stay with my mother, and saying to 

myself, my sister is with my mother and there are two of us, I should stay 

with him, it would be fair. I really didn’t want to go with him and 

remembering thinking it wasn’t fair and I remember going with him. I 

remember that it was my first moral decision trying to figure out what’s 

right…  

Laila’s uncertainty about why this event came to the forefront of her mind was not 

seen as an emotional occurrence which had significance to the story she was about to tell 

but served as a means for making meaning of the event that shed light on her own 

understanding.  She noted that everything evolved very differently for her and her sister 

because their father resumed a relationship with her and not with her sister.  The 

resuming of the relationship with Laila provided an added protective factor to her 

vulnerability as having been exposed to the absence of the father and all the 

psychological and sociological implications that could have impacted the development of 

her emotional capacity.  The sense of fairness and justice that presented itself in Laila’s 

personality was in conflict, as she wanted to remain loyal to her mother but somehow 

caring about being fair and going with her father anyway.  Laila noted that this was her 

first moral decision and connecting it with what was right, fair and just is a glimpse into 

her reasoning and the possible origin of her caring behavior as a person.  She also said 

that “it makes me realize about children – how early it is that complex thinking takes 

place; you look at a 4-year- old and you don’t think they would be thinking about that, 

but I wouldn’t know that if I didn’t have the brain capacity to remember that.”   
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According to Affective Events Theory (AET), it was not the brain capacity or 

cognitive engagement that made Laila remember this event but the emotional content that 

informed the event.  The complex cognitive processes that occur at different stages of 

development are not void of the affective and behavioral responses in the environment 

(Piaget, ).  These processes, which developmental scientists identify as coping processes, 

are simultaneously occurring.  These processes are recurring in the structure of 

development identified in PVEST as reactive coping processes. The reactions to the 

experiences can result in adaptive or maladaptive behaviors.  These behaviors evolve and 

become patterned in our identities and responses as we engage in risk and stressors, 

which are constantly occurring in the environment. For Laila, as her personality evolved 

in her early years from her fears of not knowing and the missing attachment to the father, 

so did her values, virtues and caring stance.   

“I let him in because it was the right thing to do.” The excitement in her voice 

and the shifting of her body to a more upright and animated position as she began to tell 

the story of the reunification with her father was without question an event of 

significance in Laila’s life.     

Well, he came to the front door of my house, knocked on the door, my 

mother was at work, I was always told not to open the door. I looked out 

the peephole and he said who he was. I ran downstairs and got some 

pictures to see if this was him, and low and behold, it was him and I let 

him in because I thought that was the right thing to do, we sat on the front 

porch and talked. I was pretty excited. My mother was pretty upset when 

she got home from work. They had been married quite a long time before 
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the divorce but I think he had not provided family support, she had 

negative feelings though she never spoke of them to us.  I guess she didn’t  

think he deserved to see me because I was such a beautiful and bright kid 

and why should he have a chance to sit there and talk to me and he had 

never even sent birthday cards those years. At that point I began to see 

him once a year… 

This moment represented for Laila a personal challenge to respond to her values, 

curiosity and fears; it was her first acknowledged defiant decision to meet her needs.  The 

cautiousness and resources she would draw upon to make a decision about how to handle 

this defining moment was a choice to cope with what she was feeling as an action 

towards claiming her own needs.  The event where her first moral decision was made 

seemed to be a toggle between what was right or wrong, just as this decision was.  

However, what she seemed to have internalized as right and wrong did not necessarily 

diminish her fears; it seemed that wanting to know—curiosity— overrode her fears.   

It was not only her fears that began to shape Laila’s caring stance in the moment 

of meeting her father but the range of her emotions she experienced as the event 

unfolded.  When I asked how she felt, she rattled off,  

I was scared, nervous, and excited—it was both completely intriguing, my 

heart was beating, my father and whatever that meant. I was kind of 

scared: here was this man who was very tall, you know, it was like a 

combination of mystery and taking the initiative of letting him in was a 

little scary for me, wondering if I am doing the right thing… 
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These feelings are what bought the fullness of this encounter to Laila’s memory.  

The fact that her mother would be upset and that he had never sent her birthday 

cards did not stop the affective and physiological responses she was experiencing.   

Her initiative to go beyond the fear of what her mother might think and the guilt 

of meeting her own need to know or do the right thing was reminiscent of a 

decision made earlier in her life regarding her father.    

 Nussbaum’s (2001) work, which draws on the work of other child psychologists, 

explores the history of normal and abnormal emotional development in early childhood.  

She provides a schema that places humans as those who are born needy and have an 

explicit interest in getting their needs met by employing objects in the environment.  

Experiences as “delight and distress, excitement and fear, happiness and sadness are the 

first emotions of human life” (Deigh, p. 107).  As the child begins to have a greater sense 

of self as being separate from others “it comes to feel love toward those who provide the 

objects that satisfy its desires, but it comes to feel anger at them when they act to thwart 

those desires” (p.107). Laila’s anger at her father and her love and curiosity created an 

acute conflict.  Her actions allowed for a beginning resolution of the conflict, which was 

incorporated in her growth of emotional capacities during the process.  

 Laila’s courage to go beyond her fear is present and doing the right thing is 

important at the onset of adolescence.  She was 12 years old when this event occurred. 

The emotions are ever present and arising out of her sense of values (what is right or 

wrong), a toggle in the emotional body between love and fear. As a reflective inquiry into 

Laila’s perception about her father’s influence on her life, I wanted to know the 

influences that she thought impacted her way of being as person and as teacher.   
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I think everything influences you, not having a father influences you, 

thinking about not having a father, having a mother who works in a 

community when most people’s mothers are at home, or not having a 

father at home means you are poorer than everyone else, even though I 

did not know that until some kids told me.  I never felt poor in any way. 

There is some level where you feel like you’re different and you’re an 

outsider...it was nothing that happened outside externally… 

It is important here to reflect on the wider social aspects of an absent father: there 

is a risk of being in poverty and, in Laila’s case; the family was less economically well 

off than the rest of the families in her neighborhood.  Not only did the absence of the 

father represent an economic burden but also a psychological and social burden.  The role 

of the mother served as a protective factor as she provided the material resources 

necessary to raise her daughters in a secure neighborhood. Laila states, “I grew up in a 

neighborhood that felt very secure to me but I grew up with the insecurity of a divorce, 

the unknown father disappeared, never knew what to say.” She did not know what to say 

because her mother never talked about him or what he did. “My mother was an immigrant 

and she was under the belief that you didn’t talk about things.”  The not talking about 

things could have put Laila at greater risk as she sought to get her emotional needs met, if 

other supports had not been present.    

  The maternal and paternal archetypes permeate society as a particular way of 

being in the hierarchy of the western social systems.  The family, religious, economic, 

and education systems are all structured to reflect this patriarchal hierarchy in ways that 
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put at risk any individual or group whose way of being in the world is different and are 

not afforded significant protections. For Laila, in the context of the absentee father, she 

felt “there is some level where you feel like you’re different and you’re an outsider...it 

was nothing that happened outside externally” but for the children that she ultimately 

taught, the risks were not only internal but external—imposed by social structures and the 

environment.   

As Laila stated, not having a father at home was “very unusual in my 

neighborhood, not having a father was significant to me as a child.”   The emotional 

biography as a prelude to what individuals in the environment come to care about is not 

only characteristic of the teachers but also the students they serve.  These emotions 

become embodied in our being as we are confronted with the need to respond to 

subsequent experiences in which values, virtues and moral decisions portend how we are 

becoming in the world.  

Nancy’s Story 
 

I think being the only girl in a family of two boys back then; the boys 

seemed to get everything. Having this brother who was one year ahead of 

me, they thought he was brighter, smarter and knew everything—and the 

younger one too… [But]I thought I knew three times as much as they… 

Joan Beatty Elementary school is where Nancy spends her free time these days.  

She is no longer a full time employee in the district but volunteers to work with a school 

that she has developed an affinity for.  This affinity has a history that predates Nancy’s 

role as a teacher and counselor in the school district.  She is granting me the right to share 
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her story about her tenure as a public school teacher and her personal history as a human 

being. This first semi-informal meeting provided me with a small glimpse into Nancy’s 

interactions with the people in a setting where she seems quite at ease.    

The setting is an elementary school in the Southwest section of the city 

surrounded by small attached homes typical of many homes in different sections of this 

city.  The school is housed in a well-kept large gothic type stone building with huge 

arched clean glass windows. The grounds are well kept, but even with the clean 

appearance the building is jutting out and upwards from the human-scaled neighborhood 

like an obsolete beacon, which is typical of schools built in this city during the 1920’s. 

The building belies the fact that human activity is taking place inside. Two schools 

occupy this building: a charter school and a long-standing public elementary school, 

which has found a new home on this building’s first floor after being shifted and as a 

displaced school due to a fire and dilapidated conditions.   

As I stood outside gazing up at the building, I felt small and unimportant, but 

upon walking inside, the warmth and human scale of the décor and the people moving 

about with ease and comfort helped me to feel the presence of life. When Nancy – a 

petite middle-aged blonde, well-dressed and attractive— walked into the office, I knew it 

was her right away.  She also surmised I was the person looking for her.   She seemed 

excited that I was there to hear her story.  She introduced me to the principal and other 

people in the office and told them that I was a Ph.D. student doing a study about her life 

as a teacher.   

Nancy grew up in Southwest Philadelphia in a middle class, Catholic Italian 

family.  She is a middle child and has one brother not quite a year older and a younger 
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brother six years her junior.  She says, “I think being a middle child has a lot to do with 

being able to get along with people and being resilient and kind of not care if one is 

kicking you or the other is stepping over you… It’s a kind of okay place to be.” Nancy is 

second generation American born of Italian immigrant grandparents.  Her father and 

mother are both of Italian descent.  Her father owned a used car dealership that kept them 

solidly in the middle class.  Her mother was a stay-at-home mom who had significant 

influence or, as Nancy put it, control over the family affairs.   

The community where she grew up in her early life was mixed, though she never 

delineated in what ways it was mixed— racially, ethnically or economically—nor did I 

ask. She did say that she had friends of both races and they did go out to play but it was 

limited and she did not have a lot of freedom. Nancy went to a neighborhood public 

school from kindergarten to second grade – very similar to the school (Joan Beatty) that 

she now volunteers in as a counselor. Her mother decided to put her in Catholic school 

during her third grade year and moved out of the city when she was in fifth grade. She 

says, “I guess they thought the public school was too wild and I guess they wanted me to 

make my sacrament because we are Catholic.”  Even though the public school was closer 

she thinks that her mother knew that Catholic school was the only option.  She hesitated 

after rationalizing the Catholic choice and the issue of tuition and stated, “My parents 

went to church…you know, they didn’t take me out of the school because . . . [lengthy 

pause] of any racial thing. They maybe thought the schools were better run and they liked 

the discipline.” She remembered that there were black children in public school but could 

not remember if there were black children in the Catholic school.  Her long pause 

between the thought about whether her parents put her in Catholic school because of 
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religious preference and discipline issues, as she had just reasoned, or whether her 

parents’ decision was connected to the changing dynamics around race during this period 

– 1950’s and 1960’s—indicated that she may have been reflecting about whether race 

had played a part in her parents’ decision to move. The idea that Catholic school 

represented a cultural norm for Nancy’s family background also represented a gendered 

norm.  

In the late ‘60’s and early ‘70’s the gendered reality for girls was very different 

from that for boys.  The feminist movement was climbing toward an apex of heightened 

visibility in the academic and lay worlds.  The notion of who was cared for more and had 

perceived greater intellectual abilities was not only a gendered concern in the family 

dynamic but also as a structural concern in matters dealing with race.  Nancy’s perception 

that boys got everything and were considered smarter impacted her own emotional 

history as a recurring theme about her image and the conflict between who she was 

expected to be and who she was inside.  The protections afforded white males were far 

greater in the familial and societal structures than protections for females, white and 

black.  The dilemma faced by women early in their development certainly found its 

origin in the expectation and role definition of women as the caregivers, nurturers and 

helpmates.  These labels also have particular expectations of women, such as giving and 

sacrificing self to care for others, guiding and nurturing the generative development of 

children and supporting the careers of their men.  Each one of these caring acts 

represented women’s ways of caring and have resulted in the development of productive 

and non-productive emotion-related capacities.   
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I think being the only girl in a family of two boys back then; the boys 

seemed to get everything. Having this brother who was one year ahead of 

me, they thought he was brighter, smarter and knew everything— and the 

younger one too… [But] I thought I knew three times as much as they. 

As she processed this she analyzed that perhaps it was because during that time 

period “people just really did defer to the boys and they sat in the front and we sat in the 

back, and my brothers would just get everything.” At this moment she became speechless 

and then began to laugh nervously, as if to say, “I can’t believe that this is how they 

thought or how I was treated.”  I wanted to know how this made her feel and how her 

parents responded.  After an uncomfortable pause, she told me what they use to say to 

her:  

 Oh, now, now, you always have something to say about everything, you’ll 

do fine, just get over it, after a while you just go around it or get over it. I 

know how they felt so why would I want to talk with them about something 

that I felt strongly about? This was mostly my mom. I think at a very early 

age you get those vibes so you just [pause] go another route… 

Self sacrifice for women is deemed an honorable thing to do and is associated 

with love as the criteria for caring when connected to religious notions of the moral 

character of the good mother or wife.  It does not generally denote a caring for oneself at 

the expense of the other but instead the denial of oneself for the benefit of the other.  This 

has created a dilemma in the lives of women and made for feelings of social shame and 

guilt if one leaves her husband or children to take care of the well-being of self.  If a 
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woman accepts the role of sacrificer in order to nurture the development of her children 

and to be a helpmate to her husband because of generative concerns for the development 

of the next generation, it demonstrates moral merit for the trajectory of human continuity.  

What creates the moral dilemma with this acceptance is the paradigmatic framing of 

women as beings who are not subject to the same vulnerabilities, capacities and needs as 

men.  “Women’s ways of knowing” and being in the world have been subjected to 

conformity within social structures of hierarchy, male moral reasoning and rational 

thought.   

These conformist notions are presented in much of Nancy’s narrative as an 

external response to social norms and expectations while the unconscious emotional 

content becomes present in her analysis of not caring “if one is kicking you or stepping 

over you.”  Her emotional- related capacities began to take shape as she negotiated her 

position as a female middle child.   

People just really did defer to the boys and they sat in the front and we sat 

in the back, and my brothers would just get everything. I am a middle 

child, I have a brother who is not quite a year older, shy by a couple of 

days, and I have a brother 6 years younger. I think being a middle child 

has a lot to do with being able to get along with people and being resilient 

and kind of not care if one is kicking you or the other is stepping over 

you… It’s a kind of okay place to be… 

This is a small testament to how she was interpreting her reality.  It also suggested the 

origin of her caring stance, which seem to have an internal response that she controlled 

and an external response that conformed to the expectation of others.  The values and 
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virtues ascribed to boys as being smarter and deserving to be heard and taken care of as a 

privilege were associated with their status in the family and other social structures 

evident in what Nancy described about what her parents would say when she tried to 

voice her thoughts and opinions.  Nancy’s response became a self protecting coping 

strategy employed early in her development and also became a vulnerability that lay 

hidden in her identity.  

Event Episode 1:  (8 years old)  

My parents went to church…[she paused and then continued in a 

whisper]. You know, they didn’t take me out of the school because of any 

racial thing.  I think maybe the schools were better run and they liked the 

discipline, and then I missed my friends because they would treat you 

differently because now you went to Catholic school…We were able to 

play together on the block and boys and girls played together, I guess 

because of my brother…  

Religion and the social construction of the needs women and children have to be 

protected by men plays itself out in many cultures.  The idea that she was able to play 

with the kids on the block, girls and boys together, because of her brother supports the 

perception that she needed to be protected.  This gendered construction holds an illusion 

and denies the fullness of humanity to both women and children as capable and valued 

physical beings with significant cognitive capacities.  The idea that men are protectors 

but do not need protections that would support their full humanity as valued emotional 

beings is also a fallacy that perpetuates the inequity of human relationships. The 
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conception that males are more valuable for the survival of the human species has grown 

out of a social order in which physical and economic survival of the family was the sole 

responsibility of the man.  Religion was used as a rationale by Nancy’s parents to move 

her from public school but Nancy could not quite justify the move.  They not only moved 

her from a public school in third grade; they moved to the suburbs by the time she was in 

fifth grade.   

The notion of race as justification for the move was questionable but it was 

something that she had never really given thought to, given her reaction to my question 

about racial changes in the community possibly being a reason for her parents’ move to 

the suburbs.  This move from the public school to Catholic school and from the city to the 

suburbs was critical in the formation of what Nancy ultimately came to care about.  In 

this space is also where her being female as constructed by her family and the school 

became a vulnerability that she learned to accept.  She speaks of her role as the middle 

child, which also positions her to carry certain risks, but being a female in this household 

and the society at large posed an additional risk.  The protections that Nancy’s parents 

saw as important in their generative concerns for her as a girl and ultimately as a white 

girl played an important role in Nancy’s own caring stance.  She attributed her ability to 

get along with others to that middle child position but also noted her position between 

two brothers as something you accepted.   

I think being a middle child has a lot to do with being able to get along 

with people and being resilient and kind of not care if one is kicking you 

or the other is stepping over you… It’s a kind of okay place to be… 
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This reference is not only to the middle child position but is a critique of her vulnerability 

as female as she accepts a norm of being kicked or stepped over.  It also meant that the 

choices made for her by her parents, and in this case, her mom, held significant emotional 

content for how she began to negotiate what she really felt inside and the image she had 

to display outwardly. 

Event Episode 2: (14 years)  

I went to Catholic school from 3rd grade through 12th grade… When it 

came time for me to go to college, we could not afford for me to go to 

college; I had to stay home, but my brother went away to college, St. 

Joseph’s. My mother was very protective of me and wanted me to go to 

this all girl’s Catholic college – Immaculata—I had an old aunt who was 

a nun [her father’s sister] who was at Rosemont and taught at West 

Catholic. My mother did not want me to go there so I had to go to another 

Catholic school, anyway, I had to go to Immaculata. I just detested, I just 

wanted to drop out…it was just like sooooo, I don’t know what words to 

use… 

Nancy’s first experience with Catholic school was an emotional challenge as a 

young girl who had a special affinity for the experiences she had in public school and her 

neighborhood.  Her parents’ decision to put her in a Catholic school in her elementary 

years and in an all girls’ Catholic high school was accepted as a fait accompli.  It was 

during her high school experience that who she wanted to be and her self-presentation 

created an emotional conflict.  The subtext of this conflict was being negotiated between 
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who she was as the member of a family where religious proclamations and protections 

went hand in hand, so taking risk was not what she did outwardly.  However, during her 

early adolescence she felt more at liberty to take risks in matters of her own desires to be 

an individual and to express who she was in other ways.  The nuns in high school 

represented another layer of suppression for Nancy.  This educational choice assured that 

what her parents expected of her as a good girl—to be pretty and smart but quiet— would 

protect her and assure that she would continue in the world and play the role that is 

expected of women.   

I went to an all girl’s high school; I liked my high school but now I didn’t 

have a lot of respect for the nuns, that they could take me where I wanted 

to go. Some of them were excellent but some were more interested in your 

hair, your looks, that you didn’t try to be individualistic, or have an 

opinion. They just wanted you to walk down the line. I felt that it was 

stifling. Nuns could hit you, particularly the girls if they were wearing 

some jewelry or a medallion. They would take it and slam it against your 

chest or hit your knuckles if you didn’t write right, a little smack or tap 

here and there, that was okay…so you would say, oh, maybe I need to 

shape up…. 

The expectation of a particular image meant that you had to wear your hair in a 

manner suitable to being a good girl, not in a high bouffant style, and you could not wear 

too much jewelry, or come to school in a miniskirt.  These infractions required 

adjustment and for Nancy it was okay to have a little adjustment on certain matters; it 

was acceptable.  The straight line that you were to walk was not to challenge who your 
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parents, the nuns, or men wanted you to be.  If you challenged these notions and walked a 

even a somewhat crooked line, the risk would be too high of a price to pay in the way of 

estrangement or not being loved.  

Nancy had mixed experiences in high school, particularly in relationship to her 

own desires and the desires of the nuns.  At the time she wanted to go to Drexel for 

interior design or Nutrition. The nuns’ judgment by ran deep because Nancy wanted to be 

different, to wear her hair in a big bouffant and come to class in a short skirt.   

Nancy was always an honor student and took the academic track but because of 

what she enjoyed, it was not an expectation or even smart for a decent girl to desire what 

she wanted for herself. So when she went to high school she took typing and drivers 

education during the summer at the public school. She knew these courses were expected 

of her but she had a knack for design and sewing and felt honored for her desires and 

talents by a nun who she says just loved her.  She was excited and more animated when 

she talked about this nun who made her girl of the year, even though she didn’t have all 

the statistics for it.  The intonation and joy in her voice allowed her expression to be more 

fully extended.  Sister Sophia was a Ph. D who believed in Nancy enough to enter her in 

contests and encouraged her to pursue her desires.  What seemed more important about 

this nun was the way she felt about Nancy’s qualities and capacities and what she could 

do.  This was not Nancy’s typical experience with the nuns and or in her own home.  

A protection was afforded Nancy in the restricted education environment where 

she could rebel against the nuns in many different ways, like wearing short skirts and 

bleaching her hair without major life-altering consequences.  These were safe ways a 

white girl could rebel back then without incurring serious punishment. She had a sense of 
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who was fair with her as far as getting in trouble, “who treated me like they understood 

that I was a real person rather than just saying, you look like a floozy with your pointed 

toe boots, short skirts and bleached hair.”  Nancy took a 15 second pause and her face 

changed as she reflected on her sense of self even now. “I guess people who genuinely 

knew that there was something beyond that and that I had a brain and thought for myself 

helped me to value who I really was.” 

Nancy sense of self and the attachment to what made her a girl with brains and 

ideas required that she present herself in a certain way to be considered a lady, not “a 

floozy.”  To be a “floozy” would mean what those in your family, teachers and those in 

your community would reject you as damaged and you would not be able to get a 

husband. For Nancy and other women during this time period, being smart and having 

your own thoughts was not the expectation; instead, marriage and a female field of 

interest like nursing or teaching was the expected norm. To get a husband you had to act 

like a lady, dress like a lady, talk like a lady and be sufficiently docile. 

Aiina’s Story 

Ed Brook, who was the first African-American Senator since 

Reconstruction, lived really close to me; he had so much trouble finding a 

house and he was a Senator. He had to buy this little tiny piece of land 

and build his own little house on it. He certainly did not seem like the most 

threatening African-American, I think his wife was Italian or something… 

I stand in the doorway of Room 478 for about 90 seconds before Aiina Nobles 

notices me standing there. She was not startled, but was just searching for where I might 
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have crossed her path and why was I standing there.  As I watched her before she noticed 

me, I took in her movements in as I perused the room, quickly glancing at posters, 

pictures and assorted items meticulously placed throughout the office.  One poster 

featured an image of Zora Neale Hurston and it framed Aiina’s small body seated at her 

desk. As I took in Zora, what I knew about her personality and her holding the culture of 

black people in her words made me wonder what curiosity Aiina held for the blackness 

she wrapped around herself.   When she finally noticed me and I was able to breathe easy 

and say “Hi, I am Fatima,” she said, “Oh, okay, I was wondering did I know you?”  I 

commented on Zora as a wonderful backdrop and she began sharing with me how she 

had carried Zora and three or four other posters from her classroom over the years. Her 

walls, floor, cabinet and shelf tops were filled with photos, poster boards, images of 

children, student teachers, and many other artifacts that represented the African American 

experience.  Her vibrant personality matched the beautiful array of lifelike yellow, red 

and orange tulips in the window and the artifacts that vibrated with color and energy also 

conveyed a sense of history.  Posters included a William Johnson painting from the 

Harlem Renaissance and an African Americans on the Silver Screen poster from 1993.  

The African experience was present here as a blend of sounds without music, and images 

without voice, and I began to be even more intrigued about all the stories contained 

within the books on Aiina’s office shelves. In this private but very public space that 

surrounded Aiina, I only wanted to feel and listen and know what her story was.  

Aiina opened our conversation with what was interesting to her around the 

question of teachers as parents and the identity crisis of young teachers both black and 

white. She said, “I’ve really noticed this sort of real difficult identity crisis among the 
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young people, in terms of who they are in relationship to the world.”  In fact, this is a 

pivotal period in Erikson’s theory, which marks the developmental tasks being negotiated 

during early adulthood. Couple this with the task of developmental competence expected 

of new young teachers, which becomes constructed as a double risk related to young 

people choosing teaching as a profession of choice. I sensed that this identity crisis that 

Aiina spoke of had as much to do with something inside her own history as it had to do 

with the new young teachers she was guiding.  I sensed this connection because of the 

African American context of her space and her sharing about Howard Stevenson, a black 

psychologist who she regularly invites to speak to her students.  Stevenson is a 

psychologist with particular interest in black male development.  This crystallized as 

important when later I came to know of her multiracial son.   

Aiina was born while her parents were young, fresh out of college, and taken with 

the radical Jewish cause of left wing Zionism. They took Aiina and moved to Israel to 

live on a Kibbutz –a cooperative community.  She came to view her parents’ activities as 

political pioneering, anti-Holocaust, and as a way to buck the system.  It was unclear 

what system they were bucking. She seemed eager to clarify her upbringing by making a 

distinction between secular and religious Jews, noting that she and her immediate family 

fell in the secular category.  She explained that celebrations were separated by 

understanding of the meaning attached to the holiday (e.g., Hannukah and Passover 

represented a form of liberation theology) that spoke to fighting against oppression and 

celebrating the struggle to overcome oppression.  They did not celebrate religious 

holidays on the father’s side of the family but the mother’s side was very religious.   



138 
 

Aiina did not grow up thinking she would be a teacher.  She grew up in a period 

where civil rights and women’s rights were being struggled over and the choice of 

profession generally conscripted women and blacks to certain roles in the social structure.  

Aiina grew up in a “lily white” suburban Boston community. She and her sister are 11 

years apart in birth and second generation children of immigrant Jews from Russia, 

Lithuania and Poland. Her grandparents lived in Brooklyn where her parents grew up.  

While her father was serving in World War II, Aiina’s mother’s side of the family moved 

to a Boston, Massachusetts suburb.  When her father came home, he married her mom in 

Boston and then moved to Philadelphia where they completed their degrees at the 

University of Pennsylvania.  

Much of Aiina’s young life experiences that she shared centered on issues of 

gender as it related to her personally. As she said, she lived in a “lily white community” 

but grew up in the synagogue where she was afforded a distance from the gendered 

reality of the world. Her grandfather, who doted on her as his first grandchild, would 

have her sit with him in the men’s section of the synagogue.  In her mind “he seemed to 

buck authority and tradition… The rabbi and cantor lead the deveining [praying]; it was 

a democratic practice, but this was a democracy of men, the women were not a part of 

that square. They were separated.” 

This experience in her life represented something different from the 

homogenizing effect of her white community. It offered Aiina a psychological protection 

that would lead her to question the fairness and the democratic ideal that her family’s 

religious and political activities would suggest. This experience seemed to serve as a 
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catalyst for Aiina’s generative caring concern at an early age. Her grandfather’s defiance 

in the religious circle made a big impact on her. She did not realize the import of her 

grandfather’s decision to have her sit with him, apart from the women, until she was 

about 13 years and she began to understand the code that exists in many orthodox 

religions that women and men be separated.   

She imagined this kept her from understanding the anti-sexist movement 

happening outside of her immediate environment. Her early proximal environment and 

experiences not only sheltered her from the developing feminist movement; they also 

shielded her from race and racism as another form of unawareness about the world 

outside.  School, home and the synagogue represented her world and provided her with 

enough protection to counter any risk that might impact her achievement.  She had 

parents who were married and both earned PhDs from an Ivy League university; 

grandparents who were involved in her life; a religious connection; the privilege of 

secluded whiteness; and economic well-being, all as protective factors. However, as 

Aiina told her story, what impacted her most visibly as she talked about significant event 

episodes was centered on race.  

 In my first encounter with Aiina, she shared with me her thoughts about identity 

confusion of the young people she was teaching in a high profile teacher training program 

at the Ivy League institution where she and her parents attended. She has been in this 

position since her retirement from the public school system. Her exposure to race and 

racism happened at the onset of her developmental years and posed a vulnerability that 

was unexpected and informed much of her subsequent life story. 
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Life Event Episode 1:  (11 years old)  

“If the South had won the war your father would be a slave.”  

Aiina seemed shaken by the change in the tone of her voice as she confessed to 

how her image of African Americans and what she thought about them was derived from 

the film Gone with the Wind.  She went on to say that the movie Roots “was a real 

learning experience because it portrayed Africans with a real society.”  Her knowledge 

about the young people she would come to interact with for a significant period of her life 

had been nothing more than a blip on her radar until an incident occurred with a group of 

her classmates when she was 11 years old.  School was a place that Aiina loved. “I 

actually had a very good school experience; I loved reading and grew up in a sort of 

intellectual household.”  School, however, did not offer her protection from the 

emotional event episodes that impacted her psychological and emotional well-being as a 

fully integrated person into the human family.   

During Aiina’s schooling there were only three students of color of which two 

were a set of twin boys. She had experienced some prejudice as a Jewish kid in a 

predominantly Christian school around prayer but nothing she experienced prepared her 

for this incident.  Leaving school one day “this set of twins who were of mixed parentage 

were surrounded and being taunted and called names by a group of kids and what they 

said had a profound impact on me; it shook me to my core.”  They said, “If the South had 

won the war your father would have been a slave.” Aiina’s vocal intonation and the look 

of disdain for just the memory of this incident conveyed the emotional impact the 

incident had on her.  She realized that there was another world that diminished not only 

the black kids in her school but a history that she had no clue existed.  When she told me 
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that Roots had had such a profound effect on her, I asked her why.  She said, “it 

portrayed Africans with a real society, unlike what I had thought before seeing this film. 

My image of reconstruction came out of Gone with the Wind, so I had no clue about this 

story of black people.”  

The influence of the media on the psyche of the American public and the 

perceptions about race and the life of black people create much of the emotional subtext 

about race and particularly about African Americans.  Aiina wondered about how the 

twins could be treated so badly when they were in fact half white.  The history that Aiina 

did not know yet was that the dehumanization of the African American was laid in the 

foundation of the Constitution as a series of legal decisions dating back to 1619.  The 55 

Articles encoded as the Black Codes in 1724 established who would be considered black 

and progressed to laws that instituted African Americans legal separate place in society 

with the Plessey vs. Ferguson decision in 1896.  But how could she have known this if 

her education, no matter how much she loved school, neglected to include the story of a 

group of people who are such an integral part of the American story? If the story of the 

indigenous population was told as a distorted history, (e.g., represented in narratives such 

as Gone with the Wind or The Lone Ranger) in what other ways might her consciousness 

be shaped regarding African Americans and how they were cared for or taken care of in 

society?  “If the South had won the war your father would have been a slave.”  It may be 

that this statement so resonated with Aiina because, although it had not penetrated her 

conscious awareness, she may have been aware at some deeper level of its potentially 

genocidal import, given that her own ancestors’ very existence had been threatened by 

the Holocaust.  



142 
 

Event Episode 2: (14 years old) 

Ed Brook, who was the first African-American Senator since 

Reconstruction, lived really close to me; he had so much trouble finding a 

house and he was a Senator. He had to buy this little tiny piece of land 

and build his own little house on it. He certainly did not seem like the most 

threatening African-American, I think his wife was Italian or something…  

To witness her upper class community’s disdain at what they considered the 

audacity of Edward Brook’s choice to move into their community, coupled with the 

cruelty of her classmates to the only black students in her junior and senior high school 

class, caused Aiina significant consternation.  Shame and guilt as the emotional shadow 

which informed Aiina’s caring stance may have been generated from these moments of 

dissonance and incongruence in what she came to know about the world and what she 

experienced as a feeling about the world. 

Aiina experience with witnessing racism during her adolescent period positioned 

her to understand and feel the convergence of racism and politics as she observed the 

injustice exacted by her community against Edward Brook’s, the first black senator since 

Reconstruction.  He did not live far from her but his acquisition of the right to move in 

her community came with a good deal of struggle.  Even as he was politically functioning 

in one of the highest positions in the country, his placement and treatment as a black man 

was still at the lowest position in the minds of large numbers of northern and southern 

white minds.  The fact that he was married to a white Italian woman did not increase his 

chances of being treated fairly or justly.  This seemed to have a significant impact on her 

perceptions and emotions about the convergence of politics and race.  Aiina could not 



143 
 

understand why this could be. “He certainly did not seem like the most threatening 

African-American.”  Of course, he was in the right political game during a period of 

political radicalism, particularly around the issues of racial and gender equality.  All that 

Aiina knew about the struggles of the Jewish community to fight for what they perceived 

as the liberation of Israel (and around other oppressive issues) did not seem congruent 

with what she was feeling about this new experience.  In addition, after this event, race 

became more prominent, if not in her experience, certainly in her emotional body as an 

injustice, or at minimum as a curiosity beyond what she was exposed to.   

Gloria’s Story 

“I wanted to make learning and knowledge accessible to people for whom it had 

not been accessible, and schools do quite the opposite; they disable and continue 

to disable lots and lots of kids because only certain things count and the things 

that count are not in many of our repertoire.” 

Gloria and Aiina are colleagues and both taught in the school district.  They are 

currently working to train Teach for America (TFA) teachers at the university where 

Aiina received her undergraduate degree and where Gloria did her graduate studies.  I 

had contacted Gloria when Aiina first suggested Gloria as a possible participant but she 

had not gotten back with me. My impromptu meeting with Gloria happened on the 

occasion of my third interview with Aiina.  This chance meeting was an important 

breakthrough in understanding aspects of Aiina’s personality that I did not have access to 

during our previous two interviews.  I never expected to be in a full conversation with 

both Aiina and Gloria.   
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As Gloria began to speak I knew that she would be a perfect study participant.  I 

knew because of her honesty about her fears when I explained what I was investigating.  I 

felt that she was more comfortable with her emotions than Aiina was and didn’t mind 

sharing.  I also realized that her comfort made Aiina more animated and open in the 

conversation.  It felt very comfortable and easy to engage in this three-way conversation. 

All the issues of emotions became very salient with Gloria in the room.  Some of the 

ways that this held true was in our discussions about race, power, privilege and the 

emotions.   

I met Gloria for our first formal interview in a medium-sized room that appeared 

to be shared office space. We were seated side-by-side at a long rectangle table as we 

began our exchange.    

Gloria’s parents both were born and raised in Philadelphia and were the children 

of Romanian and Russian Jewish immigrants.  Her father’s side of the family was from 

Russia and her mother’s side from Romania. Her father’s side was what she termed “not 

very progressive and were regular religious Jewish people” from small villages in 

Russia.  The mythology that came with the story of the mother’s side was connected to 

the family claiming Austrian origins; however, recent research by Gloria’s mom and 

younger sister revealed that the myth was just that and it may have been directly 

connected to the class perceptions and values of being Austrian Jews versus being 

Romanian or Russian Jews. “The Austrian Jews thought they were more sophisticated, 

smarter and better educated, a type of in-group snobbishness, not to be proud of.”  

The mother’s side of her family were, as she puts it, “interestingly enough, the 

progressive side.” They were more left-leaning politically and religiously.  Her maternal 
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grandfather lost brothers in the Holocaust but they had come over to the United States 

before that tragic period.   Gloria’s parents were very involved in leftist politics during 

the 1960’s.  She believes this involvement was a result of the left-leaning political 

consciousness of her maternal grandparents.  She thinks this leaning comes from a 

passion for social justice.    

Gloria’s grandparents were high school graduates. Her dad went to college and 

became a civil engineer and her mother didn’t go to college but was a political activist 

and very involved in her children’s early schooling.  Her father was a first generation 

college graduate.  Gloria, the middle child, and her two sisters all went to college. 

Gloria was born in 1951 and grew up in Philadelphia’s Mount Airy – 

Germantown section on the east side, an all white community.  She went to public and 

Catholic school but that is not where her formative education began.  Her family’s left 

liberal middle-class leaning ensured that she and her sisters received what was considered 

a progressive education.  They attended the Misuki School, a progressive private school 

in White Waarsh, Pennsylvania.   Ungraded and mixed aged classes focused on social 

and academic development but paid attention to where students were developmentally.  

Gloria did not begin “formal academic” development until she was about 8 years old.  

The school was marginally mixed racially and ethnically, but most of the students were 

white Jewish children.  The academic structure of the school and the natural environment 

offered a different kind of relationship to others and the natural world. The choice of 

Gloria’s parents, like that of many other primarily Jewish parents with economic means, 

to put their children in an alternative private school environment was a political act.    
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This is not unlike the political choices that black parents made during the same 

time period as they sought out and chose independent black institutions and today’s 

charter school movement.  Her family’s leftist liberal middle-class leaning ensured that 

her and her sisters received what was considered a progressive education.  However, the 

protections of a politically active and conscientious family and the risks associated with 

political choices during that period created a particular vulnerability for Gloria.  Her own 

propensities towards emotional knowing coupled with growing up in a political 

household posed different challenges for Gloria and her sisters as they entered middle 

class white America.    

“Both my sisters and I always felt like we were different.  We always had friends 

and big social networks but they weren’t main stream by any stretch of the 

imagination, certainly not by white middle class standards.”   

When it came time to rebel, Gloria says she did not rebel against political 

injustice or workers rights, etc., as her parents and sister did.  She already felt the risk of 

isolation because they were raised atheist, they believed in a different economic system 

(i.e., socialist) and they didn’t allow racial or ethnic jokes.  Gloria’s emotion-related 

capacities that supported her generative caring stance perhaps found their origin in her 

early experience of what mattered for her development as a human being.  Exposure to 

the world created another risk that linked her caring responses in the world to at least two 

event episodes that occurred in her middle childhood and early adolescent period. 
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Life Event Episode 1: (8 years old) 

Gloria’s mother worked at the Misuki School, where Gloria’s early formal 

education took place. “Misuki provided the students streams and ducks and trees and 

woods, which is what learning is so much about.” The structure of the school and the 

environment suited Gloria’s natural tendencies for compassion and empathy, which she 

came to discover in a few short moments of seeing the headmaster treat students who 

were different with so much compassion.  As Gloria speaks about Misuki and that period 

in her life, her emotions seem to be so clearly on the surface of her being.  “I remember 

the first book I really read that impacted me was a book on Harriet Tubman; I was not 

able to stop reading.” Her third-grade teacher was a black man who introduced her to 

this literature, an introduction that may have led to the many instances in her own 

teaching of using black literature to teach her students.   

Gloria’s teaching was impacted by this event because she transferred her love of 

reading to her own students, and these African American books continued to resonate 

with her throughout her life. It hadn’t occurred to Gloria that the powerful emotional 

moment she experienced as an 8-year-old would be significant in her future life 

trajectory.  Neither was it any indication of what and for whom she would care for 

outside of her own familial surroundings.  Gloria’s emotional- related capacities and 

generative caring for others, coupled with the influence of her mother in the development 

of her early education experiences, served as protective factors for her early development. 

Though the school was predominately Jewish, she did not point to any specific 

Jewish content that impacted her. Gloria’s parents ensured that she and her sisters had a 



148 
 

well-developed political and civic awareness. This awareness, her exposure to alternative 

experiences in schooling, and the involvement of her mother in her early schooling were 

significant protections during Gloria’s middle childhood period.  

Life Event Episode 2: (12 years old)   

Gloria’s family moved to the suburbs when she was in sixth grade.  She was 

thrust into a public school setting that she said “made me miserable, it was very rigid and 

it was all white.”  The difference between the risk and protections in Gloria’s family 

system provided negative net vulnerability which may have resulted in positive 

developmental outcomes. However, in her subsequent experience with the public 

environment the risk began to be greater than the protections afforded Gloria in the 

micro-social system of family, neighbors, group affiliation, and her parents’ ideological 

position in the choices they made for their children around schooling.  The changing 

social situations related to race and education created a risk for Gloria as her parents 

began to renegotiate their community of affiliation they also began to renegotiate their 

own generative concerns about the future of their children in a more racially polarized 

American context. 

 Her mother was particularly active during the peace movement and a little during 

the civil rights movement.  Her memory takes her back when her parents took their 

daughters to the boycott against Woolworth’s and their segregated hiring practices.  As 

Gloria’s parents began to shift where they lived and the causes for which they cared, the 

liberal calling card that proved supportive of the peace movement, civil rights movement 

and the anti-war movement pushed them closer to the mainstream with hopes and dreams 
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for their children.  Gloria was a casualty of sorts to the political and historical movements 

that led her parents to make choices out of their own generative caring concerns.  Gloria 

would have to now navigate an environment that did not see nor value her capacities as a 

learner. She said she knew she was struggling and did miserably on the standardized test 

but, on the other hand, she had this unique experience as a young child that impacted how 

she saw herself and what caring represented in the educational context. Then in seventh 

grade she says she was very low tracked.  

I was low tracked in reading and math from seventh-grade junior high. I 

was very low tracked, my self-esteem and confidence was just blown. I 

knew that I was struggling and did miserably on the standardized test; 

didn’t know what my scores were but knew I didn’t know some of the 

answers and would get sick when I had to take a test. I loved reading, just 

not textbooks, and math was a serious challenge for me.  On the other 

hand, because I had this political outlook on the world, I had this sense of 

myself.  On one hand, feeling really insecure and stupid, and on the other, 

knowing that I had a lot to offer and I was not stupid…   

Tracking as a form of isolation from the other labeled groups was a considerable risk to 

Gloria because she already felt a sense of isolation because of her family background.  

Being tracked in the lowest reading and math class for Gloria meant she was not smart, 

according to this new reality of education she was experiencing.  She had very little self-

confidence as an academician as she said “I got into college by the skin of my teeth.”   

Middle school as a pivotal experience for students in their academic and personal 

development is highlighted here in Gloria’s experience and is not dissimilar from the 
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experience of adolescent students no matter what their station is in life or circumstances.  

It is purely a developmental issue that focuses on feelings and perceptions for the 

students and the interactions of these with the feelings and perceptions of the teachers.  

The impact of Gloria having a good sense of self but being denied the space to exercise 

that sense and have her intelligence matter was a risk in the environment.  Standardized 

tests as a measure of a students’ capacity diminishes all other capacities that account for 

the students’ human abilities within the social context.  The negative emotions, which 

developed out of this event, represented her feeling of insecurity, low self-esteem and 

lack of confidence in her capacities as a learner and what she had to offer.  

The notion of abilities and disabilities was the bane of Gloria’s ultimate caring.  

Her own experience with being labeled as having a deficit when she entered middle 

school created issues around self esteem and confidence.  During this same period, Gloria 

remembers watching a television show that had a tremendous impact on her caring for 

children with special needs.  The program was about the head of a school for special 

needs children and she said he was amazing at how he worked with the children.  This 

seemed to be where the seed for her work and her caring stance began to take shape.    

She was affected by this program in many ways both consciously and 

unconsciously.  Consciously, she felt a tremendous outpouring of compassion and 

admiration for the headmaster. Unconsciously, this moment would influence her direction 

in ways she had not reflected on before now.  

 I worked through the years with children with emotional problems.  My 

summers since I was 16, I worked in camps with developmentally delayed 

kids [Down Syndrome, autism, mental retardation]. When I got out of high 
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school I worked for a year with emotionally disturbed boys at a boarding 

school...   

The trajectory of her life was influenced by particular compassion the headmaster 

exhibited for children with disabilities, which developed into a passionate emotional 

response that lay in the shadows of cognition until the second event episode of being 

labeled with a disability by being academically tracked. She understood the power of 

what she saw on that program emotionally but did not connect this moment with her 

subsequent experience in the world.   

“That was a powerful moment for me.  Working with these kids came easily for 

me, I loved working with kids and I had a passion for it.  I just didn’t think it was 

worth anything because I had such low self esteem.”   

  According to Nussbaum (2001), emotions have a developmental history and 

contain a narrative structure.  This narrative structure contributes to and can trigger 

lifelong engagement both personally and professionally in the moral development of the 

self.  During the process of growth and transformation we experience conflicting 

emotions, which are characterized as having an evaluative judgment that something is 

either good or bad because it serves or frustrates one’s ends and interests. During Gloria’s 

first event episode the emotional response that supported something that perhaps 

stemmed from her early emotional development served her identity development as a 

protection, while the second event episode presented frustration and was a risk to her 

developmental trajectory.    

Passion and compassion are both forms of extrinsic and intrinsic expressions that 

denote Gloria’s embrace of this calling as a longing to teach which came easily for her; as 
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she says, it was a passion.  To see difference rather than disability, to feel in addition to 

thinking, prepared Gloria for the development of her ultimate caring stance.  However, 

the passion and compassion that had become incorporated in her early childhood did not 

prevent her from experiencing the risk that a perceived ability difference would have on 

her later life experiences.   

Shadiah’s Story 

Craftsman High School is touted as one of the best magnet high schools in the 

Northeast, if not the country.  This is a place where, if you are connected and lucky, your 

child has an opportunity to soar academically and personally in the world.  Shadiah meets 

me in the office and after a brief conversation, says, “I like you and I don’t even know 

you.” I share that I feel the same and we both break out in a good hearty laugh.  Shadiah 

leads me to the cafeteria because she is scheduled for lunch duty.  The cafeteria is alive 

with a cacophony of voices, movement of bodies, and the occasional outburst that grabs 

everyone's attention. The unbridled freedom in the space is nothing even remotely 

resembling the prison-like regimented eating and social space at Reality High, which 

serves as a reference point for Shadiah and me. 

Shadiah grew up in the far northeast of the city where class and whiteness had its 

own dominion and comforting security.  The vulnerabilities present in a protected 

economic middle class community or unprotected lower economic class community 

present different risks and protective factors for the individual in these two different 

contexts.  Shadiah is the child of divorced parents; at an early age she experienced 



153 
 

economic limitation because her father was and her mother had to raise Shadiah and her 

two siblings in an uninviting community. 

Shadiah’s father left when she was about two years old.  She does not reveal 

much about who he was or how she thought of him other than having a sense of anger 

when she talks about him leaving and why he left.  Her anger seemed directed at her 

father for the pain his leaving caused her mother and her siblings.  His abandonment of 

them placed her family in a vulnerable position.  His status represented a standard of 

living that she felt was denied them and created other experiences, which had her feeling 

ostracized and distant from the community they lived in. As she developed, her mother 

and the routine of schooling, with her academic abilities, and the security of her 

neighborhood became protective factors, while her perception of economic deprivation 

became a risk.  In a recent blog, Shadiah comments on the sense of security she felt 

during her schooling. 

When I was a teen-ager, school was my salvation. It provided a structure 

and predictability that the rest of my life lacked. While some people hated 

the monotony of the routine, I reveled in the sameness of it all…. The same 

locker, the same classes, the same teachers, the same friends… 

Having structure in an environment where Shadiah could thrive and have value 

beyond her neighborhood was an important protective factor. As she says, school was her 

salvation.  Single parent homes with little family or community support create an 

unpredictable situation for children growing up in any community.  The many challenges 

associated with being a single parent and, more specifically, a single mother with little 

education in a male-centered social order pose significant risk for the mother and the 
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children.  Schools can serve as an important protection for children when the 

environment supports the strength-development of the child and their emotion-related 

capacities when the parent is acting out of conditions beyond their control. Shadiah’s 

added protection was her academic acumen and the routine that school afforded her. 

 The vulnerability which Shadiah developed in response to the absentee father 

played itself out in understanding issues of race, gender, ability differences and class as 

motivating factors in the development of her generative caring stance.   

Life Event Episode 1:  (6  years) 

Shadiah’s sense of self and the vulnerability of feeling different because of what 

she perceived as an impoverished circumstance was probably enhanced by what she 

experienced living in a single parent household.  The typical single parent (at that time 

usually the mother) required that the children take on more responsibility for each other 

and themselves; less time is spent with the significant adult in the children’s life; fewer 

resources are available for activities outside of the home, etc. Shadiah talks about the 

struggles of her mother as a single parent trying to raise three children in an environment 

that was not welcoming.   

I grew up in an all white pretty middle class neighborhood in the far 

northeast.  We lived in a split level house in a kind of residential 

community and in 1953 my father left [she takes a deep breath] for 

another woman and all of that, so with his departure I realized  it meant 

any privileges or comfort we had in the world was due to his presence; it 

was his wage earnings, his maleness and his whiteness-whatever – that we 
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were suddenly ostracized in this community because we didn’t have the 

family. The women became afraid of my mother because they thought she 

was going to take their husbands; some of them didn’t want their children 

playing with us because we were children of a broken home and you know 

what happens to them…so I think that experience and my mother choosing 

to remain in that community and doing whatever she could to keep the 

house, and that was no easy thing. Then my mother, who had not gone to 

college so she could marry my father— because her mother said to her 

you’ll get too smart and then Jim won’t want you—he hadn’t gone to 

college and she was already smarter than he… 

Shadiah’s mother represents a challenge to the stereotypical construction of the 

single mother (as do so many of the African American women who her mother joined in 

a program that supported their journey to complete a bachelor’s degree).  Her mother 

worked as a para-professional in the school district of Philadelphia and was recruited into 

a program that sent para-professionals to college; they had relief time and scholarship 

money.  “My mother went and got a bachelor’s degree through that program while she 

was raising us; she was the only white woman in that program.”  Shadiah thought seeing 

her mother’s experiences helped her to understand the vulnerability of those living in 

poverty.  She says that her family was living in poverty even though it did not look like 

poverty but it put them in a similar position of the African American women that her 

mother went into the training program with.  She felt she always had this “sense of being 

an outsider or not being good enough and having other people look down on you because 

of things that are beyond your control.” 
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Life Event Episode 2: (16 years old) 

“She asked me to sit down and looked at me with this really earnest look on her 
face… like she really cared about me or something.” 

Shadiah’s high school had almost 1000 people in her graduating class. The notion 

that any one adult could care about students as a genuine concern for each child’s growth 

requires a particular type of caring that benefits both the teacher and the student.  The 

manner in which students understand caring when they are only one in a thousand is 

through what they feel and what the adults says.  For students to see caring from teachers 

as having merit, it requires not only that they feel and hear but that they understand how 

they are stratified in the environment. Academic tracking was a viable way not only to 

stratify students but also a way to control them and determine where they would fit in the 

social order.   

What they did to control us was to divide us into tracks based on how 

smart they thought we were… there was the academic track, the 

commercial track and the vocational track. And if that weren’t enough, 

there were levels within the tracks…Academic A, B, and C, Commercial A, 

B, and C and so on, you get the picture… 

Shadiah was in Academic A, but all of her friends, including Andy and Sunee, 

were in Academic B. That meant she had AP classes along with all of the other “smart” 

kids. Her friends were still college prep – they took algebra and foreign language (unlike 

the kids in Commercial, who took typing or bookkeeping or the ones in Vocational, who 

took shop), only they weren’t considered “smart” by some of the teachers. “Never mind 
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that Andy and Sunee were two of the funniest and most clever people I had ever met and 

they were always exciting to be around.”  

Shadiah’s 11th-grade French teacher, Mademoiselle Noore, taught in all of the 

tracks. “She of course preferred to teach in the A track and was always complaining to us 

about how much she hated teaching the kids in the B and C track.”   One day Mme. 

Noore asked Shadiah to come see her after school.  

I remember going to her office and feeling really strange… wondering what she 

could possibly want to talk to me about. She asked me to sit down and looked at 

me with this really earnest look on her face… like she really cared about me or 

something… Then she got all serious and moved in close to me and told me that I 

should stop hanging around with Andy and Sunee, that they were bad influences 

on me and that I was being brought down by them and I should separate myself 

from them before it was too late. At the time, I just stared at her dumbfounded. I 

was shocked and angry, but I didn’t say a word. I sat there in stony silence until 

she told me I could go…  

Teachers’ perceptions and judgments about which students they think are capable of 

success or not become a determining factor for many students’ placement within schools.  

Tracking is only one form of this design to structure schooling as a sieve for society.  

When black males are disproportionately labeled, suspended, expelled and placed in low 

track classes, the possibility for their advancement and achievement academically is 

thwarted, if not stopped.  Many teachers who make these judgments earnestly think they 

are doing the right thing in advising the students and the parents about what is in the 

student’s best interest.   
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The powerlessness that Shadiah felt about her parents’ divorce and her mother 

having to experience deprivation similar to that of African American women who were 

struggling to raise their families held significant emotional content. Her initial goal in 

teaching was get out of what she perceived as poverty.  

Now when people see me,  I teach in Reality High School, I live in the 

suburbs, I dress nice, whatever, I drive a nice car, they might look at me 

and say, oh that’s who she is and that’s what she look like – but there has 

been this history…so the different ways in which those experiences helped 

me to start to take the veneer off the social structures  that, you know, 

maybe I wouldn’t have been able to deconstruct ever or until much later 

because it was deconstructed for me when my father abandoned us and sort 

of left us to fend on our own… 

Ultimately, her emotion-related response to her situation was to learn to care differently 

by acknowledging that when “other people look down on you” it’s not about you but 

about the structures that are outside of your control.  “In some ways, I’ve come to 

understand when others are questioning racism, it’s not about me, it’s about these 

structures.” It is these structures that make racism, classism, gender and education 

inequality possible.  The structures also regulate our emotional responses to each other as 

we interact across the boundaries that the structures create.   
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Summary 

The highlighted event episodes for each teacher provides a window into the 

teachers’ vulnerabilities and what shaped the development of their caring concerns as a 

pedagogic response in the urban school environment.  The human dimensions of 

vulnerability that emerged from the data were family dynamics, race consciousness, 

ability differences, gendered issues and class adaptation.  These vulnerabilities, as 

PVEST reveals, are a result of the risks and protections encountered in the life 

experiences of the individual.  The data selected for analysis highlights event episodes 

that were prominently expressed by the teachers.  Of these episodic events, risk and 

protections (intrinsic and extrinsic) were inherent.   

PVEST was very useful in my analysis here because it provided an appropriate 

theoretical model to lay the ground work for my argument.  It provided enough flexibility 

to focus on the net vulnerability component and still bring in other theoretical 

frameworks for analysis.  The emotional shadows of PVEST assume that the influences 

of personal history become salient in defining a person’s way of being in the world and 

hold importance for unconscious commitments, values and understanding about the 

world.   

The biographical narratives of the teachers in this study reveal the risk and 

protections that accompanied the shaping of their identities as individuals with some 

vulnerabilities being more prominent than others.  My interrogation of the teachers’ 

development during early childhood to young adulthood was relevant for understanding 

which emotional event episodes had significance for them.  Within the narratives that the 
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teachers chose to tell, their risks and protections were revealed and served as emotional 

content for identifying different vulnerabilities.  Making the connection between early 

developmental responses to awareness of the self in the social world as white and female 

and the link to the of each participant’s caring concern was key to advancing my 

argument.   

The family structure as a protective factor was present for three out of five 

participants.  Two participants found that the absence of their fathers posed particular risk 

and they felt vulnerable economically, leaving them with a feeling of being different from 

the rest of the people in their communities.  The perceived vulnerability of being different 

may have provided them with an emotion-related capacity, like empathy as a protection 

for working in the urban school context, but also a motive for their generative caring 

concern.  Although all the participants felt this sense of difference because of the 

associated events in their early lives, they each were afforded a host of other 

opportunities that served as protective factors for them to successfully negotiate their 

human developmental tasks.   

All of the participants had viable options and choices about what they had access 

to, although each of the teachers exercised her agency in different ways.  Four out of five 

knew that going to college was a given, while one knew that she wanted to go to college 

but had to make it happen on her own.  Higher education as an expectation became a 

protection.   There were other structural variables that served as protections for these 

teachers, such as their race, economic mobility, preferred consideration in the education 

environment, and protective status as female, which perhaps placed their level of 

vulnerability at a lower threshold than many of the students they taught.   
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The data from each participant was rich with emotional content that led her to 

share about specific life events that fundamentally shaped her generative caring concerns.  

Their stories followed and validated Erikson’s theory regarding the negotiation of 

specific developmental tasks as they were coming of age.  What PVEST offered in this 

framework was a way for me to talk about the risks and protections as important factors 

in framing the teachers’ vulnerabilities.   

The question is how their vulnerabilities became submerged as emotional content 

that drove their resilient capacities and generative caring concerns.  The construction of 

the themes around family dynamics, race, ability difference, and gender and class 

adaptability provided a lens for investigating the emotions which emerged from the 

teachers’ stories.  These submerged emotions are posited here as the shadows of PVEST 

and considered to be the emotional narratives beneath the thoughts, perceptions and 

behaviors of teachers in the urban environment.  These shadows were revealed as 

teachers reflected on the life experiences of their development as individuals at different 

times and how their life experiences continued to unconsciously influence their 

professional lives.   

For the white women in this study, negotiating race, gender, class, ability 

differences and family orientation became a part of the psycho-social crisis that they had 

to deal with as they encountered events that informed many of their generative concerns 

before they became professionals.  How they responded to these crises also may have 

implications for unconscious coping processes as professionals, framed in this study as 

pedagogic intent.   This is in no way presented as a determinant of the teachers’ 

capacities for resilience but does provide a lens for viewing the origin of their caring 
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stance and their longevity in the environment.   The themes that emerged from the data 

also reflected what seemed to be a particularly salient emotional concern of the teachers 

as they shared their life narratives through each consecutive interview.   

Chapter Six will address how these vulnerabilities became connected to the 

teachers’ generative caring concerns and were enacted as a particular type of caring in 

their pedagogical engagement with urban students. Chapter Six examines a professional 

event for each participant and suggests some ways in which that event is implicated in a 

particular caring system..   
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CHAPTER 6 

PEDAGOGY OF CARE 
 

In this chapter I place each participant’s experience in the context of Leffel’s  (see 

table on page 165) caring rubric to provide deeper insight into the ways in which 

pedagogy is enacted in the urban classroom.  For each participant I look more specifically 

at her caring stance by analyzing a professional event episode from her teaching life.  My 

assumption here is that the different types of caring motives can make a difference in the 

development of the teacher – student relationship in the classroom.  I am not analyzing 

the teachers’ life nor am I judging their caring ways but rather, I am employing Leffel’s 

typology to see how it is useful in understanding teachers’ approaches to their students.  

My contention is that Leffel helps us to understand that these different caring types have 

implications in the classroom; in other words, he helps us to see how caring motivations 

and behavior may impact pedagogy. 

Conceptualizing Care as Pedagogy 

Leffel’s (2008 a) focus on generativity and care helps analyze the impact of 

teachers’ event episodes on the development of their caring stance.  Defining and framing 

the development of the generative care of the white female teachers in this study reflects 

a more recently developed theoretical approach associated with the “psychology of 

ultimate concerns” (Emmons, 1999).  Leffel uses Emmons’s approach in addressing 

Erikson’s proposition on generativity by proposing a new domain, which he terms 

"relational generativity.”  The term “relational generativity,” according to Leffel, is a 

“subset of Erikson’s thought which emphasizes the epigenetic relevance of generativity 
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in all relationships, not only for the social roles and domains of middle age but as part of 

the process of development across the lifespan” (p. 167).  Leffel suggests that care is a 

moral proposition that has motive and can be developed as an active rather than passive 

engagement in developing the strengths of others in a relational context where one gives 

of self in a particular manner.  He defines this concept by stating that,   

Relational generativity is conceptualized as the motive and capacity to 

take care of the strengths-development of cared for others, and is 

delineated as (a) a moral telos (to be pursued), (b) a motive to be 

activated, (c) a psychological capacity (to be developed), and (d) an 

investment (to be given).(p. 168)   

Leffel proposes a moral motive approach to emotion and transformation, which is 

embedded in relationships.  Review of the research about the development of 

relationships (Fredrickson, 2008; Gottman, 1994) suggest that a good relationship is 

created through the process of “enough exchanges of positive emotion, relative to 

negative emotions, such that more likely than not the relationship will not prematurely 

terminate” (p. 161).  Leffel agrees with these assertions but argues for an alternative 

view, where he states that “In Erikson’s view, optimal personality development, as well 

as good relationships, makes not just for a happy person, but a happy, caring person. 

Therefore, the telos or teleological premise is that events and developments are meant to 

achieve a purpose and the moral pursuit activates motives that are developed as the 

person invests in the relationship.”  

Leffel conceptualizes his work in what he calls Moral Affective Capacities 

(MAC) (see chart below).  These moral capacities are aligned with seven features of 
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generativity, (motivational sources, thoughts, plans, moral affective capacities, behaviors 

and meaning) from which an individual’s generative desires are acted upon. He posits 

that there are emotion-related capacities associated with the individual’s capacity to act 

upon her caring concerns.  He has identified ten emotions that he situates within each of 

the his caring systems. They are trust, love, elevation, empathy, compassion, gratitude, 

positive pride, guilt, forgiveness and humility.  He acknowledges that linking these or 

some set of other emotion-related capacities for understanding  how we take care of the 

strengths-development of those we also care for would support the development of an 

ecology of caring that may explain the nature of relational generativity.  All ten of these 

emotion-related capacities were present in the data of this study and aided in the 

exploration of the presence of these emotions during analyses of event episodes in the 

teachers’ narratives. The narratives revealed the emergence of virtues such as interest, 

curiosity, affection and compassion and were identified as having caring motivating 

capacities.  The participants had an intuitive sense of their own developmental concerns 

and the ways in which their emotional capacities (motivational strength) moved them 

towards caring interactions, which led to the positive development of relationships and 

the taking care of those they cared for as interrelated concerns.  

Table 1 below developed by Leffel provides a sketch of what he terms Moral 

Affective Capacities (MACs) of caring characteristics.  He also provides a list of authors 

reviewed in the literature who offer support for discrete emotions having particular 

capacities.  Leffel’s chart has been reproduced here to provide the background for the 

development of the conceptual ideas for pedagogy of care in this study. Leffel’s 

conception of moral affective capacities associated with his caring systems identifies 
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discrete emotions that are pleasant to experience but excludes emotions that are deemed 

unpleasant; such as guilt, shame, anger and embarrassment.  Leffel's chart provides a 

scaffold and definitional framing of care and posits a relationship between emotions and 

caring concerns. The arrangement of the emotions under each caring system can and has 

been modified in the analysis based on the emergence of specific emotions which 

emerged from the data.  The four caring systems outlined by Leffel in his proposed 

theory will be applied to specific event episodes in the professional lives of the teachers’ 

in this study and analyzed through the PVEST Net-Stress Engagement. 
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Table 1 – Found in Leffel, G.M., Fritz M. E. & Stephens, M. R., (2008c). Who Cares? Generativity and the 
Moral Emotions, Part 3. A Social Intuitionist “Ecology of Virtue”. Journal of Psychology and Theology, 36 
(3) 202-221. 
 



168 
 

Leffel and Stephens (2008c) were specifically looking for causal mechanisms as 

(moral) motivations that lead to caring actions.  They conceptualized the motive and 

capacity to take care of the strengths-development of cared for others as the goal of 

relational generativity with caring as an ultimate concern towards the well-being of self 

and others.  The researchers gleaned from a review of the literature a connection between 

motives, emotions and virtues.  The authors indicate that the findings are not conclusive 

and are provisional but set the stage for a research agenda. They “concluded that there is 

more to the process of caring than simple altruism, which is typically conceptualized as 

“helping behavior” (p.206, Caprara & Steca, 2007) and that there are “four expressions or 

‘faces’ of caring, each associated with a motive system, set of activating emotions, and 

related virtues.”   Each of these systems will be defined and discussed below.  The 

following discussion detours from Leffel intent and is applied more conceptually and 

empirically to the data and focus of this study. 

Four Caring Systems 

1) Attachment (the motive and capacity to bond and regulate subjective closeness).  

When white teachers are motivated to form attachments to black and brown students do 

they have the capacity to bond and regulate subjective closeness as caring actions that 

have long-term consequences?  When teachers act from their own vulnerabilities and 

unfulfilled needs it can have negative and positive consequences.  The negative 

consequence is that the time and energy it takes to regulate such closeness cannot be 

sustained in the context of public schools.  The sheer number of students that teachers 

interact with over the lifetime of their career makes it physically difficult to sustain long-
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term relationships  that positively and consistently support students.  The white teacher in 

the urban context cannot and should not place herself in the role of the parent to the 

students.  Avoiding caring actions that encourage attachment to the parenting role can 

eliminate conflicts where cultural norms clash.   Redefining their role as teacher requires 

them to be award of the needs of children from a parent’s perspective but to act out of 

relational engagement.  If teachers act upon students as an attachment based on working 

out their own unfulfilled need—that is, they could see something in a student that 

resonated with some aspect of their own need for the kind of attachment that was not met 

in their own lives—this can be a hugely important caring that serves that individual 

student.  However, this type of caring can create a psychological state of dependency in 

the student and a foster an ill-conceived notion of giving by the teacher, which she will 

not be able to sustain because of her role, time or desire in maintaining such a 

relationship.  It would seem more likely that she would revert back into her world of 

immediate family (i.e., children, husband, parents, etc.) groups (whiteness, 

professionalism, community, privilege).  It is the life stories of the teachers that provide 

insight into how their generative caring concerns are developed and how these caring 

concerns become manifest through the professional event episodes in their pedagogy.   

2) Altruism (the motive and capacity to help and regulate the perceived well-being of the 

other).  Altruistic motives are the most enacted form of care in most human service 

interactions.  This form of care is associated with the need to help someone who we feel 

is in a situation or circumstance worse than our own.  The operative words in this type of 

caring is “to help and regulate the perceived well-being of the other.” Perception of the 

other’s needs is different from knowing what the needs of the other are from our own 
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point of view.  In this case, we need to examine the teacher’s perception about the needs 

of her student.  In what ways are her perceptions driven by her own values, cultural 

norms and concerns about what makes her feel fulfilled by having the capacity to give?  

As in many forms of philanthropy, her capacity to give does not necessarily consider 

what would constitute the well-being of those she serves.     Altruism is generally 

associated with helping and has been presented as a dependency and deficit approach for 

working with and serving students in urban environments.  The notion of altruism is an 

important way of caring for others but it does not necessarily foster the strengths-

development of the self or others being served, although it does offer emotional 

gratification to give of oneself and resources and serve to fulfill specific needs, usually 

material or spiritual. Altruism does provide the teacher with motivations that extend 

beyond the self but seemingly only as a means for responding to a moral catalyst initiated 

by an ideological perspective that focuses on the “do good, be good” ideal founded in the 

religious conception of being a servant to those less fortunate than one’s self, and not 

necessarily as an act of care that suggests that we are that less fortunate other.  Each 

person comes to the environment with a life narrative that provides them with motives, 

capacities and virtues that can serve their development towards their highest potential as 

a human being. This type of caring would suggest that misfortune of others may be due to 

their lot in life, and though it may not seem right or fair, the teacher is without sufficient 

power (psycho- socio-emotional-material) to really regulate the well-being of the other.  

This type of caring generally means regulating the individual to submit to the social and 

structural conditions inherent in a flawed system.  If the teacher as servant can get those 

she serves to adhere to the standards of the system, the served may be able to transcend 
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their place in the world.  The notion of systemic injustice that can engender altruistic 

concerns cannot be accounted for in this relational approach but would be interesting to 

explore on the institutional level, especially as related to philanthropy. 

3) Reciprocity (the motive and capacity toward mutuality and to regulate fairness of 

exchange). 

Reciprocity occurs when teachers enter into relationships with their students in which 

mutual consideration for the regulation and enactment of fairness is presented. 

Reciprocity as a caring stance among humans is a seldom enacted but highly expected 

form of caring.  However, in the context of social institutions like schools in the inner 

city where reciprocity loses out to hierarchy, power and privilege, it can result in the loss 

of emotion-related capacities to regulate fairness of exchange.  Teachers, who have the 

capacity to enter into relationships and interactions with students in a reciprocal manner, 

generally need to have a certain level of consciousness about self and the regulation of 

their own emotional capacities in the environment.  They also need to know how these 

emotion-related capacities interrelate with their own positions in the hierarchy; 

understand where they have power; and acknowledge what privileges support or 

challenge their ability to regulate fairness of exchange between them and the students 

they interact with in the classroom. 

4) Reparation (the motive and capacity to repair and regulate continuity of exchange).  

If race and racism is not a factor in the white teachers’ understanding about the 

relationship in the urban school environment as significant, then their capacity to regulate 

continuity of exchange will be compromised.  Because racism has created damage in the 
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psychic and social reality of both whites and blacks, it cannot be addressed unless 

teachers recognize the instances in which race is a factor in their emotional encounters 

with students.  In what ways is the teachers’ pedagogy driven by an understanding of 

damage being perpetuated upon the students as a personal, political and social malady? In 

what ways have teachers sought to engage in the repair and regulation of exchange as 

supporting the strength-development of their students as equal human beings in their 

pedagogic intent?  Reparation requires the teacher to have an overarching understanding 

of the personal and political nature of relationships in the social context of urban school 

environments as a racialized space.  The notion of social justice as an ideological frame 

for repairing historical wrongs falls under this caring type but not as the panacea for 

righting wrongs. Having a motive and the capacity to repair some aspect of a relationship 

or interaction suggests that there is an awareness of damage in the relationship.   The 

place where strength-development begins is when we interpret caring as an act of 

reparation: we come to understand and develop ourselves as social, emotional and 

political beings who are in relationship and interaction with other social, emotional and 

political beings. When white female teachers enter into relationships in the urban school 

environment they have the option to care or not care for the students; however, they do 

enter caring about something.  If they feel they have a mandate to take care of students as 

a means for repairing a relationship that may not be of their own making, or if they play 

the role, directly or indirectly, of teacher-authority, they may only be standing in for truly 

taking care of the next generation of students, regardless of race, class, gender or 

ethnicity.   
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It is the challenges experienced in urban spaces that provided these teachers 

opportunity develop the capacity for resilience.  The meaning assigned to selected 

professional event episodes in the teachers’ narratives helped teachers to see how they 

evolved from the “past into the future” within the complexity of communities of 

difference. The analysis paid attention to the vulnerabilities of the teacher self as a 

window for understanding how caring manifested as a generative concern on their 

journey towards becoming professionals.  This process of meaning making and becoming 

is captured and analyzed through the caring systems described by Leffel in the 

succeeding narratives of the women in this dissertation. The four caring systems outlined 

by Leffel in his proposed theory will be applied to specific event episodes experienced by 

the participants in their professional lives.  These episodes are seen as vignettes to unpack 

the caring emotion- related behavior of the teachers’ and is analyzed through  a PVEST 

Lens. 

Caring Motives and Capacities for Caring Acts 
 

The emerging of the teachers’ capacities for development of caring as having 

pedagogic intent is expressed as arising from particular motives or, as Leffel, Frita, and 

Stephen (2008 c) term them, motive foundations of care.  According to these researchers, 

there are four “motive foundations” of care, which can be grouped with specific 

corresponding emotional capacities. These are: 1) Attachment (the motive and capacity to 

bond and regulate subjective closeness); 2) Altruism (the motive and capacity to help and 

regulate the perceived well-being of the other); 3) Reciprocity (the motive and capacity 

toward mutuality and to regulate fairness of exchange); and 4) Reparation (the motive 
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and capacity to repair and regulate continuity of exchange) (p. 206).  Each of these four 

systems will be used to analyze the caring stance of each teacher through the lens of a 

professional event episode. 

 
Caring as Reparation 
Laila’s Experience 

When Laila started teaching at Pritchett School one block from the place she had 

lived for more than 25 years, the majority of her students came from the projects in her 

community. She says, “I really wanted them to see other things,” but a number of them 

were stuck in their apartments watching television because it was not safe to play on the 

playground. The parents who were protecting their kids were keeping them pretty 

sheltered, and they just hadn’t been exposed too much, according to Laila.  During the 

1960’s and ‘70’s there was an increase of parent protection not only in the projects from 

the gangs and bad influences on the playground but from the imposition of racism and 

mis-education. Laila’s first experience in understanding her own challenges and the 

perception of the students she was charged with teaching was an affront to her sense of 

self. 

One of Laila’s first experiences with teaching in an urban school filled with fifth 

grade black students was being called a “white devil.”  She explains that she was standing 

at the chalkboard as children entered the room; she was writing words that she heard 

from the students’ conversations. She heard a student whisper, “we got a white devil for a 

teacher.”  Laila went on to express how she felt as she heard this and how she began to 

process what these words meant about her.  
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Well, you do feel it on a personal level.  You know what I mean?  It’s no 

longer, hey, if someone calls you the white devil that it hurts your 

teaching.  My body felt that.  You know what I mean?  And my heart felt 

that.  So you feel it because—I don’t know if I told you this before, this is 

me, I’m paranoid.  I wouldn’t want anyone not to like me or something.  

You want your kids to like you, so I didn’t like that someone thought I was 

the devil.  I thought they just hated me or something, or were afraid of me 

or . . . so you feel it, but that’s separate from being a teacher and figuring 

out, there is a combination of teaching what I know and other parts, I 

guess, the intellectual process or emotions are not as developed and you 

began to wonder, how do I work with that child? 

As Laila was trying to figure out what this meant to her emotional well-being she 

was also seeking a confirmation from me that the words were felt at a very personal level 

and not only did they hurt, but the symbolic message of being the devil hurt at the soul 

level.  “You know what I mean” is always a way of seeking affirmation that someone 

understands your feeling or thinking about something.  The moment of asking whether 

being called a white devil would affect her teaching was a cognitive question about her 

role in the environment.  This wanting to know whether it would hurt her teaching was 

not the foremost thing on her mind during the episode.  She was feeling these words as an 

embodiment of the notion of what being the devil represented.  How her body felt these 

words and how they became imprinted upon her heart depended significantly on what she 

would do with this event episode.   
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Laila had prior experience with these resonant feelings of not wanting anyone to 

dislike or hate her. This was a scary place for her to occupy. The feeling of fear that 

occupied much of her response to earlier experiences in her middle childhood and early 

adolescence seemed to support the development of empathy. When another student 

accused her of not having a father, and when her first little boyfriend told her he hated 

her, these events challenged Laila’s sense of self as person.  In her early adolescent years, 

the moment at which she dealt with her fear when her absentee father came to the door 

helped her develop an emotion-related capacity to love beyond the shame of the missing 

father.  As a young adolescent, she was finally able to deal with the embarrassment 

caused by her young male friend from first grade through 6th grade rejecting her and 

telling her he hated her.  Each event was another step towards handling later episodes that 

created dissonance.  Each new dissonant moment also seemed to support the 

development of Laila's capacity for taking care of herself.  Laila’s introverted personality 

led to her experiencing what she said was her own internal perceptions about reality.   

Laila’s behavioral outcome was a retreat inside.  However, this moment of being called a 

white devil represented not an internal emotional response to the dissonance caused by 

the outside world but a thoughtful social consideration to others in the world—i.e., “how 

do I work with that child?”   

What does it mean to be the white devil?  And how can you learn from me 

if I’m the white devil?  And that’s where I think over time, for the most 

part, unless you’re coming from a very particular place, over time the 

trust in believing is what the reality between teacher and student becomes.  

And that could take time and with every kid who’s coming informed you’re 
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the white devil, that’s gonna take longer than if a kid’s coming from a 

family where, I don’t know. 

Laila realized that there was a relationship between emotions and thinking. The 

hidden pedagogic intent emerged when Laila was confronted with emotional dissonance, 

as her sense of self was challenge with the symbolic language associated with being 

called the white devil. What the students believed and the related capacities she needed to 

develop trust as a response in the environment could determine the relationship.  Laila’s 

experience in this confrontation around perceptions of herself as teacher and how the 

students saw her required her understanding not only who she was as a white teacher but 

as a human being connected to socially constructed ideas about self and others.  My 

questioning began to move in the direction of trying to understand when one is 

confronted with the difference in perceptions, where it is felt and how one relates that 

feeling to how they are thinking about the situation.  What are the knowledge and 

capacities one must develop to engage in intellectual and emotional exchanges in the 

environment? If teachers are more aware of what they feel in their bodies as a form of 

“emotional intelligence” and how they question and integrate what they think and know 

as “social intelligence,” then the behavioral outcomes may support the trust necessary for 

white teachers to teach urban children more effectively.   

 Laila raises two important issues here when she speaks about trust and the 

development of relationships over time.  The historical context of being called the white 

devil is not disconnected from the tremendous hellish suffering of slavery and its impact 

on quality of life of black people and the behavior exhibited by large numbers of white 

people. Laila says what she found out teaching history and teaching kids early on was not 



178 
 

just “can I teach them, but can they learn from me? Does my being white create 

additional challenges for them?” And in the context of this discussion, does it create 

challenges for the white teacher? These are real issues since there are racial dynamics that 

inform the interactions.  These dynamics are not only about what we know about the 

historical context of slavery and race but what we feel about this event as ingrained in our 

collective psyche.   

Laila acknowledges that the white devil is an extreme position; however, if you 

are in a public situation you will get a whole range of beliefs and attitudes coming into 

the public space.  Laila definitively says that “if you don’t acknowledge that race is part 

of the experience in America, or in communities, then there is a whole lot you must 

miss.”  Much of the dilemma in addressing the issue of race in the public sphere has to do 

with the lack of emotional language for a dialogue that move towards positive responses 

or a way of interacting towards understanding perceptions.  

I mean, the teachers have to really be able to manage their emotions very 

well because they’re in public a lot, and not act out.  I think it’s good to 

know what your sensitivities are, too, because I’ve seen teachers lose their 

temper.  Kids can say some ugly things.  And I do think you have to keep a 

distance.  There’s no safe certain distance.  It’s not somebody’s home, it is 

a classroom.  So there is a certain level of teachers managing their 

emotions and knowing what’s appropriate and speaking appropriately, 

too.  And I think some people aren’t as careful as they should be about 

this.  You can express a lot of things amongst other teachers, family, etc., 

if you need to.  But you know it’s good to figure out some strategies and 
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techniques that if someone pushes an emotional button, how you’re gonna 

approach that one.  I think it’s a good idea. 

Many times uninvestigated emotional buttons serve only as triggers to call upon 

one’s perceived authority and power in a situation.  The public space is where emotional 

challenges are suppressed and not supported as an important aspect of the human being 

and in human interactions.  Managing emotions requires a grasp of how one is 

responding emotionally to a situation but also perceiving the origin of that emotional 

response. Laila’s desire to be liked and not to be hated by the people in her world, like 

her father, her boyfriend and now the students who she had to teach, was primary in her 

interactions.  Laila’s experience in being called the white devil was not only what she 

heard from the children but also how the parents were articulating whiteness to their 

children.   In this same space with other students, the student who called Laila a white 

devil would not speak at all during class or when Laila tried to talk with her.  The 

questions that Laila had about “how do I work with that child” became an epiphany of 

sorts when she made a decision about how she would respond to the child’s refusal to 

speak.   

She wrote a note to the child and asked what she (Laila) could do to talk with her.  

The little girl wrote back that her mother said that the teachers were white devils and that 

she should never speak to them. Laila’s curiosity and interest in teaching all the children, 

especially the quiet ones, is important to note here. When I reminded Laila of this story 

about the student who would not talk and why she would not talk, Laila says “right, right. 

Well, that was a significant event for me.  I would call that a significant event.  It might 

not be the kind I’m supposed to remember.” 
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 Laila was a quiet child and did not talk much.  Of her beginning years in college 

she said, “for me it would be a really big deal; in college I would never speak, never 

raised my hand. Every question I had I would write and give it to the teacher; I would 

never speak in front of the class.” This incident is a clear and distinct continuation of the 

person into the professional, as related to the generative care concerns emanating from 

Laila’s biography.  Laila’s grasp for a way to reach the child required an intuitive 

drawing on her own experience as an unconscious knowing that prepared her for this 

moment.  It was her capacity to empathize with the student but also her interest in finding 

a way to teach the child, as well as her desire to build trust.  

This is a point where her personal identity begins to morph and merge with her 

professional identity as teacher – consciously and unconsciously. Laila’s response to the 

student was a reflection of her pulling from her own experiences as a shy child.  When I 

reminded her of her response to the child as a reflection on how she communicated as a 

child she suddenly remembered that this was critical to her entering into a relationship 

with a student and the power of her own experiences.  For Laila it was figuring out what 

to do. She also felt in some sense the child wanted to reach out.  She says,  

so for me, as the teacher, not wanting to separate the child from the 

family, not wanting to be divisive, but also wanting to have access to the 

child as a teacher, and be able to have a relationship with the child, 

having to figure that out raised the issue of what parents believe when 

they’re handing their child over to someone.  

The significance of this was something that Laila had not thought of.  She thought, of 

course the mother would be so happy to bring her kid into Laila’s classroom because 
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“I’m a good person. I’m gonna love your child.”  But of course they would not know 

that; given the race context, they would rightly assume otherwise.  Why assume that Laila 

was going to take care of the black child entrusted to her? Laila says, “So that was a good 

consciousness raiser for me.  It led to, I thought, another piece of understanding things 

better.” 

That was an education for me.  See, it had taken all that trust.  That’s how 

I had started to learn about trust.  How, by being white, how un-trusted I 

was.  You know, I didn’t know that.  I did not know that.  And that’s when I 

began to think about parents. 

Laila came to understand this several years later.  She began to realize, parents 

don’t know who you are as an individual.  All they know is they’re handing over a black 

child to a white teacher.  Anything could happen.  And terrible things could happen 

because a person could convey a lot of racist notions or ideas, consciously or 

unconsciously, or have a whole way of teaching that nullifies the very well-being of the 

child.  They wouldn’t know that Laila was worried about making sure that she taught and 

believed in the capacity of the children to really learn at a high level.  Now, how would a 

parent know that about her?  Laila says,  

so that’s when I realized that it took a lot of courage for a black parent to 

hand their kid over, given the history here.  You know, not that there are a 

million horrible white teachers, but just given the context, I’m sure there’s 

a lot of anxiety and concern not always articulated. 

Being aware of the racial context and helping to bring that awareness about to the 

students, Laila says, “It’s gradual, you know what I mean?  You get to know your 
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students.  And they’re black, so I have to get to know their culture.” Not knowing their 

culture is a challenge that can be offset in the beginning when you come to know them as 

individuals and have the intention to make relationships with the students that matter 

significantly.  Laila acknowledges that it takes a long time because you’re learning the 

skills of teaching and the content of teaching and you’re learning about the kids.  There 

are many things you’re learning to be able to teach. Understanding the process over time 

led Laila to say of teaching: “it’s a very exciting profession.” 

The making of Laila as teacher and professional in relationship to the 

development of caring began to take shape when in her early twenties she critiqued her 

own way of being and feeling for others as a caring act.  

I was very critical that I had been so supportive of certain people and 

realized it was for self interest. The only reason I did it was because I felt 

like a vulnerable person; I was acting out how I wanted other people to 

treat me; I was not really caring for the other person; I was acting out 

some drama. I now look at caring differently.   

With this revelation of Laila’s experience about caring, I asked her a question about how 

she thought caring was developed.   

I think it’s complicated, it’s one that we are cared for and we experience 

what care feels like and we like how it feels being cared for.  I was cared 

for by my mom and other people; I had a lot of positive attention from 

parents of other kids, teachers… It’s also how you are treated when you 

are feeling for others… I don’t know if it’s temperament and it’s cultivated 
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by the people around you, because there have been many mean things that 

happened to me too. 

   

Laila’s caring stance spans the caring typologies described in this chapter. There are clear 

moments when Laila’s caring stance was dominant in one or the other caring types 

(attachment, altruism) at early points in her development as a person and as she moved 

towards her professional development as a teacher. Either of these types could have 

become dominant in her pedagogy; however, Laila’s horizon of interactions continued to 

expand her sense of movement from strict notions of fairness and justice into the realm of 

reciprocal and reparative interactions.   

This form of caring is an important catalyst for nurturing and the care and 

empathy for the other.  However, this caring type can lead to debilitating and dependent 

relationships that do not support the strength-development of self and the other within a 

social and political reality that fosters the injustices and oppressive relationships which 

diminish human beings’ capacity for contributing to their own development and well-

being.  Altruism delimits in many ways our capacity to engage and develop emotional 

capacity in relationships of power.  Power and authority prevents one from moving from 

interactions that foster dependency, if the self and the other are recognized as having 

mutual interest and concerns that are reciprocal in nature.  

Laila moved beyond the sense of helplessness by engaging in activities that 

revealed where notions of reciprocity and reparations were being constructed in her 

caring stance as pedagogical intent.  Caring for the students she served came down to 
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Laila looking more closely at the relationship between adults and children.  The issue of 

authority and responsibility became the holder for Laila between altruism and reciprocity.   

This notion that all adults should care leads us to Erikson’s generative caring 

concerns and the nature of generativity.  This has been elaborated previously in this 

dissertation but serves here as a reminder about the generative concerns that ultimately 

inform our actions about what we care for and what we take care of.  Relational 

generativity, as outlined by Leffel, helps us understand what Laila is saying here about 

adults caring for and taking care of the well-being of every child in the community.  This 

relational generativity moves one from a deficit approach of caring for the other to a 

relational approach that embraces reciprocity in the interaction towards developing the 

strengths of the self and the other to ensure the well-being of the next generation of 

human beings, not only white, black, brown or red children, but rich or  poor, male or 

female.   

 This shift in Laila’s caring stance from the notion of reciprocity began to morph 

into understanding what it meant to mend and repair a relationship as pedagogic intent.  

She was able to acknowledge that one is not only a victim, that you can be an agent, too, 

and that being a victim is part of the human experience; the complexity of life makes one 

both at different times in the historical context of one’s personal and social life.  This 

became apparent when she started teaching about slavery in high school.    

Early on we started studying about slavery— this was years and years ago 

and I realized how kids . . . after my first year of teaching, I thought I was 

talking about the past, here since I read about this – that was a big insight 

for me. I don’t think this happened the first years I taught, it with fifth 
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graders, we experienced that in high school. By then it was such a 

paradigm shift I knew I wasn’t just teaching the past; it was something 

that has relevance for today, having that experience was like asking how 

am I going to communicate this in a way that they can receive it. I 

wouldn’t teach slavery outside of the teaching of black history;, they were 

together, and also they would have already known that people were here 

and I told them what the difference in terms of what property was and how 

this was already going on before them getting here and how capitalism 

…but they would know that people were here already. It was a big thing to 

talk about the role of property to slavery to give a context about – like the 

Mayans had violence— like you can’t make up myths about the people’s 

experience. They are human beings.  

Laila’s perceptual sensitivity to the historical context of the students and the cultural 

world that they inhabited provided her with emotional capacities to move beyond notions 

of justice and fairness as a sole criterion for interactions with others in the social 

environment.  Acknowledging the damage that slavery had done was not a past story to 

be told and analyzed at a specific time based on what was in books but was a real and 

present danger to the well-being of not only the students she taught but to her own well-

being as a white female teacher in the urban environment.   

Throughout the event episodes in Laila’s life she was always establishing a 

contract with herself and those in her care to keep asking how she could receive these 

students and how she could communicate in a way that they could receive her.  Caring as 

reparation argues that one must be aware of damage that could hinder the possibility of 
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relationship and that the development and understanding of self as a social, emotional and 

political being who is in relationship and interaction with others who are also social, 

emotional and political beings is the place where strength-development begins.  Laila was 

relying on truth as her knowing and presenting it not as a made up myth about the human 

experience but as an uncovering of a reality, even while other aspects of that reality 

remain covered. 

 

Caring as Attachment 
Nancy’s Experience 

Nancy’s teaching career spanned 32 years, of which more than half were spent 

teaching English and Social Studies to pregnant African-American high school girls.  It 

may have been her need to stay connected that led her to work with pregnant teens in a 

community where she felt most useful. The community she knew as safe in her early 

childhood years had drastically changed but her own attachment to place did not resolve 

the questioning of herself as a gendered person who was bound by the normed standards 

placed upon her by family, religion and schooling.  Nancy lived outside the box as a 

teacher where she had influence in the lives of the girls she taught, yet she was still 

constrained internally by the invisible or hidden parameters of the “box” that structured 

her life.  This way of being seemed to have served Nancy well in her work with these 

young women in the urban environment. 

When asked what made her choose teaching as a profession, she says, “I don’t 

know, I guess it found me.”  So what did she learn from and about these African 

American girls? “I guess when you need help it does not matter who you are and who it’s 
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from when you are afraid and lonely.” The mission she was charged with as a new 

teacher and an experience from a childhood memory all coalesced in the notion of caring 

that perhaps motivated her towards what ultimately became her caring stance.  Nancy 

believed that the girls going through the process of asking where they can get help 

supports their ability to become self-sufficient. “It’s a whole other way of teaching, 

making people self-sufficient.” In Nancy’s perception, making people self-sufficient is a 

situation in which the subject, in spite of their circumstances, enacts individual agency.  

This may be where the capacity to develop resilience is linked to the individual and 

environmental factors.  One of the environmental factors could be the act of kindness and 

caring for others, which is present in Nancy’s story.  However, her story is not without an 

event in Nancy’s own life which could have played a powerful and significant role in her 

own development of caring.  Nancy remembers an incident when she was teaching in 

which a white girl picked up a chair and threw it at her.  

I guess that teaching is tougher…a couple of incidents where you take them 

personally, but you know that the kids don’t mean it… I remember a kid put a 

tack on my chair and I was outraged because I sat down…[laughs nervously]… I 

was ready to take this kid and, you know…it's funny, the other kids in the class 

really do protect you so they let me know who it was… It’s funny you doing this 

thing of color and I probably for most of my career taught mostly African 

Americans and in African American communities…but this event happened with 

a white girl when I was teaching the pregnant teens. It was all over the city, both 

public and Catholic schools, so we would get kids from St. Vincent and other 

schools… I had this white girl who had all my complexion, blonde hair, and she 
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took up a chair and threw at me one time… it’s like, wow, is that personal… I 

guess she threw it more at the floor than to me… I remember I said to her, I am 

going to make a lady out of you yet. She was a fighter girl… she said to me, you 

can’t make no lady out of me, I’m from Chew Street, I gotta know how to fight… 

As I began to take apart the statement, I realized that Nancy could see her 

physicality in the girl with the white complexion and blonde hair.  However, the girl’s 

anger was experienced as a question for her about whether or not it was personal.  

Nancy’s reasoning that the chair was thrown at the floor helped to remove the anger that 

may have been directed towards her.  This challenge was in the form of someone who 

looked liked her, so how could the girl consider being angry with her?   

The girl’s anger seemed to mimic Nancy’s own rebellious inclinations around the 

perception of who she was as a female.  This girl’s perception of self was compounded 

and complicated by her pregnancy as a teen.  Making a lady out of her seemed to Nancy 

to be the most prudent and appropriate action for the girl’s discontent.  Perhaps by 

making a lady out of her, the white girl’s conflict between being who she was as a fighter 

girl and who Nancy perceived she could be as a white blonde female with smarts and 

capacities could be reconciled.  The unattended attachment to her own need to reconcile 

between being a “floozy” and a lady seem to loom as a shadow beneath Nancy’s response 

to the situation.  

I was shocked, number one, but number two, I wasn’t going to let her get 

away with that… It’s funny, the girl was bright and I used to fight with her 

and say to her, listen, you are so ornery that you can never get a job 
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working for somebody so you gotta be the boss because you are so 

miserable you won’t be able to keep a job… You’re very bright and you 

are certainly going to be successful but you better study up here so you 

can be the boss… She straightened up. 

Beyond the initial emotional response of being shocked, Nancy’s next thought 

was to appraise the girl not only as being a white blonde like herself but also as bright 

and worthy of Nancy’s caring for and taking care of beyond the infraction.  I imagined 

that as a show of teacher responsibility she could not let the girl get away with this 

obstinate and emotional behavior, so I asked about her response to the girl.  She could not 

remember whether the girl got a day or two out of school but she did know that the girl 

came back and moved along with everybody else.  “Everybody else” was the African 

American girls who were also pregnant teens with unattended needs who didn’t elicit the 

same type of attachment response she felt for the white girl in this situation.  She said, “I 

have to say that I liked her, even though kids act like that, I really liked her.”  Liking her 

meant affirming the girl’s capacity to be successful and what she needed to do beyond 

her personality of being “ornery.”   According to Nancy, the girl not only had the 

capacity to be successful but the ability to be the boss.   

The journey of the girls was also Nancy’s journey towards a sense of agency.  

Supporting the girls and helping them to become self-aware was not only about self-

agency but a belief that these girls could succeed.  The chair-throwing event was just one 

story but one which provides an example of how the shadows of Nancy’s own emotional 

biography and perceptions influenced what she cared for and what she took care of in the 

environment.  Nancy spent 17 years working with African American school-aged parents, 
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so this event represented only one of the many that she chose to share.  How she has 

come to accept the self as a life lived within communities and within a complex mind, 

she as Gould states is “trying always to gain a little more liberty” to be what she has 

become. What she has become as a professional is an extension of who she is as a person.   

However, it was her strident desire to continue the work as teacher and counselor 

that made Nancy feel most valued to herself and it is where the internal reconciliation of 

self found expression in her professional work. Finally, what emerged from Nancy’s 

caring stance as presented in the professional event episode narrated here is largely a 

response to an attachment system of care. This is not to dismiss that there are many 

events in Nancy’s narrative that point to altruism as a dominant caring position; however 

this event evidences the themes of gender and race which characterize Nancy’s caring 

stance—and this also reflects her own gendered and racial position. There seem to be 

limited reciprocal and reparative positions taken by Nancy as a caring stance in the 

environment.  This may be largely due to the lack of political and social awareness that 

would inform a paradigmatic shift in her perceptions about the other.   

Nancy was less politically conscious than the other teachers; what was most 

prominent in her self-presentation was a desire to help. All of the teachers addressed the 

issue of race, but Nancy’s stance was different. She was focused on altruism—the notion 

that one needed help to get ahead. For example, when she spoke of her pen pal in Burma, 

she was struck both by how deprived the woman’s life was and by the way in which she 

maneuvered out of poverty; for Nancy, this was a signal event that depicted the way 

agency works. You need help to get ahead. This caring stance was also expressed in 

Nancy’s need to suppress emotionally reactive responses—like throwing a chair—in that 
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she stressed the importance of dismissing such reactions in order to “just get over it,” her 

parents’ admonition to her.  Nancy’s altruistic caring stance evolved out of her generative 

caring concerns. As Erickson says, “It’s in us all the time”; our caring concerns are in us 

but we can’t really manifest them until we have negotiated some of our human 

development tasks, such as physical maturation, autonomy from parents, marriage ,child 

bearing  and rearing, and sufficient management of a career.  Nancy was developing and 

negotiating these tasks as she was also developing her professional task.     

Nancy’s emotional connection played an important role in her longevity as a 

teacher, she says.  In exhibiting what she cared about and valued, she said that she 

recognized the hard road that many of her students had to face.  The stories about how 

they became pregnant were heart-wrenching.  She figured if they could come to school 

every day and try to get the education, she could certainly try to help them.   

When Nancy was taking her teaching courses, one of the nuns said to her, “If you 

are not gonna love them, you may as well leave right now. They’re all colors, some are 

going to be clean and some are gonna be dirty; some are gonna be smart, they’re the 

easy ones to teach. The ones that are hard to teach, that’s what teaching is about.”  

When she first interviewed to become a teacher at the district, Tom Watson, a black man 

who had been her boss and the director of personnel, was on the interviewing committee.  

She remembered him saying the same thing— “Nancy just love them”— as he was 

giving her advice about what she had to do to be successful as a teacher.  Then I asked 

Nancy how she managed to extend love to her students in the context of an urban 

environment. She said, “It’s just something you set out to do, you do it by remembering 

when you were little and how people loved you.”   
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The connection between Nancy’s own needs to be heard as a girl in a world where 

her desires and voice were silenced in the reality of a male-dominated world led her 

towards the opportunity to work with girls in an environment that she longed to return to 

as a person but served her well in her role as teacher.  All the images and tapes—of being 

a “floozy,” not being smart enough, you’ll be fine, get over it, always complaining—

complicated her individual personality and on a deeper level were carried in the shadows 

of her emotions that perhaps found refuge in the work she would do with the primarily 

black teenage girls.   

What does it mean to “just love them”?  Is “just love them” akin to caring for 

them but not necessarily taking care of their needs, assuming you know what their needs 

are?  The best you can do is to understand what loving them means as a caring act based 

on how you have experienced love.  As a teacher, I wanted to know what it meant to 

Nancy when Tom said “just love them.”  “I don’t know, it’s something you just set out to 

do …you remember when you were little and how people loved you…”  Yes, this is what 

I wanted to hear from Nancy: how did people love her and how did it translate into the 

way she expressed love for others?  “I guess actually my parents and grandparents were 

religious; I guess just doing things for others who were less fortunate than you…” Doing 

things for others leads Nancy into the realm of altruism, which permeates other events in 

her professional career, and speaks directly to the idea of taking care of others who do not 

look like you as a way to trust in their capacities.  

Who cared became for Nancy entangled in what others expected and what she 

wanted as a person.  The emotional baggage that came with understanding and accepting 

the actions of others as caring created a life of trying to be outside the box physically but 
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confined to the restrictions of the box psychologically and emotionally. I asked Nancy 

about some of the good teachers she had known and how they showed they cared.   

Some of them, like the nun who encouraged me when I did the sewing and 

created the outfits that were kind of wonderful, she had gone to public 

high school herself before becoming a nun…she was not as rigid as some 

of them… 

When Nancy spoke of the girl throwing the chair at her, it stood out for me as one 

of the emotional events that stuck with her as a protection to her sense of self.  The 

manner in which the outside the box nun treated her was necessary for her to reconcile 

the dichotomous notion between being a lady and being a “floozy.” I asked Nancy if 

there were there negative experiences that stayed with her as she sorted through how she 

wanted to present herself during this period of schooling.  Nancy’s conception of the self 

as gendered with the expectation of maintaining a certain beauty standard that had now 

waned, her connection to parents; the way she missed the kids, were all things that made 

up her view of herself as a lady.   

Yeah, certainly negatively, the nuns could hit you… I got hit in the fact that 

if you were wearing some jewelry or a medallion, they would take it and 

slam it against your chest or hit your knuckles if you didn’t write right… 

that was like a little smack or tap here and there, that was okay…so you 

would be, oh, maybe I need to shape up… You know, when people enjoy 

doing their work when they go the extra mile. 
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Nancy’s attachment to her community’s perception of what it meant to be who 

she was set her up for finding ways to go around situations and accepting other 

conditions as a means to realize her whole self as worthy of having her own thoughts. 

Socialization in Catholic school had consequences that prevented Nancy from truly 

realizing who she was. The negative experiences for her had their place in shaping who 

she had become and what her generative caring concern had become. An blend of 

negative and positive experiences was incorporated into Nancy’s understanding of how 

care presented itself and how she ultimately enacted aspects of her own caring behavior.   

The development of Nancy’s emotional history is a contrast between her inner 

dialogue about who she was and could have been and the external reality that she lived.  

The vulnerability she lived with was one that in many ways created a fragmented sense of 

self.  The dissonance Nancy experienced as a result of her parents taking her first out of 

the public school and then from the neighborhood resulted in the beginning of the 

emotional conflict about acceptance.  What Nancy came to know as community and the 

experience of being exposed to life outside of her home in the school environment and 

the neighborhood was a positive and secure experience of acceptance that she did not feel 

so sure of in her household.  She came to see herself as different and it impacted her 

choices about which environment she would ultimately come to care for.   

Caring as Altruism 

Aiina’s Experience 

Prior to beginning her teaching career, Aiina was a liaison between kids and 

schools while working at a residential group home for black adjudicated youth who all 

went to public school.  They were there for many reasons, such as running away from 
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foster care and things more serious than that. I wanted to know what made her consider 

teaching and she said “I thought things could be better in the schools.”  I asked about 

what kinds of things she meant.  “That’s a good question; I guess they didn’t pay enough 

attention to the kids.”  It was obvious that she had not really given a lot of thought to 

what things could be better and what it would mean for the kids in the schools if things 

were better.  When Aiina realized she had never really given it any thought she became 

candid and honest in articulating her reasons for moving from social worker to teacher. “I 

knew you had job security, benefits in the school district, so I thought, well I will go and 

do that and, plus, I was approaching 30.”   She acknowledged that if “I could do it over I 

would probably do it differently, not that I did not ultimately come to love and really care 

about the kids but I would have chosen a less traditional profession which was not 

considered a woman’s profession.”  

She chose teaching because, well, she needed a job; she had a child coming and 

she needed more schooling to be certified, so she went back to get a masters and became 

certified in special education.  Aiina started teaching in 1978 when the educational 

political landscape was shifting.  Her involvement in the Philadelphia Federation of 

Teachers became an avenue for her to express her politics.  She became an activist who 

wanted to use unionism as an avenue for social change.  This is where she thought her 

true calling lay, not in teaching.  What she did not know is that the story she told herself 

and me did not delve deeply enough to even consider the hidden emotional resonance of 

the earlier life event episodes that were strongly influenced by issues of race: specifically, 

the prejudice leveled against Edward Brooks by the white community, and the 

discriminatory remarks that the white children made against the biracial twins.  Aiina’s 
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attraction to the black aesthetic may have been operating as an emotional shadow, which 

could have informed her ultimate caring concern.  No matter how much she tried to resist 

this pull toward reconciling the situation of discrimination that played out as an 

emotional embodiment of the incidents with her, the twins, the Senator and even religion 

in the classroom, it was a silent hidden drama playing itself out in her personal choices 

and professional work.   

The emotional event episodes around race in Aiina’s early adolescent period 

seemed to have been significant in generating a type of caring and curiosity that followed 

Aiina through her life course. This form of caring, gleaned from Erikson’s (1980, 2000) 

ideas about the “relational nature of generative care” and its relationship to how persons 

are energized to care (Haidt, 2003; Haidt & Joseph, 2004), gives us the motivating 

capacity to act in what Theologist and positive psychologist call a “new psychology of 

love” (Sternberg & Weis, 2006).  

Professional Event Episode - A Day at the Museum 

Aiina chose to take her students (all African American boys) to an African exhibit 

at a prestigious University Museum. The boy’s response to the experience provided Aiina 

an important understanding about her own fears, which translated into an altruistic caring 

stance.  It was through the lens of racism and discrimination that the boys taught Aiina 

how to see them and the world that she was closely tied to.   

I think what they did was really sophisticated; these were 11-year-old kids 

who were – there are multiple layers of things there – they were 

identifying with these African mask and statues. Mind you, they knew very 
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little about Africa – they were making the connection between themselves 

and what they were seeing and then they were playing on their 

interpretation of white people’s attitudes about them and the images of 

both Africa and African-Americans and then they were cleverly—I mean, 

it was very sophisticated—so it should have required some previous 

knowledge, interpretation and humor.  

 
The sophistication of the boys who were considered learning disabled and 

emotionally traumatized revealed a world view that was informed by a social intuition of 

sorts.  Their capacity to make the connection between themselves and the African 

artifacts without formal knowledge is the kind of intelligence that is missed in the 

classroom.  It is a fallacy to think that because black students don’t have contact with 

white people on a consistent basis that they are not aware or have a consciousness about 

“white people’s attitudes about them and the images of Africa.”  Onaje Muid (2006) 

social work constructionist in his work ‘Then I Lost My Spirit’ explains how unconscious 

memory is linked to historical knowing and traumatic experiences and these experiences 

are trans-generational. This means that events and occurrences are transmuted across 

generations. Aiina would have needed a historical understanding of Africa and its people, 

as well as the African American experience in order to decode the students’ behavior.  If 

Aiina had the historical and cultural knowledge, this would have become a teachable 

moment that could support the strengths-development alluded to by Leffel. Aiina’s own 

perception of the students’ capabilities was skewed even as she wanted to expose them to 

an experience beyond the classroom. The manner in which the boys were playing out 
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these images let others visitors, primarily white kids and white adults, know that they 

were aware and conscious of how whites perceived them and became a public 

performance of sorts.  Aiina saw this response by the students as “an example of the way 

…they scoped out the situation and figured out what was happening.”  She kept saying 

how clever they were. “I mean, it was so clever, aside from being a way they interpreted 

the world, it was so clever, it was funny, I’ll never forget that.”   

This was just another layer of understanding how the students’ consciousness and 

awareness and intelligence were not tapped into in the class.  Although she did take them 

on that trip, she felt there were times like that when she found it difficult to figure out 

how to tap into the intelligence in the context of the work she was doing in the classroom.  

When this incident happened, Aiina did not have the emotion-related capacity to address 

what she had witnessed.  She did acknowledge that she did not know how to bring this 

intelligence into the teaching and learning environment.  Her energy was consumed with 

her fears and a need to protect the boys from the response of the other white people in the 

museum, which left little energy to think about how this intelligence could be affirmed.    

I watched the whole thing. I realized that there was a little bit of a danger; 

it could have been misinterpreted, people could have gotten upset, people 

could have gotten mad, but I stayed close to them in case some official 

came. Then I could intervene. It’s at these kind of tricky moments that 

these are important things.  I think that they knew or I think they were 

actually being funny and that they were taking a risk with these white kids 

and the white people in the museum, but they weren’t trying to be 
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aggressive or malicious. I think that they knew that there was a little bit of 

danger involved… 

The challenge for Aiina went beyond her concern about what the boys were doing 

to her fear of what others might think they were doing.  Were they making fun of the 

whites and would that be how the whites would interpret what they were doing, or were 

they rambunctious and excited about the opportunity to interact with these images in 

ways to feel connected?  In the sterility of a museum in which the only live beings you 

see outside of yourself are whites who are viewing the images of you as inanimate 

objects, what might you do to animate yourself as having spirit and life as human beings? 

The danger and risk was Aiina’s, not the boys.  She was afraid of how people would 

interpret the boys’ behavior, so to protect them from the whites and the authorities she 

felt she had sufficient power to intervene on their behalf.  It’s possible here t view her 

need to protect as stemming from her earlier reactions to the situation with the Senator, 

whose white wife could not protect him, or the mixed black twins, who she could not 

protect from the maliciousness of her white classmates.  The rationale for justifying their 

behavior was to frame it as the boys being funny but not aggressive or malicious, for this 

is truly how these whites and the authorities have to see them in order not to feel 

threatened by their behavior.  Even if the boys knew “that there was a little bit of danger 

involved,” their awareness and performance was not a discomfort for them, but instead 

ended up creating cognitive dissonance for Aiina.   

I had never—first of all, these are kids who saw very few white people, 

they had this very skewed notion. Even my high school students thought 

that the United States was 60% black because of what they saw – I think 
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that they don’t go out of their neighborhoods even though they watch TV. 

Most of the teachers in that school were black but the principal was white 

[“ idiot,”  she mutters under her breath]  – I’d never seen them on the other 

side of the world.   

The dissonance seemed to resonate with Aiina’s own perception about the power 

of white people to exact some punishment on blacks, especially upon black boys.  Not 

only how many white people there actually were in the United States but how much 

power they held in their ability to punish blacks or Jews.  Because she could go out of her 

neighborhood as a white Jew, she could straddle both worlds as long as she quelled her 

own resistance and that of her students to say no and to continue to protect or help them 

to transcend their lot.  As long as she continued to want to help them fit by exposing them 

to “the other side of the world,” they could always resort to compromise rather than 

complete resistance. On many levels, Aiina had transformed her own response to 

resistance and began to question her pedagogical intent regarding the nature of teaching 

her subject matter.    

I questioned how she felt about what had happened with this event and whether it 

changed something about how she saw the students.  What opened her eyes about them?  

All the skills that the students exhibited are things in the scope and sequence of the 

standard test measurements.  Skills, capacities and abilities associated with analysis and 

synthesis are needed to achieve proficiency, and yet the content of what is being taught 

and tested and the context for learning does not open opportunity for these students’ 

intelligence to be measured or acknowledged accurately.  As Aiina said, “I did take them 

on the trip” which helped her to see something that she would not otherwise have 
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privilege to experience. Aiina clearly understood the goal of education but she was not 

sure how to educate the students enough to see their capacities.  She says, “part of 

education is to take those skills and that knowledge and create new skills and knowledge; 

just cause they could do that in that situation does not mean they are educated enough 

but it does mean that they have that capacity.”  When I asked Aiina if she were able to 

help the students talk through what they were doing, she said, “I know I talked to them 

about it, I know I did, I know I told them how amusing and spectacular it was.”  

 Telling them how amusing and spectacular it was does not help them to see the 

intelligence, skills and capacity they have for interpretation and presentation.  Making 

explicit what they were able to do would have supported their capacity to understand the 

value in their assessment of the environment, not only the light humor of it all but the 

power of their teaching for the teacher.  This would have moved the relationship to a 

level of reciprocal connection.  Instead, it remained a moment of altruistic voyeurism for 

the teacher.  She knew they had not spent time in the world of whites on any significant 

level so her own attempt at exposing them to the world was a risk that she took but also 

posed a significant challenge to her conception of who they were and what they were 

capable of.   

The opportunity to help them to see what they were doing is exactly what Aiina 

wanted to convey in terms of the work in the classroom but her caring for them did not 

allow her to take care of their strengths. In terms of white teachers in the urban 

classroom, where discrepancies (race, racism, caring, not caring, achievement, structural 

conditions, etc.) are present, the supports for understanding how she sees these things is 

critical.  Journaling helped Aiina to begin to see herself and the students differently.  A 
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series of questions loomed for me: what was her caring like; what did she care about; did 

she care about them; did she care about what she was seeing; was what she was seeing 

changing her consciousness? Was she engaging in transforming herself within a 

community out of the past and into the future, within the complexity of what she was 

experiencing? Was she gaining “a little more liberty to be who she was becoming”? Was 

she helping the students to gain “a little more liberty to become who they were 

becoming” alluded to by Gould.   

For Aiina, caring shifted towards the students over time but the essence of her 

caring stance journeyed with her as she was transforming and becoming in a community 

that was not her own in terms of race.  What she came to care about was very much 

connected to the personal and professional challenges she experienced.  I posed a 

straightforward question to Aiina, asking her what she really cared about as a teacher.  

The intellectual response was one that led her away from herself and towards an altruistic 

concern with the other.  She wanted to help the kids she worked with to transcend the 

labels and their lot and find their place in the world.    

My first couple of years, I had a sixth-grade Special ED classroom and the 

kids were, they were supposedly learning disabled, but they were also 

emotionally traumatized one way or another…and I was just trying to 

figure out how to get them out of special ed.  How to help them get to 

where they were supposed to be. 

The lens from which Aiina and the system viewed the students she worked with was, as 

she said, “supposedly learning disabled…and emotionally traumatized.”  The labeling of 

black and brown students as disabled suggests that their ability to function as 



203 
 

intellectually capable human beings is somehow compromised.  What Aiina’s description 

of “supposedly” meant was that there may have been ability differences or perhaps their 

ability had been compromised by the standards and structures that created judgments 

about them.   How would Aiina “help them get to where they were supposed to be” and 

what was her incentive for moving past the deficit thinking about them? 

 I was a new mother with a very young child at the same time— 

important thing, within a very short period of time I took a professional 

development opportunity and I started doing a lot of journal writing with 

my students. I learned a lot about these kids, though they had a lot of low 

level achievement on their test scores, but they had a lot of interesting 

thoughts and ideas.   Because I only had 12 kids, I would write back to 

them – that had a big impact on my teaching— I started wanting to be 

with bigger kids… 

Aiina’s response to my questioning about her own learning and what it meant for 

the students was framed from a perspective that supported the possibility of her moving 

from altruistic motives towards reciprocity.  This move was facilitated by a professional 

development that tapped into Aiina’s own propensities for learning.  Writing became a 

way to learn about her students but also to learn about her own behaviors.  

For example, I learned about breaking down kids’ resistance… Some kids 

would tell me no… I would say, just write and I learned about pushing 

them… They loved me writing back… I learned something about both 

acknowledging kids’ ideas and how important that relationship was. I also 

learned this by hearing them speak in class and I learned something about  
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. . . especially those kids. I had one white girl but the rest were all African 

Americans.  There were kids who tried to commit suicide, one 12-year-old 

girl whose stepfather repeatedly raped her anally; she had to go to the 

hospital to have a colostomy. 

Far too many teachers who act from an altruistic caring stance find it all too easy 

to try and break down the students’ resistance.  It is the resistance to something in the 

relationship that determines whether it’s a protective factor or a risk in the students’ 

behavior.  If the teacher constantly seeks to help but denies the agency of the student to 

resist as a form of questioning, then the teacher’s caring for the student fails at taking 

care of the student’s strengths-development. The resistance becomes an invitation to 

dialogue instead of a challenge to the teacher’s authority.  The expectation of the teacher 

generally is to expect the student behave in a manner that reflects the teacher’s own 

caring concern, which can inhibit the emotion-related capacities to form caring 

relationships.  

The reciprocal act of writing back to her students in this moment placed Aiina in 

dialogue with these students as a support to the relationship and to shift her consciousness 

towards taking care of their souls.   For Aiina it had ceased being a total adherence to 

what was unjust in the environment as an issue but what was present in the lives of the 

students she taught.  She came to know the students and their situations in dialogue with 

them through their journals; conversations with them; listening to them informally; from 

administrative records; IEP evaluations; and probation officers.  However, a most 

important source of information came from a woman from the neighborhood who was an 

aide and who taught Aiina about the children’s lives.  She says,  
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I don’t remember her name but I gave her a lot of responsibility… She 

may have appreciated this but God knows what they were paying her… 

She seemed to appreciate having real responsibility, maybe, I don’t know 

she may have gone home and said, I am not getting paid enough for this.   

The challenge and high level of expectation of the aide in the environment 

provided a form of support that went beyond an assistant for Aiina.  This aide and many 

like her serve as a significant bridge between the students’ home culture and the 

institutional culture of schools that teachers serve, specifically white teachers.  The 

significance of challenges in professional roles to support growth and resilience in adults 

is no less an important factor in the development of the students.  On many occasions, it 

is the challenges by students that support the growth of the professional.  How the 

professional handles the challenges presented by students supports the strengths-

development of both the teacher and the students.  

Are our caring behaviors an act of choice or a blending of the affective and 

cognitive responses stemming from some current or previous experience in our lives?  

The response to my question from Aiina was a justification for her actions but not 

necessarily what motivated her and really touched her to care. Milton Mayeroff (1971) 

says, “To care for another person, in the most significant sense, is to help him grow and 

actualize himself” (p.2), which is akin to Leffel’s (2008) conception of taking care of the 

strengths-development of the other as being the most significant in a relational context. 

Connecting her experiences with the meaning making constructed in the teaching and 

learning moments gives life to the relationship. 
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 I forgot that writing and reading for me as a student in the suburbs was 

about making meaning. When I became a teacher in the urban 

environment I forgot that’s what it was about.  I had to learn that—I had 

to remind myself – I read research and theory around literacy and writing 

but it was in the Writing Project that I learned the importance of 

remembering that it was about meaning.  It was about meaning in my 

school but for these poor kids it was about something else… 

Did Aiina have to learn this because of who the recipients were or because her 

teacher training did not support the reflection of the teacher self as an important 

component towards understanding pedagogical intent and practice in the classroom? The 

nature and expectation of writing and what it means in one context is privileged and 

supported as a meaning making activity, while in the urban context it’s an attempt at 

reshaping thinking through the mechanics of language.  It was not only the remembering 

that began to influence Aiina’s ultimate caring concern about the students she taught; it 

was also the political consciousness, which preceded her teaching, but that political 

consciousness could not support her practice.   

Aiina is not sorry she remained in the teaching profession and she came to realize 

what made her stay.  She found ways to make it continuously new and fulfilling.  She 

never walked into the classroom and then just went home; she was always involved in the 

union; the Philadelphia Writing Project; the school reform issues; teaching English in 

different schools and differently every year; and going to graduate school.  Aiina was 

engaged in multiple ways to support her continuation in the field.  She spent the majority 

of her time in high school; however, from her experience with the sixth-grade class well 
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into her professional career she continued to assess the students she taught from a deficit 

perspective.  She came to understand this deficit model not as a natural caring concern 

but as a result of how her own black son had struggled in the school system.  It was after 

a two-year sabbatical that Aiina indirectly realized what was driving her ultimate caring 

concern and what the pedagogic intent of teachers should be.   

I learned that all parents think something wonderful about their kids, even 

if they don’t appear to be on top of their kid, they want someone else like 

the teacher to acknowledge it . . . because I really went through that. I had 

teachers like that who did not recognize what was interesting about him 

[her black so])… Now he was a pain in the ass in high school, so I 

understand that, but what I walked away with is that all kids have 

something wonderful, and it is our responsibility as teachers to find it… I 

think that after I left the classroom for a couple of years and my son 

graduated from high school, I think when I went back into the classroom I 

was not only a better teacher but I really cared more because I learned 

something about his experience in high school. 

Aiina’s black son was not excluded from the experience of many black males who 

are not seen as human beings with wonderful qualities.  Prior to Aiina’s sabbatical, she 

only had a cognitive understanding of the dilemmas black boys experience in the system 

where she taught.  Though it became an intellectual consideration, the emotional 

consideration happened back in her childhood with the dilemma faced by the mixed black 

twins.   It was certainly not anything that her son was experiencing because she could 

afford to shield him, protect him, by having a choice about where he went to school. But 
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it did not matter where he went to school; what mattered was him being a black male who 

experienced internal conflicts and external dynamics that reminded him that he was 

different.  When her son was in high school and, like many young people, his resistance 

was high, Aiina’s struggle became synonymous with that of many black mothers.  

However, for many black mothers this struggle begins from the onset of their black sons 

entering the school system.  For both Aiina and black mothers, it became not only a 

cognitive struggle but also an emotional one.     

As a parent and teacher, Aiina came to understand that the dilemma of the black 

student was also the dilemma of the parent and the teacher together.  Every parent wants 

someone else to see their child’s best qualities: “they want someone else like the teacher 

to acknowledge it.”  So when we judge and blame who cares or who does not, or 

scrutinize the caring acts of parents and teachers, we must question what the other is 

caring for.  The mother who is struggling with taking care of her child’s physical and 

material needs should not be judged or blamed for not taking care of the child’s academic 

needs. The mother who is judged or blamed for her child’s lack of academic achievement 

can feel inadequate and the fear of her child’s failure can create anger and resentment. 

The teacher who is charged with taking care of the child’s academic development is not 

responsible for the child’s physical or material needs; however, depending on the caring 

system they operate from, they may have an affective response to the physical and 

material needs, which may create guilt and shame for their incapacity to change the 

situation.  These emotion-related capacities (anger, resentment, shame and guilt) are the 

least investigated in the teaching and learning environment.   
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Bascia and Hargreaves (2000) identify four aspects of teacher engagement 

(technical, intellectual, sociopolitical, socio-emotional), which for them constitute a 

moral imperative for development of future generations.  The socialization process and 

taking care of the next generation is a responsibility of all the actors in students’ lives.   It 

is the socio-emotional imperative that Aiina came to understand in her role of teacher in 

supporting the flourishing of human beings.  She says, “What I walked away with is that 

all kids have something wonderful, and it is our responsibility as teachers to find it.”   

When Aiina’s son was having trouble in high school she came to realize that it 

was imperative for her to go back into the classroom: Her own child’s qualities were not 

being recognized by his teachers, and this became an important motivation for her to go 

back into the classroom and do better.   Aiina said her son gave them a hard time and she 

had to punish him a lot.  But the fact of the matter was that he was a child and they were 

adults and “they needed to get a grip, so I thought, let me try this again.”  At this point in 

her career, doing better meant coming back and really caring for the students as human 

beings with wonderful qualities.  I wanted to know what she meant and what better 

looked like for the next eight years. 

Well, it looked like teachers who not only cared about kids but teachers 

who really knew them and listened to them. Between ‘97 and 2005, every 

year I found something wonderful in every kid. With some of them I didn’t 

find that something until March but that didn’t mean that I didn’t fail them 

sometimes because I had to. I didn’t want to but I had to. 

What Aiina was alluding to is that she had to consciously look for something 

good in each student.  I wonder if finding something wonderful could be a powerful 
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metaphor for really looking at the human spirit of people as opposed to what they are 

doing or not doing in relationship to what we want them to do.  This is the sense of caring 

that suggests the taking care of the soul – a student may have never heard someone name 

that wonderful quality in him, like the boys at the museum who had all these qualities but 

perhaps never heard these wonderful qualities named or acknowledged.   

Though Aiina is politically savvy and understands the historical context of issues 

about race, her capacity to move beyond an altruistic approach to caring in these events is 

still limited.  Her emotional- related capacities for moving past the helping motive to 

regulate the perceived well-being of the other is stymied by her privileged position.  In 

the course of the narration of the events here, this privileged position is supported by 

Aiina’s need to protect the students by regulating their behavior in most instances as a 

compromise and in other cases as an acknowledgement of them as human beings.  All 

humans respond to the recognition of their wonderful qualities, but as the teacher in this 

situation, Aiina felt she had to continue to play her role as teacher, which put her in the 

position of having to reconcile her natural inclination to respond in a more caring, human 

fashion. 

Caring as Reciprocity 

Gloria’s Experience 

Gloria thought she always wanted to teach or at least work with children in some 

way but she had never considered teaching in a public school.  She worked in summer 

camps during high school serving developmentally delayed children with Down 

Syndrome and Autism.  I asked if she thought her eight-year experience of being 
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mesmerized by the work of the headmaster at a school for developmentally delayed 

children with emotional problems influenced her career path.  She said, “That was a 

powerful moment for me.”  Somehow I don’t think she quite connected that event episode 

with the passion she has for what she has come to care for and how it has become a 

motivating factor for her taking care of this particular population.   

Gloria’s first job out of high school was at a residential school for “emotionally” 

disturbed boys.  She served as a counselor and took care of them after school and in the 

morning.  She says “it came easily for me, I loved working with kids and I had a passion 

for it.  I just didn’t think it was worth anything because I had such low self-esteem.”   

Gloria struggled academically except for reading; she loved reading novels but 

not textbooks or newspapers and was never one to memorize facts. She had very little 

self-confidence as an academician so she got into college by the “skin of her teeth,” as 

she puts it. She did not get her undergraduate degree in education but in Latin American 

Studies at a well know urban university.  “I didn’t feel that education was what smart 

people did, so I took Latin American Studies. It turned out to be really good: I learned 

Spanish, met interesting people, traveled to South America and then I had to go to work.”  

She became a teacher’s assistant for developmentally delayed pre-school students in the 

public school system.  She felt good to be around children again.  Gloria worked as a 

teaching assistant while she went back to school to get a master’s degree in special 

education.  Her second year in the school district she was assigned a class for “mixed 

categorical,” which meant she had first through sixth graders in one class who did not fit 

anywhere else.  
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The district just dumped all these kids into this one class. Some did have 

emotional problems, developmental learning disabilities, needed extra 

attention, behavior problems, kids who were about to get kicked out of 

school, or issues around hitting and kicking teachers. I didn’t think I 

would stay two years in this school.  

Gloria worked with this population for the next 13 years until she got an assignment to 

work with a middle school class of boys who were labeled as having behavior problems.   

This was a turning point in Gloria’s experience as a professional.  She had become 

involved in the Writing Project and developed the skill of maintaining a journal.  She 

says, “I kept journaling, I journaled for that whole year.”  From this journaling she 

produced a chapter in a book entitled Meeting the Challenges, published by the Writing 

Project.  She and many other teachers, including Aiina, Shadiah and Laila, also 

participants in this study, attended bi-weekly meetings in which they studied their own 

classrooms and beginning to realize that one of the key things that was moving them 

towards a sense of community was the literature they were reading.   

 Using literature has been absolutely key for me, my work in the writing 

project… I have been in an urban sites writing project inquiry group. My 

question—we all ask ourselves a question and then we go forward with 

it—my question was about building communities in a classroom and how 

community is built within a classroom… That was the year that I told you 

about when I transferred to a middle school and all hell broke loose. I 

said, whoa, community, how am I even gonna get these kids to stay in the 

classroom?  
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It was this sense of community that Gloria wanted to establish in her classroom.  

It was at this point in her career that she moved into a middle school classroom with all 

boys, which led her to understand what it meant to engage in a reciprocal relationship 

with her students.  It was the challenge of her career.  

Professional Event Episode - The N- Word 

This new class was a racially mixed class; it was half African American and half 

White, with two Latino boys.  All the boys were classified as learning disabled. Gloria 

knew that many of the students in this class were not disabled.  She understood and knew 

the differences, but these boys were the throwaway kids. They did not count and were not 

expected to learn.  Gloria also knew that to build community meant she had to insist in 

her own mind that they were not victims.  It was through journaling that Gloria realized 

that the first book they read together, Role of Thunder, Hear My Cry, was life changing 

for that class.  It was through the journaling that she realized that she had consistently 

insisted that she was there for them. She says, “I wasn’t leaving and they challenged me 

on that every day for months and months; they would say things like, fuck you, you ink 

stain, we’re going to make sure we get rid of you.” Gloria barely whispered these epithets 

as if they might pierce me or her like a hot steel knife cutting through our sensibilities 

and psyche, which might leave us not only bleeding but scarred for a long time.  Her 

whispers could also have emanated from the emotional pain of those moments as 

shadows that she carried in her own psyche.  I told her that it was okay for her to say 

those things out loud. I wanted her to know that I was not put off or shamed by the things 

that she chose to speak of.  I went on to say that when young white teachers experience 
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these events they take it very personally.  It seems as if it’s an attack on your being and if 

she took it personally and felt bad about it, I wanted to know how she grappled with the 

emotions of it and still kept coming back.  

I didn’t want to, I really didn’t want to. I was really scared, I was really 

hurt and on the verge of tears a lot; I felt like I was out of my league in 

terms of the amount of anger from the students and what they had towards 

schooling and anybody that represented that. Really when I drove home 

every day I would cry and didn’t want to go back, so the question is what I 

did. Part of me did keep thinking of them, for right or wrong, however 

politically incorrect this is, these kids were victims of the education 

system, they were definitely victims. My mantra of wanting to have a 

Mequon for every kid; well, these were the kids who were the throwaway 

kids and nobody cared about what I did with them in that class. 

If Gloria didn’t want to stay and the fear and pain that elicited tears and doubt 

about her capacities as a teacher was not addressed, she certainly would have suffered the 

same fate as the over 50 % of new and practicing teachers who leave the field within the 

first three years. What made Gloria more resilient than these other teachers was her 

propensity for understanding the nature of the problem.  She saw the anger of the students 

and the inability of schooling as it was structured to address the needs of these students.  

Reflecting on her own perceived ability difference by the system of schooling, she was 

able to take who she was and infuse it into pedagogy.  Gloria’s pedagogic intent was 

hidden behind the fear of being perceived as not being smart enough.  Though she 

worked hard at not wanting to see the students as victims, she could not help but see them 
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and herself as “victims of the education system.”  Understanding the anger of the students 

did not help her to understand how they were not victims.  The labeling of these students 

as disabled could have created much of the anger that she experienced as a direct assault 

on her own well-being.   

However, as Gloria kept coming back, she says that “little by little community 

started because I think we were talking about subjects that they were interested in, race, 

sex, struggling with parents and all the things that Mildred Taylor (1976) raises in her 

book Role of Thunder, Hear My Cry.”  For Gloria, the book was satisfying because it 

was talking about a period of time that she was just fascinated with and because it was 

written by an African-American about African Americans and the characters had agency, 

they were not victims.  Gloria knew she cared but how she cared was a mystery lost in 

her own subject position as white and female.  She wanted to know how to address and 

balance her position as the teacher and to give voice to those who could not hear their 

own voice.   

“It’s tricky because this balancing act you have to perform—I couldn’t be the 

victim but I had to be a voice for the victim and they wanted me to be.”  Gloria began to 

tell a story that she says humbled her while teaching this group of mixed students.  She 

could not remember exactly when it happened but it stood out as an emotional event 

episode that taught her something about herself and the students she taught. 

I don’t know exactly when this happened…something happened between a 

white boy and an African American boy… Because of my background and 

sensitivities, it was probably around language: the white kids were not 

allowed to use the N word so when the black kid said ‘honky’ or some 
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derogatory word for whites, I would jump all over the white kids and 

would not say a word to the black kids, so the black kid called me on it. I 

think it was four black kids in the class, they said, you know Ms. Kerman, 

that’s not fair. They unturned my world, the white kids chimed in— and I 

felt like when your kids gang up on you, it’s something really cool about 

that because they are coming together as a unit…  

The juxtaposition of race as a factor in Gloria coming to learn something about 

herself had emotional content that allowed her to remember this story as an episode of 

significance.  She was in the business of developing community in her classroom.  She 

knew that language is an important aspect of how we connect and build relationships so 

her unequal response to the misuse of language that they had agreed was important left 

her embarrassed.  She says,  

I was embarrassed, really embarrassed, that I had not supported 

everybody in the community around the issue of race, that I was called on 

the carpet by kid. At the same time, they had come together in a different 

kind of way and I had to say that you are so right., I felt like I had 

completely let down this community by not supporting all the members; I 

didn’t make the black kids feel any safer when I wasn’t supporting the 

white kids…  

 “Then I started to think, what else do I do?”  I became emotional and excited 

that she went beyond the event to question what else she was doing unconsciously.  I 

gave her a hug and told her how much I appreciated her honesty.  Gloria told me the 

event was very humbling and that she was sure she had done hundreds of things.  When 
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teachers question what they do that actually supports students when they are challenged it 

becomes a moment where the shadows of their own experiences can teach them 

something.  Gloria realized that “I was helping to create that division; what does it mean 

in terms of my own racism? Where does it fit into that kind of behavior… it was quite a 

moment…quite a moment.”  Gloria says that in fact she had examined her own racism 

before but she wondered what it mean to not support the white kids in the community she 

was creating.  The larger question was about what the struggle against racism meant for 

the black students and what it meant about her. As these questions were posed as 

rhetorical banter, we realized the answers were not going to come during our current 

conversation.  

We don’t have the answers, but the acknowledgment of that is a giant step 

towards the answer once we begin to really reflect on these things.  As a researcher, I’ve 

learned a lot through my work with young people in urban and suburban communities 

and what has to be done to create and establish a community where each of us feels 

supported and empowered enough to question each other on certain things and to 

question adults.  Many times adults say that young people must question in an 

appropriate way.  The students who questioned Gloria were not attacking her; they were 

critiquing her and that is fair game in a community.  What did it mean for a black male 

teenager in that community to question the teachers’ fairness in her response to all of the 

students?  It was a risk for the black students to step out and support white students.  It 

would have been simpler for the student to let the situation be between the white teacher 

and the white students but in the construction of community in that class they felt safe 

enough to breech and transcend one boundary to create a community of equal support.   
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This idea of challenges and supports is framed within the context of human 

interactions.  The supports necessary for the teachers and the students to be resilient in 

the environment requires both to acknowledge not only what they see that is different but 

also what they feel is different.  When we think about white teachers going into an all 

African American, Latino or Asian community we must question what it means to be 

who they are in the teaching and learning environment.  What challenges are they 

experiencing and how do they cope with those challenges?  What are the psychological 

risks being taken and what are the coping mechanisms they use to address the challenges?  

These questions could provide clues to what might be happening in classrooms, 

particularly with white women in classrooms where race is generally an unacknowledged 

factor.   If they’re in classes where they are the minority, what does it mean to be 

challenged on their whiteness in that space?  Even as the teacher may have knowledge 

about the students’ anger and rage at the system, what does it mean when she is 

embarrassed by the challenges posed by the students’ questioning?   

Gloria’s acceptance of the learning that the students had to offer required 

emotion- related capacities to support a relationship of caring, which is represented in the 

reciprocal and reparative systems of care outlined earlier.  Embarrassment is one of the 

four emotion-related capacities not included in Leffel’s system but is an important 

emotion to address in understanding how a teacher develops her capacity to cope with 

this particular emotional experience.  Gloria’s embarrassment humbled her.  The 

compassion Gloria exercised was cultivated early in her life experience and exemplifies 

her passion in working with young children who had ability differences.  The affective 

outcomes for the students became important and supportive because of the way she 
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handled their criticism about her fairness.  Her response elevated the trust in the 

classroom community and engendered positive pride in the students’ sense of self.  

Leffel’s caring systems includes trust, elevation and positive pride as emotion-

related capacities that are inspired by caring actions. However, only positive pride is 

assigned to the system of reciprocity.  In this analysis these emotions reflected the 

affective outcomes which supported the transcending of boundaries that race represented 

in creating community in this classroom.   Gloria’s acknowledgment that the students 

were right in their assessment and her willingness to submit to the learning that the 

students had to offer led to further development of self within the community.   

For Gloria, creating community had everything to do with sharing ideas, sharing 

perspectives, and listening to one another.  Today these ideas are not perpetuated in 

American culture and even less so in schooling.  This makes it hard for students and 

teachers when the teaching and learning environment don’t foster reciprocal engagement 

as important proximal interactions that are necessary for the developing human being.  

Gloria’s caring response is framed within the questioning of her resilience.    

What I care about is really an easy question for me— that is the 

relationship with other people, I care about the connections. Those 

connections have not always been easy or smooth or linear, but when I 

was reading the consent form that I just signed, I was saying to myself, 

what has kept me, what does keep teachers through thick and thin? For 

me, it’s a number of things; it’s relationship, connections, wanting to 

transcend boundaries. It’s not to transcend difference because difference 
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is fine, it’s to transcend those boundaries, those gates that keep us from 

one another…   

From time to time, episodic events in the classroom inform a teachers’ 

development as a person and professional.  It is not as much about the cognition or 

knowledge of it happening but the feeling of the experiences because the feeling is what 

remains as a shadow of one’s knowing.  It seems that it is the feeling which continuously, 

albeit subtly, influences an individual’s coping strategies, given their connection to the 

event.  So for Gloria, it is the caring that creates communities of difference where all 

abilities are valued.  Reciprocity as the motive and capacity to regulate fairness of 

exchange seems to dominate Gloria’s caring stance in the event narrated above.  

 

Caring as Reparation 
Shadiah’s Experience 

Shadiah has been teaching since 1971 in the city public school environment.  She 

began her teaching career at the age of 21. This is her final year in the classroom and she 

later tells her students that she is not going to be in class because “they scheduled my 

retirement hearing on Thursday during the school day, which is the most ridiculous thing 

ever when they could have easily scheduled it after 3:30.”  She has only left the 

classroom four times in 37 years: once for maternity leave, twice for sabbatical when she 

entered a Ph. D. program (but decided not to write the dissertation) and once to be the 

director of the Philadelphia Playwright Organization.  Shadiah says that becoming the 

director of the playwright organization impacted her career greatly, but the classroom 

continued to be her abode, the place she felt most gratified.   
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The bulk of her time was spent in Reality High School. “I was one of those young 

white teachers going into that environment.” She spend most of her career at Reality,  but 

she didn't go voluntarily—she was forced to go.  Shadiah had never taught in a high 

school and had to go to reassignment where they had the schools listed with a “C” for 

Caucasian and “N” for Negro, so the teachers could make their selections.  Shadiah says, 

“I'll never forget it, it changed my life.”  During this reassignment she was in her fifth 

year of teaching.  When she saw the list there were lots of middle schools and some high 

schools and Reality was there with a “C” next to it.   

Reality High School was the first school to become racially isolated, which meant 

totally black.  It had been historically Jewish but that was way back in the 1920’s and 

‘30’s.  Shadiah had heard about Reality peripherally when she was still in high school in 

the 1960’s. The school had embraced the Black Power movement by incorporating 

African studies and teaching Swahili, along with social actions.  She had never taught 

high school and here she was waiting to choose to teach in a very unfamiliar but 

controversial place.  While waiting to make her selection, she sat next to a young man, 

and she says she'll never forget his name—Antoine Small. Antoine taught at Reality, but 

was being transferred out; he chose Shadiah’s previous school, so they ended up 

switching places.  He told her to pick Reality.   

When Shadiah speaks, I can hear traces of black dialect. For example, she says “I 

own know” instead of “I don’t know.” At that moment I could discern that she had 

adapted to the linguistic style of black dialect and its shortened phrasing of words and 

characteristic body movement with certain phrases.  "What I didn't say to him was that I 

had never been in a place where I was the only white.” She said she grew up in the far 



222 
 

Northeast but she didn't tell Antoine that, although she thought he probably knew it was 

her truth. She said, “you have to learn how to speak your truth” and her truth was that “I 

was terrified and then you go back and ask, why am I terrified but that [her reflection 

about her fear] didn't happen until later.” The end of this episode is that when her name 

was called, she got up and said in a very hushed, almost inaudible voice, “Reality,” and 

the woman who was keeping track said in a very loud nasal voice, “Crosssss Offf 

Reality!”  

The assignments and transfers happened in February 1979.  There were lots of 

new people and all the students were black.  At some point, maybe in March or April, a 

young man asked Shadiah if she was new and she asked him how he could tell and he 

said, "cause you look like you scared to death.”  Shadiah says, “You know, that really 

made me think about how can I be an effective teacher to people who see that I'm afraid 

of them and why am I afraid of them and what's that all about."   This was the moment 

that began the development of her racial consciousness.  She says that she guessed she 

had thought about race before but had not thought about it as critically, personally and 

complexly as she had at that moment.  She said of the moment when she returned the 

next September, “I'm walking in the same hallways and I'm looking up and out and the 

students are speaking and asking how was my summer.”  She knew then that it was 

where she would grow as a teacher.  Her journey at Reality lasted from 1979 through 

1998, with two sabbaticals.  The experience supported the development of her emotion-

related capacities for resilience in the urban context.  It was from this questioning about 

her fear regarding the people she was trusted to teach that led her to a critical moment of 

facing her fears.  
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Professional Event Episode: How High Are You Willing to Fly? 

Shadiah’s caring motivation denotes a reciprocal and reparative concern for the 

students she taught.  This caring began with her own vulnerability and disclosure of self 

as a tool for opening space for developing her capacity to repair and regulate continuity 

of exchange.  The experience that Shadiah gained over twenty years in a community of 

all black students seasoned her responses and her ways of caring for and taking care of 

the students she was charged to teach.  An important incident of caring as reparation 

occurred for Shadiah in a moment when she had to stand and face a black male student 

through her fear.  Many black students are rightfully angry and enraged about what their 

environment is offering them and how their intellectual capacities are being handled. 

Shadiah, who is barely five feet tall, told about an incident in which she had to confront 

such anger from one particular student, Jamal.   

 There was Steve Woods, whose angry outburst of “That’s white man’s 

bullshit!” during my introductory lesson on Cry the Beloved Country sent 

me on a decades-long journey to re-educate myself. Or Carlissa Russell, 

who during a discussion of feminism and African American literature 

screamed at me –“Mrs. Cuspins – to you this is just political. To me it’s 

my life!” Or Terrance Jenkins, whose nearly twenty revisions of his play 

Taking Control taught me that it is often their very lives my students are 

trying to control and revise. And there was Jamal.  

Jamal became a constant in Shadiah’s life during his stay at Reality.  Her first 

encounter with him was a moment of fearfulness when she had to overcome his posturing 
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position as a bad boy.  She managed to summon all of her courage and commitment to 

him as a student by asking him “How high do you want to fly?”  In April 1998 Jamal 

needed to complete a senior project in order to graduate.  Shadiah was his mentor by 

choice but he had been avoiding her.  Shadiah was aware that Jamal was struggling with 

getting this project done and she was literally afraid of confronting him about it.   She 

writes,  

At first, he will not look at me. His head is bowed and his chin is dug deep 

inside his chest. I talk in what I hope are soothing tones, trying to 

encourage and convince him to do the work. Suddenly he jumps up from 

his seat. What’s the fucking use, anyway? Bull’s out there crazy! They 

gonna kill you. I have no future. What’s the fucking use? What’s the point 

in doing this? What’s the point of graduating? I’m gonna fucking die!!!!!  

After the outburst she says he sits back and “assumes the same tucked position 

while his words echo in the silence.”  Jamal’s story is one of violence and anger.  The 

fear that is present in Jamal’s emotion is not about failing to complete the project but it is 

about life failing him and because both failures will almost ensure his impending doom.  

The fears have scars as he lifts his shirt to show Shadiah the injury he has received.  The 

visible scars are physical right here, right now, while the psychological and emotional 

scars span time from the past into the future, like a projectile missile targeted at her and 

her whiteness.  His words communicate these fears but so does his silence.  How does 

Shadiah reconcile this knowing of his life with her feelings of being incapacitated by 

Jamal’s story?  She asked herself,  
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“What can I, a white woman, a mother whose son is the same exact age as 

Jamal, say to him? In telling his story to me, his teacher, in school, Jamal 

has transgressed a boundary and ripped through the silence that separates 

students from their teachers. He has made the call. I must make the 

response. 

As Shadiah looks for a response, the only one that emerges is to ask questions.  So 

“I touch his arm and ask him, Is he positive he’s going to die? Is he sure, is he willing to 

bet his future on it?”  A plea to Jamal to consider the possibility that he was wrong was 

the most authentic and caring response she could give.  The silence that followed was a 

moment of wondering and wandering for Jamal but for Shadiah at that moment she was 

“overcome by a desire to get up and run away and never see Jamal again.”   Then 

through the silence he thrusts his notebook towards her and says, “Show me how to do 

this. Step by step. I’m confused.” 

What did Shadiah’s response emanate from?  Was it from someplace in the 

shadows of her consciousness to want to repair a wound from a previous period in her 

life?  She indicates that during this incident she suddenly remembered a story from her 

own experience as a senior in high school.  It was the first day of school of her senior 

year in AP English and her teacher, Mrs. Laski, asked the class to write an essay about 

how they spent their summer.  She writes,  

My friend Steve had died from a heroin overdose one month to the day 

after his 18th birthday on August 9, 1969 – one week before Woodstock, 

one month after men had landed on the moon, as I watched the small 

black and white TV with a group of scagged out boys. I began the essay 
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with the silent ride home from the cemetery, with his best friend Doc 

ripping the funeral sticker off the windshield. I wrote about my confusion 

and guilt – how I had spoken to him the night he died and he said he was 

just going to stay home and watch TV and how he must have changed his 

mind and how I should have known and been there for him. 

Mrs. Laski gave her a B-minus on the essay.  Shadiah suggests that this is a grade 

that teachers give when they don’t know what to say about a paper. It’s a safe grade. It 

will raise no eyebrows and cause no complaints.  Shadiah wondered what Mrs. Laski 

thought of the young woman sitting before her who was in so much pain.  She wonders 

how her life might have been different if the teacher or anyone in that school had 

responded to what she was expressing. “It was the story of my life I was trying so 

desperately to tell her.”  The teacher who cannot hear a student’s life cannot be an 

effective teacher.  An effective teacher is one who can take care of not only the student’s 

intellectual development but also care for the soul of their humanity.  To take on the 

power of Shadiah’s guilt, despair and confusion, to ask the right questions and engage the 

opposing emotional capacities (i.e., empathy, gratitude, forgiveness and humility) and 

cultivate related virtues (i.e., compassion, kindness, interest and curiosity) gives us a 

sense of how people can achieve their full humanity with one another.  The development 

of these capacities and the cultivation of these virtues serve as an act of repair from 

damage incurred over time.   

Shadiah recognized early in her work with black students at Reality High that the 

pain, anger and hopelessness in Jamal’s and many of her students’ lives needed 

expression and that language, which was her gift to craft, had to be reconsidered.  The 



227 
 

communicative expression of language in urban public schools is limited to what is 

considered official text and discourse.  This discourse in the context of public schooling 

is pedagogically implemented as words that teachers speak. Disconnected words from life 

and droning teacher talk denies the capacity and the power of dialogue and listening for 

education to happen.   The place for dialogue and other expressions that are relational and 

communal opens space for other forms of language expression. Other forms (i.e., body 

language, emotional language, artistic/ visual, auditory and kinesthetic) of language 

expression are powerfully present in urban high schools.  It is these forms that are hard to 

hear and acknowledge.  If teachers can develop the art of listening not only to words as 

streams of thought but also to the emotions, which in many ways are a form of streaming 

consciousness, then they can be much more effective communicators.  Early in her 

professional career, Shadiah was able to recognize her own emotions in the dissonant 

situations she experienced; however, recognizing the emotions of her students would 

require a form of listening that teachers, as the authority in the classroom, often fail to 

embody.  Shadiah says that,   

Teachers have a responsibility to listen to our students. We must make 

sure that we never give into despair. We must gain strength from our 

students’ stories of struggle, courage, hope and possibility. In urban 

classrooms today, the stories are all we have and they are what will save 

us. 

Listening to students requires varying forms of engagement, many of which 

Shadiah used during her 20-year tenure at Reality High.    Caring for and taking care of 

students’ growth and development require listening to and reflecting on their stories as a 
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means for taking care of and caring for the growth and development of the teacher as 

person and professional.  There must be a willingness to disclose the self and be 

vulnerable when engaging with students as part of the teaching and learning encounter.  

The only trick in this interaction is to know when you are the teacher and when you are 

the student.  Little did Shadiah know that as she was moving through her fears, Jamal too 

was moving through his fears towards an opportunity for both to test how high they 

wanted to fly.  

Shadiah’s story is a story of adaptability and the meaning she made of the social 

context surrounding teaching.  Her experience in the social context of the urban 

classroom with urban students frames the analysis and discussion of her caring 

motivations.  The encounter with Jamal and Shadiah’s response to it is representative of 

caring as the motive and capacity to repair and regulate continuity of exchange.  It was 

this experience with Jamal that led Shadiah in many ways to see how high she was 

willing to fly.  Eleven years later, Jamal conveyed his sentiments to Shadiah in the 

following poem. 

 

MRS. CUSPIN 
 
 IT SEEMS LIKE YESTERDAY  
I USE TO CONSIDER MYSELF 1 OF MRS. URBAN KIDS.  
FELT HELPLESS, CORNERED, AND TRAPPED LIKE KIDS IN THE URBAN DID.  
THEY SAY "ALL THUGZ AND STREET RATZ WENT TO SIMON REALITY"  
AND ME BEING NAIVE I BELIEVED THAT WAS A DEFINITE FACT.  
I LOOKED DOWN SHE LOOKED UP AND LOOKED ME SQUARE IN MY EYES  
SHE ASKED GINGERLY "HOW HIGH ARE YOU WILLING TO FLY?" 
SHE WAS EITHER BRAVE AND STUBBORN OR CRAZY AND HIGH.  
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SEE I WAS A BAD BOY AND BAD BOYS BECOME BAD ASS GUYS,  
WE SLIDE THROUGH LIFE FAST AND DIE YOUNG, HELL WE DON'T FLY.  
SHE STOOD THERE STRONG AND FIRM THE EMOTION IN HER EYES  
BANDAGE MY SORES AND HER STILLNESS ALLOWED HER TO TAKE A 
WALK WITH ME  
THROUGH THE JOURNEY OF MY LIFE AS A YOUTH  
SHE HELD MY HAND WHEN WE WALKED THROUGH MY PAIN  
WE RAN THROUGH MY RAGE THAT RAN THROUGH MY BRAIN.  
SHE LISTENED LIKE SHE WAS THE STUDENT AND I WAS THE TEACHER  
I WAS THE RABBI, I WAS INSTRUCTOR, I WAS THE PREACHER.  
HER SON WAS THE SAME AGE AS ME BUT SHE WAS BLIND  
FROM THE VISION OF MY KIND  
WHEN SHE OPEN HER EYES SHE RAN  
AND REACHED OUT FOR ME LIKE I WAS LOSING GRIP  
ON A CLIFF OF A BOTTOMLESS PITT.  
LOL LITTLE WHITE LADY LIFT ME UP  
THE PURITY IN HER SPIRIT GAVE HER THAT BOOST.  
SHE PICKED ME UP VOICE SHAKING TEARS IN HER EYES  
SHE ASKED "ONCE AGAIN HOW HIGH ARE YOU WILLING TO FLY?"  
SHE DID WHAT MOST PEOPLE WOULDN'T DARE......SHE CARED.  
AND FOR THAT I WILL ALWAYS LOVE YOU MRS. CUSPIN!!! 

Shadiah’s emotion-related capacities allowed her to express her vulnerabilities 

and to search for understanding of her encounters in the world.  Shadiah writes that she 

learned a new language from Nel Noddings, which was the language of ethical caring 

that described the stance she took towards her students.  She learned a new way of 

thinking from Sarah Lawrence Lightfoot, about respect in the classroom, “the kind of 

egalitarian and democratic respect that existed outside of hierarchical positions of power; 

one that was derived from teachers and students’ shared humanity.”  From Maxine 

Greene, she learned about the unfinishedness of each individual, how each is his or her 

own existential project; and from Paulo Freire, she learned to stop thinking of knowledge 

as something she had to deposit into her students, but rather as something they, teacher 



230 
 

and students, could co-construct through mutual inquiry. When she returned to the 

classroom after entering a Ph.D. program at a prestigious university (she decided not to 

finish) she continued to learn and to grow and to provide fertile and generative spaces for 

her students to do the same. Now, as she nears the end of her first year out of the 

classroom and is officially in retirement, she has new questions.   

Some of these excerpts from Shadiah’s stories can be found on her blog, Beyond 

the Classroom: Making Connections between School and Life.  Her aspirations beyond 

the classroom are framed in another question: “What kind of work can I continue to do in 

the world that will allow me to continue to engage in tikkun-olam—work that transforms 

society and aims to heal the world?” 

Expressing our emotions is a natural response to the vulnerability and confusion 

that arises when we are faced with communicating who we are to one another.  Shadiah’s 

expression of who she is and how others may perceive her is a response to her 

vulnerabilities as a privileged white woman.  This expression of who she is has a history 

beneath what others see and a consciousness that informs who she has become.   

 I teach in Reality High School, I live in the suburbs, I dress nice, 

whatever, I drive a nice car. They might look at me and say, oh, that’s who 

she is and that’s what she looks like – but there has been this history of 

being ostracized from the community, understanding the white male 

privilege and how the poverty we were living in, even though it didn’t look 

like poverty put us in a position similar to African-American women. It 

was African American women in this program that my mother was in and 

so the different ways in which those experiences helped me to start to take 
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the veneer off the social structures that, you know, maybe I wouldn’t have 

been able to deconstruct ever or until much later because it was 

deconstructed for me when my father abandoned us and sort of left us to 

fend on our own… 

Once Shadiah began to grapple with the construction of whiteness and privilege 

her caring stance began to evolve.   

 Being transferred to Reality High where I had all African American 

students – this is when I told you about being the mother and trying to 

understand the world through my children’s point of view and then what 

did the world look like through my students’ point of view and to really try 

to understand that and assist in what I thought my role was to enable them 

to be more of themselves and not to become more like me…. And the other 

thing I was saying to this woman Lillian was that I think white teachers 

and middle class black teachers, maybe not just middle class,  do in the 

classroom is to say I am going to pick you, you and you, and I am going to 

educate you to get out of that terrible place, rather than questioning why 

is it a terrible place in the first place. I learned this from listening to my 

students, where one young man felt that everyone wanted him to be the 

one – but he said “that is not who I want to be, I want to stay here, I just 

want here to be better…” 

What are the factors that make a teacher concerned about some children and not 

others?  As Erikson’s thoughts on generativity come to mind, the notion of taking care of 

the next generation is different from just caring for the next generation.   
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Shadiah’s perception of the African American woman’s experience was born out 

of her mother’s experience as a participant in a program to support women who wanted 

to go to college if they were working in the school system.  Her mother was one of those 

women, along with many black women, who earned their degrees through this program.  

Although Shadiah lived in a white middle to upper class neighborhood, the signs of 

poverty were not present but her mother’s struggle as single parent positioned them to 

feel impoverished.  In a more indirect manner, she makes a connection between poverty 

and the plight of African American women, and this connection is born in what she saw 

early as her mother’s plight.  As Shadiah was becoming, she was questioning the 

structural arrangement of society but she also strove to acquire what she felt she missed 

from that arrangement, i.e., the nice clothes, car and living in the suburban living. These 

material things were not out of her reach and, on some level, perhaps she thought she 

could remain in the community that ostracized her family and still acquire these things. 

Of course, this would be a vindication of the life of women who could make it without 

the authority of men and their resources.  She could prove that the privileging of the 

white male position as provider and protector was not a determinant of the life outcome 

of women.  Her mother and black women were proof of this—they could fend for 

themselves.  

Shadiah’s story echoes the previous cases, with themes of race, class and gender 

emerging as prominent in the affective experiences that challenged the teachers’ sense of 

self in the urban school environment. The teachers’ perceptions of difference seem to 

have driven much of their caring motivation and capacity for resilience in the urban 
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school environment.  The way in which Shadiah’s story differs from the rest is in its  

frontal focus on race and black males in the urban school environment.   

Unlike the previous cases, I was able to spend time observing Shadiah in the 

classroom environment as she interacted with students.  Her journey to the classroom was 

deliberate, based on a desire to teach and share her own gifts in language.  What she did 

not count on while becoming a teacher was being thrust into a community of difference. 

This immersion challenged who she was, her caring stance, and what it meant to adapt 

and engage in different language modes for communicating her craft.  

Shadiah acknowledged that when the student said to her, “you look like you 

scared to death” that he may well have been making a comment about her race and her 

class and it was an important thing for her to hear.  “I know it wasn’t about me; in some 

ways it’s how I’ve come to understand about racism, that it’s not about me – it’s about 

these structures outside of my control.” Perhaps part of it is how one communicates those 

insights that Shadiah gained through really hard, hard exchanges with human beings.   It 

is not just a rule that somebody can learn; it’s moving towards creating experiences for 

other teachers to engage in the challenges in more productive ways that support the 

human flourishing of themselves and the students they work with. The notion of teacher 

self-inquiry is a means for understanding who they are in the world at large and in the 

context of the students they are teaching.  It’s much like narrative inquiry where creating 

the space and context for teachers to have emotional encounters around issues of race and 

collaborate with each other to develop supports for a quality exchange between 

themselves and their students.  When students know that teachers are working on the 

same page, the space is created in which collective action is a part of the process.   
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Shadiah’s story is a story of adaptability and the meaning she made of the social 

context surrounding her entry into teaching.  This social context frames the analysis and 

discussion of the vulnerabilities of all the teachers in the study and demonstrates the ways 

in which these same vulnerabilities are present and impact the life history of students in 

the urban environment.  

Summary and Key Findings 

Leffel suggests that care is a moral proposition that has motive and can be viewed 

as an active rather than passive engagement in developing the strengths of others in a 

relational context in which one gives of self in particular manner. In the professional 

event episodes narrated above, an analysis of the teachers’ pedagogical acts reveals the 

ways in which each woman gave of herself.  What became important to acknowledge in 

the development of the teachers’ caring stance is the recursive process that progressively 

led each teacher’ pedagogical engagement with the students.  When teachers develop the 

ability to identify which caring stance is being played out as they encounter challenges; 

they can build their emotion-related capacity to become more resilient in the 

environment.    

Two of the teachers showed caring developmental consistency across time from 

their young lives through their experiences and engagement in the urban context. 

Through the teachers’ personal and professional narrative there was clear evidence of the 

changes in their caring stance over time that ranged from attachment to reparation. The 

other three also exhibited caring changes across their narratives but their caring stance 

seemed to fall within the range of attachment to altruism and altruism to reciprocity.  The 
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significance of the different caring stance of these teachers is the implications they hold 

for teacher-student relationships and retention in the urban school context. 

Each teacher came into the urban environment with very little exposure to and 

experience with racial differences in that, specifically, they were the minority in the 

environment.  Being the minority in the classroom environment meant they had to 

address or suppress the issue of race in ways that became discomforting for them.  The 

events narrated in this chapter around the issue of racial interactions posed significant 

challenges for the teachers. These challenges created levels of dissonance that did strain 

their capacity for engagement. In the PVEST model, experiences associated with 

dissonant encounters are viewed as challenges.  Spencer suggests that these challenges 

also pose opportunities for the development of resilience given actual supports in the 

environment.  The PVEST framework requires that the level of actual supports, which 

can be both intrinsic and extrinsic, must balance the challenges in order for resilience to 

occur.  

Leffel (et. al) was specifically looking for causal mechanisms as (moral) 

motivations that lead to caring actions.  These mechanisms conceptualized the motive 

and capacity to take care of the strengths-development of cared for others as the goal of 

relational generativity, with caring as an ultimate concern towards the well-being of self 

and others. 

According to Leffel, the emotion-related capacities that the teachers’ developed to 

handle the challenges are driven by their moral motivations that lead to caring actions.  

These moral motives are intrinsic and should focus on caring as the ultimate concern in a 

relational context.  The goal is for the teachers to respond to the students from a caring 
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concern that serves the strength development of those student, as well as an ultimate 

concern about the next generation, regardless of their race, class status, ability difference 

or gendered position.  What is more important in the teaching and learning environment 

is how the teachers’ are motivated to take care of the strengths-development of the 

students; in spite of the dissonance that the encounters created.   

Leffel conceptualizes his work in what he calls Moral Affective Capacities 

(MAC) [see chart on page 159].  In his developing theory, he suggests that there are ten 

moral emotion-related capacities: trust, love, elevation, empathy, compassion, gratitude, 

positive pride, guilt, forgiveness and humility.  He acknowledges that linking these or 

some set of other emotion-related capacities for understanding  how we take care of the 

strengths-development of those we also care for would support the development of an 

ecology of caring that may explain the nature of relational generativity. 

Each event episode allowed the teachers to draw unconsciously upon their own 

emotion-related experiences and capacities that developed early in their lives.  These 

capacities included the ten emotion-related capacities identified by Leffel, as well as 

other emotions, such as, anger, guilt, shame and embarrassment.  Becoming mothers was 

one consistent and significant event throughout all five of the narratives in this 

dissertation.  Motherhood provided a new lens from which each of the study participants 

were able to view their students differently.  It is also the one event which singularly 

challenged three of the women’s caring behavior to transform from altruism as a caring 

response into caring as reciprocity.  The ethic of care as a development towards 

reciprocity is important to the process of relationship building between white teachers 

and black and brown students.   
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Early in the professional identity development of all the teachers, care took on an 

attachment or altruistic form which could not serve their students well.  The events 

selected in this chapter revealed the teachers’ capacity to go beyond the self when they 

were confronted with the professional event stressors. But it wasn’t until they 

encountered opportunities that supported a shift in their perceptions about their role, their 

whiteness and the nature of their own humanity in order to address the students in the 

classroom and to take care of the strengths-development of other human beings as a 

relational concern.    

Engagement in a particular type of professional development opportunity helped 

four of the teachers to interrogate their lives. They could reflect on their own lives 

through literature and research which seemed to offer these women a support that helped 

them to engage with their students in a more reciprocal and reparative manner.  At an 

early period in their lives, for four of these women, literature served as a protection from 

difficult life events.  Their stories embodied many of the vulnerabilities experienced by 

their student, such as family dynamics, negative race related experiences, gendered 

concerns and ability differences. Although class was an important theme present in each 

of the participant’s narratives, issues of race became a dominant theme in the selected 

event narratives highlighted in their professional lives.    

Chapter Six focused on the professional event episodes of the women and 

highlighted how they negotiated the stressors in the environment.  There were also 

connections made between the early life events and the manifesting of their caring 

concerns in their professional lives.  Each of the women had developed some level of 

emotional resilience as they negotiated their teaching age specific and teaching specific 
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task. This helped them to develop a  sense of self agency over time and could settle into 

their lives.  The emotion-related capacities such as embarrassment, anger, shame, guilt, 

sadness and anxiety were risky emotions to express. But the event episodes narrated in 

each teacher’s story presented them with an opportunity to respond with courage, 

compassion, kindness, humility, empathy, interest and curiosity, particularly when they 

felt hurt and afraid.  What did not come through in the narratives was the teachers’ 

capacity for gratitude and forgiveness. Not a self righteous notion of gratefulness or 

forgiving of the other for the “mean” things but a gratitude for what they had given of 

themselves and a forgiving of that which they perhaps felt like they missed in their own 

lives. If the buried qualities of gratitude and forgiveness could emerge and guide teachers 

caring in the environment, the fear of being vulnerable would cease and they and their 

students could live in the space that Gould speaks of when he says, “We are continually 

transforming ourselves within a community, out of the past into the future, with and 

within a complex mind, trying always to gain a little more liberty to be what we are 

becoming” (Gould, 1980)  

Chapter Seven concludes with a discussion, future direction and recommendations 

for a professional development process that could support new teachers and serve 

practicing teachers in ways to help build their capacity to remain in the environment long 

enough to make a difference , like so many of them want to do.  The proposed 

recommendation would be an opportunity to develop a research agenda, impact practice 

and influence policy.    
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CHAPTER 7 

DISCUSSION AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS 

Discussion 

Perhaps it can be taken as a given that when we examine the phenomenon of 

caring, we assume that care is motivated by positive feelings such as trust, empathy, pride 

and compassion. To ‘care for’ is to extend benevolent or salutary aspects of one’s self to 

another.  An examination of the data reveals a panoply of emotions connected to caring, 

including those that have a negative connotation – shame, anger, embarrassment and 

guilt.  For example, guilt compels one towards reparation; shame cries out for 

forgiveness.  What is missing out of Leffel’s caring systems are some of the “negative” 

emotions that also propel us towards caring actions. The value of this project lies in the 

discovery that negative emotions can also propel teachers towards a caring stance.  

Negative emotions are generally regarded as something to be discharged but analysis of 

the data revealed that these emotions can be harnessed to enact a pedagogy of care which 

was discussed in Chapter Six.   

We can understand how these “negative” aspects of caring – shame, guilt, and 

fear –help us to develop empathy and be more responsive to others.  If a teacher can 

cultivate compassion in her students, it becomes a caring pedagogy, plus the development 

of these virtues within the teacher allows her to negotiate the emotions she experience 

when confronted with stressors in the environment.  If teachers experience love and 

compassion in their families, are they driven towards more caring or does it diminish 

their capacity to care about others?  How does caring change ones’ perceptions about 
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what it means to be cared for?  Care is hard to define. In much of the literature it is not 

about actions, but this project examines how care is enacted.  Leffel is useful because he 

lays out four different ways that we care: attachment, altruism, reciprocity and reparation 

(these were discussed more thoroughly in Chapter Six).  Each caring system that Leffel 

identifies is important and critical for the development of emotional resilience in the 

environmental context.    

The different caring systems outlined by Leffel are primarily organized to address 

the interpersonal relationships of the individual in intimate and/or familial situations. 

Each system – attachment, altruism, reciprocity and reparation – was used to move the 

discussion about caring into the realm of non-intimate and public relationships.  The 

findings show that each caring system can possibly have different outcomes for the cared 

for, depending on the environmental features and the person doing the care. Students who 

come to school do not need parents to attach themselves to, they need individuals who 

respect them as people. People who are oppressed do not need altruism; they need 

reciprocity, they need to know and feel that they bring something to the relationship.   

When teachers in urban schools become overwhelmed with the lack of resources 

and view the students as having deficits, they may distance themselves because they feel 

that they cannot change the conditions.  For the teacher to build capacity, she needs to 

engage students as human beings; reciprocity honors the student instead of diminishing 

them.  Reparation allows us to acknowledge historical damage. Without it, we cannot 

address the ways in which the public school system has failed its students and teachers.  

One of the factors contributing to the breakdown of the public school system is the 
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erosion of care that supports the strengths-development of those who serve or are being 

served in the environment.   

As human beings, we are all vulnerable to being marginalized and 

disconnected from a society that would invalidate or devalue our experience.  Our 

vulnerability could be tied to an emotional event in our lives that created an 

underlying fear about our survival so we developed coping processes that allay the 

fears.  The fears become latent and may inform the development of our emotional 

capacity to care.  When those fears are acted out as unconscious behaviors it may be a 

way to protect the self from exposing the vulnerability.  Protecting the vulnerability is 

an emotional response that leads to cognitive rationalizations of behavior.   

The question of fear as an uninvestigated phenomenon begs the question of 

whether the fear, if not dealt with, migrates into the new teachers’ world as they begin 

to form their professional identities.  Does fear preclude the development of resilience 

or influence the teachers’ well-being and thus the well-being of the students they are 

teaching? What are the fears and how do they shape the teachers’ unconscious 

behavior in their personal and professional lives?  The question answered in this 

study was how the teachers’ responses to their vulnerabilities had been translated into 

caring as pedagogy.  What makes this group of human beings respond to other human 

beings in the urban environment the way that they do?  The data suggests that it is the 

emotional content of their lives that drove much of the caring actions of the teachers 

in this study.   
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These veteran teachers’ stories offer insights about the process of the 

development of the development of the teachers’ caring stance as person and 

professional. The resilience of these teachers in the urban environment in which race 

as a social construct holds significance in the interactions between students and 

teachers is a hidden dynamic of emotional conflict.   For each of these teachers there 

was a place in their lives where they had to negotiate a “risk” informed by a social 

construct like race, gender, ability difference, class, or family structure, but they also 

enjoyed structural protections like the power and authority of being teacher or of 

having white privileges.  The focus on the notion of race and racism as being an 

important dynamic to deconstruct in the teaching and learning environment of urban 

schools became central for the telling of these white veteran female teachers’ stories.  

According to Marx (2009), given that 90% of U.S. teachers in public schools are 

white American women, while 42% of U.S. students are students of color, this 

demographic fact leads to problems of racial misunderstandings around the importance of 

historical race relations, structural racial barriers, and continued confrontation in some 

schools (p. 18). Sherry Marx’s (2006) book, Revealing the Invisible: Confronting the 

Passive Racism in Teacher Education, seeks answers to this question, and provides us 

with research through her qualitative study that challenges future white teacher education 

students and teacher preparation programs to confront race and racism in a deep, 

meaningful way.  This should be done in order to promote critical reflection and action 

regarding social and educational relationships with future students of color in public 

schools. This dissertation study explored and suggests that the way we begin to confront 

race and racism in a deep, meaningful way is to confront the notion of teacher fears 
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related to their vulnerabilities and how those fears inform their particular caring behavior 

in the urban school context.  Much of the power and privilege of whiteness is embedded 

as unconscious racism and the vulnerability and fear that white teachers feel becomes 

manifest as embodied behaviors in the classroom. This unawareness of how they are 

being creates what is perceived by the black community and the student as “they don’t 

care bout our children” and “they scared of our children”.   

Future Directions 

What I have learned is that in the fields of positive psychology and applied 

sociology affect is emerging rapidly as an organized and expanding discourse about 

emotions in human interactions. I have learned that there are measures being developed 

and continually being refined to get a handle on how the emotions work in the context of 

human interactions.  What is more amazing is that this work is largely being done outside 

the US, in Canada, Australia, England, Spain, and South America.  Emotional 

Intelligence and Emotional Quotient have become the new measures of our capacity for 

engaging in productive human interactions.  Emotional intelligence does not mean one 

does not have the capacity to engage in productive human interactions; it just means that 

it is a necessary intelligence for human interactions.   

Management theory that speaks to this aspect of work relates to emotional work 

vs. emotional labor.  Emotional labor is when you do the work but it’s a struggle and is 

shaped by what can be construed as false expression of emotions as a learned response to 

appease the customer in the public service environment or by the fear of loss of 

relationship, job and any number of things that prevents one from expressing the true 
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inner experience.  For example, display of emotional labor might be an instance in which 

a principal attacks the character of a teacher and under her breath she says “fuck you” but 

outwardly she responds differently.  The response could have been for a number of 

reasons that had to do with her emotional coping processes in specific types of 

relationships or situations.  However, what she felt became submerged as a shadow of 

that particular event which may have unconsciously influenced her future experiences.  

Emotional work, on the other hand, is work that is emotional in nature—specifically, the 

work of human service providers such as teachers, social workers, counselors, doctors, 

nurses, therapist and others.  This is work in which the challenges in human interactions 

many times exceed the supports for the development of resilience in the profession.  

However, those who work in these fields have developed coping processes that are 

unique to their own personalities and experiences, which support their capacity to engage 

in the emotional work of their profession.  When their experiences or their coping 

processes have not been balanced by sufficient protections or supports, the necessary 

factors to offset risk and challenges may be inadequate for long-term commitment in the 

profession.    

The teachers’ caring and fears can be generated by a number of concerns that 

change and are modified both negatively and positively by their personal biographies and 

experiences in the environment. These experiences generally concern socio-emotional 

encounters with structural mandates, cross-cultural interactions, instructional 

competencies, and leadership interactions. These different encounters can impact their 

emotional capacity for resilience as they go about their professional developmental tasks 

alongside their human developmental tasks as females in a racialized society. 
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Acknowledgement of the emotional experiences of teachers in the social context of urban 

classrooms by teacher educators, administrators, and policy makers opens a door to 

possible understanding of the presence of particular vulnerabilities that may impede or 

support their ability to be qualitatively effective teachers serving youth in urban 

classrooms.   

The learning that can be gained from understanding teachers’ emotional 

challenges and the types of support and encouragement needed to help them understand 

their own capacity for resilience is critical. Paying attention to the teachers’ biographies 

and professional experiences as they develop their teaching identities helps us to 

understand how urban teachers can be supported in their personal and professional 

developmental processes.   This focus could provide context for understanding how pre-

service teachers’ beginning identity formation is impacted by their perceptions and 

experiences when they enter the urban environment, and how practicing teachers’ real-

time experiences can help us understand the ways in which veteran teachers have 

negotiated perceptions and developed emotional resilience to remain in the environment.    

Data from this study could be used to help schools of education, teacher educators, 

professional development initiatives, and policy makers to construct and implement more 

appropriate and stage specific trainings, curriculum, in-service supports, and legislation 

that would provide a variety of critical supports to help retain teachers in urban schools. 

PVEST as a Tool for Future Investigations 

The PVEST model for understanding the resilient capacities of adolescent youth 

has been used in this study to understand the complexity of resilience as a process.  A 
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search for the hidden dynamics of resilience in the five veteran white female teachers 

who served in urban schools provided a framework for situating the human development 

aspects of the teacher.  PVEST frames the cognitive understanding of this process but 

beneath it is the hidden aspects of the affective and emotional stimuli that emerge, which 

is alluded to here as the shadows of PVEST.  Using the PVEST framework allowed me to 

look deeper into the assumptions of PVEST as a valid way to address resilience in the 

environment.  The qualitative nature of this study has been a small step in the direction of 

exploring teacher resilience from a human development framework.  In this dissertation 

only two of PVEST components (Net Vulnerability and Net Stress) were used to explore 

the data; however, the future explorations are explained below as the shadows behind 

PVEST assumptions.   

I am positing that the shadows of PVEST are an affective representation of human 

processes for understanding the trajectory of unconscious (invisible) behaviors in and 

commitments to the environmental context.  A focus on the biographies and event 

episodes in this study emanated from my thinking about the shadows of PVEST’s Net 

Vulnerability and Net Stress components.  As an analytic tool, the PVEST framework 

suggests a research agenda that might be the foundation for future work.  The following 

rationale for using the other components of PVEST in further study is discussed below.   

Emotional Coping as a shadow of the reactive coping processes of teachers to 

dissonance-producing situations in the environment become the hidden experience, which 

is suppressed but could have long-term consequences for the teachers and the students.  

How a teacher responds to these situations can be adaptive or maladaptive.  The goal 

ultimately is to reveal the transactional relations emerging from narrative data that inform 
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us about patterns of coping that reflect a teacher’s way of being in the environment.  

According to developmental scientists, recognizing and coping with emotional 

experiences in everyday acts of responding to the world, situations and events requires a 

set of skills that recognizes four essential occurrences: appraisal, coping, flow of action 

and the relational meaning held in the transactions.   

Emergent Personal and Professional Identity development convergence is the 

result of emerging data that begins to reveal itself in the professional experiences of the 

teachers.  This data becomes the shadows of the emergent identity of the teacher.  In most 

cognitive models the emergent identity addresses the stable methods of responding to 

challenges that develop and shape the forming of one’s identity and “defines how 

individuals view themselves within and between various contexts of development” 

(Spencer, 2006).  All the domains (cultural, racial, ethnic, sex role, self and peer 

appraisal) inherent in the labeling of identity are in constant flux, which suggests that 

there is no one stable identity. We respond to this flux, sometimes negatively, sometimes 

positively, in our attitudes and behavior. 

Commitment and Longevity represents similar outcomes but have different stimuli 

with different affects, which may be hidden behind the life-stage specific coping 

outcomes present in Spencer’s model. The differences in commitment and longevity are 

in the outcomes they produce. What is the teacher committed to and why does she remain 

in the environment?  It may be simply because she needs a job, but it may be for the 

students. She may stay because she holds a social justice ideal, or out of gender equity 

concerns, political perspective or other ethics.  In this study the data is mined for 

motivations that reveal the shadows behind the outcomes at specific stages in the 
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teachers’ development as person and professional.  These motivations are framed as 

caring motives.  Depending on where the teacher is in her personal and professional life 

cycle, the commitment and reasons for remaining seem to move back and forth through 

the process. This particular aspect of the model suggests that biography and affective 

event episodes, both positive and negative, within and outside the organizational 

environment impact outcomes.  The relationship between what the teachers care for and 

take care of and their overall affect may reveal a process for the development of 

resilience in the urban school context.    

This caring phenomenon is complex but reveals our humanity and how we are 

being in the world.  The more attuned the teacher is to her own caring behaviors in the 

environment, the affective outcomes for her students will lead to greater elevation (i.e., 

joy, happiness) more trust (an active engagement, sharing) that would support the 

students’ accomplishments and presentation of self, which leads to more positive pride 

that supports teaching and learning in the classroom and the fulfillment of the teachers’ 

generative task.  The better teachers feel about themselves, the greater their capacity will 

be to respond proactively, to the social injustices that occur due to structural inequities.  

Future work will serve to try to disrupt the ideas we currently hold about schooling and at 

least start the conversation about how we are caring for and taking care of the next 

generation across borders of difference.  

Recommendations 

PVEST represents a robust analytic model for further development of the 

concerns in this dissertation.  Leffel’s work on generative caring concerns and emotions 



249 
 

can be used to understand caring motives in the urban school environment.  However, 

future research should be done in real time as an observational and interventional concern 

around teacher affect in the environment.  Different support strategies for the novice, 

practicing and veteran teacher would consider the personal and professional development 

stage of the participants.  The development of a research lab for engaging new teachers 

(place-based and virtual) as they enter the field to support their developing capacities to 

engage effectively in the urban school context would serve as a parallel development of 

self as they develop knowledge competencies.  Studies in teacher “use of self” as text 

while developing their professional identities would support practicing teachers’ 

continuous growth and well-being.  This type of practical engagement with new and 

practicing teachers could provide rich research material for shifting and reconstructing 

what the purposes of education will look like in the future.  

The concern with understanding the various ways in which a teacher is enacting 

care is important for the development of productive outcomes for students in the urban 

context. Although this dissertation is concerned with resilience in general and emotional 

resilience in particular; an investigation of what would be considered productive or non-

productive teaching and learning outcomes for students and teacher is beyond the scope 

of this study but is a high consideration for any future expansion of the work.  Studies are 

needed that identify veteran teachers developed expertise as a way of cycling knowledge 

and teasing out the emotion-related capacities that support teacher retention in the urban 

school environment.   

An important question to consider is whether coping patterns change and, if so, 

how?  Can teachers who have in their earlier lives developed maladaptive patterns be 
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salvaged? This dissertation does not study the link between retention and resilience but 

this dynamic could be examined with a larger population by looking at who stays and 

who leaves and connecting retention to the intra-personal dynamics of resilience. How 

the teachers’ notions of caring and being afraid play out in the teaching profession 

becomes a pedagogical transaction or “transfer of energy” in a proximal space, as defined 

by Brofenbrenner (2001). Although this was not the focus of my study, how these notions 

get translated through the emotions of performance in the day-to-day interactions in the 

environment with students is important and has tremendous implications for shifting the 

field of education.   
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APPENDIX A 
 

CONSENT FORM 

 

 

 

Informed Consent Form 

Participant ID: _______ Participant Consent Form  

TITLE: Affect and Commitment: An Exploratory Study of White Female 
Teachers Emotional Resilience in Urban Schools 

Investigator Name: Fatima Hafiz, Graduate Student Investigator 

Novella Keith, Ph.D., Principal Investigator 

Department:  Educational Leadership and Policy Studies/Urban Studies 

Phone Number: 215.204.6190        Fax 
Number: 

215.204.1414 

Email fhafiz01@temple.edu          Campus 
Address: 

Ritter Hall 470 

This study explores how successful veteran white female teacher’s motivations, identity 
and emotions contribute to their longevity in urban educational spaces. The focus of the 
study is on event episodes and everyday encounters between white female teachers and 
the urban school context which challenge the teacher to remain in the profession.  The 
question this study raise is to what extent do structural mandates, instructional 
competency, cross-cultural communications and leadership authority elicit certain kinds 
of emotions (e.g., fear, anger, love, compassion, etc.) that impact the teachers’ 
commitment to an urban education environment.  

If you are a participant in this study, you are a white female who is a veteran or career 
teacher of middle and high school level students in the Philadelphia school district or you 
are a white female teacher who have taught from one to fourteen years and is currently 
teaching in a public urban middle or high school setting in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, 
Newark, New Jersey or Harlem New York.   

Veteran or Career Teachers 

I agree to participate in at least three individual interviews which will be audio taped.  As 
a selected Veteran Teacher I agree to the above and I will allow Fatima Hafiz-Wahid to 

mailto:fhafiz01@temple.edu�
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interview me at a designated place and time period agreed upon.  I will complete a 
minimum of two measurement questionnaires and an exit survey if requested.  

I as a participant will have the chance to think critically about what it takes to engage in 
teaching in an urban school environment.  The researcher hopes to gain perhaps a better 
understanding of the role of emotions and its impact on teachers’ resilience in urban 
schools. The findings could have significant benefit for professional development 
initiatives for teachers and the collaborating participants. 

My identity, including the name of the school, administrators and collaborating teachers 
at the school will be kept strictly confidential.  The anonymity of my participation will be 
upheld according to the rules of IRB protocol.  All data will be assigned a numerical code 
that only the researcher and her advisor will have privileged access.  Numerical codes 
will be used to identify me as a participant.  The audiotapes and the transcripts will be 
kept in a locked file cabinet at the university.  I can be reasonably assured that my 
identity will not be revealed in any reports shared with the schools or organizations for 
which I am or have been affiliated. 

I have the right to decide whether or not to participate in the study and can opt out of the 
study at any time without consequence.  If I choose to withdraw, any data collected will 
be excluded from the research. 

I understand that if I wish further information regarding my rights as a research 
participant, I may contact Richard Throm, Program Manager and Coordinator, 
Institutional Review Board, Temple University, 3400 North Broad Street, Philadelphia, 
PA  19140, 215-707-8757. 

Signing my name below indicates that I have read and understand the contents of this 
Consent Form and I agree to take part in this study  

 

___________________________________________  Date:___________________ 

Participants’ Signature     

 

 

__________________________________________ Date:___________________ 

Investigators’ Signature  
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APPENDIX  B 

PERMISSION TO AUDIOTAPE 

Affect and Commitment: A Study of Teacher Resilience in Urban Schools 

 
 

Participant’s Name: ____________________________________   Date:____________ 

I give Fatima Hafiz-Wahid permission to audiotape our conversations and interactions. 
This audiotape will only be used for the following purpose: 
 

RESEARCH 

This audiotape will be used as part of a research project at Temple University.  I have 
already given consent for my participation in this research project.  At no time will my 
name be used in this study. 

I understand that I may withdraw my permission at any time.  Upon my request the 
audiotape(s) will no longer be used. 

I understand that I will not be paid for being audio taped or the use of the audiotapes.   

I understand that the audiotapes will be archived for a period of three years.  If I want 
more information about the audiotape(s) or I have questions or concerns at any time, I 
can contact:  

 
Dr. Novella Keith 
Urban Education Program 
Temple University 
215-204-6940 

 

Fatima Hafiz-Wahid 
264 W. Walnut Lane 
Philadelphia, PA  19144 
215-248-0898 

 

_______________________________________________  Date:_____________ 

Signature 
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APPENDIX C 
 

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 
 

Affect and Commitment: A study of Teacher Resilience in Urban Schools 

Interview Questions – Veteran Teachers 

1. Tell me about your growing up years 
a. Who were you? 
b. Where did you grow up? 
c. When? What was the social and political context during your adolescent, 

young adulthood prior to college entry? 
d. Who and what were your influences to attend college and for choosing 

teaching 
 

2. Can you share with me what you care about as an educator? 
a. As an educator in an urban environment?  
b. What has been some things you have done to show you care for those 

things? 
c. What are some indications over the years that students knew you cared? 

 

3. Can you identify significant events during your journey as a teacher that let you 
know that the urban classroom was where you wanted to be? 

a. What made the event significant? 
 

New Set of Questions after the first set of interviews 
1. Recall 3 periods in the process of your long term stay in the urban school 

system/the professional development of you as a teacher 
2. Recall three points/events/or situations (negative or positive in your teaching 

career that caused you to want to leave or want to stay 
3. What had been your experience with racial, cultural, other diverse interactions 

(either through travel, growing up, events, incidents) 
4. Is diversity a pedagogical goal? 
5. Describe your life as a white woman working in a predominately black populated 

school? 
6. What does it mean to be a white woman in an urban classroom? 

 

Solicitation for other teacher participants 
1. Can you identify one or more white female teachers who you would say care 

about the young people they teach and are not afraid 
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2. Can you identify one or more white female teachers who struggled in the 
classroom and decided to leave or remained in the profession in an urban 
classroom or went to a different setting or into administration? 
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