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Abstract

How one teaches English language arts depends on one’s experiences. My tenure teaching English was
predicated on the model of how I was taught when I was in high school, teaching methods I learned
during my professional year in education in university, and the language and literature theories I was
exposed to in my undergraduate degree. It is the latter that had the most impact on my teaching practice.
For this thesis I took the opportunity to review my 11-year practice teaching secondary English language
arts to examine the degree to which my understanding of post-structuralism and phenomenology
underpins the practice I established. This thesis is also my effort to engage in a phenomenological
research method. I conclude that teaching with a mind to phenomenology greatly influenced the way
taught, what I taught, and the way I assessed student learning, and that it had a positive effect on their
learning.

Keywords: Phenomenology, Post-structuralism, Textual Analysis, Lived Experience, Life

Writing, English language arts
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Chapter One: Personal and Philosophical Frameworks

What does it mean to be a secondary English teacher? A broad question with which to open a
thesis, but even finding my way to this question has included reflection on my practice. The goal of this
thesis is to make sense of my practice as it provided me with an understanding of teaching secondary
language arts grounded in and reflected upon through thinking with post-structuralist philosophers,
primarily through literary theory and linguistic philosophy, and focused through a lens of textual
analysis as influenced by phenomenology.

When I discuss teaching, I do not mean to limit practice to merely delivering content or coaching
learners as they develop understanding and competencies, rather the entirety of what is happening in the
classroom. While it is not my intention to provide a definition of learning, I feel it would be helpful to
share that my idea of learning is more than rote learning, or simply remembering content. Learning for
this context is more akin with a definition of “deeper learning” such as that proposed by the BC Ministry
of Education Course Curricular that includes reference to going “beyond rote learning or surface
learning” to promote “thinking” and “applying ... learning” in ways that “build an increasingly
conceptual understanding of how knowledge has been constructed within a particular topic or
discipline” (British Columbia Ministry of Education. (n.d.). Glossary of Curriculum Terms). For my
purposes, I add to this definition of learning coupled with the Ministry's notion of core competencies
that challenge learners to “a set of intellectual, personal, and social competencies ... to engage in deeper
learning and to support lifelong learning” to establish a definition of learning from which to work
(British Columbia Ministry of Education. (n.d.). Glossary of Curriculum Terms). 1 relate this to
Maslow's hierarchy of needs that positions self-actualization at the top of the pyramid and suggests that
the type of learning described by the Ministry of Education gestures towards supporting learners' efforts
towards self-actualization. It is towards this nuanced notion of learning that I hope to guide students and

also which influenced (and continues to influence) the way I approach student learning and, in turn,
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teaching.

The assumption guiding this thesis is that a deliberate focus on language arts teaching practice
through the lens of phenomenology research methods can provide helpful insights and deep subject
knowledge centred on phenomena, that can enrich the learning environment. Thus, this paper seeks to
reflect on my teaching practice as an exercise in textual analysis.

Background: Why This Topic?
My Early Teaching Experience

I did not start teaching English until later in my life. [ began teaching English after a couple years
of working in the computer industry and then teaching information technology at Selkirk College. What
I gained from this experience is that students are at the centre of learning, and because of this experience
working with learners, I began to realize that a focus on content — classroom activities that impart and
assess rote learning — does not provide learners with the skills to understand and reflect on material and
should, therefore, not be central to classroom activities. My experience teaching college included a
weekly lecture, a textbook, and labs. Classes were four months, and in some cases, [ only saw students
for that time. I found myself lacking a connection with students that allowed me to support deeper
learning, a way to help them not only assimilate content, but also develop the attitudes and efficacy to
continue to be successful in the information technology industry, which was at the heart of what I was
providing. This experience teaching in a post-secondary vocation program that focused primarily on
employable skills, nevertheless spurred my interest in pedagogy and prompted a return to university to
pursue teaching secondary English.

Pedagogical Influences in University
My first choice of majors in university was English literature, but ultimately, I completed my

first degree in Sociology. But my first focus meant that when I returned to university, I had completed
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many English literature classes, and thus had a grounding in the subject. Unlike information technology,
English language arts and literature theory quickly connected to the sociological theory that I was
exposed to in my first degree, and this would prove to be integral in my development and, ultimately, the
foundation of my research here. With lit theory, I gravitated towards the esoteric nature of the
philosophies underlying the human condition and how it was reflected in literature. Exposure to
Foucault and Butler in my sociology classes, then Lacan, Derrida, and De Saussure, among others,
changed the way I viewed the world. The transformative learning that I experienced in the academic
world of English literature theory became a central component of not only how I lived in the world, but
also how I viewed pedagogy.

In my professional year of secondary language arts teaching, I found that pedagogy was more
practical (and positivistic) than I had been believing (and perhaps hoping) during my prerequisite
courses. In my effort to get back to teaching I duly enacted methods that were much like how I was
taught when I was in high school and were tacitly pushed during my practicum. As a new secondary
teacher, my time was focused on managing teaching duties. I was preoccupied with ensuring I had
enough for the learners to do. When I graded, I corrected papers and pointed out errors that needed to be
fixed. And in what would become most impactful to my teaching practice, I diligently tried to read all
the analysis and interpretation of texts before I presented them to a class. When I did not have all the
analysis under my belt, which of course was never, I felt like a failure and that I was doing my learners a
disservice. After the first couple of years teaching the same grades, I found myself teaching the same
literature and the same lessons, and naturally became more knowledgeable about the details of each text
as presented by the experts at literary analysis, a group to which I felt I did not belong. This led to a
feeling of malaise about my teaching, despite always trying to find and share better analyses for the texts

we were reading in class. I cannot remember what happened, but this is about the time that I was to have
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another transformative experience, this time in my teaching practice.

Possibly because my wife was studying early childhood education in her bachelor's degree and I
was reading essays she was reading in her education classes, I began reflecting on my teaching practice
more deeply. I was encouraged with interpretation and discussion on Foucault and how his work was
influencing early childhood education (MacNaughton, 2009). I found connections between
MacNaughton's understandings of Foucault and my understanding of his writing years earlier in the
context of sociology (Foucault, 1985). These personal connections uncovered the foundations of my
paradigmatic thinking and prompted me to question what I was doing with my learners. If learning is
part of a discursive practice and at heart tied to a constructivist activity (as noted in the Ministry
Glossary of Curriculum Terms), then was I not asking learners to engage in an activity that I did not
value in education? Student activities that naturally followed from my practice of sharing previously
espoused thematic analysis and then providing assessment that corrected writing rather than critiqued
analysis.

To disrupt my thinking and theirs, I asked them to find a poem that I had not read, and we would
examine it together; they could experience and witness someone (me) exercising the competencies with
which I was asking them to engage. I was nervous at how it would go. After all, I was not an expert, and
I was putting myself out there in a way that was a huge risk if [ was to believe the learning approach that
I had been taught. My real-time, real-world modelling literary analysis went well not in spite of, but
because of, the mistakes I made making sense of the details, readdressing them and reorienting them in
an understanding of the text on which we could all agree. This lesson was not memorable because of
what I did, but because of what I experienced with the learners. We were all learning together.

That was a turning point. Naturally, there were still many lessons that were fairly generic, but as I

continued to learn with the learners, and realizing that by sharing expert opinions I was essentially
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robbing students the opportunity to engage with the competency. I stopped trying to be an expert in
content by reading analysis and instead demonstrated my analysis, my learning, with students. My
knowledge of the content of the poem, and content in terms of analysis, was lacking. The intention was a
focus on the competency of thematic analysis rather than delivering content. My level of competence in
the processes was the expertise that I brought to the class, not content, and not even necessarily
methodology. What was happening was spontaneous and collaborative.

Other realizations then occurred to me. I began to notice when I was getting in the way of my
learners' learning, by doing the learning for them by telling them the answer, which is just another
version of rote learning. Also, while I was trying to encourage learners that it was okay to make
mistakes, the way I was providing feedback on their papers tacitly showed that it was not. In class I said
it was okay to make mistakes and learn from them, but when a learner received an assignment back, in
my efforts to help her, [ was primarily fixing mistakes thus robbing them of the opportunity to learn.
This had the opposite effect than what [ have come to see as helpful for neophyte writers learning the
craft. Also, the test questions I used, a mishmash of assessments that I had primarily inherited, but also
added to with similarly styled questions, questions that I specifically told them were not fair questions
based on how the type of textual analysis we engaged in together.

This led me to abandon lessons and assignments that I had spent years crafting and honing at an
alarming rate considering I taught five grades of English language arts. This was about the time that
learners began asking me why I taught the way I did. I told them that I was developing it as I went
because I did not have a precedent. They, some of their parents, and even other faculty and
administrators, began to ask if I had considered writing a book. I was flattered, but did not know what I
had to offer as all that I was learning was available to those that also read the disparate books and papers

that [ did. I began to see that my story of reflection on these books and papers and how they synthesized
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within my practice was unique and might have something to offer. So, as well as writing learner
resources and assignments on the fly, I also took time when I could to reflect on the reading into
pedagogical practice, theory, and philosophy that influenced these resources. Without guidance into how
to approach all these ideas and applications, it was a project that, while something I was passionate
about, was not getting the attention it needed without some outside support. That leads me here,
enrolling in a Masters of Education program that allows me to engage phenomenologically with the
artifacts of my teaching practice that have had such an impact on my practice.

Why I Think it is Important to Share with Others

Through my own process, I have learned that everything can provide insight and deeper
understandings. Even in my journal ramblings that may prove less fruitful than other material recorded
during my tenure teaching English, there is still value. I hope that others with a similar way of being will
also be able to grow themselves if they choose to engage with my shared writings.

A process that seemingly places value on everything may seem problematic in that there is no
apparent way to vet ideas that are less worthy, but with practice, the critical thinking process that
explicates records of lived experience provides just that. The process I engage with here places great
value on learners' ideas. Learning is at the heart of education and teaching should be oriented to
learning. Such a perspective does not devalue the role of the teacher. Education is a system whereby
specific learning is intended to happen in a systemic way that includes a teacher and a student, guidance
and learning. This paper is an examination of one story of the role of a teacher in education.

Research Question: What does it mean to be a secondary English teacher?

The preceding, somewhat esoteric and broad question is rooted in the philosophical worldview

that not only forms the basis of my research design, but also the foundation of my teaching practice in

totality, including student learning and assessment. As will be examined in more depth in chapter two,
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phenomenology is rooted in the notion that phenomena do not exist in isolation of their observers, and
that each person creates their own world moment by moment, through interaction with phenomena. In
this case, phenomena represent the world known through observation, in effect limiting the study to
epistemological representations of the world. This world view is shared by post-structuralism that posits
that “frameworks and systems, for example the structuralist systems explained in the structuralist area,
are merely fictitious constructs and that they cannot be trusted to develop meaning or to give order”
(Purdue Writing Lab). While there are distinctions between the two philosophies, that they overlap on
this point is key to reflecting on my practice through a phenomenological lens. Phenomenological
research does not seek to find or expose truth, as it posits that there is no knowable objective truth from
a human standpoint. As a result, acknowledging a more subjective understanding requires that the
observer or researcher is every bit as much a part of what s/he researches as the observable phenomenon.
It is focused on experiences of an event. The data of these experiences is then extracted and explicated
with a semiotic focus.

Max van Manen, a proponent of phenomenological research within pedagogy, reflects on the
notion that meaning is created from reflecting on experience (van Manen, 1990, p. 23). It is through the
practice of writing reflection that themes can surface and provide insight into a phenomenon.
Throughout the bulk of my secondary English language arts teaching, I was the only language arts
teacher on faculty, and so I developed these ideas largely in isolation. However, through subsequent
conversations with other English language arts teachers, it is apparent that the issues I faced are not
unique. Through a reflection on my practice, I hope to engage other teachers in the same practice.

Also, the act of reflecting through writing is itself a form of textual analysis. And while I
acknowledge that I muddy the waters somewhat between phenomenology and post-structuralism, I hope

that the overlap provides enough epistemological space for me to refer to both in parallel throughout this
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paper. At heart of the overlap is the notion of textual analysis that I equate with phenomenological
explication as described in chapter three. Whether for deconstruction or phenomenological reflection,
the overlapping competencies and the fact that post-structuralism holds such a large place in linguistic
and literary theory, at the surface they provide the core of what I espouse as curriculum.

The notes/journaling I amassed during my practice provide the raw material for my
phenomenological research. Through a deeper reflection, explication, and writing to identify themes and
attribute/derive meaning, I hope to provide a text through which others may identify a reflective practice
in a way that disrupts their thinking and their reflective practices and inspires deeper reflection in their
own practice. Ideally, ongoing conversations will result whereby teaching practices within various
contexts spurn deeper understanding through reflection on practice, explication, implementation, further
reflection and so on.

Caveat to Thematic Research

As I hope will be explained in the next two chapters, my thesis will reveal that the result of this
research method reflectively uncovers a pedagogy based in the processes of that research. Not as
challenging a task when one reflects on phenomenological research as a process wide open in terms of
finding themes and attributing or deriving meaning without preconceptions, but the nature of this
exercise requires some measure of focus. The central focus explored in this paper is the degree to which,
and in what ways, textual analysis can provide a foundation for teaching, learning, and assessment in

secondary language arts.
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Chapter 2: Philosophical Foundations/Literature Review

Linguistic and Literature Theory

My understanding of post-structuralism began within studies into literary theory. One literature
theory course started with a simple question: what makes one piece of literature better than another? If
we can agree that one piece of literature is better than another, then what makes it better? We proceeded
to look at linguistic theories and how they influenced the study of literature.
Structuralism

We began by orienting ourselves to the structuralists, who espoused a positivistic framework to
understanding language. They culminated with the theories of Ferdinand de Saussure (Culler, 2011).
Linguistic theory at his time consisted primarily of etymological studies to understand the nature and
function of language. Saussure chose to ignore the origins of language and instead examined a cross-
section of language as it existed at his time. This led to his revolutionary concepts of the sign, the
signifier, and the signified (Culler, 2011). For many linguists, it achieved what the etymological
approach was unable to: create a structural understanding of how language worked. As such, it was
widely accepted.
Post-structuralism

However, Saussure's conception of language resulted in other philosophical complications.
Jacques Derrida exposed the most shocking revelation: that the world created by language is a reflection
of the real world. The structure that can be used successfully to understand how language functions in
adhering meaning to physical reality, did not provide an understanding of the connection between reality
and the language we use to describe it. Language is a symbolic representation whose connection to
reality cannot — at least has not yet — be clearly established. To help explain this concept, I refer to

Jacques Lacan's notions of the real, the imaginary, and the symbolic worlds based on these concepts
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(Felluga, 2015).

The real 1s the physical world that humans inhabit and perceive directly. The imaginary is the
beginning of human development in which infants begin to understand themselves as separate from the
world (Felluga, 2015). The symbolic is the world of symbols that represent our inner worlds as filtered
through, or created by, language (Felluga, 2015). I will set aside the imaginary as it is not germane to
this rendering of Derrida's post-structural concept that was so disruptive. The real can only be directly
experienced in an extra-linguistic manner. Any reflection on it, whether that be internal reflective
thought, writing, or speaking, ceases to be an experience with the real. Our understanding necessarily
becomes oriented within the structure of language and thereby no longer a direct experience sensorially
or otherwise. My understanding of this distinction between the world and epistemological understanding
was integral to the development of how I developed my teaching practice as it encompasses more than
pedagogy; in the case of English language arts, it also encompasses content.

The idea that the experience of the world is mediated through /anguage led to the understanding
that what I thought of as truth was subject to doubt. Within this understanding, any lived experience
reflected upon or shared is necessarily subjective in nature as the symbolic nature of the language used
to express it is fundamentally separate from that which it reflects as are the interpretations and
observations and how one makes sense of those things...all of which seem to be precursors to us trying
to convey it in language. The observer essentially recreates the experience in a form that can be shared,
but that recreation of the experience can never be the experience itself. Even with theoretical concepts,
this creative linguistic process means that whenever Truth is espoused, it is necessarily only a
representation, and not a concrete foundation that can never be challenged. Thus, an objective, capital T,

truth cannot be represented in language.
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Phenomenology
Phenomenology as a Philosophy

Key to my understanding of phenomenology is that what we know of the world is based on our
experiences of each moment then through interaction with, and reflection on, those moments or
phenomena (Prepoutsidou, 2004). Phenomenology can be understood as both a discipline and
philosophy (Smith, 2018).

As a philosophy, phenomenology is concerned with the appearance of perceptions to each
individual (Brinkman & Friesen, 2018; Groenewald, 2004). Perception is thus limited to the experience
of the individual and everything outside of individual experience is unknowable (note, this includes
perception through language, images, even unconscious social cues) rendering everything else moot as
far as epistemology is concerned. Edmund Husserl's reduction of philosophy, built from the traditions of
Kant, Hegel, and Vandenberg, was an attempt to limit that which is knowable and from which to build a
more reliable understanding of our world (Brinkman & Friesen, 2018). Ultimately this limits
phenomenology to a study of experience, or the /ived experience of the observer (Perpoutsidou, 2004;
Smith, 2018; van Manen, 1990).

Phenomenology as a Discipline

As a discipline, an activity that one engages in, phenomenology is essentially reflecting on
phenomena, our experiences based on our perceptions, through linguistic interpretation that become
conceptual understanding (Smith, 2018). Sloan and Bowe posit that “phenomenology describes how one
orients to lived experience” (Sloan & Bowe, 2014, p. 1296). That orientation comes about through
reflection and results in understanding through “addressing the meaning things have in our experience,”
or our life-world (Smith, 2018). Groenewald identifies Girgi's “operative word in phenomenological

research [as] 'describe' (2004, p. 44). Thus, as Goenewald extrapolates, the act of accurately describing
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our experiences, “refraining from any pre-given framework, but remaining true to facts,” and only those
phenomena within an examined as lived experience constitutes engaging in the discipline of
phenomenology. Understanding is generated from a semiotic focus on the experiences of the humans
involved. The resulting data are then analyzed with a semiotic focus (Perpoutsidou, 2004).

Experience is necessarily subjective, therefore phenomenological research is grounded in an
understanding that researchers cannot be objective. In order to accommodate subjectivity inherent within
the discipline, interactions between the researcher and subjects are primary data rather than dismissed as
an inconsequential act of observing (Groenewald, 2004, p. 45). Because the direct experience of
observing subjects influences the relationships between researchers and subjects, there is a resistance
among phenomenological researchers to prescribe a specific methodology. Understandings garnered
through the direct lived experience of researching as primary data affect the larger understandings
generated and therefore may affect the process of observation such as influencing the direction of
interview questions, one common methodology of phenomenological research (Perpoutsidou, 2004).
Phenomenology as a Methodology

Groenewald (2004) examines a phenomenological study and identifies some key elements that
have come to be accepted as a good examination of phenomenological research (Groenewald, 2018).
Starting with a central question, collection methods for data are developed from that starting point.
Participants are then identified, data collected, and explicated, a close examination and extrapolating
meaning from linguistic cues, into conclusions that provided insights not clear from numerical data
(Groenewald, 2004, 52). Not to diminish or disparage quantitative data, rather, phenomenological
research seeks to contribute deeper insights and alternative perspectives that might be limited from
hypotheses that guide quantitative studies as it can respond and pivot focus throughout the gathering of

data.
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Without a strict methodology, it may be said that any reflection on lived experience is
phenomenological, and I am not sure that phenomenologists would totally disagree with that notion. The
mere act of formalizing and doing the work of explication makes it a phenomenological study. However,
unpacking what that means and how it applies in this study requires some explanation. According to
Groenewald (2004), most of the phenomenological research is done in long form interviews and focus
group interviews. A component of his research is allowing, perhaps creating, conditions for each
participant to authentically share her/his unique lived experience. Crucial to phenomenology is a
person's interaction with phenomena and therefore providing latitude for participants to explore her/his
experience authentically, even stream of consciousness, provides the raw data for explication into
meaning by organizing participant experiences into common themes.

Among the many different ways to derive useful information from the data, Groenewald (2004)
explores: 1) Bracketing, an effort for the researcher to limit her own presuppositions and allow the data
to manifest meaning in their own right; 2) Delineating units of meaning which requires some judgement
in the bracketing of data into repeated themes gathered across the research data; 3) Clustering of units of
meaning to form themes in an effort to remain “true to the phenomenon” within the data as a whole; 4)
Summarizing each interview in order to validate it and, where necessary, modifying it; 5) Extracting
general and unique themes from all the interviews and making a composite summary. “Whatever the
method used for a phenomenological analysis the aim of the investigator is the reconstruction of the
inner world of the experience of the subject” (p. 50). This single process is, as noted above, one method
of doing phenomenological research, and serves here as a touch stone from which to reflect the process
in later chapters as it unfolds.

Understanding as Meaning

One need not dig too deep into scholarship to find challenges to pedagogy that champions
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knowledge as curriculum. The idea that a person with a full set of content knowledge is educated has
been challenged early on in the modern education system by the likes of Dewey. However, content
knowledge still tends to hold the most coveted position in many education systems. As a teacher in
British Columbia, Canada, I am grateful to be working with a recently revised Ministry curriculum that
acknowledges three domains of learning: content, competencies, and big ideas. These are also known as
knowing, doing, and understanding (British Columbia Ministry of Education. (n.d.). Glossary of
Curriculum Terms). The interplay between content and competencies leads to what are colloquially
called big ideas and can also be understood as depth understanding. It is the intersection of knowing and
applying knowledge to assimilate, synthesize, interpret, and analyze knowledge that learning occurs.

This paper builds from the premise: learning that “builds a conceptual understanding” (British
Columbia Ministry of Education. (n.d.). Glossary of Curriculum Terms) is transformative (Merriam &
Bierema, 2014). The process of reflecting on knowledge in a subjective manner requires a process of
taking in knowledge, learning content, then relating it to previously held knowledge to create a new
personal fundamental understanding of the world. Even in its most mundane, small learning, one's
understanding of the world is slightly shifted in that her/his reflections of her/his experience of the world
is refined by a deeper, more meaningful understanding of the symbols (primarily words) used to reflect
on her/his world.

As an example of this, consider the anecdote I shared at the beginning of this paper in which I
shared how my entire world view was upended by Derrida's observation that language is not directly
connected to the “real” world. While reading Derrida's “Structure, sign, and play in the discourse of the
human sciences” I suffered head aches and a feeling of vertigo because the understanding that I held
most closely to my way of existing was being challenged. While I had hitherto felt that Truth could be

expressed accurately with language and therefore knowledge could be accurately shared with me
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through language, which I would in turn come to know that which was shared with the same accuracy,
was fundamentally altered. That is an extreme example, and possibly a rare one at that. Later in life
when I was teaching a more traditional curriculum and realized that it primarily reinforced a belief in
reality — that Truth exists and can be articulated — this reflection greatly impacted what mattered to me in
my classes as I could no longer in good conscience continue my practice as it was. This is perhaps a
rather significant learning moment, but this process plays out even in mundane learning. A learner that
asks a question in which she is truly interested, such as the meaning of a word in a story, will change the
way she views the world when she either encounters the word or uses it thereafter. Depth understanding
comes about when she experiences more uses of the word in her reading and listening, speaking and
writing, and even thinking, and reflects on that meaning. One may think she knows what the word
“range” means because she enjoys singing “Home on the Range” around a campfire, but develops
deeper understanding when she replaces an oven or considers how far she can travel on a logging road
before her cell phone loses signal. A reflection on how all these meanings relate further deepens her
understanding.

Teaching from this understanding challenges some practices in terms of how to present and
assess English language arts curriculum. It is the orientation around this concept that fuels my passion
for my practice. One example is teaching thematic analysis. The understanding of language building
here resists notions of objectivity, therefore where I once did not question the authority of an academic's
thematic analysis, I began to see analysis as limited by context. Learning to analyze theme in the context
of my and my students' learning, resulted in conscientious vetting of materials that I presented in class.
Whereas [ began by presenting scholarly analysis, I began to see analysis that I brought into the
classroom as the final product of a process. Rather than teacher analysis as content or knowledge, I

began to think of teaching analysis as process or competency.
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Textual Analysis

My understanding of textual analysis comes through my understanding of phenomenology as it
grew out of my grounding in post-structuralism. Jacques Derrida is possibly best known for
deconstruction (Culler, 2011). Deconstruction is the breaking down of signifiers to unpack meaning
carried in a text. This includes an understanding of the context within which the text was created,
including an understanding of the author, history, social, racial, cultural and other factors contributing to
the creation of the text. And possibly most significantly, it also acknowledges the reader within its
breakdown.

Roland Barthes wrote “The Death of the Author” (1967/2017), a short essay that, like Derrida's
“Structure, sign, and play in the discourse of the human sciences,” disrupted literary scholars' thinking.
At the heart of this concept is that the reader must not only be acknowledged in the analysis of a text, but
the instance of reading holds more significance than the author, whose work as author evaporates in the
instance of creation. Reading becomes a creative, or re-creative, process as within the instance of a
reading, a new text is created in the reader’s interpretation and reflection on the text. Perhaps too much a
radical idea with which to challenge traditionally held beliefs, but when understood through the idea that
one can only know what one experiences and that linguistically each instance of language is unique to
its context, it achieves a measure of success in the way it can influence the teaching of English language
arts. Teaching with this foundational understanding further provides depth knowledge into the process of
learning experience that students go through and thereby allow teachers to more deeply reflect on and in
turn support learning. It is through learners developing the competency of textual analysis as a creation
of meaning that they realize the curriculum of developing reading/writing, listening/speaking, and
critical thinking skills. Thus, not only does textual analysis provide teachers with a way of reflecting on

curriculum, but it can also provide an essential part of the curriculum. When this same notion is also
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applied to assessment, the trifecta of textual analysis as teaching is realized.

17
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Chapter 3: Methodology

The recent updates to the curricular documents in BC as noted in chapter one reflect a shift in
focus from content driven learning outcomes to a more holistic approach to education. While
transitioning my previously held beliefs about content driven teaching to the holistic ideas conveyed in
the current curriculum that are consistent with the theoretical understanding I had been developing, I
wrote reflections. Part of my reflective practice was growing out of the high school education I received
as it was tempered with the teaching instruction I received throughout my teaching career, what [ now
reflect on as initiation during my practicum, and then the years of cultivating a practice with one set of
curricular documents then shifting to a new focus. The 38 pages of stream of consciousness notes
written in 2015 and 2016 were an attempt to record my lived experience as teacher and make sense of
what was happening in my classroom. My notes, at the time of writing, were perhaps an attempt to
derive what it means to be an English language arts teacher, but without the benefit of a systemic
approach, they have remained largely dormant. This thesis is my attempt to systemically render out
meaning. This chapter presents the methodology I followed.

My developing understanding of pedagogy through the lens of post-structuralism and ultimately
phenomenology helped me develop assignments in the classroom that yielded learning as interpreted in
the updated BC Curriculum. Theories I was reading kept me engaged with developing my practice with
a much wider focus than simply encouraging a reflective practice. I also saw that what I was
experiencing was not unique to me; others saw the value in my approach to practice. My attempt to
capture what I was experiencing I now view as a form of life writing, a record of reflection on lived
experience. It is, in essence, phenomenological research into my practice. Life circumstances have led
me away from the secondary English language arts classroom, but as I make my way through various

career shifts, I find myself continually centred on the ideas that [ was trying to articulate in my notes.
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My research then, is a phenomenological review of what can be termed a phenomenological
review (life writing about lived experience) to assess the degree to which the processes that are
consistent with phenomenological research are present in my classroom as both practice and curriculum.
I am interested in the ways in which, and the degrees to which, phenomenology is reflected in my
classroom.

In his book Researching Lived Experience: Human Science for an Action Sensitive Pedagogy
Max van Manen (1990) writes, “the purpose of phenomenological reflection is to try to grasp the
essential meaning of something” (p. 77). This relates to my initial research question: what does it mean
to be a secondary English teacher? Having done reflective work in the gathering of my reflections, my
question is more specifically, in what ways did post-structuralist and phenomenological thought
permeate my practice. If I can be permitted to invoke a current buzz word, it is a meta-analysis of my
reflections of my teaching practice.

While my research is based on data collected without a specific intention, ascribing useful
meaning to it after the fact renders that exercise as having value because it is an authentic record of an
effort to capture a deeper understanding, however disjointed. I hope to justify it with further examination
of some principles of phenomenological research methodology and how I approach the explication of
the artifact of my teaching, my reflective notes. I continue to draw on the writing of van Manen as he
reflects on a central concept of theorizing as “the intentional act of attaching ourselves to the world, to
become more fully part of it, or better, to become the world” (van Manen, 1990, p. 5). To do this he
describes the “fundamental model of this approach is textual reflection on the lived experiences and
practical actions of everyday life with the intent to increase one's thoughtfulness and practical
resourcefulness” (p. 5). I seek to establish “a renewed contact with original experience” (p. 31) through

a more thorough explication of my reflections.
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Process of Investigation
How Is What I am Doing Phenomenological Research?

As noted earlier, phenomenology does not claim a precise methodology, rather principles from
which to orient textual reflection to elicit meaning. And while I do appreciate the freedom of not having
to routinely follow a method, I hope to establish a framework to guide the unearthing of meaning. Thus,
the framework of my process draws from chapter three, “Investigating Experience as We Live It” of van
Manen's Researching Lived Experience: Human Science for an Action Sensitive Pedagogy. It is van
Manen's focus on pedagogy that prompted me to build on his theoretical approach.

As for data, van Manen wrote that “the meaning of pedagogy needs to be found in the experience
of pedagogy, because the lived experience of pedagogy is all that remains if presuppositions are
suspended” (p. 53). My reflection on the learning of others is a facet of this research that I strive to be
open and realistic about in the way that Groenewald refers to as bracketing, isolating central terms used
frequently in the research (Groenewald, 2004). I cannot take myself out of the research. On the contrary,
I am a part of my research, and therefore attempts to reconcile my effect on learning in an open and
honest way will help provide the depth understanding I hope to establish here. van Manen (1990) goes
on to justify what he refers to as the “ego-logical starting point” as a “natural consequence” (p. 54).

Because reflections are captured in language and words have power depending on context, van
Manen concerns himself with etymological sources of words. As a person trained and experienced in
teaching English language arts, one might assume that this is a given to me, but my focus as far as
etymology goes is limited to one's lived experience with language and specifically, words. Just as we are
limited to our experiences of the world, our ability to use language is limited by our experiences with
words: each hearing, speaking, reading, and writing of a word will affect our relationship with that word.

As such, similar to bracketing my experience with my perception of the learning that's happening in the
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classroom by reporting on and reflecting on it openly, I also strive to be open in reporting my experience
with different words, concepts, and themes as I explicate my notes. In doing so, readers are free to orient
themselves with their unique understandings with the same freedom that I have and ultimately
synthesize possible biases and conflicts in a way that provides more depth understanding rather than
creating barriers to understanding.

van Manen develops this idea in his next section, “Searching Idiomatic Phrases”, where he muses
on how language can be didactic in its usage, particularly to phenomenological analysis. He suggests
that idiomatic phrases (which I read as extending beyond use of idioms to include all manner of
rhetorical devices) “proceed phenomenologically” (1990, p. 60). To borrow a phrase used by Michael
Best, my Shakespeare professor at university, to unpack the language, reflect deeper into the meaning of
each of the words used, one can uncover more nuanced meaning beyond the superficial, accepted
definitions.

Both the concept of etymology and idioms can provide insights into the phenomenological
process, but I strive do so with caution and transparency as I believe there is a danger of romanticizing
my notes and reading meaning where none is intended, simply due to inattentive word choice. Ascribing
inaccurate meaning in this way can result in obfuscating rather than illuminating knowledge. However,
to deny meaning created through the use of idiomatic language can also lessen the impact of the
explication. By paying careful attention and drawing attention to attempts to derive meaning from
idiomatic language, richer meaning and deeper knowledge can be accessed through this research
process. It may be noted here that this process mimics, if not mirrors, the process of learning, a process
that happens in all learning. It is not a stretch to suggest that we are all learning all the time through
perceptions then using language to interpret and understand. Putting this process of learning under

scrutiny we can better understand where meaning originates and thus the process of that meaning, which
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is the goal of this process.

Another key theme in the process of phenomenological research is to “Obtain Experiential
Descriptions from Others” (van Manen, 1990, p. 62). In the case of my research, I will be treating
myself as other. Based on the notion of texts having agency as indicated by Barthes (1967/2017), I build
from this premise. Reflecting on reflection can continue ad nauseum to occur and yield new results as
contexts change, therefore the time and situational separation of my current condition allows me to treat
my notes as text given the efforts indicated above in which I seek to be transparent in my explication.

That my notes are written with a focus on interpreting the actions and behaviours of others lends
further merit to the exercise. It is through their experiences that I “become more experienced [myself]”
(van Manen, 1990, p. 62). Also, through their experiences, or in this case my experience of their
experience, [ am able to “render” meaning (p. 62). The use of the word render here sheds light on the
concept of deriving meaning from recorded experience, phenomenological data. Render connotes some
process of extracting meaning, an essence that I equate with reducing or distilling more concentrated
meaning. There is a creative energy to the process as subtle meanings must be analyzed and either
accepted or rejected in the final production of meaning, but it would be misleading to suggest that
meaning is created in a pure sense here. As with any research method, primarily the process is to extract
new understandings from existing data. What is rendered out depends on the question being asked. In
my case, I strive to concentrate on the ways in which, and the degrees to which,
textual analysis is being used or performed in my classroom.

van Manen explores different types of phenomenological data including: protocol writing (lived-
experience descriptions), interviewing (the personal life story), observing (the experiential anecdote),
experiential descriptions in literature, and central to my research, biography as a resource for

experiential material, and specifically, diaries, journals, and logs as sources of lived experiences; art as a
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source of lived experience; consulting phenomenological literature. While my notes — diary, journal, log
of my practice — is my focus, in the interest of transparency, I feel it necessary to note that in the context
I review it is impossible for me to avoid drawing on various other types of data circumstantially.
Assignments that I received from students often include a form of lived-experience descriptions; my
remembered (or misremembered) observations as I expect that reading my notes will trigger access to
memories and the affect that those memories had on me; through student writing when coupled with my
reflections and goals of both my notes and this thesis, my reflections on student learning, data in the
form of research.

The Process of Hermeneutic Phenomenological Reflection

Carrying on with van Manen's notion of phenomenological research, I turn my attention to the
intention of my chapter four. In attempting to “grasp the essential meaning” of my teaching practice, I
write (1990, p. 77), which is the work of phenomenological explication. van Manen describes the
“reflective activity of textual labor [sic]”; the doing of human science research to him is “to be involved
in the crafting of a text” (1990, p. 78). Thus, the next chapter is my humble attempt at doing so,
ironically, as were the notes I explicate.

Thematic analysis within the context of phenomenological research as “recovering the theme or
themes that are embodied and dramatized” in the research involves grouping meaning into conceptual
units (van Manen, 1990, p. 78). He continues by ruing the notion that theme analysis results in
quantifying frequency of use of terms or phrases, which is not to be dismissed, but belies the intention of
the researcher when viewed through the lens of software that claims to do the work of theme analysis
such as word clouds. The underlying meaning is more nuanced “insightful, invention, discovery or
disclosure ... a free act of 'seeing' meaning” in which “theme gives control and order to our research and

writing” (1990, p. 79). The overlap between what I was trying to teach in the classroom, curriculum, and
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phenomenology should be beginning to show through. To explain how I interpret this, I will next
summarize my method of teaching thematic analysis to secondary students in grades 8-12.
Teaching Thematic Analysis to Secondary Students

The crux of what I have come to understand as thematic analysis came about for me in a moment
of clarity when writing on the white board a simple grouping of rhetorical devices shared with me by my
language arts practicum sponsor teacher: point of view, character, setting, plot, and theme. As I was
writing the list, just as [ had many times before, I paused and wrote theme on its own.
Figure 1

Rendition of white board offering to students that reflects a shift in my understanding

Point of view
Character
Setting

Plot

Theme

In that moment I realized that theme has a quality that the terms in the other grouping did not, and the
only way I could describe it is as the sum total of what the other rhetorical devices do. All rhetorical
devices contribute to understanding the text. Rhetorical devices (or content for that matter) that do not
contribute to the understanding of the text, the theme(s), serve to detract from the work. Most writers
and teachers of writing are likely familiar with deadwood, a concept I encountered in William Zinsser's
On Writing Well (2006). Eliminating any language, words, that do not contribute to (thematic)
understanding of the text may improve the text depending on context (and thinking back to the question
in my literature theory class, prompt some readers to rank it above another). Phenomenological writing
is an effort to further distill out meanings and how they relate to each other. Thus, chapter four seeks to
identify themes and examine their relationships with other themes or concepts. The deliberate vetting
and grouping of concepts seeks to reveal deeper understandings from which readers may build.

As a final thought in discussing process, it is important to note that I did not, and do not, have
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consent from the learners I observed and will therefore be limiting my interpretation to my lived
experience as a secondary English language arts teacher. Where appropriate, stories from my notes may
be obscured to aid in providing insight, but my intention is to provide accurate analysis without violating

the right to privacy of my students.
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Chapter 4: My Phenomenological Reflections on My Journaling Notes

A stated “lofty goal” at the beginning of my notes was to assist learners “to efficiently record
critical thinking” (Personal Notes). From that I extract two overarching themes: writing and critical
thinking. This is consistent with a focus in my language arts teaching practice of literary analysis and
expository writing, and as such, were central to my reflective notes. As I unpack my notes, these themes
provide some framework around which to orient my explication.

In large part, these key concepts grew out of my obligation to prepare students for the English
provincial exams that still existed in BC for grades 10 and 12. Debates on the merits of standardized
testing aside, I found many of the learning outcomes of the previous curriculum that carried over into the
updated competencies and knowledge BC curriculum, did provide avenues to meaningful student
learning. As a result, unpacking the tasks on the exams helped guide my understanding.

The theme of student learning comes through in my notes in another theme, depth learning. Over
the period of time when I was a reflective English teacher and writing my notes, the concept of deep
learning arose several times. As a concept, I found it troublesome to define, but as I continued to unpack
what I am talking about (and ironically further deepen my understanding), I found it useful as a
touchstone to which to refer back. As such it provides a useful theme in my phenomenological
explication around which to orient these findings.

The themes that came up in my notes with which to relate the larger themes of writing and
critical thinking are: formulaic writing, holistic assessment, content versus style in writing, feedback on
writing, thematic analysis, and mindset. While teaching and my notes are not limited to these themes,
they provide logical avenues for exploring and grasping thematic meaning of the notes as a whole.
Writing

As with most teachers I have talked to, the first two years are essentially putting together
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curriculum. By the third year in a position, curriculum is pretty much established and there is more time
for reflection. Such was the case for me. My reflection began by examining the assignments I used
which were a hodgepodge of assignments I inherited from my practicum supervisor, created in my
education courses, found online or in books, and created myself. As I began to examine the effectiveness
of the tasks I assigned, what I found was that not only was I not having the effect on students that I was
intending, but I also was not following the literary understandings I had come to hold. By reflecting on
my writing assignments through the lens of post-structuralism or phenomenology, I began to see how
my educational goal of deep, transformational learning was inhibited by the experiences through which
some of these assignments guided students. As I worked through how I presented learning tasks, what I
asked students to do to aid in their learning, and created my own learning tasks that followed the tasks I
inherited, I began to reflect on how they limited the type of learning I wished for my students. I
questioned the effectiveness of formulaic writing that expected a specific structure or word count on
learners. What was it that they were truly learning? Were there any tacit lessons that worked against
what I hoped for my learners?
Formulaic Writing

When I think about formulaic writing, I default to the 5-paragraph essay, a common assignment.
Reflections on the 5-paragraph essay revealed for me a lack of truly teaching writing, at least in the
assignment documents and rubrics that [ was provided. It seemed that the central focus of 5-paragraph
essays for teachers was to help students with structure and in some circumstances create a system of
writing evaluation that simplified the assessment process with checklists of errors connected to rubrics
that could be provided to students. While I do not have an issue with an essay comprised of 5-
paragraphs, two of which being the introduction and conclusion, I was not provided with any knowledge

or competency in my teaching instruction that helped me show learners how to demonstrate critical
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thinking in their writing. As noted in my reflections, “grade 8s are capable of far more complex thoughts
than we usually give them credit for, but they do not have the language to get it out” (personal notes
2015-16). In their efforts to focus on a structure, which to their ideas could be arbitrary, they lost their
voice. | began to see, read, and reflect on the effect of formulaic writing on many students. Overly
focusing on a writing style and structure, ideas became muddled and mired in simple mechanical errors
that did not plague their creative writing to the same extent. My perception with formulaic writing was
that students limit their focus to the mechanical errors I highlighted in my assessment. There were times
that I commented on their insights throughout and I also included a few sentences at the end that to some
degree reflected on their critical thinking, but their focus was turned from their ideas.

In my reflections, I carry on to note that this was my experience as a student. When I reflected on
how comments instructors made on the essays I wrote as a student made me feel, the affect or emotional
response, | realized I did not want to that do that to my students. As a student writer, I became more
guarded in my writing. Rather than developing a competent writing voice, my writing as a student was
stilted out of the fear of embarrassment of making simple errors. As a teacher I realized that sharing
writing with someone is an intimate act in that it requires the writer to trust the reader. When I had
papers handed back to me, several contained little reflection on my insights except for some block text at
the end that at times, as I now see when re-reading essays from my undergraduate studies, missed my
point completely. While mechanical issues did obfuscate meaning at times, as an English teacher
looking back, I see more than enough content to relate my insights to even a cursorily discerning eye.
The marks on my papers did not always point out grammar mistakes, they were corrections, professors
changing my writing voice to match theirs or some image of what academic writing should sound like,
and thereby robbed me of the opportunity to clarify writing in my own voice. Upon reflection, what I

was doing to my students with my assessment was similar. And thus, it followed that what I saw in my
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students was similar: guarded writing. I was having the same affect on them that my professors had on
me, which was antithetical to what I was trying to do.
Holistic Assessment

When I started teaching English language arts in 2005, the debate between holistic marking and
quantitative writing rubrics was being contested. My logical mind leaned towards detailed writing
rubrics, but the more I tried to integrate those into my teaching, I noticed distinct differences between
student writing pieces that received the same grade. There were qualities that couldn't be captured in a
rubric. The guarded, stilted writing I inadvertently instilled in some students early in my teaching career
could meet the requirements of a rubric in the same way as a piece that had less empirically identifiable
or quantifiable qualities that made it a better piece of writing. The question from my literature theory
class, ‘what makes one piece of writing better than another?’, comes up again. Somehow, I knew that
one assignment was better than another, but when put to a detailed rubric, there always seemed to be
elements that could not be articulated. The rubrics provided for the writing in the grade 10 provincial
exams provided some vague language that prompted deeper inquiry on my part and began to connect to
the approach to language outlined in chapter two.

Post-structuralism made sense in theory but connecting it to what was happening in my
classroom and in my comments on student writing was elusive to me. As I reflected more deeply on my
practice with a mind to the theory and philosophy that seemed to guide me, I realized there was a gap. If
I truly believe in varying degrees of accuracy in written expression that vary depending on context based
on the experiences of the individual, then why was I still trying to espouse a correct way of writing as
had been instilled in me and that had a negative effect on my abilities as a writer? To address this, I
started by looking at comments on essays. There is a lot of writing on how to write comments on essays,

and truth be told, I do not remember where all my ideas have come from because I tended to read parts
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of essays online, get inspired, close the tab and forget about them. Not very academic I know, but I hope
that attempt at explication of my reflections throughout my practice can excuse some lapses in
references. I had like to reference my notes here where I do acknowledge the potential for “flack from
teachers who have large classes” (personal notes, 2015-16) having to write such detailed comments. My
very small classes (5-10 in most cases) allowed me to take the time to discern content. However, I
wonder whether this practice of providing feedback focused on content isn't simpler and would be more
readily accepted if it was the tradition.

Among the ideas on writing comments on student work was the idea that students tend to be
turned off by grammar corrections and would rather sacrifice a salient point than worry about fixing the
grammar that obscures it. [ observed this in student writing in a theme paragraph from a grade 8 student,
a common attempt at helping students write thematic analysis. Among the weak content in the paragraph
was a poorly written sentence that conveyed the most insightful ideas in the draft. This prompted me to
mark up the grammar issues hoping this would help the student see the lucid point more clearly. In
actuality, what the marks prompted was for the writer to delete the entire sentence in the next draft.
Upon reading about this phenomenon then recognizing it to varying degrees in my students I knew I
could improve the writing support [ was providing. My efforts to correct style to allow content to take
centre stage were clearly having the opposite effect — and affect — than intended.

Content Versus Style

Much like some of my papers from university that I mentioned above, I was effectively
separating content from style. For the most part, marks on my papers throughout an essay corrected
grammar. One point I only realized through reflection is that grammar rules are agreed upon
conventions. Another was, how does fixing something for someone help them learn how to fix it

themselves?
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Again, reaching back to my experience as a student, I remember having a grammar text that
contained all the worldly wisdom about grammar (usually, it was Mastering Effective English. 1 wouldn't
remember that except that I was shocked to see it still in use during my practicum despite all the reading
about teaching grammar dating back to Francis Christensen's writing in the 1960s (Christensen, 1963)).
It was not until I was teaching English that I deeply understood why I sometimes heard the word
“conventions” rather than “rules” when referring to grammar. And it was consistent with my post-
structuralist understanding: conventions are agreed upon, they have no natural origin. In my English
courses in university in the early 2000s we followed MLA. In my history courses at the same time, we
followed APA. A friend of mine who studied journalism followed AP. These organizations quite literally
held conventions that established current writing conventions given the context of writers within their
respective organizations. This realization accurately conveyed the notion that language is a human
construct that does not follow strict, empirically knowable structure, but the ability to share
understanding in a structure way is imposed to aid in clarity. As such, both Saussure and Derrida could
be seen as correct, at least to the degree to which we are able to know.

Translating this into helpful comments on student work was a big step in my effectualness as an
English teacher in my reflections. We speak to make meaning. Rhetorical devices, including grammar
conventions, poetic devices, and figurative language, all factor into making meaning. As such, the line
between style and content becomes blurred. While yes, there are some clear contraventions to grammar
conventions that can be corrected (end marks, use of capital letters, and spelling), I found that I could
always see a way to connect it to the meaning that learners were trying to convey. If a, comma, was used
in a way that obfuscated meaning, then I could prompt a learner to reflect on the effect that comma has
(or two commas that inadvertently turn part of a preposition phrase into an unintended appositive). I

found that learners did not need to know that an appositive is a secondary name for a subject, they really
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just needed to read it and see if it made sense in the way all other writing in the world tried to make
sense, i.e.: follow the same conventions. And if it did not make sense, what effect did it have on the
meaning they intended to get across? Depending on the learner, grade level, and type of writing, at times
I also mused on its affect on the reader, as I wonder about the affect of my intentional error in the
sentence above on you.

Feedback on Writing

As I continued to learn to engage in more conversational inquiries about content on student
writing, [ found that comments provide avenues for learning, opportunities to engage in a dialogue
prompting learners to continue to develop writing skills. By at least attempting to orient comments or
feedback about conventions to content, it provides opportunity for learners to see writing conventions as
vehicles to making meaning. And just as with a vehicle such as a car or boat, the writer must maintain
control. As individuals, we have little control over the conventions as a way to create meaning because
they have been established by previous generations and by consensus. Exercising control in writing to
ensure that the writer conveys meaning accurately thus extends to ensuring that conventions are used
correctly in conveying meaning. The result, the learner must use grammar correctly. Ultimately the same
desired effect of teachers who correct grammar in writing, but the difference, as established through a
post-structuralist or phenomenological lens, is greater opportunity for depth learning in understanding
how (in what ways) grammar is used to convey meaning.

I am yet to read a piece that is devoid of content. In my reflections I refer to learners that I
described as having “a hundred-mile-an-hour fastball, but no control” (personal notes 2015-16). The
baseball metaphor of course is that there is a great deal of insight, but the lack of clarity obscures their
keen critical thinking. Comments that sought to unpack their writing akin to phenomenological

explication expose ideas that sometimes learners did not even realize they had happened upon without
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these shared reflections. Rather than fixing grammar, highlighting themes (or concepts) and including a
question about how it relates to another concept, allowed for these students to grasp at what may be
etymological origins of ideas within themselves (in line with my discussion on an individual's personal
experience with language as etymology on page 26 above). I question the degree to which the origin of
the meanings of words have meaning to those not privy to those meanings or uses, but even learners that
are able to connect back to their experiences using, hearing, reading, or writing words to establish
connections can be an act of deep learning. A writer that misuses a word can have an opportunity to
make connections with prior learning, a key concept in depth learning and even the title of a section of
the grade 10 provincial exams to which I referred earlier. An example of this from my notes refers to a
student who erroneously used the name of a controversial historical figure onomatopoeically that gave
rise to an unintended reading of the story and provided the student with a deeper understanding of
history and exercising more control when choosing names for characters. Writing with an awareness of
both the effect and affect on a reader through word choice shows a way in which one can be more
accurate in writing. It is primarily dependent on context, being aware of the intended reader, a common
lesson in English language arts. And within this ensuring that the meanings of words more precisely line
up with the intended meaning for the reader is a way to exercise a degree of control. In much the same
way writing mechanics are conventional, so to are the meanings of words.
Critical Thinking

I realize that many of the understandings I came to in my notes are not necessarily new to
education. I wonder the degree to which pedagogical thinkers such as Dewey realized as much through
their research. However, as my understandings came through auto-ethnographical phenomenological
reflection, they are authentic to my experience. Furthermore, as my critical thinking on my practice was

occurring real-time alongside my learners, I see evidence to suggest that this type of practice has an
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effect, if not affect, on others. I reflected on a moment in a class I taught when a learner audibly shared
her experience of learning with an audible, “Oh!” at experiencing a new understanding. Moments such
as those are one reason I teach. Eliciting critical thinking or deep learning can render classroom
management moot. [ increasingly found that merely using a student's interest as an example to lead them
back to the task at hand in banal ways could elicit deeper learning. Demonstrating the ways to join two
independent clauses using sentence(s) about the Vancouver Canucks, held more interest when rather
than simply talking about the Canucks: (He shoots, and he scores / He shoots; he scores / He shoots. He
scores!). Ireflected on one lesson I was able to relate a lesson on thematic interpretation on the previous
night's game as text that can be explicated in the same way that we explicate a short story or poem, as a
moment when deeper learning was discernible in the class (at least among the hockey fans in the class).

Making connections to personal interests allows more depth understanding as the central concept
allows them to relate to something familiar in unfamiliar territory. I am reminded of the free divers who
swim to incredible depth following a rope that can lead them back to the surface should they become
disoriented, or a friend of mine who would lead me in guitar jams by returning to our original simple 3-
chord progression when he, a master musician, went way out there musically. When the touchstone or
guide for the depth learning of learners originates with their interests, that is authentic. When the
touchstone becomes learning from a previous lesson, I get a stronger sense that their mastery subject
matter is more than merely striving to meet the requirements of assignments to get a good grade.
Theme

Just as I strive to extract themes from my reflective notes and establish relationships between
them here, a competency in the English language arts curriculum I was tasked with sharing was finding
themes in literature and sharing them in expository writing. As mentioned above, I attempted this with

the dreaded 5-paragraph essay, but realized that I was, as was observed by Christensen (1963), not
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teaching them to write well, merely expecting them too, which, to someone who at the time identified as
an English teacher, was quite a dismaying thought. Asking students to express depth learning through
thematic understanding and providing little more on assignments than structure and expectation
followed with criticism that comprised primarily of correcting grammar issues did little to entice critical
thinking or courageous unguarded thinking. Through attending professional development and then
reading about inquiry-based learning from Jeffrey Wilhelm (2007), then reflecting on my assignments, |
found that there were better ways of prompting inquiry. One way that came up for me was by asking,
how? The questions on the provincial exams asked students to examine imagery, symbolism, contrast, or
some other rhetorical device in a story or poem. After reading many of the sample papers provided to
teachers for the grade 10 provincial exam, I realized that they were really asking how some rhetorical
device conveyed meaning. That contributed to my understanding that rhetorical devices are used to
create meaning and in literature that meaning is often theme. At first, I encouraged learners to think of
theme as what the author says about the topic or subject matter of the story, but soon realized that was
not always effective. Through more research into how other teachers taught students to write theme
statements for stories, I realized that my worry about students confusing universal theme with theme
statement was unfounded, they are more than capable of using the same word in different concepts. So, I
provided a big list of universal themes that included such general abstract concepts as love, hate, war,
coming of age, learning, and many more, and I kept adding to it and encouraging learners to come up
with their own, which I would then add to the list. Theme statements came about when they could
explain what the literature said about the universal theme.

Using the idea of concepts, I would guide learners through the attributes of good theme
statements. This allowed them the opportunity to capture their own understandings, which they would

then turn into a class handout. Rather than providing them with a handout, they created their own
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content. Sometimes I would do this through examples, synthesizing other handouts about theme
statements I found online, and ultimately, included handouts created by previous classes. This provided
the opportunity for learners to develop and capture their critical thinking in expository writing in a
formative way, rather than expecting it in a summative writing assessment.

To establish a list of rhetorical devices, I would begin units on poetry or short story by asking
learners to write and then workshopping their writing. With that I modelled thematic explication and
identified rhetorical devices in their writing as they created thematic meaning. For each rhetorical device
I identified, I either provided or collaborated with them on a working concept rule that we would record
and develop into a class handout. For the most part I would choose rhetorical devices that I thought
would be considered grade level, but I had a couple of classes that through group discussion, learner
insights and demonstration of strong cognitive abilities, we ended up writing feminist critique,
something I did not do until upper-level university. In reflecting on such deep learning, I wondered how
often I was “getting in the way of their learning” (personal notes, 2015-16). My early teaching limited
what I could bring into the classroom with pre-established learning outcomes. But when learning
outcomes consist of competencies, my preconceptions put limits on what is assessed and ultimately the
capability of learners. As I integrated post-structuralist understanding of linguistics, I began to limit my
offerings in classes to capitalizing on learners' insights.

As I reflected on these activities in my reflection notes, I noted the depth of discussion in student
writing. Not only that but responding as a single reader curious about their ideas prompted more student
discussions after class. Even those discussions that started with an inquiry about grades, often quickly
shifted focus to the content of their writing, their insights. When I made clear why I, a single reader,
struggled to understand a point that they thought was clear and asked whether they could make an edit

that would more clearly reflect the point, they were much more likely to resubmit an assignment. With a
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back-and-forth discussion focussed on content, which largely included connecting concepts in providing
an explanation of how the literature conveys their understanding, I was always happy to increase their
grade because they were demonstrating critical thinking and deep learning. For me, the impetus from
students to reflect more deeply on content after a piece of writing is returned is enough to warrant higher
grades. But I digress as there is plenty of scholarship about grades and I largely eschew reflections on
them in my reflections.
Mindset

I believe it is obvious at this point, that while I was teaching and reflecting, I was reading and
attending professional development. And leaving the last section at the grading debate seems like a good
segue into my reading towards the end of my reflections: Carol Dweck's Mindset: A New Psychology on
Success (2016). A trip to the library and some more reflecting revealed that what I had inadvertently
been engaging with was helping learners overcome a fixed mindset. I began with an understanding that
those who teach play a central role in deriving meaning from experiences. I do caution that the language
— deriving, discovering, creating, establishing, or distilling meaning from texts — does not accurately
relate my understanding, it is more of a degree of relativity that does not deny absolute truth, merely
suggests that language as a mode of epistemology lacks the ability to definitively express truth. This
reflected back to learners' thematic analysis in that some analysis is better than others and exploring how
leads to deeper understanding. What I considered successful analysis at grade 8 might not be as
successful in grade 12 where I expected a more thorough reading of texts. The ability to generate
analysis somewhat subjectively is not inconsistent with what I gleaned from Mindset (2016).

What I saw as the tacit learning from formulaic writing and assessment that effectively separated
content and style ultimately risked instilling in students that grammar rules are somehow objectively

established, and their expression is necessarily limited by these rules. The thinking habit that results can
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lead to the stilted, cautious writing of which I wrote earlier and thereby establish a poor relationship with
writing and/or an emotionally based reticence to writing. When I directly asked my learners about this
and shared my personal experience with having my writing assessed and graded by others, they readily
agreed to having had similar experiences. One experience I had as a thirty-something-year-old student
was when I was brought to tears upon seeing a weaker grade than expected and what came across as a
flippant dismissal of my thesis. It was a rare instance when I asked others to read an essay of mine rather
than simply recycling the assignment and forgetting about as had been my habit. When others told me it
was good, I struggled to reconcile the grade and comments and further alienated me from my learning in
that class to the point that I deliberately avoided signing up for classes with that professor, who, in
hindsight, had a lot to offer.

In my notes is a reference to an email with a student's parent asking about an assignment. That it
was an educated parent interested in the writing process aside, I was more interested in the fact that the
student chose to share work with a parent; that was definitely not my usual experience. Furthermore, I
found that more and more learners were sharing work with others not in the class and thereby continuing
their own thinking about a topic. Often the topic was a universal theme to which they somehow
connected. I readily acknowledge that because I did not notice this type of sharing before writing
reflective notes does not indicate that it did not happen. However, that learners did share their work with
others and those insights came back to me in casual hallway and lunchroom conversations does suggests
some form of success. Of course, an anecdotal assessment with a single experience does not constitute
research in the same way as a carefully constructed study, but my aim here is to find consistencies and
correlations with the philosophical and theoretical foundations of my learning and my teaching practice.
As will be examined in my conclusion, I believe that there is a consistency worthy of sharing and further

examination.
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Chapter 5: Conclusions

My chapter four, as an experience of phenomenological research in the manner outlined in
chapter 3 that seeks to explicate meaning through the process of writing, “to be involved in the crafting
of a text” (van Manen, 1990, p. 78), I feel did distill out some themes and provide some measure of
meaning. By way of conclusion, I return to the task of assessing the degree to which the activities in my
classroom are consistent with phenomenological research methodology as both practice and curriculum.
Writing as Phenomenological Practice

The curricula I followed in my practice, the previous and current BC Ministry of Education
English language arts curricula, both include foundational elements that at the very least, are not
inconsistent with phenomenological thinking. It is not a stretch that the two main structural themes of
writing and critical thinking are to a degree phenomenological. Teaching the writing process as
examined in chapter four was intended to acknowledge and resist methods that discounted, even
obscured, content as being the central task. The learning goal examined in language arts learning is
communicating analysis, or critical thinking.

A contention I highlight had to do with my initial efforts to teach writing that included formulaic
writing and assessment focused on writing mechanics. My experience was that for many students,
myself among them, the tacit learning from that was that content was in some ways secondary to
structure and style. By turning learners' attention to content and working out the mechanics and structure
to match, this process is largely phenomenological in nature. Learning one's own ideas through writing,
as demonstrated in chapter four, is creating, grasping, or distilling meaning. Efforts to structure research
or ideas into deliberate, at times arbitrary structure, even language conventions (I did not record this in
my notes, but I did have a student invent a new punctuation mark in a short story), can render out

revealing connections. In this way, the tasks the teacher asks of learners can be more closely associated
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with a phenomenological research framework.

Not to be limited to the writing activities students are tasked with, the manner of writing
assessment also includes a degree of phenomenological ideology. Writing assessment that distinguishes
between mechanics and content can serve to undermine processes of meaning making. Grading tends to
quantify phenomena that resist quantifying in that all student writing conveys some meaning. When that
meaning becomes the focus of teacher feedback, the learners have meaning reflected back to them.
Rather than counting the number of spelling and grammar mistakes, unpacking the meaning and how
that meaning is created, demonstrated a positive effect and affect on students in that they pursued deeper
understandings beyond the assignments and classroom. If writing is an intimate act that shares not only
our thoughts, but our thinking, then treating those ideas as having value yields more positive learning
experiences than numbers on a rubric with shortcomings highlighted. The experience that I had
integrating this phenomenological method into how I reflected on student writing, however clumsily, did
show promise. As such, I count this exploration of integrating post-structuralist thought in my practice
as having value.

Critical Thinking as Phenomenological Practice

In my experience critical thinking can be elusive to define as a concept. Perhaps this is in part
because what constitutes critical thinking can range depending on context. In my notes I acknowledge
that the “type of learning outcomes that I seek to achieve” in my practice can be successful “with other
methods” (personal notes, 2015-16), honouring other successful teaching using methods that proved
troublesome for me. However, my experience as student, teacher in training, and practicing teacher was
that critical thinking was devoid of an overarching theme or ideology to guide my learning and practice.
Again, this is not to deny that the activities I critiqued had, and have, the capacity to elicit critical

thinking. However, the lack of a thematic focus can make them susceptible to learning antithetical to
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stated goals as I observed in my learning and the learning of my students. Theme used as a high-level
concept with which to organize rhetorical devices (see figure 3-1) struck me as somehow different from
character, setting, point of view, and plot while teaching. My exposure to phenomenology confirmed this
as an epistemological approach consistent with my experience of post-structuralism. I understood
language as creating meaning to a certain degree, but with phenomenology, I was provided with an
understanding of how language created meaning through reflection that bracketed, grouped, and
expressed themes within a phenomenological experience. Spurred by teaching methods and research
into inquiry-based learning I was able to see how to offset tendencies to find and present thematic
analysis with guiding learners through their own exploration of theme. This thematic phenomenological
understanding aligned with my practice and the more I reflected, the more I aligned my practice with
this understanding.

The shift into a teaching method rooted in phenomenological ideology that I explicate in chapter
four is not intended to be didactic, rather share my lived experience of how philosophy, theory, and a
research methodology influenced my practice. That I recount both in my personal notes and chapter four
a method for presenting theme analysis to learners is not to imply a teaching method as much as unpack
the process that developed in working with learners and learning. What it represents is my experience of
changing my own mindset to orient it with a focus on how meaning is created. The more I led classes
with this mindset, the more things like writing a banal list of groupings for rhetorical devices on the
board and separated theme, began to happen. At some level I believe that these phenomena happening in
the classroom with my learners contributed to the learning environment. Following my thematic
interpretation of teaching was much like when I demonstrated thematic analysis of a poem with a class; I
was putting myself in a vulnerable place that required trust. I mention in this paper that trust is important

in learning in an educational setting, and modelling trust can only happen authentically. A conviction to
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the phenomenological mindset allowed me to engage in the type of analysis that I hoped to elicit from
learners. Those learners that opened themselves to my teaching are the same ones that suggested I write
a book. I count that as successful engagement and integration of phenomenological ideology in the
English language arts classroom.
Implications

My intention in this thesis was more personal in nature, but without sharing my findings, without
being vulnerable, I devalue what I have tried in my practice. It is inherent within the position this thesis
is based on that those who find their way to reading these findings will be influenced in some way, and I
do hope that there is value in the takeaway. The process that I have described is like ripples from a stone
thrown in a pond as there is always a new moment to experience and reflect on. As I continue to share
my practice and others share their insights, my ripples are disrupted and given energy of a different type.
Whatever the effect, continual reflection provides more avenues to develop one's practice and learners'
benefit.
Limits Of This Research

It should go without saying that this research is not of the type from which to draw conclusions
or develop teaching methods. While this research most closely follows phenomenological approaches to
research, it is auto-ethnographic and thereby limited in its sample size. Rather than provide definitive
conclusions, this research was an attempt to better understand a process that enriched my practice.
Without the burgeoning shift in mindset and adherence to my understanding of post-structuralism and
phenomenology, I wonder the degree to which the methods I developed would be successful. Just as
with the creation of meaning, the creation of a teaching practice is an individual experience. I feel that I
have benefitted from this personal reflection, so at most I expect that others could see this as one model

of a reflective practice, a raw attempt at making sense for myself.
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Suggestions For Further Research

I have claimed some sense of success in my practice but acknowledge my bias and the unique
context in which I taught secondary language arts. Throughout my notes there is evidence of the many
learning tasks and activities that I shared with learners. Further study could involve collecting and
refining the materials into a more structured teaching methodology, distributing them to teachers and
following up with a more traditional research method to ascertain their value. Although, I wonder the
degree to which I would be more interested in the affect it had on teachers' mindsets, and that could be
another avenue of research to explore phenomenologically.
Conclusion

While my attempt at phenomenological writing in chapter four may seem clumsy at times, I do
relish this opportunity to reflect more deeply on a fulfilling practice. This research methodology may
seem too loose to provide any real data from which others can draw, but that is not the goal. I was
fortunate to hear Richard Wagamese speak and talked about story energy. He posited that stories have
energy. When my story becomes entangled with another story, that story grows and changes. I like this

idea and hope that my story enriches the stories, the lives, of others.
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