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The University of Texas at Austin, 2012 

 

Supervisor:  Susan B. Empson 

 

How do mathematics teachers present themselves? The construct of identity–the 

stories mathematics teachers tell about themselves and their practice–is an important and 

understudied construct in understanding mathematics teaching. This study investigates 

the use of photo-elicitation/photovoice interviews with six high school algebra teachers. 

Each teacher captured or chose photographs of their “world”, then presented them during 

a formal interview. The teachers framed their mathematics teacher identity through three 

connected story types: (a) Public Stories, the stories a teacher presents about their 

practice within a professional register, (b) Private Stories, the stories about personal 

connections to practice shared only in closed spaces, and (c) Touchstone Stories, the 

important stories a teacher constantly references but rarely shares. I found these teachers’ 

stories contained little about mathematics content or actual classroom practice. Rather, 

they positioned the teachers as isolated in their profession; the themes were about pain, 

being “othered”, or feeling powerless. Framing the identities of these six mathematics 

teachers through visual stories presented them as real, struggling humans. I posit this 

process of eliciting mathematics teaching identity through visual narrative is important to 

the field of mathematics education for three reasons: framing their identities helps 

mathematics teachers understand the complex lives of their own students, these narratives 
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showcase the uniqueness of each mathematics teacher as an individual, and this process 

of telling stories is an empowering form of reflection.  
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Chapter One: Introduction 

VIGNETTE  

Once upon a time, Karla was a young mathematics teacher filled with potential. 

Karla routinely worked 70-hour weeks, cheered her students on at almost every sporting 

event, facilitated an after-school mathematics-tutoring club, and built connections to local 

television stations so they would feature her students’ math fair projects on the nightly 

news. Karla was even promoted to assistant principal in her second year of teaching, 

which says as much about her school as it does about her leadership ability.  

At the time, Karla thought good mathematics teaching meant showing her 

students how much she cared for them. She wanted to reach each student to help them 

connect their lives to mathematical situations. How does finding the slope of a line help 

you figure out the best cell phone plan? How can you figure out the square footage of the 

lawns you mow to maximize your earnings? She positioned herself as a student advocate, 

choosing to teach the low-track Algebra I course (the gateway course) in a Texas urban 

school serving a low-socioeconomic, mainly Latino student population. She believed 

helping her students build mathematical confidence would open doors to college and 

provide lifetime critical thinking and reasoning skills. Students filled her classroom every 

lunch or prep period. Some needed help with their mathematics homework, but most just 

enjoyed sharing their life stories with her. Karla was the teacher all the students wanted to 

hang out with. 

Today, fourteen years later, Karla describes her teaching differently. Yes, she still 

teaches the low-track Algebra I course in a Texas urban school serving a low-

socioeconomic, mainly Latino/a student population. But she has since changed schools 

twice. She has relinquished all administrative responsibilities. She no longer serves as 

assistant principal, math coach, or even a mentor teacher. As soon as students are 
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dismissed, she hurriedly leaves campus. She admits she has not attended a single student 

sporting event. She distances herself from student extra-curricular activities. And she has 

no plans to bring any television reporters into her classroom. Yet she still puts a 

tremendous amount of effort into her teaching . . . in an aerobics course she teaches three 

times a week at a local gym. These days, her lunch and prep periods are spent in an 

empty classroom as she grades student work or prepares lessons.  She refuses to take any 

of her work home; she spends most of her weekends renovating her newly purchased 

townhome with her husband.  

Karla’s classroom of today is an assembly line designed for efficiency. Every 

single object belongs in a pre-defined space: desks arranged in rows marked by tape on 

the floor, calculators numbered and labeled according to each desk, school supplies 

neatly stacked in labeled bins. Students keep their work and books in labeled binders 

shelved alphabetically on a bookcase near the door. Everybody in the room knows the 

daily agenda, the objective of the day’s lesson, and even the homework assignments for 

the week–they are written on a side whiteboard. Karla follows her department’s scope 

and sequence meticulously to be on pace with the other mathematics teachers. The 

decision for which content she includes in her lessons hinges on whether or not she thinks 

it will appear on the end-of-term high-stakes exam. She has dissected each test over the 

past fourteen years and feels she knows what to expect each spring.  

Karla readily admits she knows little about her current students. She cannot 

explain why, but she acknowledges purposely hiding herself, her personality, and her 

background from her students. She would be surprised if any of her students knew her 

actual ethnicity; they all just assume she is “Mexican too” even though she identifies as 

South-Asian/Indian-American. Karla believes her primary responsibility as a 

mathematics teacher is to help as many of her students pass the end-of-term high-stakes 
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exam as possible. She is good at this. In fact, she is the best in the school. The high 

passing rate is her source of pride, even as she laments this exam is the only measure with 

which her teaching is evaluated or acknowledged. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

In this chapter, I introduce the construct of mathematics teacher identity, a 

rationale for this study, and the research questions. Karla, the teacher from the previous 

vignette, was a mathematics teacher I worked with in a pilot study using a similar 

research method to this study. Karla’s narrative consisted of stories that guided my 

understanding of mathematics teacher identity and how to research it. Throughout this 

study, I will reference Karla and her stories as examples of the concepts I describe. I also 

define various terms used throughout this study in Table 1. 

Mathematics teacher identity can be understood as the stories a teacher tells about 

who they are in respect to teaching mathematics (Drake, Empson, & Dominguez, 2003; 

Sfard & Prusak, 2005). For instance, in Karla’s own eyes, her identity as a mathematics 

teacher shifted drastically over fourteen years. At the beginning of her career, she 

perceived teaching mathematics to define who she was. Today, she feels teaching 

mathematics to be secondary to the many other ways she defines herself.  

Karla’s narrative showcases the change in how she once positioned herself and 

how she now positions herself as a mathematics teacher. Her narrative also shows how 

her relationships with her administrators, her students, the media, other teachers, and 

even her own ethnicity continually define who she is as a person and as a mathematics 

teacher. The stories that make up Karla’s narrative reveal the amount of agency Karla 
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feels she has in her mathematics teaching by exposing how she has defined mathematics 

teaching for herself and how mathematics teaching has been defined for her. 

Karla certainly does not represent all mathematics teachers. Yet this drastic 

change over the years from defining one’s self primarily as a mathematics teacher, to 

seeing mathematics teaching as only a small part of one’s life, is common (Connelly & 

Clandinin, 1995; Day, Elliot, & Kington, 2005; Weisberg, Sexton, Mulhern, & Keeling, 

2009). Karla reflected that at the beginning of her teaching career, the Karla outside the 

classroom and the Karla inside the classroom had the same values, the same passions, and 

were the same person. But in the fourteen years since, her personal register became less 

enmeshed with, and less dependent on her professional register as a mathematics teacher. 

In fact, Karla even claims the version of her outside the classroom is a completely 

separate person from the Karla in the classroom. She hides her ethnicity from her 

students; Karla the mathematics teacher passes as Latino/a, while Karla outside the 

classroom self-identifies as South Asian/Indian-American. 

Managing the interplay between Karla’s professional and personal registers is an 

issue affecting all teachers (Connelly & Clandinin, 1995; de Freitas, 2008a; Enyedy, 

Goldberg, & Welsh, 2006; Gee, 2000; Van Zoest & Bohl, 2005). By some teacher-

quality measures, Karla could be construed as becoming a better teacher over time 

because of her emphasis on a common scope and sequence, her structured teaching 

routine, and her consistently high rates of students’ passing high-stakes assessments 

(Common Core State Standards Initiative, 2010; National Council of Teachers of 

Mathematics, 1991; Schoenfeld, 2004). And after accruing fourteen years of classroom 

experience, Karla could now be perceived as maintaining a healthier balance between 

work and life. According to Karla, she actually has a life outside of her classroom now.  



 5 

Yet the more I got to know Karla, the more curious I became about the interplay 

between her personal and professional registers, and how this interplay framed her as a 

mathematics teacher. She lamented important aspects of her life, like her ethnic 

background, her aerobics teaching, or her close relationship with her mother and sisters, 

were not part of the mathematics teacher version of Karla she played five days a week in 

the classroom. And she missed being close to her students too. 

 

Table 1 

Definitions of terms used in this study 

Term Definition 
Story The recollection of a particular sequence of events centering on a 

specific subject or photograph, as well as the commentary that comes 
about when recalling these events. 

Narrative A verbal telling of the complex embodiments of a person’s life. A 
narrative consists of multiple, intersecting stories. 

Voice The way one describes his or her unique personality and background 
when telling a story. 

Professional 
Register 

The space that houses public stories teachers tell about their practice 
and professional life. Voices here are abstract and depersonalized. 

Personal 
Register 

The space that houses private stories teachers tell about their practice 
and personal life. Voices here position and characterize the speaker.  

Identity A grouping of connected stories that frame how one imagines himself 
or herself. 

Mathematics 
Teacher 
Identity 

The stories one tells in respect to his or her mathematics teaching. 
Specifically, mathematics teacher identity is framed by Public, Private, 
and Touchstone Stories 

Public Stories The stories one shares from his or her professional register to 
characterize a particular part of their mathematics teaching. During the 
photo-elicitation/photovoice interview, a teacher would present an 
actual photograph and then comment on the photograph. The Public 
Story is this initial commentary. 

Private Stories The stories one hides from public discourse; private stories are shared 
from one’s personal register only with trusted colleagues and 
confidants. Private stories connect a teacher’s prior experiences, 



 6 

schooling, family, background, positioning, dispositions, and other 
personal aspects to their Public Stories. 

Touchstone 
Stories 

The stories one continually references while teaching, used as a 
“touchstone” to measure one’s connection to one’s teaching practice. 
These stories exist in the personal register, but are rarely shared. Recall 
of Touchstone Stories often evokes an emotional reaction.  

Anchored 
Structures 

Elements introduced in an interview context to parse a narrative into 
individual story units. In this study, I use photographs as an anchored 
structure. 

 

RATIONALE 

Mathematics teachers, such as Karla, might feel successful in the professional 

register; yet they can feel disconnected, unfulfilled, and even powerless within their 

personal register as mathematics teachers. Exploring the professional and personal 

registers to reveal stories of mathematics teacher identity helps us better understand who 

these teachers are, providing ways to better support them and thereby their students. The 

stories and narratives from a teacher’s professional register are abstract and 

depersonalized; they are the stories that teachers present publically (de Freitas, 2008a; 

Palmer, 2007). On the other hand, the stories and narratives from a teacher’s personal 

register position and characterize the teacher, revealing more about how the teacher 

imagines him or herself. But teachers only selectively open up their personal register to 

others (de Freitas, 2008a; Palmer, 2007). The majority of research and policy on teaching 

has focused only on what teachers present from within the professional register, because 

this is the register that teachers speak in when interacting with researchers, policymakers, 

administrators, and professional developers (Apple, 2001; Nolan & de Freitas, 2008; 

Weisberg et al., 2009). Teachers hide, sometimes even ignore, their personal registers as 

unvalued by researchers (Clandinin & Connelly, 1996). Uncovering this personal register 

and its linkages to its professional counterpart is important to framing how a teacher 
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imagines himself or herself, and can also be a transformative experience that allows a 

mathematics teacher to confront and reflect upon what Palmer (2007) calls the “inner 

life”–the human element central to finding fulfillment in one’s own teaching.  

Therefore, research into teaching must honor teachers’ personal registers as well 

as their professional register (Nolan & de Freitas, 2008). Research that elicits these 

hidden stories and narratives from a teacher’s personal register demands new types of 

research methods, structures that allow teachers to author these narratives in a non-

judgmental space (Gauntlett & Holzwarth, 2006; Harper, 2002; Nolan & de Freitas, 

2008). In this study, I use a research method called the photo-elicitation/photovoice 

interview (PEPI), a relatively new research method in education that uses photographs of 

a mathematics teacher’s life, selected and ordered by the teacher, within the actual 

interview (Clark-Ibanez, 2004; Gauntlett & Holzwarth, 2006; Harper, 2002). By adding a 

visual component to the interview, the PEPI anchors an exploration into identity and 

structures mathematics teachers’ narratives from both professional and personal registers.  

This method successfully frames teacher identity for a number of reasons. First, visual 

and creative methods like this have proven especially useful for studying identities, 

especially in the fields of nursing and anthropology where they have been shown to 

empower subjects, treat subjects like real people, be therapeutic, and involve “play” 

learning (Brown, Wiggins, & Secord, 2009; Gauntlett & Holzwarth, 2006). The PEPI is 

only recently being used in education research because of recent advances in camera 

technology. Digital cameras and phone cameras are ubiquitous and often unnoticed parts 

of the modern classroom (Clark-Ibanez, 2004). Second, visual and creative research 

methods open up imaginative spaces for teachers to express the way they imagine their 

identities (Clark-Ibanez, 2004; Gauntlett & Holzwarth, 2006; Harper, 2002). Third, this 

method is non-invasive and honors the busy schedules and responsibilities of modern 
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mathematics teachers by not placing cognitive or time-intensive burdens on them such as 

keeping diaries, filling out surveys, or being videotaped (Hansen-Ketchum & Myrick, 

2008). The PEPI allows teachers agency to collect or capture photographs in whatever 

means they want, and only requires them to sit for an interview to discuss these 

photographs. Fourth, these interviews excel in generating a narrative structure authored 

by the research participants themselves by allowing each photograph to serve as a 

“chapter” in the story they want to tell (Brown et al., 2009; Harper, 2002). Finally, the 

unstructured and open-prompted nature of the PEPI allows teachers to decide what is 

worth representing and discussing; they are empowered in this process because they set 

the agenda (Wang & Burris, 1997). 

 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

This study investigates the stories a teacher tells with respect to their mathematics 

teaching from both their professional and personal registers. I focus on the way 

mathematics teachers piece together these stories to frame their mathematics teacher 

identity. In particular, the following research questions guide this investigation:  

1. How do mathematics teachers present themselves? 

2. What aspects from mathematics teachers’ personal registers do teachers 

perceive as influencing their professional registers? 

3. What kinds of themes does the photo-elicitation/photovoice interview method 

capture about mathematics teachers? What are the limitations of the photo-elicitation 

interview?  

These research questions have evolved from my own journey in the doctoral 

program from once positioning myself as a mathematics teacher to now seeing myself as 
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an educational researcher. As a mathematics teacher, I was struck by how being a 

mathematics teacher was externally defined for me. Even though I chose the profession 

on my own volition, I felt constantly bombarded by advice, media representations, and 

professional development seminars that told me who I was and why I was a mathematics 

teacher. These assumptions differed drastically from my actual reasons to become a 

mathematics teacher. I never thought of myself as a “math person”. I do not believe in the 

“right/left-brain” dichotomy that separates numerical and creative skill. And I was always 

keenly aware of how my Chinese-American ethnicity triggered the myth of the model 

minority whenever I did well in math (Lee, 1996; Wong, Lai, Nagasawa, & Lin, 1998). 

These stories positioned me in relationship to my mathematics teaching; they framed my 

mathematics teacher identity. And the more educational research I read, the more I 

realized stories about mathematics teaching from our personal registers were missing 

from the literature. 

In the following chapters, I outline my conceptual framework, provide a more 

detailed rationale for this study, discuss my methods, present my results, and situate the 

conclusions within the existing literature. In chapter two, I describe relevant research on 

mathematics teacher identity by discussing and analyzing the work already done within 

this field and developing a framework of mathematics teacher identity. In chapter three, I 

delve into my methodological approaches in using the photo-elicitation/photovoice 

interview, operationalize my theoretical constructs, and summarize my findings. I also 

detail the methods for data collection and analysis I used to make sense of mathematics 

teacher identity. In chapter four, I highlight findings from the data, showing the intricate 

nature of the interplay between teachers’ stories that make up their mathematics teacher 

identity. Finally, in chapter five, I attempt to connect the findings to the research 

literature, suggest limitations to this work, and reflect on what I found.  
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Chapter Two: Conceptual Framework 

INTRODUCTION 

Teachers are real people (Shulman, 1988; Weisberg et al., 2009). Personal 

motivations are often the foundation for their professional choices. Shulman, who started 

the conversation on the professionalization of teaching, warned against the dangers of 

using professional attributes to define teachers. He wrote, “We must achieve standards 

without standardization. We must be careful that the knowledge-base approach does not 

produce an overly technical image of teaching, a scientific enterprise that has lost its 

soul.” (Shulman, 1987, p. 20) 

What Shulman calls “soul”, I think of as identity: the way a mathematics teacher 

sees him or herself that combines personal and professional attributes. Identity is a 

characterizable construct that reveals how a mathematics teacher images himself or 

herself (de Freitas, 2008a; Gee, 2000; Van Zoest & Bohl, 2005). 

In this chapter, I start with a review of the literature on mathematics teacher 

identity. I first examine various frameworks of identity in education research. Then, I 

review the ways identity has been studied within this research, specifically the narrative 

method (Bruner, 1996; de Freitas, 2008a; Doyle, 1997). Next, I use this literature to 

operationalize the study of mathematics teacher identity through three strands: (a) story 

as a unit, (b) multiple stories, and (c) positioning. First, story as a unit refers how teacher 

narratives must be separated into individual stories before being analyzed (Sfard & 

Prusak, 2005). Second, multiple stories refers to the way identity is comprised of multiple 

stories interacting with each other (de Freitas, 2008a; Drake et al., 2003; Enyedy et al., 

2006). Third, positioning refers to how teachers’ stories reveal how teachers position 

themselves with respect to institutions of power (Boaler, Wiliam, & Zevenbergen, 2000; 

Cobb, Gresalfi, & Hodge, 2009; Gee, 2000). Finally, I conclude by introducing the 
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photo-elicitation/photovoice interview, a research method that connects the literature to 

my framework of mathematics teacher identity. Throughout this chapter, I will continue 

to reference Karla, the teacher from Chapter 1, in order to illustrate the concepts that 

comprise mathematics teacher identity. 

 

Overview 

Past research on mathematics teacher identity is sparse and vague because (a) 

identity is a relatively new concept within mathematics education research and therefore 

few studies exist (Cobb et al., 2009; de Freitas, 2008a; Enyedy et al., 2006; Gee, 2000), 

(b) much of the work on mathematics teachers focuses only on the professional register 

of mathematics teaching through constructs like beliefs, knowledge, or professional 

development (Hill, Rowan, & Ball, 2005; Hill, Sleep, Lewis, & Ball, 2007; Leatham, 

2006; Loucks-Horsley, Love, Stiles, Mundry, & Hewson, 2003; Philipp, 2007; Sowder, 

2007), and (c) teacher identity is difficult to study because teachers are real people with 

complicated lives (de Freitas, 2008b; Gee, 2000; Van Zoest & Bohl, 2005).  

I address these obstacles in studying mathematics teacher identity by (a) 

conceptualizing mathematics teacher identity in a way that connects to existing literature 

on mathematics student identities and mathematics teacher narratives, (b) focusing 

specifically on connections from teachers’ personal registers to their professional 

registers, and (c) presenting a simple method for studying identity that still allows for the 

complexity of teachers’ lives. 



 12 

 

Previous Definitions of Mathematics Teacher Identity 

Four studies presented a working definition of mathematics teacher identity: (a) 

stories that reveal the way a teacher knows himself or herself and his or her life (Drake, 

Spillane, & Hufferd-Ackles, 2001), (b) the result of negotiating with one’s provisional 

self with regards to the various socio-political positions one takes when teaching 

mathematics (e.g., sexuality, ethnicity, and economic status) (de Freitas, 2008a), (c) a 

socially-constructed and stable attribute that teachers develop through interacting with 

various communities of practice (Van Zoest & Bohl, 2005), and (d) a construct shaped 

and negotiated through everyday activities, goals, beliefs, knowledge, personal history, 

cultural socialization, experiences, and community memberships (Burrell & Goldberg, 

2010). While these definitions vary on the surface, I found they shared a few key 

attributes. These definitions all frame mathematics teacher identity as socially 

constructed, reflective of a teacher’s personal history, connected to a teacher’s 

professional responsibilities as a mathematics educator, and involving the intersection of 

personal and professional registers. Additionally, both Drake et al. (2003) and de Freitas 

(2008a) further defined mathematics teacher identity as self-authored, involving teachers 

telling stories about themselves.  

 

My Definition of Mathematics Teacher Identity 

Building upon these various definitions, I define mathematics teacher identity as 

the stories mathematics teachers tell from their personal and professional registers about 

who they are in respect to their mathematics teaching. This definition is in direct response 

to Sfard and Prusak’s (2005) frustration that no formal definition of identity for 
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mathematics teachers, mathematics students, or for anyone existed within the educational 

research literature (besides their own) and Bishop’s (2005) sentiment that mathematics 

education researchers often wrote about identity without operationalizing it in a tractable 

or observable way. Bishop found that many of the research studies on mathematics 

identity had difficulty formally defining identity, referring to it only as a component of 

mathematical proficiency, persistence, or learning. My definition of mathematics teacher 

identity is tractable, or easily handled, because it specifically involves stories that 

teachers tell about connections to mathematics teaching from their personal and 

professional registers. It is also observable because identity is framed by the stories that 

teachers tell. Identity is neither hidden in the private stories from a teacher’s personal 

register (Clandinin & Connelly, 1996; de Freitas, 2008b; Enyedy et al., 2006) nor reliant 

on researcher interpretation, since the stories are self-authored and taken up as-is as 

components of identity (Clandinin & Connelly, 1996; Sfard & Prusak, 2005).  

My definition is operationalized by framing mathematics teacher identity as the 

self-authored stories that comprise a teacher’s narratives (Bruner, 1996; de Freitas, 

2008b). Anchored structures in the interview protocol allow teachers to focus on 

particular elements of their mathematics teaching and create mechanisms to divide up a 

teacher’s narrative into individual units of story. Once individualized, the stories and their 

connections to each other emerge. Examining these stories and their tangents to other 

stories reveals themes unique to one’s identity (Bruner, 1996; de Freitas, 2008b). These 

stories also show a mathematics teacher’s sense of agency, revealing the amount of 

power a mathematics teacher feels he or she wields over his or her mathematics teaching 

(Crockett, 2008; Gee, 2000). 

Finally, I will share a few definitions I use throughout this study (These 

definitions can also be found in Table 1 and in the Glossary). I define voice as the way a 
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teacher expresses his or her unique personality and background (Crockett, 2008; Gee, 

2000). I define a story as the recollection of a particular sequence of events centering on a 

specific subject and the commentary that comes about when recalling these events. And I 

define narrative as the complex embodiments of a person’s life; it consists of multiple, 

intersecting stories. 
 

 

Figure 1. A teacher’s narrative is comprised of multiple intersecting stories. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

The following is a review of the past research on mathematics teacher identity. 

This section is separated into two parts. In the first part, I examine the different ways that 

identity has been theoretically conceptualized as a construct within educational research. 

In the second part, I review the research on how to actually study identity: the methods 

and the analysis techniques used in current educational research.  

 

A Teacher's Narrative

Individual Stories

Story

Story

Story Story
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PART I: CONCEPTUALIZING IDENTITY 

Even though mathematics education researchers have acknowledged the 

importance of examining mathematics teacher identities (Philipp, 2007; Skovsmose & 

Valero, 2002; Van Zoest & Bohl, 2005), I found only four studies that specifically 

studied mathematics teacher identity (Burrell & Goldberg, 2010; de Freitas, 2008a; Drake 

et al., 2003; Van Zoest & Bohl, 2005). The studies were either theoretical (Van Zoest & 

Bohl, 2005) or focused only on a specific sample: teacher identity as evidenced through 

classroom discourse (de Freitas, 2008a), the emerging identity of pre-service teachers 

(Burrell & Goldberg, 2010; de Freitas, 2010) or on elementary school teachers (Drake et 

al., 2003). I add to this literature by developing a framework to document mathematics 

teacher identity by examining the current, out-of-classroom stories of six in-service 9th-

grade Algebra I teachers. In order to contextualize and further complement my study, I 

also included research on Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM) 

teacher identity, mathematics student identity, and general teacher identity. Each study 

referenced is listed in Table 2, along with its specific research area, conceptual 

framework of identity, and unit of analysis for studying identity.  

 

Table 2  

Various research studies on the construct of identity in education 

Researcher(s) Research 
Area 

Identity studied 
through 

Unit of Analysis 

(Van Zoest & Bohl, 
2005) 

Mathematics 
Teachers 

Community 
Membership 

Communities of 
Practice 

(Burrell & 
Goldberg, 2010) 

Mathematics 
Teachers 

Prior Student Identities Narrative 

(de Freitas, 2008a)  Mathematics 
Teachers 

Interruptions Classroom Discourse 

(Drake et al., 2003) Mathematics Stories Narrative 
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Teachers 
(Enyedy, et al., 
2006) 

Science 
Teachers 

Interruptions Classroom Discourse 

(Grier & Johnston, 
2009) 

STEM 
Teachers 

Socialization Narrative 

(Boaler et al., 2000) Mathematics 
Students 

Community 
Membership 

Communities of 
Practice 

(Cobb et al., 2009) Mathematics 
Students 

Agency Case Studies 

(Gutstein, 2003, 
2006; Gutstein, 
Lipman, Hernandez, 
& Reyes, 1997)  

Mathematics 
Students 

Critical Consciousness Ethnography 
/Practitioner Research 

(Martin, 2000, 
2009) 

Mathematics 
Students 

Critical Consciousness Ethnography/Narrative 
 

(Bishop, 2012) Mathematics 
Students 

Student Interactions Classroom Discourse 

(Sfard & Prusak, 
2005)  

Mathematics 
Students 

Stories  Narrative 

(Lortie, 1975) General 
Teachers 

Apprenticeship of 
Observation 

Narrative 

(Britzman, 1991) Pre-service 
Teachers 

Critical Theory Narrative 

(Walkington, 2005) General 
Teachers 

Stories/Reflection Narrative 

(Gee, 2000) General 
Teachers 

Hegemony Theoretical 

(Palmer, 2009) General 
Teachers 

Divided Life Theoretical 

(Clandinin & 
Connelly, 1996; 
Connelly & 
Clandinin, 1995)  

General 
Teachers 

Stories from Teachers’ 
Professional 
Knowledge 
Landscapes 

Narrative 

(Holland, 
Lachicotte, Skinner, 
& Cain, 1998) 

Theoretical Figured Worlds Ethnography 

(Bruner, 1996) Theoretical Narrative Construal Narrative 
(Wenger, 1998) Theoretical Communities of 

Practice 
Theoretical 

(Freire, 1970) Theoretical Critical Consciousness Theoretical 
(Giroux, 1988) Theoretical Teachers as 

Intellectuals 
Theoretical 
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Research on Mathematics Teacher Identity 

The four studies that specifically studied mathematics teacher identity are at the 

top of Table 2 (Burrell & Goldberg, 2010; de Freitas, 2008a; Drake et al., 2003; Van 

Zoest & Bohl, 2005). I will briefly describe each study and what I learned about 

mathematics teacher identity from each. 

In the first study, Van Zoest and Bohl (2005) present a theoretical framework for 

mathematics teaching identity as a way of understanding the various communities of 

practice that mathematics teachers encounter during their career, specifically in regards to 

supporting the development of “reform” mathematics teachers. They use Wenger’s 

(1998) construct of communities of practice and situate identity as forged through 

multiple memberships in various communities of practice. For example, a mathematics 

teacher’s identity could be influenced by interactions within his or her education cohort 

as an undergraduate, the professors and students he or she worked with for a master’s 

degree in education, the administrators who supported him or her during the first teaching 

position, and the other mathematics teachers he or she worked with. Van Zoest and Bohl 

theorize that teachers house a fundamental identity that does not change as they move in 

and out of these various communities.  

While communities are important in influencing how a mathematics teacher 

comes to know him or herself, this definition of mathematics teacher identity as rigid, 

unchanging, and based upon professional communities of practice disregards the 

substantial influence of a teacher’s personal register. For instance, Karla’s mathematics 

teacher identity changed drastically during her career, and it was precisely this emphasis 

on framing her mathematics teaching self only within her professional register that 
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caused her to lament the drastic separation of herself into two different people with two 

different ethnicities. Mathematics teacher identity must embrace both professional and 

personal registers. 

In the second study, Burrell and Goldberg (2010) analyzed the transitioning 

identities of graduate students becoming mathematics teachers through math 

autobiographies. Burrell and Goldberg found that a teacher’s personal mathematical 

identity was linked to the teachers one had as a student, meaning that a teacher’s past 

mathematics teachers contributed to how they envisioned themselves as future 

mathematics teachers. This study showed the influence of one’s personal history onto 

future mathematics teacher identity. But this study only involved pre-service teachers 

who have not had the opportunity to build their own mathematics teacher practice and 

thereby craft their mathematics teacher narratives. For instance, Karla’s mathematics 

teacher identity shifted so drastically over her 14-year career, a study focusing only on 

the narrative from her pre-service years would be incomplete and naive. 

In the third study, de Freitas (2008a) examined mathematics teacher identity 

through the way a teacher interrupted  procedural classroom discourse with personal 

anecdotes. De Freitas found these personal anecdotes taught students about the socio-

political positions enacted within the classroom and revealed the agency a teacher held 

within the classroom, the power a mathematics teacher held over exactly what students 

learned. This study showed identity could be studied by examining the intersection of a 

teacher’s personal and professional registers. For instance, Karla shared in her 

professional register, she thought being a good mathematics teacher meant putting all of 

her time and effort into her teaching during her first few years. She also shared a story 

from her personal register about her desire to start her own family, something she 

envisioned to a point where it became a part of how she saw herself. During the 
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interview, Karla got very emotional when sharing about her realization she might never 

be a mother. She recounted all the time and energy she put into her teaching as taking 

away from her opportunities to meet a potential spouse; she blamed her professional story 

of being an “excellent” mathematics teacher for her personal story of getting married “so 

late in life.” The intersection of these two stories, one from the professional register and 

one from the personal register, framed her mathematics teacher identity. Karla used it to 

explain why she does not take grading or planning home with her and why she treasures 

the weekends she gets to spend with her husband. Similarly, de Freitas, in this study, 

showed that focusing on where mathematics teachers’ professional and personal registers 

intersect hones in on the way a teacher frames their identity. However, this study focused 

only on classroom discourse. It did not access the stories from a teacher’s personal 

register told outside the classroom or when the teacher was not teaching. 

 

Drake’s (2006) Math Story 

Drake, Empson, and Dominguez’s (2003) study used the construct of story to 

study mathematics teachers identity. Drake et al. used a tool called the Math Story, a 

structured interview about a teacher’s prior and current experiences with mathematics 

from Drake’s previous work (2006; 2003, 2001, 2001) for teachers to reflect upon their 

mathematics teaching beliefs and dispositions. They found the ability to embrace 

“reform” mathematics teaching practices was connected to a teacher’s reflection on the 

high and nadir points in his or her career. Mathematics teacher identity was framed 

through a teacher’s reflection on the intersection of a specific high point and a specific 

nadir point: a turning point. The Math Story systemically unitized the narrative into 

small, bite-size stories and drew attention to where the stories intersected. Stories as a 
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unit of analysis also allowed for data relatively easier to collect and analyze than long-

form interviews or ethnographic analysis. And like de Freitas (2008a) found, focusing on 

the intersection points of stories revealed unique attributes of how a teacher envisioned 

himself or herself. 

However, the Math Story only drew upon a mathematics teacher’s past 

experiences. For many mathematics teachers, these past mathematics experiences as a 

student occurred a very long time ago and were, therefore, quite removed from the 

present. For instance, the struggles Karla deals with in her present are much more 

relevant to her identity as a mathematics teacher than things that happened more than a 

decade ago when she was a student. My framework for exploring mathematics teacher 

identity is based upon the Math Story, but in a way that also encapsulates teachers’ 

current stories. Reflecting upon these current stories forces teachers to realize the 

mathematics teacher they have become by remembering the mathematics teachers they 

once were. 

 

Research on Science and STEM Teacher Identity 

Mathematics teachers have a similar relationship with the subject of mathematics 

as science teachers have with science and engineering teachers have with engineering; 

they probably excelled in these subjects as students or at least found the content 

interesting enough to teach as a career (Grier & Johnston, 2009; Sowder, 2007). When I 

could not find any more studies on secondary mathematics teacher identity, I looked to 

studies on science and STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics) 

teacher identity because these teachers are often grouped together in research, policy, and 

professional development (Barufaldi & Reinhartz, 2001; Gordon & Bridglall, 2004; Grier 
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& Johnston, 2009; Loucks-Horsley et al., 2003). First, I drew on Enyedy, Goldberg, and 

Welsh’s (2006) study on science teacher identity; which analyzed the classroom 

discourse of two middle-school science teachers and framed science teacher identity 

through classroom dilemmas. These dilemmas were specific instances in classroom 

instruction when a teacher’s personal beliefs conflicted with his or her professional 

practice. The teacher had to make a decision to either do what they personally wanted to 

do or what they professionally knew they had to do. Enyedy et al. describe a teacher 

named Ms. Whyte, who even though she, “felt that social activism, active student 

engagement, and deep understandings of scientific concepts were important, her teaching 

practices emphasized following the directions of the protocols accurately.” (2006, p. 88). 

Focusing on this dilemma led Enyedy et al. to understand Ms. Whyte’s science teacher 

identity, explaining who she was and the impetus for why she did certain things in her 

classroom, such as skipping science activities, relying on protocols rather than authentic 

“inquiry”, and asking researchers not to videotape her on certain days. Like de Freitas 

(2008a) found, when Enyedy et al. placed the focus for studying identity exactly where 

the professional register intersected the personal register, they unveiled a much richer 

understanding of the teacher than if they focused only on the professional register. 

Grier and Johnston (2009) studied the STEM teacher identity of second-career 

teachers through the lens of the communities teacher held membership within. Grier and 

Johnston built case studies of six career-changing STEM teachers (i.e. teachers who 

taught mathematics, science, or engineering) from interviews, observations, and 

supervision during apprentice teaching and coursework. Grier and Johnston found that 

teachers needed to embrace an identity framed on the culture of teaching in order to forge 

a teacher identity; the teachers had to be socialized into a professional identity of teaching 

in order to successfully become a teacher. They had to embrace incorporating teacher 
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vocabulary into their speech, write thoughtful lesson plans that incorporated multiple 

ways of learning, and ultimately, view student learning as their responsibility. This 

professional identity as a teacher trumped content knowledge, altruistic interest, course 

work, or anything else in developing an identity as a STEM teacher. This study 

emphasized the importance of teachers’ developing professional registers in order in 

order to form a teacher identity, especially for those coming to teaching through 

alternative certification. 

 

Mathematics Student Identity 

I also examined the research on mathematics student identity, because it is a 

precursor to mathematics teacher identity. Mathematics teachers’ prior experiences with 

mathematics as students are the seeds of their future mathematics teacher identity. After 

all, all mathematics teachers were mathematics students first. I drew upon six frameworks 

of mathematics student identity, framed as the way K-12 students see themselves as 

“doers” of mathematics (Bishop, 2012; Boaler et al., 2000; Cobb et al., 2009; Gutstein, 

2006; Martin, 2000; Sfard & Prusak, 2005).  

First, Boaler, Wiliam, and Zevenberger (2000) studied mathematics student 

identity formation of students aged 14 to 18 in six schools in the United States versus 

seven schools in the United Kingdom. They found that, in both countries, students either 

saw themselves as “math people” or “not math people” except for in two classrooms in 

the U.S. that emphasized treating students as members of a mathematics community of 

practice. In these classrooms, students interacted with each other as members of a 

mathematics community by discussing the nature of the mathematics problems, possible 

solutions, and the meanings of the mathematical procedures with each other. This study 
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concluded that the construct of “belonging” in mathematics was more important than 

“ability”, highlighting a need for connections to the human experience of mathematics as 

a crucial part of developing a mathematics student identity. Boaler at al. showed the 

importance of fostering mathematics communities where students build personal 

connections to mathematics content.  

Second, Cobb, Gresalfi, and Hodge (2009), in a study looking at eight-grade 

students in two different mathematics classrooms, found that students’ identity as 

mathematical learners hinged upon the distribution of authority in the classroom. The 

more authority a student had in the way mathematics was practiced, the more confident 

he or she was in their mathematics identity. In one classroom, students explained and 

justified their reasoning in analyzing a statistical set of data. In another classroom, 

students listened and took notes about algebra problem solution methods demonstrated by 

the teacher. Cobb et al. found that students in the first class developed personal 

mathematics identities; they developed mathematical agency because they were given the 

authority to control their own mathematics learning.  

Both these studies situated mathematics student identity using a “traditional” 

versus “reform” continuum of mathematics teaching practices. They showed that 

mathematics students build confidence in their mathematics student identities when 

exposed to “reform” methods of mathematics learning, such as increased agency in the 

classroom community, emphasis on building positive dispositions, and distributing 

authority to students (Boaler et al., 2000; Cobb et al., 2009; National Research Council, 

2001). These studies further show that mathematics student identity is uniquely tied to the 

specific experiences one has in the mathematics classroom, pointing out that one’s 

personal feelings of self-worth and confidence in mathematics are forged as a student, 

and often, the result of random classroom placement.  
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Third, Gutstein (2003, 2006) and Gutstein, Lipman, Hernandez, and Reyes (1997) 

framed mathematics student identity around issues of social justice and equity. Gutstein 

took on the role of a middle-school classroom teacher himself and developed 

mathematics lessons and pedagogy around current issues in order to build and promote a 

Freirian (1970) critical consciousness to read and write the world mathematically. For 

instance, student used mathematics to break down how much each member of his father’s 

landscaping crew got paid relative to the amount of work they did, concluding that the 

white boss who sat in the truck the entire time got paid the most because he did the least 

amount of work. The student knew about this form of racial injustice, but could now 

build his own mathematical argument to prove it. By situating mathematics instruction 

through issues of social justice and equity, Gutstein’s students developed a strong 

mathematical agency and started to see themselves as makers of mathematics. They built 

confidence in their mathematics student identities because they used mathematics to 

reveal social injustice and to do something about it—the connection between 

mathematics student identity and critical consciousness. 

Fourth, Martin (2000, 2009) studied the mathematics identities of African-

American students and found that simplistic racial and ethnic identities used to aggregate 

data and classify students revealed “a widely accepted, and largely uncontested, racial 

hierarchy of mathematical ability. Rather than challenging and deconstructing this 

hierarchy, many math educators take it as their natural starting point” (Martin, 2009, p. 

315). Mathematics student identities, Martin concluded, are reflective of unjust societal 

hierarchies, revealing the hegemony within society that paints African-American students 

as somehow deficient in mathematics. Martin posited that personal identities, framed 

through race or ethnicity, are often shallow and based upon culturally-biased metrics; 

there exists a critical part of mathematics student identity even more fundamental to how 
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someone sees himself or herself than the external labels of race, ethnicity, or 

socioeconomic status. This “core” mathematics identity is deeply personal, and forged 

only from engaging in mathematics on a level free from the labels of society. I see this 

development of a core mathematics student identity, just like in Gutstein’s (2003) work, 

to parallel the emphasis of mathematics teachers connecting mathematics learning to their 

personal registers, not only their professional, and not just to any personal story, but to a 

special place they often access within their personal register. 

Fifth, Bishop (2012) examined mathematics student identity through student-to-

student discourse within a mathematics classroom. Bishop removed the influence of the 

mathematics teacher from student identity development almost entirely in analyzing 13-

days of two students talking to each other in a 7th-grade math class in which the teacher 

never checked in. She found that students built their mathematics student identities 

through they way they talked to each other. Again, Bishop’s study showed that one’s 

experience with mathematics is personal. She found that interactions with other students 

served to “thicken” one’s feelings towards mathematics. Bishops posited, if a student 

already had a negative mathematics student identity, then classroom discourse re-

emphasized those feelings of inadequacy. If a student had a positive mathematics student 

identity, then that student’s mathematical confidence tended to remain high through 

discourse. Bishop showed mathematics student identity was not always contingent on 

actual engagement or interaction with mathematics, but was built through the discourse 

of students talking to each other. 

These studies paint a picture of mathematics student identity 

development/production as (a) based upon opportunities to participate in mathematics 

communities, (b) strong when connected to a critical consciousness and an awareness of 

social injustice and racial hegemony, and (c) reinforced through classroom experiences 
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rather than through actually “doing” mathematics. Students have little to no agency over 

the classes and teachers they get, which impacts the circumstances of their mathematics 

student identity formation. (Bishop, 2012; Boaler et al., 2000; Cobb et al., 2009; Gutstein, 

2003; Martin, 2000). The students who experience mathematics using “reform” methods 

have the opportunity to build a personal sense of the mathematics content, while other 

students might not. And when mathematics students become mathematics teachers, they 

bring this prior mathematics student identity with them; it now inhabits the personal 

register of their mathematics teacher identity. What happens when students, who have 

never had the opportunity to build a personal connection to mathematics and only 

experienced “traditional” mathematics teaching practices, become mathematics teachers? 

 

Sfard and Prusak’s (2005) Big Story 

Finally, Sfard and Prusak’s (2005) use the construct of story to study mathematics 

student identity, much like Drake et al. (2003) did with mathematics teachers. In this 

study on the mathematics identities of immigrant versus native students, Sfard and Prusak 

conceptualized identity as four types of stories: the story that someone tells about him or 

herself to someone else, the story someone else tells to the person about that person, the 

gossip generated by other people talking about the person, and the story that exists within 

someone’s mind they tell themselves. Sfard and Prusak frame this last story as the big 

story, an internal story one continually tells him or herself. They claim this big story is 

the most important part of one’s mathematics identity, thereby positing all future studies 

of mathematics identity to focus on reflections and internal dialogue to study this big 

story. I build my construct of the Touchstone Story, the hidden story teachers continually 

reference, upon this idea of a big story. 
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Studies of Teacher Identity not Specific to STEM 

After examining mathematics teacher identity, STEM teacher identity, and 

mathematics student identity, I examined six studies on non-STEM teacher identity 

(Britzman, 1991; Clandinin & Connelly, 1996; Connelly & Clandinin, 1995; Gee, 2000; 

Lortie, 1975; Palmer, 2007; Walkington, 2005). These studies were Lortie’s (1975) 

famous sociological study on the lives of teachers, Schoolteacher,  Britzman’s (1991) 

Critical study on the culture of teacher education, Walkington’s (2005) study of pre-

service teacher identity, Gee’s (2000) theoretical piece on teacher identity as an analytical 

lens for education research, Palmer’s (2007) book about inspiring those who teach, and 

Clandinin and Connelly’s (1996; 1995) framework of Teacher’s Professional Knowledge 

Landscapes.  

First, Lortie (1975) studied the lives of teachers outside the Boston-area during 

the 1960s and 1970s. He found teachers saw their careers as flat, meaning they spent the 

majority of their professional lives at the same level. Teachers also entered the classroom 

feeling isolated and improperly trained, which caused them to base their teaching 

decisions on an “apprenticeship of observation”, things they learned about teaching when 

they were students themselves. Because of this, Lortie found teachers persisted in 

teaching the way they were taught and saw little need for innovation in their practice; this 

creates a conservative teaching system that continually recreates itself (Hargreaves, 

2010).  

Second, Britzman (1991) used Critical Theory to study the lives of two pre-

service teachers building their own teacher identity. Britzman found the culture of 

teaching enmeshed in the myth of “practice makes teaching”, which only serves to 
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recreate a cultural status quo. Britzman concluded that for teachers, “understanding the 

contradictory dynamics of their own biography can empower them to determine the 

interventions necessary to move beyond the sway of the cultural authority" (1991, p. 

233). This means that teachers must engage in ongoing conversations with themselves in 

order to discover their own identities (Britzman, 1991; Rodriguez, 1992).  

Third, Walkington (2005) studied the reflective journals of over 200 pre-service 

teachers in Australia and found that moving from a supervision model to a mentorship 

model of teacher education supported reflective thinking, which led to teachers 

developing positive and personally meaningful teacher identities. Like Burrell and 

Goldberg (2010), this study only looked at pre-service teachers at the beginning of their 

career, but it showed the importance of reflection in developing a professional identity as 

a teacher (Schon, 1983). Specifically, Walkington found promoting reflective thinking 

about one’s own teaching led to a teacher identity connected to one’s personal register. 

Fourth, Gee’s (2000) theoretical framework of teacher identity is built upon four 

types of identity: nature, institutional, discourse, and affinity. Gee posited that, as a 

teacher became more aware of his or her own teacher identity, the more aware he or she 

became of the existing power structures controlling his or her life, and eventually, how to 

combat this hegemony. Like Gutstein (2003) and Martin (2000, 2009), Gee conjectured 

that developing a teacher identity came from recognizing injustice; teacher identity 

involved an awareness of the flaws in one’s world and the awareness of how to fix them. 

Fifth, Palmer (2003) theorized that building a strong teacher identity came from 

rectifying what he called the Divided Life. Palmer saw teachers as systematized into 

separating external professional lives from internal personal lives; the greater this 

division between professional and personal, the weaker the teacher’s identity. Palmer also 

posited a teacher’s frustration and fear towards his or her teaching practice came from 
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this divide; a strong connection between a teacher’s professional and personal lives led to 

fulfillment in one’s teaching practice. 

These five studies show important aspects of teacher identity: self-authorship, 

reflection, recognizing hegemony, and connecting the personal and professional. These 

aspects are connected; a teacher authors his or her identity through reflection and 

knowing the structures of power he or she lives within, which are encapsulated in the 

divide between a teacher’s personal and professional registers. 

 

Clandinin and Connelly’s (1996; 1995) Teachers’ Professional Knowledge Landscapes 

Sixth, Clandinin and Connelly’s (1995, 1995) construct of Teachers’ Professional 

Knowledge Landscapes describe how teachers author their identities through stories; the 

construct is an ontological metaphor of three types of stories: sacred stories, secret 

stories, and cover stories.  

In the Teachers’ Professional Knowledge Landscape, all directives and 

educational policies come through what Clandinin and Connelly label as the Conduit, a 

metaphor for a faceless stream of instruction that dictates to teachers what to do, often 

without discussion or reason. The Conduit is purposely abstract and authoritative, which 

makes teachers interpret what comes out of it as a sacred story, something they must 

follow. Sacred stories instill a sense of morality, defining what is right and wrong with a 

teacher’s practice, and teachers are expected to obey these sacred stories because they 

want to do what is “right”.  Sacred stories live within the professional register; they are 

the stories that teachers never question publically. 

For instance, early in Karla’s career, she followed a sacred story that scripted out 

exactly what it meant to be an “excellent” teacher: devote all your time and energy to 
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your teaching because this shows how much you “care” for your students. But this 

eventually led to a painful divide between Karla’s professional and personal registers, 

showing that sacred stories end up creating internal conflict if teachers follow them 

without question. 

Next, secret stories represent the teacher’s voice1 that questions the sacred stories 

through recognizing critical dilemmas. This can only happen in private. Clandinin and 

Connelly write that since sacred stories are purposely abstract and removed from having 

any human connection, teachers end up trying to make sense of them by tethering them to 

their lives outside of classroom, namely their personal registers. Secret stories are the 

private stories that exist within a teacher’s personal register; they are used to make sense 

of the sacred story directives. Secret stories are often told in direct opposition to sacred 

stories, and are only revealed in private (e.g., happy hours and parking lot discussions) 

among like-minded colleagues. Connelly and Clandinin write: 

The privacy of the classroom plays an important epistemological function. It is a 
safe space, generally free from scrutiny, where teachers are free to live stories of 
practice. These lived stories are essentially secret ones. Furthermore, when these 
secret lived stories are told, they are, for the most part, told only to other teachers 
in still other secret places. The staff rooms come to mind, although this is 
increasingly not a safe place for the telling of these stories. Safe for the telling are 
special times and places such as Friday afternoon gatherings out of school. 
(Connelly & Clandinin, 1995, p. 13) 

Finally, cover stories, in relation to sacred and secret stories, are the lies that 

teachers live with in order to resolve the conflict between the sacred story and the secret 

story. These cover stories are told as teachers cross the barrier between in-classroom and 

out-of classroom landscapes. Connelly and Clandinin write: 

                                                
1 Recall that voice is defined as the way a teacher expresses his or her unique personality and background. 
2 Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills for Mathematics for High School Algebra I. 111.32.b.4.A: 
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How do teachers manage this dilemma? Increasingly, teachers tell us they live 
and tell cover stories in the out-of-classroom professional knowledge landscapes, 
stories in which they portray themselves as characters who are certain, expert 
people. These cover stories are a way of managing their dilemmas. (Connelly & 
Clandinin, 1995, p. 15) 

An example might help. For a high-school algebra teacher, a sacred story might 

be the learning standard that comes through the conduit (i.e., the state educational board) 

that all students must know how to multiply and factor binomial expressions2. The secret 

story for the teacher might be that he or she does not personally believe in 

compartmentalizing binomial and polynomial manipulation into simple procedures. The 

teacher, as a mathematician, believes in building a deep and robust understanding of 

functions as unique expressions. Discovering ways to manipulate them is part of the 

“fun” of mathematics learning; it is doing math. Yet, despite these strong personal beliefs 

about mathematics learning, the teacher may still teach a procedural lesson based on the 

FOIL3 technique. After all, this is how the department wants the lesson taught. Or maybe, 

this is how the teacher learned binomial manipulation in high school. Or perhaps, 

teaching this lesson procedurally is the most efficient use of time and ensures the most 

students will get a problem about binomial manipulation correct on an assessment. Thus 

binomial multiplication transforms into nothing more than a sequence of steps. This 

lesson now represents a lie a teacher tells himself or herself, often without realizing that it 

is incongruous with his or her own convictions. The teacher, when asked how he or she 

                                                
2 Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills for Mathematics for High School Algebra I. 111.32.b.4.A: 
Foundations for functions. The student understands the importance of the skills required to manipulate 
symbols in order to solve problems and uses the necessary algebraic skills required to simplify algebraic 
expressions and solve equations and inequalities in problem situations. The student is expected to find 
specific function values, simplify polynomial expressions, transform and solve equations, and factor as 
necessary in problem situations. From: http://ritter.tea.state.tx.us/rules/tac/chapter111/ch111c.html 
 
3 FOIL stands for First, Outside, Inside, and Last, an ordering mechanism to organize the multiplication of 
two binomials. Using FOIL, (a+b)(c+d) = ac + ad + bc + bd. 
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teaches polynomial manipulation, will say, “My students know how to multiply 

binomials. I taught them how to use FOIL.” This is the teacher’s cover story. 

 

General Theories on Identity 

I should also mention here a few frameworks of identity that structured my own 

evolution in understanding identity. They are all significant pillars of research on 

understanding identity, involve far more theoretical detail than I can describe here, and 

frame much of my methodological approaches.  

First, Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner, and Cain’s (1998) framework of Figured 

Worlds frames identity as the world one authors to understand him or herself through 

social and cultural mechanisms. According to Holland et al., identity is created through 

choosing from various identities that come about through “play” which involves, 

“Improvisational responses to social and cultural openings . . . even as these identities are 

worked and reworked on the social landscape” (1998, p. 270). One successfully authors 

his or her identity through creating worlds through this “play”, which must be fostered 

through self-reflection and listening to one’s inner-speech. Therefore, studying 

mathematics teacher identity must involve structures that promote reflection and allow 

teachers’ the room to improvise their own figured worlds, which I position as the 

photographs a teacher chooses to share within the photo-elicitation/photovoice method. 

Second, Bruner’s (1996) idea of a narrative construal calls for educational 

research in which teachers create narratives of their teaching in order to give them 

autonomy over their own stories. Bruner claims that identity is a form of narrative. 

Therefore, using a narrative construal in studying teachers author their own stories 
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reveals who they are beyond the barriers of ethnicity, race, culture, socioeconomic status, 

gender, or experience level. Bruner writes: 

One of the principal ways in which we work ‘mentally’ in common, I would 
argue, is by the joint narrative accrual of history. For history, in some modest and 
domesticated way, is the canonical setting for individual autobiography. It is our 
sense of belonging to this canonical past that allows us to frame our self-accounts 
as, somehow, impelled by deviation from what was expected of us, while still 
maintaining complicity with the canon.” (Bruner, 1996, pp. 146–147) 

Therefore, I use a narrative framework of identity in this study to build an 

understanding of mathematics teacher identity as the stories a mathematics teacher tells 

about himself or herself, the autobiographies they write about their teaching history. 

Third, Wenger’s (1998) previously mentioned construct of Communities of 

Practice defines identity as formed through how one learns to participate in the socially-

constructed space of a community. Wenger purports that teacher practice is defined 

socially and wrote, "Communities of practice can be thought of as shared histories of 

learning" (1998, p. 86). The Communities of Practice construct is valuable in the way it 

has informed other theories of identity (Boaler et al., 2000; Van Zoest & Bohl, 2005), but 

neglects the personal register of teacher stories by focusing only on the communities that 

exist within the professional register of teachers’ worlds. 

Fourth, Freire’s (1970) Pedagogy of the Oppressed, while not specifically about 

teacher identity, outlines a theory of Critical Pedagogy that positions teachers as primary 

agents in  the struggle for liberation of the oppressed from the oppressors. According to 

Freire, teachers must move away from a “banking” system of education that views 

students as empty vessels. Instead, teachers must foster a critical consciousness in their 

students through using a problem-posing pedagogy. This emancipatory teaching requires 

dialogical cultural action, which comes from teachers continually re-authoring 
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themselves and their stories in order to know who they are and their relationship to the 

world around them. Freire writes: 

For apart from inquiry, apart from the praxis, individuals cannot be truly human. 
Knowledge emerges only through invention and re-invention, through the restless, 
impatient, continuing, hopeful inquiry human beings pursue in the world, with the 
world, and with each other.” (1970, p. 72) 

Therefore, a crucial ingredient in promoting liberation through education involves 

mechanisms for teachers to engage in ways to author their own stories, especially ones 

that touch upon how they see and position themselves. 

Fifth, Giroux’s (1988) Teachers as Intellectuals builds off Freire to further 

articulate a theory of Critical Pedagogy that positions teachers as intellectuals engaging in 

knowledge-practices. Giroux critiques the field of teacher education at the time, writing: 

Heavily influenced by mainstream behavioral and cognitive psychology, 
educational theory has been constructed around a discourse and set of practices 
that emphasize immediate, measurable, methodological aspects of learning. 
Absent are questions concerning the nature of power, ideology, and culture and 
how these constitute specific notions of the social and produce particular forms of 
student experience. (1988, p. 163) 

Therefore, teacher education must contain structures for teachers to confront the 

issues of power surrounding them through authorship of a “counterhegemony”; a way 

teachers position themselves that critiques but is also aware of the social relationships 

within the current system they live.  

 

Teacher Identity in Psychology 

In my exploration of identity, I read a lot of work studying social identities, 

situated identities, group identities, identity creation, etc. from the fields of psychology 

and educational psychology (Aronson et al., 1999; Aronson, Fried, & Good, 2002; A. 
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Duckworth, Peterson, Matthews, & Kelly, 2007; Dweck, 2000; Eccles & Wigfield, 2002; 

Elliot & Dweck, 2005; Shih, Pittinsky, & Trahan, 2005). While this research is important 

in the study of identity, I chose not to include it in this review of mathematics teacher 

identity because these studies define or use the term identity in a different way than I do. 

The majority of the studies focus on identity as a membership category, such as ethnicity, 

gender, level of experience, and so on. I found this too reductive. Identity as a 

categorization mechanism ignores the complexity of how someone sees or thinks about 

him or herself. It truncates what I see as the crucial component of identity: the stories 

teachers tell about themselves.   
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PART II: ELICITING IDENTITY 

Overview 

The last column of Table 2 lists the specific unit of analysis used in each study to 

investigate the construct of identity. These units detail the epistemological positions of 

each study and specify the exact method each study used to extract a version of what it 

labeled as identity. In this section, I get to the “how” behind the study of identity, 

exploring the different methods and units of analysis used in the research literature to 

study identity in education. 

Recall that I define mathematics teacher identity as the self-authored stories a 

mathematics teacher tells about his or her personal and professional connections to 

mathematics teaching and the relationships between these stories. This means studying 

mathematics teacher identity involves finding a way to collect and unpack mathematics 

teachers’ stories and the relationships between them–basically conversations between the 

teacher and researcher. Essentially, this section looks at how other researchers went about 

having these conversations with teachers in order to study their identities.   

 

Ways to Study Identity  

Research methods for studying teachers include belief surveys, structured 

interviews, open-ended interviews, classroom observations, and categorical identity 

questionnaires (e.g. “Please choose your race/ethnicity from the following options”) 

(Clark & Peterson, 1984; Doyle, 1997; Hiebert, Gallimore, & Stigler, 2002; Philipp, 

2007; Simon & Tzur, 1999; Sowder, 2007; Thompson, 1992). These methods can limit 

the space and means teachers have to reflect on identity, disallow unique and multiple 

views of specific teacher stories, and, most importantly, overly simplify teachers by 
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attempting to smooth out the complexity and messiness of their lives (Berliner, 2002; 

Doyle, 1997; Gee, 2000; Leatham, 2006; Nolan & de Freitas, 2008; Simon & Tzur, 

1999). 

In my literature review, I found four types of analysis that successfully captured 

the complexity of studying identity in mathematics education. They were (a) 

Ethnographic Analysis, (b) Communities of Practice Analysis, (c) Discourse Analysis, 

and (d) Narrative Analysis. 

First, ethnographic analysis is probably the most thorough method for finding out 

who a mathematics teacher is because it focuses on the cultural phenomena of a specific 

group of people (Merriam, 2009). Martin (2000, 2009) and Gutstein (2006) used 

ethnography to detail exactly how students built mathematics identities and embraced a 

critical consciousness in their mathematics learning. Holland et al. (1998) detailed a 

series of studies using ethnography and anthropological research to show how people 

built identity throughout different cultural worlds. However, ethnographic analysis 

requires a substantial amount of time, resources, and observations of day-to-day life, 

making it too large of a method for this snapshot study of mathematics teacher identity 

(Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Merriam, 2009). 

Second, Wenger’s (1998) communities of practice is another type of analysis used 

to frame research on identity. Boaler et al. (2000) framed their study this way and used 

the classroom community as a unit of analysis for uncovering how students formed 

mathematical identities. Van Zoest and Bohl (2003, 2005) also used communities of 

practice in their work to focus on the communities of practice mathematics teachers held 

membership in. Van Zoest and Bohl created a complex map of the various professional 

spaces that a mathematics teacher moved through during his or her career, highlighting 

gaps where these communities were isolated. For instance, they noted the university 
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community of practice of a teacher’s pre-service years was separated from the school 

community of practice a teacher graduates into and spends the majority of their career 

within. Using communities of practice as a unit of analysis for studying mathematics 

teacher puts the focus onto teacher’s professional communities. However, it ignores the 

personal communities teachers are a part of, especially the personal communities that do 

not overlap with their professional communities.  So if identity is thought of as a mixture 

of the personal and professional, then using communities of practice as a unit of analysis 

focuses too specifically on the professional aspects of mathematics teacher identity. 

Third, discourse analysis was used by Bishop (2012) to unveil how students 

“thickened” their mathematical identities through interactions with each other. Discourse 

analysis was also used by De Freitas (2008a) and Enyedy et al. (2006) to analyze how 

teacher identity was revealed through classroom dilemmas, specifically in how teachers’ 

personal anecdotes interrupted professional classroom discourse. These studies showed 

discourse analysis effective in unveiling the personal identities teachers normally hide. 

The studies revealed what Clandinin and Connelly (1996; 1995) refer to as secret stories, 

the stories hidden and forged in the privacy of the classroom which teachers conceal 

beneath cover stories. Discourse analysis is effective for looking at identity through 

classroom discourse. But these studies only examined what teachers said while they were 

teaching. Discourse analysis did not examine the stories told when students were not 

present, when teachers were not in “teaching mode”. 

These three types of analysis show the complexity of designing research to study 

identity. The first two types require a research design that looks at multiple data points 

for groups of people. First, ethnographic analysis builds detailed description about the 

lives teachers live through listening and paying attention to the nuances of their world. 

However, one purpose of this study was to explore research methods that honored 
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mathematics teachers’ busy schedules and time commitments. Sitting in a teacher’s 

classroom and observing lessons a period of time for an ethnographic study can be quite 

invasive. Second, I chose not to use Communities of Practice as an analysis unit because 

this framework situates identity only within the professional register. Third, discourse 

analysis is based only upon the utterances that happen within a classroom setting. I did 

not use it because I am trying to study mathematics teachers outside of their classroom 

personas. 

 

Narrative  

While narrative-based research is often dismissed as “just stories” or a non-

scientifically means of research (Bruner, 1996; Clandinin & Connelly, 1996; Drake et al., 

2003), it has been shown, specifically when used for studying teachers, to be just as valid 

and measurable as any other forms of research, particularly quantitative research (Doyle, 

1997). Narrative does what quantitative and traditional research methods can not; it 

allows teachers to tell their personal practitioner stories (de Freitas, 2008a; Doyle, 1997).  

I used narrative in this study for three reasons. First, narratives allow for teachers 

to share their voices (Burrell & Goldberg, 2010; de Freitas, 2004). In analyzing graduate 

students transitioning into mathematics teaching, Burrell and Goldberg (2010) found that 

a personal autobiography, created through multi-semester journals, encapsulated 

emerging teacher mathematics identity because it was written using one’s own voice. 

Second, narratives include cultural and historical frameworks that help explain context 

(Burrell & Goldberg, 2010; de Freitas, 2004; Holland et al., 1998). Sfard and Prusak 

(2005) collected various stories of immigrant and non-immigrant students and found that 

cultural and social positioning played a significant role in how they formed their identity 
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as mathematical learners. These issues would remain hidden if not for the narrative-based 

framework that allowed the students an open space to talk about their immigrant status. 

Third, narratives allowed teachers to reflect on how their stories intersected each other 

(Bruner, 1996; de Freitas, 2008a). Drake et al. (2003) found that, through the narrative 

structure of the Math Story, teachers were able to reflect on the intersection of their high 

and nadir points, as well as their negative and positive futures. This reflection of where 

the stories intersected each other helped each teacher explore his or her own identity as a 

mathematics teacher by drawing the focus onto specific points or issues within their 

career that were important in the professional and personal registers. Therefore, using 

narrative as a means of analysis emphasizes the importance of teacher voice, cultural 

histories, and how stories intersect with each other. 

These personal practitioner stories are important because teachers often learn to 

build their practice as individuals; they place a higher value on the experiences they hear 

in colleagues’ stories over the professional development and research-based practices 

they encounter in their careers (Britzman, 1991; Hiebert et al., 2002; Lortie, 1975). I 

admit I was like this as a teacher. I listened more carefully to the practical teaching 

advice I got from my peers during Friday happy hours than to the research-based 

practices I learned in my Master’s degree coursework. In doing this, I took part in a 

longstanding tradition within teaching, the establishment of safe spaces to share personal 

stories “hidden” from public/professional spaces like the school or the university 

classroom (Dewey, 1929; Hiebert et al., 2002). To uncover these concealed stories, I 

chose to use a narrative-based method to study mathematics teacher identity. I found that 

using a narrative-based method gave teachers autonomy over their own stories (Bruner, 

1996) and using teachers’ classrooms as the interviews location created, “safe spaces, 
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generally free from scrutiny, where teachers are free to live stories of practice” 

(Clandinin & Connelly, 1996, p. 25).  

The driving question behind this study is, might there be a way to elicit and honor 

these teacher stories? If teachers value practitioner stories over professional knowledge, 

how can we report these mathematics teacher stories in a research context that stays true 

to each teacher’s voice? In essence, how can I legitimize research into this realm without 

conducting interviews during teacher happy hours?  

Narrative-based research is more than just listening to stories, though. Using a 

narrative-based research method requires structures, specifically in using Conscious 

Listening interview techniques and Anchoring Structures to unitize the narrative into 

stories, which I will now speak about.   

 

Conscious Listening to Teachers 

When analyzing the teacher interviews, I often found that I wanted to tell the 

teachers’ stories for them. This is something that Bruner (1996) found we often do as 

researchers. But in order for the stories to be authentic, the teacher’s voice must come 

through the story we report. Bruner called this extraction of voice narrative-based 

scientific thinking, writing that the, “narrative construals of reality lead us to look for a 

‘voice’–despite authorial efforts to seem objective and dispassionate, like the omniscient 

narrator” (1996, p. 138). Therefore, I needed to be careful in how I listened to teachers, 

making sure that it was their voice that authored the narratives rather than my own voice, 

pretending to be impartial. The anchoring structure of the photographs helps preserve 

each teacher’s voice. So does a type of listening I used during the data collection referred 

to as conscious or active listening (E. Duckworth, 2001; Ginsburg, 1997; Johnston, 2004; 
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Palmer, 2007). Conscious listening means listening that uses mirroring and revoicing as 

tools to elicit self-insights in a non-judgmental manner, in an attempt to be consciously 

aware of the various social positions and issues expressed in what a teacher says and does 

not say (Costa & Garmston, 2002; Johnston, 2004). De Freitas (2008a) found that 

mathematics teachers only shared stories about their identity through this type of listening 

because it honors their life story, vulnerability, agency, social position, and temporality.  

Conscious listening also allows questions to be asked about how a teacher 

manages their stories. Like de Freitas (2008a) and Enyedy et al. (2006) found, focusing 

on the places that one’s stories intersect is an effective means of reflection to uncover 

some of the hidden stories that frame one’s identity. This hiding of stories from the 

personal register is such a big issue in teacher identity that Wenger even devoted the last 

chapter of Communities of Practice to call for new methods of research on studying and 

uncovering the ways teachers interact with their identity (1998). Conscious listening is a 

way to structure teacher interviews to reveal teacher’s hidden stories within their personal 

registers. 

Both Bruner (1996) and Doyle (1997) warn that teacher identity narratives do not 

simply write themselves; conscious listening requires very practical guidelines. One 

suggestion for conscious listening to teachers comes from Palmer (2007), who 

emphasizes revoicing and enabling. First, Palmer says that, “Mirroring does not mean an 

opportunity to give advice. It means reflecting to the focus person things he said or she 

said or did but might not be aware of” (2007, p. 162). Revoicing is a mirroring technique 

of repeating what the interview participant said in your own words and asking for 

verification if this is what they meant (Chapin, O’Connor, & Anderson, 2003; Ginsburg, 

1997). For instance, when I noticed Karla talk about the importance of her ethnicity, I 

simply mirrored back to her if this was something she shared with her students as well. 
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Karla immediately realized how she had hidden her ethnicity in her teaching, an epiphany 

to herself of how distant she had grown from her students. The question I asked came 

from consciously listening to the way Karla talked about and positioned herself through 

her ethnicity and revoicing back to her if she felt her ethnicity was as important to her 

students as it was to her. 

Palmer (2007) also suggested that conscious listening must offer a means for 

teachers to talk about their practice and themselves; creating structures that allowed 

teachers to reflect on themselves that ways they cannot initiate. For instance, Karla 

shared the main reason she wanted to be a part of my research project was because, in her 

fourteen years of teaching, she had never been given the opportunity to talk about her 

personal connections to teaching mathematics in a non-judgmental space. She was 

excited for the opportunity to reflect in this way but never allowed the structure to do it 

during her whole career.  

Therefore, conscious listening of a teacher’s narrative evokes a teacher’s voice 

through (a) revealing hidden stories, (b) mirroring, and (c) allowing teachers a structure 

to reflect in ways they cannot on their own. 
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Figure 2. The relationships between the various parts of my conceptual framework, a 
more detailed version of Figure 1. A teacher’s narrative is comprised of a personal 
register and a professional register, each containing multiple, overlapping stories. Certain 
stories come together to form individual identities. Specifically, Mathematics Teacher 
Identity is framed by Public Stories (which reside in the professional register) and Private 
and Touchstone Stories (which reside in the personal register). 

 

Anchoring Structures: Narratives Into Stories 

Narratives are comprised of multiple, overlapping stories in two different registers 

(See Figure 2). In listening to a teacher’s narrative, it can be difficult to know the 

boundaries between stories, especially since stories often tangent into other stories. 

Therefore, in narrative research, structures are required to separate a teacher’s narrative 

into individual stories for analysis (Bruner, 1996; Doyle, 1997; Hiebert et al., 2002; Sfard 

& Prusak, 2005). In my first pilot study, which explored the identity and beliefs of a 
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teacher named Deadra4 during an algebra summer bridge-unit, I found it very difficult to 

make sense of the flood of teacher interview data I collected (Chao, 2010). I ended up 

with hours and hours of unfocused teacher dialogue along with hard drives full of 

conversations, observation notes, and classroom teaching video. I discovered that the 

teacher I was studying, Deadra, relished the opportunity to talk about herself in 

connection to her practice, and used this chance to reflect on herself and her teaching. 

She talked about her experiences in teaching, her philosophy regarding mathematics 

teaching, her personal life, her family, her students, her complaints about the school and 

district, what she would be doing if she were not teaching, and so on.  

Deadra’s narratives were complex and unstructured. I spent months trying to 

analyze them. In retrospect, the difficulty in deciphering these data was due to the lack of 

a unit of analysis. I realized that Deadra was having fun. She enjoyed talking about 

herself. She kept telling me how much she reflected on her own teaching after the study, 

how it helped her see things in her teaching she never noticed. The interview process 

itself had a transformative affect on Deadra. But I would need a better mechanism and 

research structure to analyze and understand what I found.  

I learned that almost all studies that successfully explored identity through 

narrative relied on specific anchoring structures. Vygotsky (1978) wrote about the need 

for physical anchors, images or artifacts that helped situate his exploration of a child’s 

development from inner speech to social speech. And in the Figured Worlds work, 

Holland et al. (1998) found that the ability to self-reflect, the ability to listen to one’s own 

“inner-speech/discourse” was difficult for all their subjects without some sort of 

structure. 

                                                
4 A pseudonym 



 46 

Anchoring Structures, then, are specific tools used to unitize a narrative into 

stories. They help to situate and direct an interview without dictating what participants 

should say. They are different than traditional interview questions, which, because of 

their researcher-based origins, reflect the researcher’s voice. Anchoring structures 

preserve and encourage the participants’ voices. Therefore, anchoring structures are 

necessary in order to elicit individual story units about mathematics teacher identity that 

can be analyzed and studied. In this study, I used photographs as my anchoring structure 

so that mathematics teachers could generate stories around specific visual references.  

In conclusion, I chose a narrative-based method to study and elicit the many 

stories that make up a mathematics teachers’ identity while preserving their voice. But 

just eliciting narratives was not enough. Conscious listening techniques allowed me to 

pay attention to the elicited stories and anchoring structures helped me break down the 

narrative into individual story units for analysis. 
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OPERATIONALIZING MATHEMATICS TEACHER IDENTITY 

In this section, I detail how I operationalize mathematics teacher identity based 

upon the previous literature review. Looking through the existing research on using 

narrative to study identity, I found identity was embodied in story (Britzman, 1991; 

Bruner, 1996; Drake et al., 2001; Sfard & Prusak, 2005), identity came about when 

teachers confronted how their stories intersected each other (Connelly & Clandinin, 1995; 

de Freitas, 2008a; Drake et al., 2003; Enyedy et al., 2006), and that identity was linked to 

how teachers positioned themselves (Boaler et al., 2000; Cobb et al., 2009; Freire, 1970; 

Gee, 2000; Giroux, 1988; Gutstein, 2003; Holland et al., 1998; Martin, 2000). 

Therefore, studying mathematics teacher identity involves three strands. First, it 

requires breaking up teacher narratives into individual stories as units of identity. Second, 

it requires studying these multiple stories and how teachers managed these multiple 

stories. Specifically, I propose three specific types of stories to explore which frame 

mathematics teacher identity: Public, Private, and Touchstone Stories. Third, studying 

mathematics teacher identity requires understanding the ways teachers position 

themselves within their stories, which in turn, reveals their power.  
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Figure 3. The three strands required for studying Mathematics Teacher Identity 

 

1. Story As A Unit 

Teacher narratives are complex embodiments of a person’s life. Studying them in 

a methodical fashion involves dividing and categorizing them into particular stories. 

Recall that I define a story as a particular sequence of events centering on a specific 

subject, as well as the commentary that comes about when recalling these events. In this 

study, the mathematics teachers used photographs to anchor their stories. For every 

photograph shared, the teacher told a story detailing the sequence of events that led up to 

the particular moment shown in the photograph, what this photograph meant to him or 

her, or what he or she thought about the photograph now that we were looking at it 

together. This is a story unit: the finite sequence of events, thoughts, and reflection 
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centered on a particular topic or idea from the photograph. Therefore, the first strand of 

studying mathematics teacher identity involves breaking teacher narratives down into 

these individual units of story for analysis and reflection (Drake et al., 2003; Sfard & 

Prusak, 2005).  

 

2. Multiple Stories  

  The Three Types of Stories 

Mathematics teacher identity is a constellation of three specific stories: Public 

Stories, Private Stories, and Touchstone Stories. 

 

A) Public Stories 

I use the term Public Story to name the stories a teacher tells about the 

professional aspects of being a mathematics teacher. The Public Story encompasses what 

Sfard and Prusak (2005) call Designated Identities, Clandinin and Connelly (1996; 1995) 

call Cover Stories, Palmer (2007) calls the Outer Life, de Freitas (2008a) calls the 

Professional/Procedural Register, Drake et al. (2001) call Self as Math Teacher, and 

Enyedy et al. (2006) call What a teacher knows they need to do (See Table 2). During the 

photo-elicitation/photovoice interview, a teacher would present an actual photograph and 

then add commentary about the photograph. The Public Story is this initial commentary 

that accompanies a photograph. 

Deadra, the teacher from my first pilot study who enjoyed reflecting about herself, 

referred to the “mask” of being a mathematics teacher that she put on every morning in 

order to act the part (Chao, 2010b). While this metaphor might not apply to every teacher, 

it captured her view of her professional register as a “mask” she could put on or take off 
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at will. Public Stories embody this “mask”; they are the stories a teacher presents to 

signify specific parts of their professional register. For instance, a teacher might tell a 

Public Story about a photograph of their students working in groups, commenting about 

how group work is emphasized in his or her classroom. Another teacher might tell a 

Public Story about a photograph of meticulously organized calculators, commenting with 

pride about his or her materials management procedures. Each Public Story represents a 

part of a teacher’s professional register they want to convey as part of their mathematics 

teacher identity.  

 

B) Private Stories 

Private Stories are the stories that connect a Public Story to a teacher’s personal 

life, usually kept hidden in professional environments. This construct encompasses what 

Sfard and Prusak (2005) call Actual Identities, Clandinin and Connelly (1996; 1995) call 

Secret Stories, Palmer (2007) calls Inner Life, de Freitas (2008a) calls Private Register, 

Drake et al. (2001) call Self as Math Learner, and Enyedy et al. (2006) call What a 

teacher wants to do. (See Table 2) Private Stories open up spaces in teacher narratives to 

author stories exploring who they see themselves to be, their prior experiences, their 

schooling, their family, the way they feel positioned, their dispositions, and all other 

personal aspects that make them unique, yet they do not always want to share publically.  

Private Stories embody a teacher’s personal connection to their teaching. 

Clandinin and Connelly (1996; 1995) wrote that any study attempting to uncovering these 

Private Stories must include (a) structures to reveal Private Stories, (b) safe spaces for 

teachers to talk, and (c) teacher-authored narratives. This is exactly what the photo-

elicitation/photovoice method I detail in the next section accomplishes.  



 51 

For instance, Karla told me she did not realize how much she hid her ethnic 

identity from her students, showing just how easy it is for a teacher to dismiss unique 

personal aspects within their teaching practice. By only honoring the professional 

register, we validate perceived norms of what a mathematics teacher is supposed to do or 

supposed to be. Through this study, I move the focus of mathematics teaching into the 

realm of the personal and the private to unveil and honor teacher Private Stories by 

allowing teachers to present who they are beneath their “masks”. 

 

C) Touchstone Stories 

While many of the studies from my literature review define identity with the 

dueling dichotomous frameworks of public/professional versus private/personal (de 

Freitas, 2008a; Drake et al., 2003; Enyedy et al., 2006; Palmer, 2007), identity actually 

encompassing three stories, not just two. The third story is the Touchstone Story, a term I 

use based on the touchstones used to assay precious metal alloys in ancient alchemy and 

modern chemistry. I see teachers using Touchstone Stories as internal mechanisms of 

critique and decision-making, holding these as standards upon which all other 

experiences are compared.  

Sfard and Prusak (2005) call this the Critical Story, saying these stories are the 

hardest to elicit. These stories sit prominently in a teacher’s mind, stories teachers 

constantly reference or think about, but rarely share. They are the “big stories” of teacher 

identity: 

It is this . . . story that is usually intended when the word identity is used 
unassisted by additional specifications. Being a part of our ongoing conversation 
with ourselves, the first-person self-told identities are likely to have the most 
immediate impact on our actions. (Sfard & Prusak, 2005, p. 17) 
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Van Zoest and Bohl (2005) framed mathematics teacher identity as centered on 

these Touchstone Stories as they posited identity to be socially-constructed and 

unchanging. They had a difficult time operationalizing this definition. Furthermore, Van 

Zoest (2009) herself told me the main reason their work in identity never moved forward 

was because the framework required too many resources. They were only ever able to 

study a single teacher using this massive framework of mathematics teacher identity (Van 

Zoest & Bohl, 2003).  

One overriding weakness of [our] framework: it is so broad and encompassing 
that it can be unwieldy to employ . . . each community has different regimes of 
experience and accountability, and different relationships with its own 
reifications. All these interact with MTI in different ways. This complexity means 
it would be virtually impossible to explicate the entirety of a person’s MTI and 
how the communities involved affect it. (Van Zoest & Bohl, 2005, p. 339)  

The main reason Van Zoest and Bohl had so much trouble operationalizing their 

framework of mathematics teacher identity was because they were trying to find teachers’ 

Touchstone Stories but looking only at teachers’ Public Stories. They defined identity as 

something so fundamental it was not likely to be altered, yet their analysis looked only at 

things from the professional register of teaching: knowledge and communities of practice 

that are constantly shifting and growing, rather than the personal register where 

Touchstone Stories live. 

Sfard and Prusak (2005) found that when teachers confronted their Touchstone 

Stories, a depressing emotional response was sometimes generated. They wrote that, “A 

perceived persistent gap between actual and designated identities, especially if it involves 

critical elements, is likely to generate a sense of unhappiness” (Sfard & Prusak, 2005, p. 

18). De Freitas (2010) echoed this sentiment. She found that the best way for pre-service 

mathematics teachers to confront their own identity was to, “‘zoom in’ on highly 

emotional moments which had left a strong imprint on their memory” (de Freitas, 2010, 
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p. 51). De Freitas further posited that triggering these emotional moments helped 

mathematics teachers reflect on their Touchstone Stories. She wrote, “Self-study 

narratives can be seen as pivotal in triggering the kind of deep emotional reflection 

necessary for developing critical awareness. These self-study practices have proven 

effective in other areas of education, but are perhaps even more essential in mathematics” 

(de Freitas, 2010, p. 51). 

Therefore, Touchstone Stories are most often revealed when a teacher confronts 

the way his or her stories intersect with other, which can sometimes generate an 

emotional reaction. A teacher might cry, get angry, look embarrassed, or laugh–a clue 

that a Touchstone Story is being shared. For instance, when Karla shared she felt her 

teaching career robbed her of an opportunity to become a mother, she got visibly angry 

and her eyes watered. I took this to mean her Touchstone Story was seeing herself as a 

mother, a fundamental part of her mathematics teacher identity.  

 

Eliciting and then analyzing how teachers manage their Public Stories, Private 

Stories, and Touchstone Stories lies at the heart of understanding a mathematics teacher’s 

identity. First, Public Stories represent the professional register a teacher presents to all, 

the version of the teacher we normally see in professional development workshops or 

research on teaching. Second, Private Stories represent the personal register, are 

concealed from the public just beneath the Public Stories, and are often tied to teacher 

practice. Finally, Touchstone Stories are the stories a teacher constantly references when 

reflecting on their teaching, but will rarely unveil. They are sometimes elicited when a 

particular story or set of stories evoke an emotional reaction. 
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3. Positioning 

The third strand in studying mathematics teacher identity involves the way a 

teacher positions himself or herself through their stories. Exploring mathematics teacher 

identity forces teachers to examine their relationships to institutions of power–the 

different political forces that shape the field of mathematics education (Britzman, 1991; 

de Freitas, 2008a; Gee, 2000; Holland et al., 1998). By exploring their mathematics 

teacher identities, teachers not only focus on how their identities were created and 

defined, but also the freedom they have or do not have in shaping these identities 

(Britzman, 1991; de Freitas, 2008a; Gee, 2000). De Freitas writes, “Through the process 

of narrating, teachers are often able to contextualize their experiences within the power 

economy of education, thereby enacting (and sometimes naming) the conditions that gave 

rise to the accounts” (2010, p. 50). Knowing one’s own mathematics teacher identity is 

transformative; the process opens a teacher’s eyes willingly or unwillingly (Holland et 

al., 1998). This exploration into identity then becomes a professional development 

workshop that goes far beyond the “professional” into the “personal by allowing teachers, 

according to Gee (2010), to be aware of hegemony: the unequal distribution of power in 

the system they teach within. 

Agency emerges as one authors his or her own personal stories (Britzman, 1991; 

Giroux, 1988; Holland et al., 1998). Palmer (2007) posited that empowering teachers 

starts with discovering their identities through authoring. He writes: 

External tools of power have occasional utility in teaching, but they are no 
substitute for authority, the authority that comes from the teacher’s inner life. The 
clue is in the word itself, which has author at its core. Authority is granted to 
people who are perceived as authoring their own words, their own actions, their 
own lives, rather than playing a scripted role at great remove from their own 
hearts. (Palmer, 2007, p. 56)  
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Gutstein (2006) and Martin (2000) found Freire’s (1970) critical consciousness to 

be a required component for building a mathematics student identity. Britzman (1991) 

and Giroux (1988) also found critical consciousness to be required for building a teacher 

identity. Therefore, critical consciousness should play an equally important role in 

mathematics teacher identity as well. Positioning, the last strand of my framework for 

studying mathematics teacher identity, details how teachers use the authoring of their 

stories to recognize their own power. Through the telling and reflecting on their stories, 

teachers position themselves, enact agency, and move towards developing a critical 

consciousness. 

 

THE PHOTO-ELICITATION/PHOTOVOICE INTERVIEW 

To actually study mathematics teaching identity using the three strands above, I 

used a research method called the photo-elicitation/photovoice interview. This is a 

relatively new research method in education that comes from the photovoice work in the 

fields of nursing and health care (Guillemin & Drew, 2010; Hansen-Ketchum & Myrick, 

2008; Wang & Burris, 1997) and the photo-elicitation work from the fields of 

anthropology and sociology (Clark-Ibanez, 2004; Gauntlett & Holzwarth, 2006; Harper, 

2002). I use a combination of the two methods and will detail the theory, method, and 

analysis suggestions from this literature. 

First, Wang and Burris (1997) pioneered the use of photovoice interviews to study 

the health care reform practices of rural farmers China. They based their photovoice 

method on Feminist theory and Freire’s  (1970) critical consciousness, citing Freire’s 

own use of drawings and photographs as a literacy teacher in Brazil. Wang and Burris 

found the photovoice method exposed “theory failure” when it showed that farmers 
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voiced their lack of resources as the main obstacle to implementing health care reform 

rather than the supposed lack of knowledge of the farmers, which the researchers 

originally assumed. Wang and Burris also warned validity would always be an issue 

when using the photovoice method. The researchers must trust that the photos and stories 

collected using this method actually represent the subjects’ priorities at that particular 

moment, even as no mechanisms exist to check the validity of these photographs and 

stories. 

Second, Guillemin and Drew (2010) wrote an analysis of visual methodologies in 

current health research, focusing on a combined photovoice and photo-elicitation method. 

Photo-elicitation is considered “autodriven” if the participants choose the photographs 

themselves, thereby making technical term for my method even more complicated: 

“Autodriven Photo-elicitation/Photovoice Interviews”. Guillen and Drew offered 

suggestions for how to use this method. First, the degree of openness of the participant is 

completely dependent on the level of rapport or trust between the researcher and the 

participant. Second, be very clear to the participants as to who the audience for their 

photographs will be, namely the researcher and the research community. Finally, the 

researcher should talk as little as possible during the actual interview in order to allow for 

reflective silence. 

Third, Hansen-Ketchum and Myrick (2008) argued that photo-elicitation is a 

method, not a methodology. The photographs themselves have no meaning and should 

therefore not be a part of the analysis, only the interpretations drawn from the 

photographs. Hansen-Ketchum and Myrick suggested that the interviewer not be present 

during the actual photograph taking by the participants, offering that a two-week window 

is the ideal amount of time to allow for participants to take photographs. Finally, Hansen-
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Ketchum and Myrick warned that this method should not be used for building theory, 

rather should be used for getting to know the participants and exploring their identity. 

Fourth, Harper (2002) presented a number of reason why they photo-elicitation 

methods works through a brief history of its use in the fields of anthropology and 

sociology. First, photographs get into people’s memories and retrieve past events in a 

way that brings them freshly into discussion. Second, this method is particularly suited 

for studying identity because what is seen in the photograph raises questions about what 

is not  seen.  Finally, Harper suggested encouraging participants to “break the frame” 

with the photographs they capture, moving beyond the taken-for-granted aspects of work 

and community into the other worlds that participants have access to. 

Fifth, Gauntlett and Holzwarth (2006) argued the photo-elicitation method works 

because it allows the participant time to think about the particular photograph he or she 

wants to capture, rather than attempt to collect an instant response. The process of 

making a photograph requires constant engagement, meaning that the participants puts a 

substantial amount of thought and reflection into what the photograph means to them by 

the time they present it. Finally, Gauntlett and Holzwarth said what separates this method 

from journalism in the presence of a researcher analyzing the overall photographs and 

interviews. 

Sixth, Clark-Ibanez (2004) used photo-elicitation to supplement an ethnography 

on elementary school students in an urban setting. She found that the photographs were 

polysemic, meaning they had multiple meanings for the participants and these led to 

multiple stories generated from each photograph. She also found the interviews were 

most revealing when they were conducted in private settings and one-on-one.  

I took up all the suggestions from this literature to design my own use of the 

photo-elicitation/photovoice interview for this study, which I will detail in the next 
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chapter.  I also looked towards this literature to know what I could and could not draw 

conclusions on, based upon my findings. 

 

CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, the literature on mathematics teacher identity, while sparse when 

specifically looking at mathematics teachers, creates an understanding of identity through 

the various stories that a teacher tells in the personal and professional registers he or she 

occupies. This understanding of identity gets to the “soul” of who mathematics teacher 

are and honors them as real people. Studying mathematics teacher identity involves three 

strands: (a) Story as a unit, (b) Managing Multiple Stories, and (c) Positioning. In my 

conceptual framework, the multiple stories that frame mathematics teacher identity are 

Public, Private, and Touchstone Stories. These stories are elicited through narratives 

using conscious listening techniques and anchoring structures. The narratives come about 

from photographs that teachers share through a photo-elicitation/photovoice interview. In 

the next chapter, I detail exactly how I used this method to study and understand 

mathematics teacher identity. 
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Chapter Three: Research Methods 

I used a relatively new (at least in education) research method called the photo-

elicitation/photovoice interview (PEPI) to study the mathematics teacher identity of six 

high school Algebra I teachers. I gave each teacher a digital camera and a loose prompt to 

take photographs of “the various parts of your personal life that affect how you see 

yourself as a mathematics teacher” (See Appendix A for the full prompt). Then the 

teacher and I sat for an interview that lasted from ninety minutes to two hours, looking at 

the teacher’s photographs one at a time. In these interviews, each teacher presented and 

discussed four to seven photographs.  

I approached this study as a novice mathematics education researcher continuing 

to build my methodological principles and research paradigms. I experimented with “new 

methodologies and theoretical frameworks to explore the underbelly of mathematics 

education” (Nolan & de Freitas, 2008, p. 2). I used what Erlandson (1993) refers to as 

naturalistic inquiry to study the identities of mathematics teacher, suggesting the 

researcher to, “Assume that human beings must operate within realities they themselves 

have constructed” (p. 21). Therefore, I approached the study without pre-conceived 

notions of mathematics teacher identities and followed Erlandson’s (1993) guidelines for 

credibility, dependability, and transferability. I used the research process to learn, 

develop, and confirm constructs about mathematics teacher identity presented by the 

participants themselves  

Specifically, the research questions I addressed were: 

1. How do mathematics teachers present themselves? 

2. What aspects from mathematics teachers’ personal registers do teachers 

perceive as influencing their professional registers? 
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3. What kinds of themes does the photo-elicitation/photovoice interview method 

capture about mathematics teachers? What are the limitations of the photo-elicitation 

interview?  

 

In this chapter, I will present how my research method was crafted from the 

results of two pilot studies. I then introduce the research participants, and the research 

structure I used built upon the photo-elicitation/photovoice interview. Finally, I present 

the analysis approach that details how I unitized each teacher’s narrative into individual 

Public, Private, and Touchstone Stories to understand their mathematics teacher identity.  

 

DEMOGRAPHIC TERMS 

In reporting what each teacher shared in the interviews, I tried to stay true to each 

teacher’s voice. When reporting on a specific teacher, I used the specific demographic 

terms each teacher used to describe him or herself. Often these terms can conjure 

troubled histories or deficit worldviews (Pollock, 2008). Therefore, I used the terms 

Latino/a (Trueba, 2002; Zou & Trueba, 1998) and White (Marx, 2006) to signify specific 

ethnic constructs when reporting generally, even if these terms were not the exact terms 

each teacher used individually. 

 

PILOT STUDIES 

My interest in using the PEPI to explore mathematics teacher identity developed 

from the result of two earlier pilot studies. Both of these studies were enacted with high 

school Algebra I teachers from the Academic Youth Development (AYD) Research and 

Evaluation Project (Bush-Richards et al., 2011; Paek & Brown, 2009; Paek, Brown, & 
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Chao, 2009; Schneider, Chao, Leach, & Fong, 2010), an initiative of the Charles A. Dana 

Center. The AYD project revolved around a three-week summer-bridge program to 

transition middle-school 8th graders into high school Algebra I 9th-graders. During this 

summer bridge, AYD teachers taught a curriculum built upon research on teaching 

through problem solving (Schoenfeld, 1992), student persistence and motivation (Eccles 

& Wigfield, 2002; Stipek et al., 1998), and developing a malleable framework of 

mathematics intelligence (Dweck, 2000; Dweck & Leggett, 1988).  

 

Pilot Study 1: Case Study of Teacher Beliefs and Identity 

My first pilot study was a case study of an entire 3-week enactment of the AYD 

summer bridge program. I aimed to explore the beliefs and identity of Deadra, an AYD 

teacher, using a case-study research model utilizing continual classroom observation, 

student interviews, and teacher interviews (Stake, 1995; Yin, 2009). Deadra was a former 

mechanical engineer and in her 5th-year of teaching at her third high school serving a low-

socioeconomic, predominantly Latino/a student population. She was also the current 

math department chair of her school. She self-identified as White and female.  

I found that Deadra only engaged with the AYD curriculum if she could weave it 

into her pre-existing beliefs about how students learned mathematics. She selectively 

chose which lessons and which parts of the lessons to enact. I also found that the more 

room I gave Deadra to talk about herself, specifically within a non-judgmental and non-

evaluative space (Costa & Garmston, 2002; Johnston, 2004), the more she seemed to 

want to, and need to, talk about who she was. She constantly lamented on the strain of 

having to play the character of a “math teacher” every day, using the metaphor mentioned 

in the last chapter about putting on her “mask” every morning. I concluded that Deadra’s 
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mathematics teacher identity was externally defined, leaving little room for her personal 

self to exist within her professional self (Chao, 2010). 

Additionally, since the interviews were loosely structured, I found myself with 

massive amounts of video and audio data difficult to analyze or draw conclusions from. I 

made the novice mistake qualitative research handbooks warn against; I collected too 

much unfocused data (Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Merriam, 2009).  I learned that I needed a 

mechanism to structure data collection in the future. 

 

Pilot Study 2: Mathematics Teacher Identity using Photo-Elicitation/Photovoice 
Interviews 

A year later, I set out to specifically explore the idea of mathematics teacher 

identity in a more structured manner. This time, I used the photo-elicitation/photovoice 

interview to study two teachers over a three-week period. Structuring my study around 

the PEPI generated four interesting results. First, the PEPI quickly created strong 

emotional reactions in the teachers. Both teachers cried during the interview and 

repeatedly stated that this was the most reflective and personal professional development 

they had ever encountered. Second, both teachers realized specific practices in their 

teaching they wanted to change as a result of the interview. Third, the interview helped 

the teachers situate the frustrations they felt in their daily teaching practice into an 

encompassing narrative; they shared they were able to reflect upon how they were 

positioned as mathematics teachers in society. Finally, the structure of the PEPI revealed 

detailed discussions about identity generated from seemingly innocuous photographs, as 

shown in the next example. 
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Figure 4. A photograph from Karla’s interview from my second pilot study. This 
photograph of a Hall of Honor window display revealed that Karla’s Public Story of 
being an “excellent” teacher intersected with her Touchstone Story of one day starting a 
family. All identifying features of students or the school have been blurred out. 

 

Karla was one of the participants in this study. When presenting one of her 

photographs, the resulting six minutes of dialogue quickly went from pride in showcasing 

good academic work to feelings of sadness that her career as a mathematics teacher had 

stymied her opportunity to start a family. She moved from a Public Story discussing the 

hard work and sacrifice it took to be an “excellent” teacher, to a Private Story revealing 

how she felt caught in society’s expectation of mathematics teachers, to her Touchstone 

Story of one day becoming a mother. She shared that the rigors of mathematics teaching 

stopped her from dating, from meeting men, and ultimately ruined her opportunity to start 

a family. 
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This pilot study helped me better prepare for this dissertation study in multiple 

ways. First, using the PEPI helped me structure the interviews to focus specifically on 

where the personal and professional registers intersected. Second, the interview helped 

me understand how teachers situated the frustrations they felt by allowing me to practice 

conscious listening interview techniques to elicit how they positioned themselves and felt 

positioned as mathematics teachers.  

Furthermore, the dialogue generated from this pilot study helped me realize that 

mathematics teacher identity, while highly theorized in the few studies on the subject 

(Burrell & Goldberg, 2010; de Freitas, 2008a; Drake et al., 2001; Van Zoest & Bohl, 

2005), could be productively studied using a photography-based method. First, 

understanding teachers’ identities only comes from allowing teachers to author their own 

narrative using their own words, ideas, and visual images (Guillemin & Drew, 2010; 

Hansen-Ketchum & Myrick, 2008; Wang & Burris, 1997). A teacher’s story must contain 

the teacher’s voice. Second, it was important for me to meet teachers within their space 

and to approach them as owners and authorities of this space, rather than asking them to 

come into my world (Clark-Ibanez, 2004; Guillemin & Drew, 2010). Therefore, all the 

interviews took place after school in the teacher’s classroom. Finally, I learned that the 

PEPI opened up what de Freitas (2008b) refers to as a teacher’s vulnerable ‘I’, the 

specific voice that teachers use to reveal themselves. Teachers relished the opportunity to 

speak in this voice. The more room I gave both teachers to talk about how they saw 

themselves, the more the teachers seemed to want to talk. I had to cut each interview off 

after two hours, even though both teachers stated that they wished they could keep the 

interview going.  

This pilot study helped me see how the PEPI could frame each algebra teacher’s 

unique mathematics teacher identity. Both teachers revealed the unique attributes from 
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their personal register felt ignored professionally. Both teachers expressed how they felt 

locked into playing the role of “mathematics teacher”, leaving little room for their real 

selves to emerge. This outwardly defined role encouraged them to build an “anonymous” 

professional persona that did not reflective how they actually saw themselves. Instead 

they using “false stereotypes” of mathematics teachers such as positioning themselves as 

“math people” or acting as if they think about mathematics all the time to create their 

professional personas (Chao & Empson, 2011). 

I also found that the PEPI elicited a narrative, that, when unitized into individual 

stories, framed a teacher’s mathematics teacher identity. The PEPI worked well for 

studying identities because it was efficient, created structured conversations through the 

anchor of the photograph, allowed for authentic narratives using the teacher’s own voice, 

and honored teachers busy schedules by allowing them the agency to choose when and 

how they captured and selected the photographs. Most importantly, the PEPI drew out 

each teacher’s Private and Touchstone Stories, which they shared that they rarely shared. 

Finally, I found that while it was often difficult for me to follow a participant’s train of 

thought during a traditional interview without interrupting the flow of dialogue to ask a 

clarifying question, I followed along with ease during the PEPI because the photograph 

served an anchor point. I focused my attention on exactly what each teacher was saying 

because the photograph served as my guide.  

Overall, both pilot studies helped me situate exactly how to structure this study. I 

learned to create a better version of the PEPI by reducing the window for teachers from 

three-weeks to two-weeks (Hansen-Ketchum & Myrick, 2008), was more explicit about 

what to take photographs of and how they would be used (Guillemin & Drew, 2010), and 

made sure to “hover” around as little as possible during the photograph collection phase 

(Hansen-Ketchum & Myrick, 2008).  
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PARTICIPANTS 

For this study, I chose six teachers selected from the Academic Youth 

Development Research and Evaluation Project for the 2010-11 school year. Each teacher 

taught at a different high school. Two of the teachers taught in schools in one of the 

largest cities in Texas. The other four teachers taught in schools in a smaller, mid-sized 

city in Texas. I had previously interacted with all six teachers through professional 

development workshops, classroom observations, and research interviews through the 

AYD project. 

I used two criteria to select teachers. First, I chose teachers who, when I would 

talk about my research interests during our conversations, expressed a specific interest in 

participating and exploring their own mathematics teacher identity. Second, I chose 

teachers who I had an established trusting rapport (Guillemin & Drew, 2010). Karla even 

told me that the only reason she was so forthright and willing to share during her 

interview was because she felt she could trust me; our rapport was established. Therefore, 

when selecting participants for the study, I chose teachers with whom I also felt this same 

rapport through our previous interactions. This was what Erlandson refers to as a 

purposive sample because I purposely chose teachers who would, “provide rich detail.” 

(1993, p. 33) 

  

Table 3 

The participants, their ethnicity, gender, years of teaching experience, school 
description, undergraduate degree, and prior relationship with me. 
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Pseudonym Description Prior relationship with me 
Ms. Packer White, Female, 14th-year at same 

urban, low-SES 9th-grade center. 
Just won “Region Teacher of the 
Year”. Undergraduate degree in 
education 

Worked with for 1 year through 
AYD observations and interviews  

Mr. Fibo Latino, Male, 3rd-year at same 
suburban mid/high-SES school. 
Undergraduate degree in 
mathematics/mathematics 
education. 

Worked with for 4 years through 
AYD since his first year as a 
teacher. Know well through 
supporting and observing teaching, 
interacting with in professional 
development 

Mr. Leche Latino, Male, 4th-year at 2nd urban, 
low-SES school. Undergraduate 
degree in education 

Worked with for 2 years through the 
AYD. Also did a case study of his 
partner teacher’s classroom. 

Ms. Frisbee White, Female, 3rd year at 2nd 
school, a suburban mid/high-SES 
school. Moving to charter high 
school next year. Undergraduate 
degree in mathematics, certified 
through alternative online program 

Worked with for 2 years through 
AYD, but rarely observed or 
interacted with. 

Mr. 
Ginobili 

Latino, Male, 5th-year at same 
suburban mid/high-SES school. 
Undergraduate degree in education 

Worked with for 4 years through 
AYD. Know professionally through 
observing, interviewing, interacting 
with in professional development. 

Ms. 
Riemann 

African-American, Female, 2nd-year 
teaching at same urban low-SES 
high school. Undergraduate degree 
in mathematics/mathematics 
education. 

Worked with for 1 year through 
AYD, observed and interviewed 
once.  

 

Each participant was formally recruited through the letter found in Appendix A. I 

chose a pseudonym for each teacher based upon a story they shared during their interview 

and asked each teacher to approve of this pseudonym. 
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THE PROCESS 

To investigate mathematics’ teacher identity, I first visited each of the six high 

school Algebra I teachers to give them the digital cameras and the prompts. (See 

Appendix A.) I then set up a time and date to sit individually for a formal photo-

elicitation/photovoice interview two weeks in the future. During these two weeks, I sat in 

and observed at least one Algebra I class period for each teacher in order to get a feel for 

their teaching practice, know their classroom and school culture, and answer any 

questions each teacher might have about the study, the research method, or what types of 

photographs they should capture. Mainly, I wanted to be present if they needed me 

without being overbearing about how they should take the photographs. I purposely gave 

very little instruction as to what photographs to take or collect because I wanted the 

photographs to represent their voice. 

A day or two before the scheduled interview, I sent an email to each teacher 

reminding them about the interview and also prompting that, because of limited time, 

they should choose the five to ten most important photographs out of the original twenty 

and order them by importance. (This email can be found in Appendix B.) I have found 

that this process of asking participants to select and order the photographs just before the 

interview provides a reflective space to think about each photograph and specifically 

what each photograph means to them. It creates a richer interview. This adds credibility 

to the teacher narratives; it creates a prolonged engagement with the photographs as each 

of them is forced to think about which photographs to present (Erlandson, 1993).  

I then sat with each teacher for the actual photo-elicitation/photovoice interview, 

each one taking place after school in the teacher’s classroom and lasting at least ninety 

minutes. During the interview, each teacher shared one photograph at a time in a self-

selected order of importance. I used a minimal interview structure based upon conscious 
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listening techniques (Palmer, 2007). I tried to use non-judgmental and non-evaluative 

language (Johnston, 2004) such as, “Tell me more about that,” or, “How does that 

connect to you as a mathematics teacher?” I also used clinical interview strategies 

(Ginsburg, 1997) such as revoicing to mirror how each image connected to their 

professional register, their personal register, and the AYD program. (The basic interview 

protocol can be found in Appendix C.) 
 

THE INTERVIEWS  

During the interviews, almost every single photo-elicitation followed the same 

basic pattern. First, the teacher would introduce a photograph. The teacher would add 

commentary to this photograph to explain what we were looking at. This commentary 

usually consisted of a description of the scene in the photograph and an introduction to 

the people and/or places in the photograph. Then the teacher would point out why he or 

she chose to include this photograph: the particular attribute of their mathematics 

teaching represented in this photograph. This commentary was a Public Story. I 

responded to this commentary by nodding, revoicing, or taking up and replying to what 

the teacher said.  

At this point, the interview would take one of three turns. First, the teacher could 

choose to keep the conversation completely on the Public Story level, refusing to reflect 

or analyze about this photograph. All I could do at this point was nod along and try to 

probe more and more about the image and what it meant to the teacher. The teacher 

might hesitate, repeat the same story, or express that he or she did not have much more to 

say about the photograph.  

Second, if the teacher continued talking about the photograph, he or she usually 

launched into a Private Story by revealing a motive and meaning behind the photograph. 
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This usually came about when I prompted the teacher with a probe like, “Tell me more 

about that.” This Private Story usually had little to do with the actual photograph, but 

showed a personal connection to the Public Story the teacher just told. 

Third, at least once in each interview, a teacher might show emotion as they were 

sharing a Public or Private Story. I took this to mean that the teacher was now sharing a 

Touchstone Story and made note of it for later analysis. 
 

DATA SOURCES  

Each interview was audio recorded with an Olympus digital recorder and 

transferred onto a secure hard drive. I created a folder on the hard drive for each teacher 

to hold all the notes, photographs, and the audio interview data. 

Each interview was then transcribed for analysis using a grounded theory coding 

structure to elicit emerging themes of mathematics teacher identity centering on the 

stories teachers told from their professional and personal registers (Corbin & Strauss, 

2007; Merriam, 2009). The main data sources for this study were these teachers interview 

of each teacher, which I transcribed using InqScribe5 to build an emerging coding 

scheme. Each interview consisted of at least ninety-minutes of transcribed audio. 

While the actual photographs that each teacher shared along with the notes I took 

during classroom observations added depth to the interview, I did not consider them as 

primary data and did not thoroughly analyze them. I collected them only to add 

dimension to the actual interviews, as the photographs by themselves have little meaning 

without the commentary that each teacher added (Hansen-Ketchum & Myrick, 2008). 

Additionally, while the AYD Research and Evaluation Project also collected belief 

surveys, observations, and interviews for each of these teachers (much of which I 
                                                
5 InqScribe is transcribing software for Mac. http://www.inqscribe.com/ 
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personally collected), I saw this data as part of a separate evaluation project specifically 

about the AYD curriculum and therefore did not incorporate it into this particular 

dissertation study. 

 

ANALYSIS APPROACH AND TRUSTWORTHINESS 

I analyzed each teacher interview simultaneously using two separate approaches. 

The first approach involved “living in” the data; it was a straightforward grounded-theory 

qualitative approach, based upon creating emergent codes on individual themes through 

successive analytical memos (Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Merriam, 2009). I used this 

approach to build trustworthiness in my interpretations of the data—what Erlandson 

(1993) calls credibility, transferability, and dependability when doing naturalistic inquiry. 

The second approach involved looking for stories; it is appropriated from the research on 

photo-elicitation/photovoice techniques (Brown et al., 2009; Clark-Ibanez, 2004; 

Guillemin & Drew, 2010; Hansen-Ketchum & Myrick, 2008; Harper, 2002; Oware, 

Diefes-Dux, & Adams, 2007; Wang & Burris, 1997) and studying identity through story 

(de Freitas, 2008a; Drake, 2006; Drake et al., 2003; Sfard & Prusak, 2005). In this 

approach, I divided up each interview into photographs to create individual “chapters” 

delineated by which photograph was on the screen at the time, then divided up each 

chapter up into individual stories. This approach allowed me to locate the Personal, 

Private, and Touchstone Stories for each teacher. 

The first part of analysis began when I transcribed each interview using 

InqScribe, which I have previously used in other qualitative research projects. InqScribe 

allowed the inclusion of time codes for every line of interview data, as well as the tagging 

of thematic codes while I was transcribing in order to build a general grounded theory 
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(Corbin & Strauss, 2008). These first-pass codes formed the initial stages of a categorical 

scheme to organize the data, so that I could know what I would find in these interviews 

(Corbin & Strauss, 2007). Then, using a text conversion script I wrote in Perl6, I imported 

the transcripts from InqScribe into Transana7. While Transana contains an equally robust 

transcription tool, I felt I was faster and more efficient with InqScribe because of my 

previous experience using it.  

After I had imported all the interviews into Transana, I built a theoretical sample 

by analyzing the two longest interviews, which were Ms. Packer’s and Mr. Fibo’s. I 

listened to the audio and carefully read the transcripts in order to designate individual 

audio clips based upon emerging thematic codes (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). These clips 

allowed me to create a more robust two-tiered analysis mechanism; each clip contained 

one primary keyword category and multiple thematic codes. For the Ms. Packer’s 

interview, I created 103 clips. For the Mr. Fibo’s, I created 69 clips. Together, these 

interviews generated 446 thematic codes within 35 keyword categories. These initial 

keyword categories can be found in Table 4. 

 

Table 4  

Initial code set of 35 keywords from looking at a theoretical sample of two of the six 
interviews, a 33.3% sample set of the data 

Keyword Category 
Accolades, Administration, Assessment/Testing, Academic Youth Development, Faith, 
Family-General, Family-Past, Family-Present, Inconsistences-Public Stories, 
Mathematics, Other Jobs, Outside Influences, Own Education, Parenting/Grandparenting, 
Personal Growth/Transitions, Personal Issues, Personal Philosophies/Beliefs, Positioning, 
                                                
6 http://www.transana.org/support/convertInqScribeToTransana.zip The script converts InqScribe files to 
Transana specific text files. The bulk of the conversion is translating the time code formats. 
7 Transana is a qualitative analysis tool developed by the Wisconsin Center for Education Research at the 
University of Wisconsin-Madison. More information can be found at http://www.transana.org/ 
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Positioning Students, Protocol, Reflection, Space between Personal/Professional, Stories, 
Systemic Issues, Teacher Tone, Teaching Beyond Math, Teaching Beyond School, 
Teaching Community, Teaching Journey, Teaching Philosophy/Beliefs, Teaching 
Practice, Technology, Templates of People, Things Specifically Not Mentioned. 

 

At this point, I started to see the need to combine or drop keyword categories or 

drop categories to make the analysis. I truncated the thematic code set with a specific 

focus on the intersection of the personal and professional registers in how teachers told 

Public, Private, and Touchstone Stories to collapse the codes. I then used this second-pass 

thematic code set to analyze the remaining four interviews, adding thematic codes and 

keyword categories only as necessary. This allowed me to focus the analysis specifically 

on the construct of mathematics teacher identity without being too specific of any 

particular teacher. This third-pass (and final) code set contained 206 thematic codes 

within 14 keyword categories. The final keyword categories were: Academic Youth 

Development, Public Stories, Escapes, Things Specifically Not Mentioned, The 

Personal/Professional Intersect, Photographs, Power/Autonomy, In-the-moment 

Reflections, Strains, The Teaching Journey, Teaching Philosophy/Beliefs, Teaching 

Practice, Teacher Preparation, and Why I Teach. 

These rigorous and multiple passes of the data through analytical memos, 

thematic codes, and keyword categories allowed me to “live in” the interviews (Corbin & 

Strauss, 2008) in order to generate thick description of my findings (Erlandson, 1993). 

Because the interviews are specific to only the six mathematics teacher in the study, I 

cannot generalize the findings to the general population of mathematics teachers (Corbin 

& Strauss, 2008; Erlandson, 1993). However, the use of thick description and purposive 

sampling make these findings transferable to other contexts, as Erlandson writes: 

The “thick description” that has been generated, however, enables observers of 
other contexts to make tentative judgments about applicability of certain 
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observations for their contexts and to form “working hypotheses” to guide 
empirical inquiry into these context. (1993, p. 33) 

Finally, I wrote a summary of the main keyword categories and thematic codes 

for each teacher along with my preliminary analysis based upon the analytical memos. I 

emailed each teacher their summary, asking them to add to, edit, or clarify anything in the 

summary in order to create a form of member-check validity (Corbin & Strauss, 2007). I 

asked each teacher to help me keep what I was writing true to their “voice” and to ensure 

I was being “real”. I also asked each teacher to approve a pseudonym I chose from his or 

her interview that was both personal and unique. I incorporated this feedback from each 

teacher back into second part of the analysis. This was my attempt to build credibility 

through member checks, as Erlandson wrote, “It is imperative that both data and 

interpretations obtained be verified by those persons. No data obtained through the study 

should be included in it if they cannot be verified through member checks” (1993, p. 31). 

The second part of the analysis involved breaking apart each interviews into 

individual stories based upon the photographs each teacher shared. I started by dividing 

up each interview into individual chapters, based upon the photograph that was on the 

screen at the time (Hansen-Ketchum & Myrick, 2008; Harper, 2002). The amount of time 

spent on each photograph varied. Usually the chapters at the beginning of the interview 

were longer, lasting up to forty minutes long. The chapters near the end of each interview 

were often rushed, lasting as little as a few seconds each.  

I then divided up each chapter into individual stories, particularly Public, Private, 

and Touchstone Stories (Clandinin & Connelly, 1996; Connelly & Clandinin, 1995; Sfard 

& Prusak, 2005). The Public stories were the commentary that a photograph initially 

elicited, usually discerned by a statement such as “This photograph represents . . . which 

is important to me as a math teacher because . . .” After a teacher told a Public Story, they 
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usually launched into tangential story. This often came about through my silence, but 

sometimes through a probe like, “Tell me more about that.” If these stories detailed 

another aspect of the photograph or described a part of the teacher’s practice, I classified 

it as a public story because it existed in the teacher’s professional register (de Freitas, 

2008a; Enyedy et al., 2006). This might come after a statement like, “I also chose this 

photographs because it represents . . .” However, if the story detailed a personal 

connection to the teacher’s practice, exploring how a teacher saw himself or herself, I 

knew the story came from the teacher’s Personal Register and classified it as a Personal 

Story (Clandinin & Connelly, 1996; Connelly & Clandinin, 1995; Palmer, 2007). These 

stories were sometimes delineated by statements like, “I didn’t even think of it until now, 

but . . .” or “It’s so different than who I am at home . . .”  

 Then, I went back to the transcripts and my analytical memos and looked for 

instances of increased emotion, such as crying or raised voices. I found at least one 

instance in every interview and classified the stories that were associated with these 

emotions as Touchstone Stories (de Freitas, 2010; Sfard & Prusak, 2005; Wang & Burris, 

1997).  I then looked for the stories that elicited this Touchstone Story, finding they 

always fit a pattern: a photograph elicits a Public Story which elicits a Private Story 

which elicits a Touchstone Story. I then used thick description to write up the three 

specific stories. This thick description makes up the majority of the next chapter. 

Finally, I went back through each story to note which stories might be interesting 

when combined with the findings from the keyword categories and thematic codes 

analysis. As I was dividing up each interview into individual stories, I found it 

simultaneously contributed to my first approach of analytical coding. I continually 

updated analytical memos, coded and re-coded segments of the interview, and 

reorganized the keyword categories based upon what I discovered from unitizing the 
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stories.  Overall, my two-part analysis approach was a content analysis on a thematic 

level, focusing on the way teacher narratives framed identity through connected Public, 

Private, and Touchstone Stories. 

In the following chapter I describe the specific Public, Private, and Touchstone 

Stories each teacher told that framed his or her mathematics teacher identity. I also detail 

answers to the research questions as well as interesting findings from analyzing the 

teacher stories. 
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Chapter Four: Results 

OVERVIEW 

The main goal of this research project was to use a photography-based narrative 

to understand mathematics teacher identity. Identity was framed as the stories a teacher 

told about himself or herself, specifically through the constructs of Public Stories, Private 

Stories, and Touchstone Stories. Collectively, these stories framed the mathematics 

teacher identity self-reported by each teacher. I used the photo-elicitation/photovoice 

interview research method to elicit these stories, with the photographs acting as 

anchoring structures to unitize these teacher narratives into stories. Again, I define stories 

as a particular sequence of events centering on a specific subject, along with the 

reflection or analysis that occurs when recalling these events. (See Figure 2 for how these 

constructs connect with each other) 

The photo-elicitation/photovoice method framed each teacher’s mathematics 

teacher identity through three intersecting Public, Private, and Touchstone Stories, in that 

particular order. Teachers started by sharing and then commenting on a photograph. This 

commentary was the Public Story. After telling this story, they might share a more hidden 

Private Story. This Private Story was usually connected to professional practice and 

elicited through prompts like, “Tell me more about that,” or, “How does this picture 

connect to your personal identity?” Finally, each teacher revealed a Touchstone Story, 

stories that each teacher frequently references, but keeps hidden. The teachers concealed 

these Touchstone Stories behind other stories, and they incited a physical display of 

emotion (e.g., watery eyes, crying, raised voices, red faces, sighs of exasperation, etc.) 

when told. Each teacher had different types and varying degrees of emotional reactions 

during the interview, resulting in a variety of Touchstone Stories. Though this research 
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structure, I was able to frame each teacher’s mathematics teacher identity through these 

multiple stories. 

The results answered and challenged the original research questions: 

1. How do mathematics teachers present themselves? 

2. What aspects from mathematics teachers’ personal registers do teachers 

perceive as influencing their professional registers? 

3. What kinds of themes does the photo-elicitation/photovoice interview method 

capture about mathematics teachers? What are the limitations of the photo-elicitation 

interview?  

 

I present the results here in two sections. First, I share a set of stories each teacher 

told during the photo-elicitation/photovoice process, answering the first two research 

questions. These stories are examples of each teacher’s Public, Private, and Touchstone 

Stories, showcasing the intersecting nature of this story triad. Then, I present the results 

of looking at the stories collectively, noticing common themes in how the six teachers’ 

framed their mathematics teacher identity. All the results presented here came either 

directly from, or were generalized from each teacher’s dialogue during the photo-

elicitation/photovoice interviews.  
 

THE TEACHERS’ STORIES 

Overall, I found that teachers chose not to share stories involving actual 

mathematics content, signifying the other aspects of their lives as more important. 

Through the Touchstone Stories, each teacher shared about pain, “othering”, and feeling 

powerlessness.  
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Each teacher’s stories followed a similar pattern. First, the teacher presented a 

photograph, usually representative of a specific part of his or her life important to his or 

her mathematics teaching. As the teacher presented this photograph, he or she recalled 

and shared commentary about the photograph, connecting it to his or her mathematics 

teaching. This initial commentary formed the Public Story because it described the 

photograph that the teacher purposely wanted to share about him or herself. Then, either 

spontaneously or through a probe (i.e. “Tell me more about that”), the teacher told a more 

personal story about the photograph, sometimes very different from the initial Public 

Story. This was the Private Story. Not every Public Story revealed a Private Story.  

Sometimes a teacher presented a photograph, commented on it, and was reticent to reveal 

any more about it or just retold the same story again. Finally, at least once during each 

interview, when elaborating on a Private Story, the teacher got very emotional. The 

teacher’s eyes might water up, or he or she might raise their voice in anger or laughter. 

When this happened, I noted that the teacher was revealing emotion, and therefore a 

Touchstone Story (Clandinin & Connelly, 1996; Connelly & Clandinin, 1995; Sfard & 

Prusak, 2005). 

In the next section, I present three of the stories each mathematics teacher 

presented. Teachers shared multiple stories during the interview, but I specifically chose 

to report on the Touchstone Story that a teacher shared, and the Public and Private stories 

connected to that Touchstone Story. Five of the teachers presented a single Touchstone 

Story. One of the teachers presented two Touchstone Stories. I present each teacher’s 

stories in the order told, starting with a Public Story, which revealed a Private Story, 

which, in turn, revealed a Touchstone Story. The stories that I did not report here were 

either Public Stories about specific parts of a mathematics teachers’ personal life or 

practice that did not lead to further reflection (i.e. teachers talking about family being 
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important to them, but not elaborating further) or Private Stories that detailed personal 

details of a teacher’s life (e.g., tattoos, prior jobs) that did not lead to further reflection or 

Touchstone Stories. The teachers are presented in the order in which I felt was the ease 

with which they shared, starting with the teacher most eager to tell her stories and ending 

with the teacher who, I felt, held back the most. A short summary of each teacher’s 

stories can also be found in Table 5. 
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Table 5 

 The Multiple Stories elicited through the PEPI for each teacher 

Teacher Public Story Private Story Touchstone Story 

Ms. Packer 

Faith and trust in God. 
Teaching was her form 
of service and ministry. Mothering her students. 

Journey to rebuild 
life after husband 
leaves family. 

Mr. Fibo (1) 

Thank you card from 
first year student, 
acknowledging his 
caring for his students. 

Fondness for mentor 
teacher/father figure 

Father abandoning 
family. 

Mr. Fibo (2) 

Thank you card from 
first year student, 
acknowledging his 
caring for his students. 

Misses Latino/a 
community of 
hometown. 

Battling negative 
stereotypes of 
Latino/a 
mathematics 
achievement. 

Mr. Leche 

Honoring the victims of 
violence in hometown 
of Juarez, Mexico 

Feeling  
“othered” by 
teachers/school 
community/American 
culture 

Trauma of violence, 
images of 
hometown 
destroyed. Can’t go 
home again. 

Ms. Frisbee Catholic upbringing 
Gay music teacher fired 
from Catholic school. 

Fired because no 
one noticed her 
actual math 
teaching; just made 
assumptions based 
on her personality 
and age. 

Mr. Ginobili 
Love of coaching girls 
soccer team 

Sees self as a coach as 
much as a math teacher.  

Forced to use 
traditional, non-
motivating 
mathematics 
teaching practices. 

Ms. Riemann 

Diversity in 
undergraduate teaching 
program, in order to 
learn about working 
with different 
ethnicities. 

Diversity is cursory. 
People she is actually 
close to (family, best 
friend, boyfriend) share 
ethnicity with her. 

School mathematics 
teaching culture full 
of “lazy” teachers 
who don’t listen to 
her, finds self in a 
battle against status 
quo. 
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Ms. Packer 

Ms. Packer was in her 14th year of teaching, all at the same urban ninth-grade 

center in Texas. Her school served a Latino/a, African-American, and newly immigrated 

student population. She self-identified as White and female. When we sat for this 

interview, she had just won a regional Secondary Education “Teacher of the Year” 

award, a prestigious citywide honor recognizing a single secondary education teacher 

regardless of content area. She had also won a series of other “Teacher of the Year” and 

“Educator of the Year” awards from various civic, community, and parent organizations 

during that year. During the interview, she expressed how humbled she was to be 

receiving so many accolades in her 14th-year of teaching, especially since she knew of so 

many other deserving teachers who put in just as much, if not more, time, energy and 

passion into their teaching. 

Ms. Packer’s interview lasted for more than two hours, and would have lasted 

longer if she were not already late for a student’s choir performance. The interview was 

filled with Ms. Packer’s laughter, representative of her light-hearted nature and her 

enthusiasm for life. During the interview, she referenced her Catholic faith, her own 

upbringing, her children, and her divorce as major influences to her mathematics 

teaching. In fact, her faith was such a prominent part of her narrative, she warned me 

about it before the interview began as she moved her photos from the camera to the 

computer. She said, “Yeah, I'm just going to make a folder and then I'll pull the ones I 

think–the thing is though, I'm like so religious, they're pretty much all about that.” 
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Public Story 

Ms. Packer shared photographs about her family, her teaching community, and 

her Catholic faith. To Ms. Packer, her Christian responsibility dictated that she must help 

the “ones who can't protect themselves,” which she interpreted as service to the most 

needy students through education. She shared that she relied on God for everything in her 

life, as she was perpetually in financial trouble. She had lost her family home to 

foreclosure, she drove a van donated from her brother, and she could not afford to buy a 

ticket to a student’s choir concert. Yet she still felt she had to always give to others in 

need.  

One of the first photographs she presented was of herself with Cardinal DiNardo, 

the first Catholic Cardinal to represent the Southern United States. She presented this 

photograph as representative of her faith and support of the Catholic Church. 

And there's another one with the cardinal . . . I was raised Catholic. And, I was 
blessed enough to have a mom at home. And my father worked, he came home 
every night. And my mom was really artsy. She's a commercial artist. And my 
father's an accountant . . . So I was lucky enough to get all the painting, and the 
enjoyment, and the life, and, the, how things are. And then, I'd still get the 
structure from my father.  

In this Public Story, she barely introduced the photograph and immediately used it 

to position herself as coming from a two-parent, religious household. She used this 

positioning to condone a deficit view of students who come from households without two 

parents, justifying her use of strict classroom management tactics. 

Yeah. Because these kids need to served. They need to not be treated like, "You 
little delinquent!" (laughs) You know what I mean? They are God's children who 
are put in hard spots . . . So when they come in my room . . . they're putting on 
their ID, they're taking out their nose-ring . . . and that's what a lot of kids need. 
They need structure. They don't have any either, their mom's working her butt off 
and there's no other parent at home. 
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Ms. Packer painted a portrait of her students as needing the structure she provides 

in her classroom because they might not be getting parental support at home, the same 

type of parental support she had growing up in a two-parent Catholic household. Ms. 

Packer further explained that this mentality is why she still teaches at this school after 14 

years, because she sees helping her students as a direct mandate of her faith. 

These kids, at least 60% of them, their stories break your heart . . . so, it's very 
important for me, because these kids can't . . . control their living situation . . . I 
mean, it would be so easy for me to leave and go somewhere cushy . . . but that's 
such a core value of mine for the unborn or the ones who can't protect themselves. 
Who's going to do it for them, if I don't do it? Who's going to do it? And that's 
why this ministry means so much, and brings so much to what I am in the 
classroom . . . if I didn't believe this was a mission from God, I'd have been gone 
a long time ago. 

Ms. Packer presented a Public Story of her teaching as a form of Christian 

ministry to help and serve children living in difficult situations. And if it were not for her 

faith, she would have left teaching at this school long ago. 

 

Private Story 

As Ms. Packer kept talking, she told a Private Story involved the concept of 

“mothering”. For instance, when she described her own family upbringing, she scantly 

mentioned her mother: a “creative type” who was not very “mothering”. Because of this, 

Ms. Packer felt she had to be the mother of the household, caring for her three brothers 

and father.  

So now I have 3 brothers, a mother that's not motherly, like she didn't cook or 
clean . . . She's more artsy, kind of out there type thing. So I have a mother who's 
not motherly and I have 3 brothers . . . You get what I'm saying. Yeah, I've been, I 
did the Thanksgiving dinner since I was like 10 . . . Like after my father died, I 
became my little brother's guardian.  
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Within her Public Story of teaching as an extension of her Christian faith, Ms. 

Packer mentioned that she paid particular attention to students who did not have mothers. 

This attention culminates in this Private Story of mothering. 

I really try to look at the kids that misbehave a lot right off the bat. Because 
usually, that's the oldest of a bunch. And when they get home, when their parents, 
or whoever is working, they have to be the parent. So they can't misbehave at 
home, they're the example. So when they get here? They misbehave . . . And, I 
remember, I'll never forget. It's about five or six years ago, this one little girl . . . 
had, every single day come into my last period class wearing a hoochie skirt, and 
I'm like, "Up. Front office." "But miss, it's the last period." I go, "I know, I should 
call all them teachers that let you wear this all day long. This is ridiculous." 
((makes crumple sound)) "Miss, miss, miss" Every single day, this or that or the 
other. It's always about this or whatever. At the end of the year, and she failed my 
second semester class, I'm thinking she hates me, right? At the end of the year, 
she brought me cake, a bear, and a gift. And in the card, I'll never forget it, it said, 
"Thank you for being the only teacher that cared about me." . . . I was like, “Oh 
my God!” Because no one else noticed what she was wearing, they didn't care. 
Her mom, we found out, for eight weeks was in Nigeria. And she was staying 
with her, her 21-year-old sister.  

To Ms. Packer, this anecdote justified her maternal positioning and strict 

classroom management style. She shared that she saw herself as a mother to her students; 

she was strict with them in order to instill high expectations. She shared that she spent her 

last dollar to attend student extra-curricular events. She shared that she showed up to 

school early and stayed late to provide tutoring opportunities for students so that her 

students felt safe, nurtured, and loved. She shared that she routinely gave out her cell 

phone number to students to stay in touch with them well after they left her classroom. 

These were all ways she mothered her students beyond the classroom, based on her own 

experiences of feeling without a mother. 
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Touchstone Story 

Ms. Packer’s eyes watered and she uncharacteristically avoided eye contact at a 

few moments during the interview. This was in sharp contrast to her usual jovial nature 

and continual laughter. I interpreted them as moments of emotion in which was telling a 

Touchstone Story. This Touchstone Story shifted from positioning her faith as inspiring 

her teaching, to how her personal struggles inspired her need for faith. She told a 

Touchstone Story about her husband abandoning her and her children and the subsequent 

hardships she underwent as a single mother in college in earning her teaching 

certification in a strange city. She shared that, because of the very personal details 

surrounding her divorce, it was not a story she often told in school or other professional 

contexts.  

And the thing I think that drew me back to the Catholic Church was, when I was 
in [new city], I was pregnant with our son, and he had, my husband, had just left. I 
moved to [new city] for his job. No family, or whatever else. And he just left . . . 
I'm pregnant. I'm going through my senior year of college. I'm working. I'm a 
mess. His cousin is living with us. He's not there . . . and I came back to 
[hometown], and my little brother was going through Confirmation, and I became 
his sponsor. Well, it's not until you teach something that you make sure you know 
it, because I didn't know my faith. I thought I did. But I didn't. And, so I got really 
into my faith. 

Ms. Packer’s Touchstone Story continued. She saw her son as a symbol of her 

new, faith-based life as a single-mother. She positioned her older daughter, a teenage 

mother herself, as the product of the turmoil she endured with her husband in a God-less 

family. This became justification for her faith, which led her to feel Christian 

responsibility to her students. 

I'm a firm believer of, if you let God lead your life, you'll be fine . . . my son, he 
was about two and a half, one time I look back and . . . he was saying the prayers. 
I didn't even have to teach it to him because he heard it every single morning . . . 
He already knew them, I was living the faith, I was living a Christian life, and I 
was putting God first . . . whereas my daughter's known all this, dad going, going, 
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fighting, you know, and she ends up pregnant in high school . . . and my son's so 
much the other way, and you can really see how. That's why I stay here.  

While Ms. Packer’s Public Story is a story that can be interpreted as a teacher 

with a deficit perspective of her students (Valencia, 1997), her Touchstone Story reveals 

that this positioning comes from her own struggles as a single-mother and witnessing the 

influence of religion in helping her through these struggles to raise her own children. 

So while it might be easy to dismiss the deficit view of a teacher like Ms. Packer, 

I saw this attitude as only part of a surface level Public Story. Ms. Packer’s Private Story 

framed her mathematics teacher identity as mothering her students and being sensitive to 

those who might be missing a parent at home. And her Touchstone Story framed how her 

faith and mothering came from her own experiences with poverty and raising a family 

alone.  

Within these stories, Ms. Packer positioned herself as a mathematics teacher who, 

because of her own hardships, cared for and mothered her students who might be missing 

that type of love in their own lives. This was her mathematics teacher identity. 
  



 88 

Mr. Fibo 

I started working with Mr. Fibo through the AYD program four years ago, at the 

beginning of his teaching career in the high school that serves a suburban, mid/high-

socioeconomic student population. He self-identifies as native Texan/Tejano and male. 

Even though I have known Mr. Fibo for four years, I learned a tremendous amount about 

Mr. Fibo through this interview. Beneath his stoic front, the interview allowed him to 

show his passions in his love for his daughters, his pride for his university, the emotional 

struggle to get his undergraduate degree, his ethnic pride, and his high amount of respect 

for the Calculus teacher who inspired him to teach.  

Mr. Fibo also graduated from a pre-service teacher preparation program I once 

worked with. So beyond knowing him through the AYD program, I also knew about his 

professional development and teacher preparation experiences. 
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Public Story 

 

Figure 5. A thank-you card given to Mr. Fibo from a student from his first year of 
teaching. Mr. Fibo looks to this card as inspiration that his very first group of students 
appreciated how much he “cared” for them.  

Mr. Fibo presented photographs of his family, his university, his teaching, his 

student teaching experiences, and his ethnic pride. When presenting these images, he 

often mentioned the concept of “caring”, especially for his daughters, his mother, or his 

students. In fact, he shared that he thought of his students as his own children, and his 

role as their caretaker in some way. This particular photograph Mr. Fibo shared was a 

thank you note from a student he taught in his first year. This represented a Public Story 
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of caring. He shared that he cared for and continued to care for that first group of students 

as they grew and matured. These students would be 12th-graders in the upcoming year. 

Mr. Fibo already planned to be a part of their graduation ceremony because of the 

closeness he felt with this group, even though he had not taught any of them in almost 

three years. 

I got this letter from her. First student I had . . . first kid that I actually started off 
being her own teacher . . . that's the reason why I'm a teacher. Because I can help 
them as much as I can and they appreciate it. They always come and know that I 
can help them. And that's the biggest reason why I'm a teacher. 

Mr. Fibo elaborated upon this Public Story, sharing that this sort of student 

appreciation affirmed all the hard work and effort he put into his teaching. He shared he 

was committed to teaching for the rest of his life. 

It warms my heart to be able to make these kinds of changes in kids. Just seeing 
them grow up is just, it's really motivating for me to just stick through it. And 
they ask me, "How long are you going to do it?" I'm like, "Until I retire." I'm 
going to be here. If your kids, your grandkids or whatever, I'm going to teach 
them. I'll be here. I don't know about this school, but I'll be teaching. 

Mr. Fibo then shared that, every year he had at least one student who did not like 

mathematics until coming into his class. This gave Mr. Fibo a sense of affirmation in his 

teaching; he knew he was doing something right.  

Every year . . . I always have at least one kid saying, "I didn't like math before, 
but now, because you explained it so well, I feel like I know it." . . . No matter 
how many bad kids I'll have. I have that one kid that always tells me that. 

Through these statements, Mr. Fibo authored a Public Story that centers his 

mathematics teaching around the concept of caring for his students—his emotional 

connection to them. Mr. Fibo then shared two Private Stories and two Touchstone Stories 

that branched off this Public Story of caring. 
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Private Story 1 

While Mr. Fibo’s Public Story involved the construct of caring, his first Private 

Story revealed this idea of teacher/student intimacy was based upon his own relationship 

with his high school Calculus teacher. 

He was my Pre-Calc and Calculus teacher . . . he made things fun. He did voices . 
. . He was just always there and he was always fun. Our senior year . . . we ended 
up getting a school band, a rock band, that we did covers. He was the lead singer 
and drummer. I was back-up vocals and . . . we actually hanged, hung out of 
school. And we practiced. And we actually did a scholarship concert for the 
school. So we charged ticket prices and they came and saw us . . . he was just so 
much fun. He was my motivation for becoming a teacher. 

As he continued sharing this Private Story, Ms. Fibo revealed he felt conflicted 

because he was starting to see how he operated differently from his mentor. The 

relationships between him and his own students were not the same as the warm 

relationship he had with his Calculus teacher.  

Like we would hang out in his room for lunch and we would play hacky-sack in 
there. And then we would call extreme hacky-sack trying to hit the top up on the 
ceiling. I just, I found it so much fun. And just, as a teacher now, I just like, I just 
want to get away from kids. Just give me my lunch.  

Mr. Fibo appeared to be in the midst of establishing his own teaching style, one 

very different from his mentor’s. While the Public Story painted a picture of friendship 

and caring between teacher and student, the Private Story revealed possible points of 

conflict; Mr. Fibo did not want his students to hang out with him during his lunch break. 

Mr. Fibo did not invite students to play hacky sack in his classroom. 

 

Touchstone Story 1 

Mr. Fibo’s eyes watered up as he talked about his father abandoning his family 

and the feeling of responsibility he felt as the only man in the house. He noted, “My mom 
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has always been there for me. My dad left when I was about 6, so she's always been there 

to take care of me and my sister.”  

Mr. Fibo reflected on this incident as the primary motivation for him to “care” for 

his students and his own children. He felt the need to “be there” for them in ways his 

father was not. 

Like how my dad left, I just always told myself, I wasn't going to be that person. 
So I guess that's always been what I kind of do, is I'm always there for people. 
Like they're my responsibility. I just feel like I should be there for them . . . 
They'll respect me, like my students, when I'm there for them. 

This Touchstone Story of abandonment by his father further explained the 

closeness with his Calculus teacher, his role model.  

Me: It sounds like you're trying to get to a point where you can, sort of, mimic 
what [Calculus teacher] was doing.  

Fibo: Exactly. That's, he was, you know, he was my role model . . . I'm actually 
friends with him on Facebook . . . he's given me pointers . . . and I would love to 
go back and work with him.  

In this Touchstone Story, Mr. Fibo revealed the impetus behind his Public Story 

of caring and the Private Story of trying to teach like the Calculus teacher who served as 

a father figure during a crucial stage of youth. Mr. Fibo shared that this old Calculus 

teacher was the only one accepting and encouraging of his developing love of 

mathematics, even inspiring the nickname of Fibo for his love of the Fibonacci 

sequence8. 

I always thought I was a big dork, as loving math so much. Just seeing him as 
much as he did it . . . he loved Fibonacci sequence. So he calls himself Fibo. And 
just, seeing the way he taught it and he can explain it and just made it fun. 

                                                
8 This old Calculus teacher’s nickname is the origin of Mr. Fibo’s pseudonym. 
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 His calculus teacher’s love of mathematics encouraged Mr. Fibo in a way he did 

not experience from any other adults, especially because he was not interacting with his 

own father.  

 

Private Story 2 

As Mr. Fibo and I looked at the image of the thank you card (See Figure 5) that 

anchored a Public Story of caring, he shared another Private Story about how much he 

missed the large Latino/a population of his hometown. In fact, the majority of the student 

body at Mr. Fibo’s old high school, as well as his old Calculus teacher, shared his 

Latino/a ethnicity. This was very different than the student body and faculty of the school 

he currently taught in. 

Our school was majority Hispanic and African-American. Where here, it's a little 
bit the exactly opposite, where it's majority Caucasian. And, you know, it was a 
little bit different, student wise . . . it was just, it's different than here. 

Mr. Fibo’s description of his former school culture is what Ladson-Billings 

(1994) describes as cultural congruence between students and teachers who are 

understanding and respectful of students’ ethnic and cultural backgrounds. Mr. Fibo 

lamented that these feelings of belonging, of connecting to his students through a shared 

ethnicity and experiences, do not exist within the school he currently taught in. This 

second Private Story, then, was about how much he missed the Latino/a community he 

grew up in. 

I miss [hometown] and how the culture down there and up here in [current city] is 
completely different . . . down in [hometown] . . . pretty much, it was all 
Mexican-American, you know. Fiesta, we have it. It's just, you know, it's just a 
culture in [hometown]. I love it and I miss it.  
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Touchstone Story 2 

This led to the eruption of Mr. Fibo’s second Touchstone Story as he began to 

raise his voice in anger to describe how his students routinely ignored his ethnicity. He 

said, “I'm always proud of my race. And it's funny, it always gets me upset, but it's kind 

of funny that they think I'm Indian.” 

He expressed rage that his students, as well as his peers in college, did not 

recognize his ethnic heritage. They assumed he was Middle-Eastern/Indian, even though 

he specifically self-identified as native Texan/Tejano. This ethnic ignorance incited him, 

specifically because the bulletin board behind his desk was covered with Latino/a role 

models like Cesar Chavez or Jaime Escalante. He felt disrespected and angry that his 

students propelled the myth that mathematics belonged only to certain ethnic groups. 

They think I'm Middle-Eastern/Indian, instead of Native American or Mexican . . 
. I kind of got that when I was at [university] . . . And it just, it always just bugs 
me that they think I'm that kind of Indian. And I tell them, I'm like look, my last 
name is [Mr. Fibo’s Last Name], I can understand Spanish, it's not like I learned 
it, I grew up with it. I just, I don't know. Like I'm always so proud of my race that, 
it just, it kind of hurts me that they don't, they think I'm something else than 
Hispanic. 

The Touchstone Story of being ethnically re-identified because of his love of 

mathematics involves the disenfranchisement of Latino/a students from mathematical 

thinking and achievement (Gutstein et al., 1997). Even as a successful mathematics 

teacher, Mr. Fibo felt stripped of his ethnic identity; he felt forced to choose between 

either a Latino/a identity or a mathematics identity. Even worse, he shared that he felt 

helpless to do much about it. 

These two Touchstone Stories showed different facets of Mr. Fibo’s mathematics 

teacher identity. First, his father leaving him influenced how he positioned himself as a 

teacher, especially in caring for and being there for his students. The second Touchstone 
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Story was about how Mr. Fibo’s students dismissed his ethnicity. These two Touchstone 

Stories showed how Mr. Fibo’s mathematics teacher identity was forged from the pain of 

abandonment and was, at the same time, an acknowledgement of the hegemony that 

discounted Latino/a voices from mathematics (Gutstein et al., 1997). 

Through these stories, Mr. Fibo positions himself as trying to care for his 

students, but feeling separated from them because of his ethnicity. He shares that, as 

much as he tries to show that he cares for them, he is conflicted because he realizes he 

cherishes his private space. He is not his Calculus teacher. The separation between him 

and his students allows him the personal space he desires, but frustrates him in the way it 

masks his ethnicity from them. 
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Mr. Leche 

I had worked with Mr. Leche for the previous three years through the AYD 

program. Mr. Leche was in his 5th-year teaching at his second high school that served an 

urban, low-socioeconomic, almost entirely Latino/a student population. He self-identified 

as a Hispanic male. Two years ago, I camped out in his classroom for a 3-week case 

study of his teaching partner during his school’s AYD enactment. Because of this, I 

already knew a lot about Mr. Leche through observing that classroom, interviewing the 

students, interviewing his team teacher, and talking to him. Again, through this photo-

elicitation/photovoice interview, I learned many aspects of Mr. Leche’s life I never knew 

from our previous interactions.  
 

Public Story  

 

 

Figure 6. A memorial in remembrance of the over 370 violently murdered women 
discovered in a mass grave near Mr. Leche’s childhood home in Ciudad 
Juárez, Chihuahua in Mexico. 
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Mr. Leche presented photographs that highlighted his childhood friends, his 

passion for ending school bullying, his experiences watching his Mexican hometown turn 

into a violent warzone, and his yoga practice. One photograph Mr. Leche shared depicted 

the mass graves where over 370 murdered females were discovered in Mr. Leche’s 

hometown of Ciudad Juárez Juárez in Chihuahua, Mexico. (See Figure 6) This particular 

incident happened very close to his childhood home, when Mr. Leche was still living 

there. He describes it as an incident “burned” into psyche, so traumatic that he could not 

even bring himself to come out and say exactly what happened. 

Back in the '90s . . . Juarez was like, it's a border town . . . they're still finding a lot 
of like, missing girls and stuff. And this is actually, maybe 2 miles from my 
house, from my parents. And they found like a big, big (pause), it's like a, not 
cemetery, like a big . . . mass grave. Yeah. And I think like they found like 40, 40 
. . . I was moving to, I was moving to the states. And Juarez was getting a really 
bad reputation . . . a lot of the girls were like 16 years, like 14 years, 14, 15-year 
olds. That lived, like, on the outskirts, and they used to travel to the city to work. 

Mr. Leche shared that this incident was such a disturbing part of his childhood, he 

felt the need to honor these lost lives through presenting this photograph.  

I just have to include this picture just to, just to honor them . . . How does it relate 
this to my teaching? I don't know. Just, as a human being . . . I think it's part of 
me.” 

Mr. Leche’s Public Story was a reminder of the violence that engulfed his 

hometown. Looking at this photograph now, he reminisces on the memories from his 

childhood of a safer Juarez that no longer exists. 

I remember . . . we were, like, alone in the streets in Juarez. And back then, it was 
not that dangerous . . . like, going on Sundays, we went to church and then we 
went to downtown to watch movies . . . I remember, and eating, like eating tortas 
[Mexican sandwiches]. So it's kind of weird, like going back to my, like things 
that I remember . . . Juarez right now is kind of bad, it's like really, really bad.  



 98 

In this Public Story, Mr. Leche presented a traumatic event that engulfed his 

hometown, his family, and all of his memories of childhood. He was not aware of how it 

resonated with his teaching, but he knew it was part of it.  
 

Private Story 

Mr. Leche revealed that behind this Public Story of the violence engulfing his 

hometown was a Private Story about the difficulty he had living between the cultures of 

Mexico and the United States. He shared he felt like a perpetual foreigner even though he 

lived in the United States for over 15 years. He realized this feeling of being “othered” 

eroded his own tolerance for diversity. 

When I came to the states and I was really open and I wanted to know about 
different ethnicities . . . but now that I'm older and I have been more than 15 years 
in the States, not a lot of people feel comfortable with . . . like, maybe the 
community will not accept me . . . like, you're an outsider and you don't belong 
here. 

He shared feeling “othered” on a recent professional development trip with a 

fellow teacher, a situation that elicited past pain and marred the experience.  

Once I start speaking, they know, like, that's the first thing, like, you're not from . 
. . like you're not from here . . . and I went to this trip, I went with [a fellow 
teacher] and she's white. And it's kind of weird, like how . . . people treat you . . . 
if you go to a restaurant . . . and everyone is white . . . I just felt that presence . . . 
like you're not welcome. 

Mr. Leche shared that this “othering” was not limited to between ethnic groups. In 

the United States, he felt a heavy amount of in-group racism within the Latino/a 

community (Valenzuela, 1999). 

Even within Hispanics, there was . . . a lot of racism. So if you were like more 
light-skinned and you were Hispanic, and then you were talking to someone, 
another Hispanic, who was like a little bit more dark-skinned, there was even that. 
They took, they notice about that.  
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Mr. Leche felt this heavy racial tension in the United States made him anxious 

and nervous about what he said and did. He found it different than the Mexican culture 

from his youth, in which conflict seemed less as racially charged. 

Like in Mexico, blacks are more mixed, like, and so there's, like that word, in 
Spanish the word is like, negro and it doesn't have any connotation. You say 
negrito and it's like, within love. But in the states, you have to more careful, like 
people are more sensitive. And so it’s different, it’s different . . . People are more 
sensitive, for sure. 

Mr. Leche saw this discrimination and “othering” mirrored in his students. He said, “Here 

in the states, it's more racial. And it's also more, like, like, like sexual orientation and if 

you're a female. And what I have noticed is like, within the kids, within my students, 

yes.” 

This societal intolerance was something he never thought would become such a 

conscious part of his mathematics teaching.  

But, I guess, as a math teacher, I never thought I was going to be–After the things 
that I need to address, as a teacher, is like, respect and honesty and, that everyone 
has to feel equally important. That no one is less. And it's kind of hard, like, some 
of the kids can be mean. Especially, like, when you have, like, I have a few 
openly gay students, and you see how some of the, they can be targets. Just by 
being gay. So, I don't know. I don't know. It represents intolerance I guess.  

Furthermore, Mr. Leche explained that he felt a high amount of cultural 

congruence with his Latino/a students, but felt guilty invoking it or using this shared 

identity for fear of “othering” his non-Latino/a students. For instance, he noticed he was 

more macabre with his Latino/a students because they might understand his dark 

Mexican humor9.  

                                                
9 I observed Mr. Leche opening one of his lessons with the joke, “I have a few requests. The first one is that 
no one dies on me.” None of the students seemed to react to this joke in any way. 
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I'm more sarcastic with my Hispanic kids because I know the humor within the 
Mexican culture. And I know, like, it's like dark. Like Mexicans have like really 
dark sense of humors . . . But I cannot be the same, I cannot say the same to a 
black kid or to any, any, a White kid. Because they, they, they just, they will feel 
that it's like offensive. They wouldn't understand.  

Mr. Leche shared he was growing in his awareness of how ethnicity, sexual 

orientation, and cultural congruence affected his mathematics teaching. But he readily 

admitted he was unsure how to address these issues. He was aware of the culture he 

shared with his Latino/a students. More than just a shared language, it involved shared 

social norms and registers.  

I consider myself Hispanic. And even the kids . . . like, to be honest, like, a lot of 
my Hispanic kids, they're more accepting because I'm Hispanic . . . most of the 
kids here are Hispanic and I think they relate to you . . . they say like Uncle, in 
Spanish, which they didn't mean. Or they say, like, Dad, or, it's kind of weird . . . I 
think it has to do with culture . . . maybe it's because, like, that's the way they 
speak in their house . . . you have the Smiths house. And maybe their interaction 
is different. And the way that to say, "I love you" or the way to discipline is 
different from the Brown family or from the Gonzalez family. So maybe the 
culture has to do with how you connect.    

Mr. Leche’s Private Story, hidden behind the Public Story of the mass graves, 

involved how his conceptions of discrimination by race, gender, sexual orientation, and 

culture had evolved through his experiences as an immigrant dealing with assimilation 

into American culture. He used these lenses to view his students and was aware that he 

did not really know what he was doing. He shared he rarely had an opportunity to talk 

about these issues, especially about sexual orientation and culture. They were the hidden 

topics his professional meetings, where talk of race, gender, or sexual orientation was 

spoken about only in shallow ways or glossed over completely. Yet he knew these issues 

should be a primary part of his mathematics teaching practice. He was just unsure of 

how. 
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Touchstone Story 

 I think it marked, it marked, there's, kind of like what I say, there was a lot of 
things that I, living in Juarez that marked, that marked, kind of like a burn into 
your brain. 

There was one moment in Mr. Leche’s interview when he calmed down from his 

nervous disposition, his speech slowed, he made direct eye-contact, his eyes watered, and 

he even referred to me by name. This felt like a rare moment of clarity in Mr. Leche’s 

narrative. He seemed especially reflective and vulnerable, and I took this as a sign that 

Mr. Leche was telling a Touchstone Story. 

Connected to Mr. Leche’s Private Story as an outsider trying to make sense of the 

segregated nature of American culture is a hidden story about the lasting trauma from the 

destruction of his hometown. Mr. Leche shared that Juarez was a city so devastated by 

violence he had trouble finding images tame enough for this interview; many of his 

photographs were too gruesome. He shared the pain of seeing memories from his 

childhood engulfed in death and violence. Yet, no one around him really understood what 

he was going through. He felt ostracized from his teaching community, from American 

culture, and even from other Latino/as. He found that his connection to Juarez, while 

fascinating to his teacher colleagues, also tokenized him as, “the teacher from Juarez”. 

His colleagues used it to characterize him rather than to understand him. Mr. Leche’s 

eyes watered and his speech slowed as he shared this story. 

I remember, I was in [fellow teacher’s] house, and he had like a lot of friends and 
all these people over, like from [an elite, private, Southern university]. Like, and 
we were talking and they knew that I was from Juarez and they started asking 
questions . . . there was a picture that actually was published in the newspapers, 
they were like beheadings, so they were like four bodies, four bodies . . . And 
they, they cut the heads and they place them. And when there's things like, when 
you're driving, you see dead bodies, like on the bridges. So I think like people 
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here in the States really take the things for granted. And they just don't understand 
how in other parts of the world, it can be so bad. 

Mr. Leche’s Touchstone Story involved his feelings of isolation in knowing first-

hand the violence of his hometown, of feeling “othered” from being from Juarez, and 

knowing he could not go home again. He felt neither his colleagues nor his students 

understood this. His hometown was now a place where you would get killed trying to 

march for peace, something he tried once, “We went to, went to do this walk [in Juarez]. 

A walk for the peace. Now you cannot do that, anymore. You get killed, if you do that. 

Yes.” 

Mr. Leche’s Touchstone Story was actually an extension of his Public Story 

involving his identity as a refugee from a place destroyed by war. But his Touchstone 

Story involved the actual trauma that still haunted his day-to-day existence. He felt the 

school system he lived in was unable to support him in this, let alone, allow him a way to 

talk about the issues that troubled him, like racial tension, in a meaningful, professional 

way. He had to keep these ideas hidden in a Private Story where he felt like a perpetual 

foreigner teaching children that reminded him of himself even as he did not feel welcome 

here. And yet, he could not go home again; his Touchstone Story is about having no 

home to return to. 

Mr. Leche’s stories positioned him as a refugee without a home, caught between 

two cultures, and unsupported in how to handle these issues or incorporate them into his 

teaching. Listening to Mr. Leche’s stories, I wondered where the professional 

development opportunities were for Mr. Leche to learn how to navigate the racial tension 

he felt in his students’ lives and in his own life. Why did a teacher, who shared an ethnic 

and cultural background with most of his students, feel so ostracized or guilty about 

capitalizing on that cultural congruence to improve his teaching? And what support 
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mechanisms existed for Mr. Leche to work through the trauma of growing up in Juarez? 

These stories affected who Mr. Leche was and his mathematics teaching practice–they 

are a part of his mathematics teaching identity. 
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Ms. Frisbee 

Ms. Frisbee was in her 4th-year teaching at her second suburban, mid/high-

socioeconomic status high school. She self-identified as White and female. At the time of 

this interview, she was in the midst of transitioning to a charter high school after being 

laid off from her current position due to district budget cuts. This forced transition 

colored her narrative with nostalgia, frustration, and a sense of hope in the charter school 

system. This interview took place on the day after students were dismissed for the year. 

As Ms. Frisbee spoke, she referenced posters and student work no longer on the walls but 

scattered in various boxes around the room. 

I had worked with Ms. Frisbee for two years through the AYD program, but only 

through minor interactions and occasional observations. This interview provided me an 

opportunity to get to know Ms. Frisbee. 

 

Public Story 
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Figure 7. A cross pendant that Ms. Frisbee presents as a symbol of what she calls her 
“Cafeteria Catholic” upbringing, as well as her experience in a Catholic school as a child. 

 

The photographs that Ms. Frisbee presented were about her family, her 

mathematics content knowledge, her mentors, her previous jobs, and her critique of the 

mathematics education system in the United States. She presented this photograph of a 

cross pendant as representing her religious background and upbringing. (See Figure 7) 

I chose this one because I couldn't find one of me at my first communion 
((laughs)) and I just wanted to represent my faith and, again, how I was raised . . . 
Catholic, and my mom and dad were progressive Catholics. So it was like, 
Cafeteria Catholics, which I still am . . . Cafeteria means you pick and choose 
what you want from the religion. And so . . . it was more of a spiritual, personal 
thing. And a moral compass . . . and a traditional, you know, for thousands of 
years, we've been Catholic kind of thing.  
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Upon presenting this photograph, Ms. Frisbee realized that her religion and her 

faith were not actually what she wanted to share about. In fact, she held back from talking 

about her religious beliefs. She said, “I just wanted to represent my faith and, again, how 

I was raised. I don't have as much to say about this, without getting too personal, because 

it does deal with religion.” 

Ms. Frisbee’s hesitance to talk about her faith implied, within our professional 

interview, she felt no room to discuss her personal religious beliefs. When I probed her 

about her current faith, she was reticent to elaborate. 

Me: How's your faith now?   

Frisbee: It's ((laughs)), it's a little shaky. Not, I just, yeah. I don't want to talk 
about it too much. But it's not, it's not changed very much. I just don't go to 
church very often now. But I'll still go to church when I really want to go to 
church. 

 

Private Story 

Even though she was hesitant to talk about her faith, Ms. Frisbee quickly 

remembered and uncovered a Private Story about a former teacher. She said, “Oh, I have 

a good story to tell. This really affected me, actually. And I didn't think of it until just 

now. But I do think of it often. “ 

The story Ms. Frisbee uncovered fits the definition of a Private Story because Ms. 

Frisbee did not recall it until we looked at this photograph together. 

At the Catholic school, there was one of my favorite teachers . . . he was a music 
teacher. And he was really outgoing. Somehow made it fun to learn church 
hymns. I still have many of them memorized . . . but he got fired. He was one of 
the best teachers. He got fired because he was gay. And so my dad sat us down 
and explained, as best he could, what gay meant. And we were, like, “So, what's 
the problem? Like, what is the problem here? Why can't he teach with that?” And 
they were like, “Well, because.”  
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Ms. Frisbee further recalled that this incident was so traumatic, it caused her to 

incite violence among her friends, one of the only times she can recall doing something 

“really bad” as a child.  

The kids were hearing about it and then someone goes, “It's because he's a fag.” 
And I knew somehow, I knew that was a bad way of saying it . . . I was in 3rd 
grade . . . and I started a fight chant between those two boys. I remember that's the 
only time that I did something like really bad when I was younger. And I started a 
fight chant so that they would fight, because I couldn't believe that that kid was 
saying it. And they got in a little, like a little fight, and then they got broken up. 
But I felt very strongly about this teacher. I wanted to defend him.  

This Private Story revealed her personal connection to her Public Story of 

religion; she felt it was unfair religion was used to fire her music teacher. This story 

showcased the confusion she went through as a child in trying to make sense of what was 

happening. She incited violence because she did not know how else to express her anger. 

 

Touchstone Story 

During the interview, Ms. Frisbee showed emotion by angrily raising her voice to 

describe the frustration of being laid off herself. Her Private Story of a music teacher 

being fired for his sexual orientation created a metaphor for her own teaching journey, as 

she was being laid off from a teaching position for the second time in her young career. 

 She shared she took this firing personally, seeing it as illustrative of a systemic 

problem within her school not valuing or supporting teachers. She felt this firing was a 

direct attack on her mathematics teaching ability even though none of her administrators 

ever bothered to watch her teach. 

I felt like no one was ever watching what I was doing. I didn't get observed very 
often. Like you guys, you've seen me teach more than my principal has seen me 
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teach10 . . . Like as a result of them not observing me . . . I got fired before other 
teachers. And I'm extremely bitter about that. Because that's basically a . . . slap in 
the face . . . I was told I'm the worst math teacher . . . they give you a list of things 
. . . When he gave me the sheet, I probably still have it–No, I think I threw it away 
because I was angry . . . Because you didn't evaluate our performance as teachers, 
that's why I got fired . . . it's saying, every teacher here teaches exactly the same 
or better than you. 

Her firing made Ms. Frisbee angry about the educational system she dedicated her 

career to. She recalled this firing rarely referenced her actual mathematics teaching or her 

content background (she holds bachelors degree in both Mathematics and Spanish), but 

was based upon assumptions of her teaching practice because of what she felt were her 

youth and energetic demeanor11. Ms. Frisbee admits that her youthful spirit and cheerful 

disposition has caused colleagues to not accept her as a fellow “math person”. The 

Touchstone Story Ms. Frisbee told was she was on a path to be a very good mathematics 

teacher, if only others would recognize and support her in improving her practice.  

I also noticed that, because she came through an online alternative teacher 

certification program, she had little access to mentors or a community of support outside 

of her school to develop her teaching practice. She shared that this isolation made her feel 

more and more pushed out of the classroom, noting a systemic problem in which the best 

mathematics teachers held more incentive to leave the classroom. Ms. Frisbee connected 

her situation with a global competitiveness agenda that painted American schools as 

failing (Berliner & Biddle, 1995; Commission on Excellence in Education, 1981). 

You'll have teachers like me and a few other teachers that are strong willed 
enough or intelligent enough to say screw this and leave . . . I wish that we 
recruited teachers better in the United States, the way that they do in the top 
countries in the world. 

                                                
10 At the time of this interview, our AYD research team had observed Ms. Frisbee’s classroom exactly two 
times. 
11 From my classroom observation notes: “[Ms. Fribee’s] energy level is pretty high, bubbly and smiling. 
Playful and lots of movement.” 
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As she reflected on this unfortunate turn in her career, I saw this Touchstone 

Story of getting fired without cause to only further emphasize the injustice she witnessed 

in her Private Story of her music teacher’s firing. In my observations of Ms. Frisbee’s 

teaching, I noted her content background and drive to improve her teaching practice made 

her a high-quality teacher. I observed student-led discussions connecting mathematics 

problems to real world situations. I observed a teacher-created activity showing all 

mathematics, especially college-level multi-variable calculus, as accessible to each of her 

students. So Ms. Frisbee’s Touchstone Story described how the educational system 

devalued what she brought to her mathematics teaching practice, partially based on her 

not fitting a stereotype of being a “math person” and partially based on her youth and 

persona. Because Ms. Frisbee’s teaching aligns to much of the tenants of mathematics 

education “reform” movement, her story reveals how good mathematics teachers can get 

caught in a system unequipped to support them. Her story showcases the temptation to 

stop caring, move to alternative school models, or leave teaching entirely. 

Through these stories, Ms. Frisbee frames a mathematics teacher identity that 

positioned her as a victim of an ineffective public school system not supporting its own 

teachers. The injustice she experienced as a student in a Catholic school is the same 

injustice existing in the public schools today. She positions herself as the sort of teacher 

that mathematics education needs, if it could only look past what she is not.  

I feel like I'm a creative person and mathematics needs teachers like me . . . some 
of the students have said to me, like, “You could teach Spanish? I wish you were 
my Spanish teacher. Why don't you teach Spanish?” And I'm like, “I think math 
needs me. Don't you?” And they're like, “Yeah, I guess you're right.” So . . . I say, 
"Math needs me".   
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Mr. Ginobili 

Mr. Ginobili was in his fifth year teaching, all in the same middle/upper-

socioeconomic status suburban high school. He taught in a dual-language immersion 

bilingual program and self-identified as Mexican and male.  I had worked with Mr. 

Ginobili for the past four years through the AYD program. In fact, one of my first 

experiences as an AYD researcher involved observing an academic year “kick-off” of a 

summer program Mr. Ginobili taught. My previous interactions with Mr. Ginobili were 

usually pretty short, though. I only knew him as an enthusiastic teacher who taught 

mathematics in both English and Spanish. I also knew he started coaching soccer a few 

years ago. So, through this interview, I learned a lot more about Mr. Ginobili. Yet, I felt 

he held back from sharing the more personal aspects of his mathematics teacher identity 

through this process, when compared to the previous four teachers. In fact, I felt that the 

stories shared by these last two teachers, Mr. Ginobili and Ms. Riemann, were tied to the 

professional register and therefore less reflective when compared to the stories shared by 

the first four teachers. 

 

Public Story 

During the interview, Mr. Ginobili shared photographs about his family, his 

house, his love of sports, the effort he put into engaging his students, his coaching, and 

his pride in being from Mexico. Mr. Ginobili immigrated to the United States from 

Mexico when he was six years old and he saw his role as a bilingual mathematics teacher 

as bridging the cultures of Mexico and the United States. Mr. Ginobili also shared that he 

kept his teaching very, very separate from his personal life. For instance, he made it a 

point to keep his students unaware that he lived in the neighborhood near the school. And 
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he even refused to talk about his teaching or coaching with his roommate when he was at 

home, as he considered his home a sanctuary away from his work. 

Mr. Ginobili shared a photograph of him, in a suit, ready to coach soccer just 

before a game. He shared that many of the things he found that worked well in coaching 

soccer also informed his mathematics teaching practice. In his philosophy on student 

motivation, students live in a world of televisions and video games; they have been 

trained to pay attention to bright colors and flashy objects. Therefore, he wore the 

brightest colors he could find, like lime green shoes on the soccer field or bright orange 

shirts in the classroom. He also shared that he had a lot more fun coaching soccer than 

teaching mathematics. 

Me: So what does, what does the picture represent for you personally? 

Ginobili: Joy. Joy. I love being on the soccer field. That's, that's, I mean, if I could 
coach year-round, I would. It's a, I have fun with it. I think the kids have fun when 
I'm coaching, so definitely a lot of joy. You know, a couple stressful moments. 
But not as much as when I'm on the, in the classroom. ((laughs))  

Mr. Ginobili shared that he enjoyed coaching so much that he defined himself as a 

coach just as much as he did a mathematics teacher. He would never consider taking a 

future teaching position at another school unless it also came with a head coaching 

position. 

I've already kind of started climbing the coaching ladder and stuff like that. Going 
from being an assistant on the boys’ side to being the head girls’ . . . I like where 
I'm at in my coaching. If you want to offer me a head coaching job there, then I'll 
go there for that. But if it's just for teaching, I don't see myself going there. 
Because I see it as something that's become a part of me. It's become a part of 
who I am, and I wouldn't want to leave it. I wouldn't want to leave it.  

Mr. Ginobili’s Public Story was about how he saw himself as a coach, just as 

much, if not more so, than he saw himself as a mathematics teacher. 



 112 

 

Private Story 

Beneath the Public Story of how much he enjoyed coaching is a Private Story Mr. 

Ginobili shared about how difficult it had become to teach mathematics. Connecting to 

his classroom practice, he shared that the reason he loved coaching was it allowed him to 

really teach and inspire his soccer players to be better. This was harder to do in his 

mathematics classroom. As a mathematics teacher, he spent most of his time trying to get 

students interested in the mathematics content. Whereas on the soccer field, the students 

came already wanting to play, wanting to get better. Mr. Ginobili described coaching as 

feeling more natural, more “free flowing”. He felt mathematics teaching, however, 

required a lot more effort and meticulous planning.  

It's a lot different. Having kids that you're forcing to get this information, and kids 
that are, you know, thirsty for it and are like sponges, wanting to get your 
coaching. So it's a lot different . . . you get the bright side of it out there because 
you get these kids that are passionate about something. While, in here [the 
mathematics classroom] . . . sometimes, I'm pulling teeth! ((laughs))  

Mr. Ginobili’s Private Story was about how being a coach changed his outlook on 

teaching; coaching was stress relief from his day job as a classroom teacher. Now that he 

saw what student passion looked like through the soccer field, he became frustrated with 

the culture of mathematics education in how it dissuaded students from building passion 

for mathematics. Coaching soccer reminded him of the innate joy for learning students 

have. 

Now that I've become a coach . . . it's really become an integral part of what I am, 
and what really motivates me to keep coming back . . . like, sometimes you'll have 
a gloomy day here in the classroom and you're like, “Oh my god. These kids are 
killing me!” And then you'll go out onto the soccer field and you have girls who 
are, you know, busting their little butts off for you and trying really hard and 
running and doing everything for you. And you're like, you know, you grow to 
appreciate their effort . . . you get a little brighter side of the kids.  
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Mr. Ginobili mentioned that he could see this difference in passion directly 

through the few students that were both on his soccer team and in his mathematics class. 

Students were often passionate about soccer but not mathematics.  

I coached some of my students before and you see such a difference in them in the 
classroom and on the soccer field, or on any field, really . . . they'll be rowdy little 
kids and they'll be talking to their friends and kind of, you know, messing around 
in the classroom. But . . . you see that focus and that drive in them on the field, 
that they're like, “Oh my god, I want to go to practice because I want to get better. 
And I want to make sure that I'm on the team. And I want.” And it drives them 
and it's like, “Wow, okay, I don't remember seeing this drive in you in the 
classroom.” . . . you see another side of them. You definitively see another side of 
them.  

 

Touchstone Story 

Mr. Ginobili maintained a laid-back, jovial tone throughout most of the interview. 

But one place in the interview where he raised his voice and seemed to express feelings 

of frustration came about when he talked about the state of modern mathematics teaching. 

In his first few years as a teacher, Mr. Ginobili was part of a grant emphasizing small 

group teaching and projects. But now that the grant funding ran out, he was stuck with 

increased (i.e., normal) class sizes and had to resort to a more “traditional” style of 

classroom teaching. This frustrated him.  

I started teaching here in a grant position where we had max, ten kids in a room . . 
. just all small group, just . . . intense, focus on the kid. And I did that for . . . three 
years. And . . . it worked. It did work. But I mean, the grant went away . . . I tried 
to do that my first year that I had a large classroom with 30-some-odd kids . . . I 
had them in groups, in small groups. And I tried to do the focus . . . it didn't quite 
work . . . the dynamics of the classroom and the dynamics of the kids. It was so 
different. 
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Mr. Ginobili shared he ended up creating a classroom culture in which he only 

had the capacity to support students who had the motivation to learn, He ignored the 

students who had already decided to drop out of high school. 

Organized my desks to . . . a couple rows facing . . . this way and a couple rows 
facing that way . . . the kids that realized that they had made a mistake their 
freshman year, and were really trying to regain their credit for Algebra sat in the 
front. The kids that were just like, “You know what, I'm going to drop out and no 
matter what you do, I'm going to drop out by next month.” They sat in the back 
and, you know, I didn't bother them.  

Mr. Ginobili shared he felt burnt out on mathematics teaching because he was 

unable to use methods he knew would lead to more student engagement. This “real” type 

of teaching, which he saw as inspiring students to become the best they could be, existed 

only in his coaching. It had been systemically removed from his mathematics teaching. 

Because in the math classroom, I'm trying, like I said, I'm trying to force these 
kids to, to learn something that I'm passionate about, which is math. And on the 
soccer field, the kids are already passionate about soccer. That's why they're out 
there. So I'm just, it's almost just free flowing, just knowledge is coming out. You 
know, coaching is coming out. And they absorb it a lot easier than the kids in the 
classroom. 

Mr. Ginobili revealed he knew passion and motivation were crucial to learning. 

He saw student motivation when he was allowed to do small-group teaching and, again, 

on the soccer field when he coached. But he did not see it in his current mathematics 

class, no matter how much effort he put into motivating and inspiring his students. And 

so, Mr. Ginobili’s Touchstone Story was about his disillusionment with mathematics 

teaching. He saw himself as a motivator, someone who inspired his students to be their 

very best. Unfortunately, he only saw this in his coaching and not mathematics teaching.  

Mr. Ginobili positioned himself through these stories with an entirely alternative 

teaching identity: soccer coach. This allowed him to manage the struggles and 

frustrations he felt in his mathematics teacher identity. Because he had already been a 
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part of a program that enacted “reform” mathematics teaching practices, he felt trapped 

by the weight of the “traditional” classroom structure. The only way out of this 

frustration was to put his energies elsewhere and not worry about trying to change the 

system of mathematics teaching. He met his students where they were. If they wanted to 

learn, he taught them. If they wanted to drop out, he ignored them. 

Through these stories, Mr. Ginobili hints he will eventually switch to full time 

coaching and teach mathematics as little as possible. I found this devastating, since I had 

seen just how gifted Mr. Ginobili was as a mathematics teacher, especially in the way he 

teaches mathematics bilingually. Ms. Frisbee lamented that the public school system 

pushed good teachers out of the classroom. Through the way Mr. Ginobili identified 

himself as a coach rather than a mathematics teacher, I sensed the same sentiment. Mr. 

Ginobili framed his mathematics teaching identity as a soccer coach who also teaches 

mathematics.  
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Ms. Riemann 

Ms. Riemann was in her second year of teaching, both in the same high school 

serving a low-socioeconomic African-American, Latino/a, and new immigrant student 

population. She self-identified as African-American and female. Of the six teachers in 

this study, Ms. Riemann was the one I knew the least. I only met Ms. Riemann once 

before, to do an observation and interview of her AYD implementation. However, like 

Mr. Fibo, Ms. Riemann came from a pre-service teacher preparation program I had 

worked with, so I felt familiar with her pre-service teacher preparation background and 

coursework. However, I felt this was the least reflective interview out of the six, probably 

because of my limited prior relationship with Ms. Riemann. 

  

Public Story 

During the interview, Ms. Riemann shared photographs of her family, her friends, 

her boyfriend, her school, thank you notes from her students, professional development 

binders, and the daily stresses she felt from lesson planning and teaching. The 

photographs documented her journey over the last two years from graduating college to 

finishing up her second year as a mathematics teacher. Ms. Riemann presented one 

photograph in particular of her friends from her pre-service teaching cohort. The teachers 

in the photograph appeared to be of various ethnicities. Ms. Riemann presented this 

photograph as representing the diversity of her teaching program and how it gave her 

experience in working with people from different backgrounds. 

These are my friends from undergrad. And I put them in here because we all come 
from diverse backgrounds. And so, the reason why that's important to me is 
because I teach at a school that's very diverse . . . I guess being able to relate to 
different people. Because we all were like, obviously we're all different. But we, 
like, we hung out and just, had fun together. Made it through [teacher preparation 
program], made it through those math courses. 
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Ms. Riemann’s shared a Public Story about diversity, something she is proud of in 

her teaching practice. 

 

Private Story 

Upon introspection of her Public Story, Ms. Riemann shared that her own 

experiences with diversity ended when she graduated. She shared that the people she 

interacted with the most, the people within her personal circle, all came from a shared 

ethnicity and background: her family, her best friend, and her boyfriend. She even 

acknowledged that she did not interact with the college friends in this photograph 

anymore. 

Me: And you're still friends with them now?   

Riemann: No, we don't talk much, now that we've graduated. But we were really 
close during school. Like we just hung out and like, worked, did homework and 
studies and stuff together.  

Me: So it sounds like the people you're hanging out with more, I guess 
professionally, are the people, you, like your friend, and your boyfriend and your 
family, people who've been part of your life for longer. 

Riemann: Yeah. 

Me: Okay. What about this represents you professionally? 

Riemann: Working with people with different backgrounds. And not so much 
culturally or ethnic, you know, ethnicity. But age, beliefs, as far as teaching, like 
why they, why they're teaching, how they want to teach . . . and that was one 
thing I learned my first year. Whoo! Why are these people teachers?  

As Ms. Riemann explored this Public Story of diversity, a Private Story emerged. 

She revealed the ethnic and cultural diversity she embodied in her teacher preparation 

program was shallow in comparison to the bigger issues she dealt with in teaching 
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mathematics. She revealed these diverse friendships she made in college no longer 

existed.  

 

Touchstone Story 

Ms. Riemann expressed anger by raising her voice and rolling her eyes during the 

interview when talking about the frustrating in work with teachers who housed 

dysfunctional teaching philosophies. Because of my prior knowledge of Ms. Riemann’s 

teacher preparation program and my observations of her classroom, I knew she also 

subscribed to the tenets of what we call “reform” mathematics. In my observations of her 

teaching, I noted she was very aware of her teacher talk, she encouraged her students to 

explore multiple ways to solve problems, and she constantly sang and acted “goofy” in 

order to create a safe classroom environment where students felt comfortable making 

mistakes and trying out new ideas. 

As she got angry, Ms. Riemann told a Touchstone Story describing just how 

frustrating and exhausting it was to work with older, more traditional teachers who were 

not interested in actual student learning.  

Some teachers are very adamant about teaching in the old lecture-structured way, 
which is fine. Because I do understand math, there are certain things that just, 
certain things just have to be taught in a certain fashion. Old style, you know, take 
notes. But then there's teachers who don't want to do projects, who don't want to 
branch out, who don't want to do something different. And it's like, why. Like 
why is a project going to hurt you? So it's just different. Teaching beliefs, 
different approaches, all these different personalities that you have to deal with. 
It's too much sometimes . . . there’s moments when I'm thinking to myself, “Why 
does that matter to you? Why do you care so much about not doing it when it's not 
going to hurt you? Like, why are you so against giving a project?” . . . Us giving 
them 15 problems about solving equations isn't helping them.  
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Ms. Riemann shared her frustration in battling these mathematics teachers, her 

struggle to convince them to at least try some of the research-based teaching methods she 

knew, such as Project Based Learning (Krajcik & Blumfeld, 2006) or a function-based 

approach to Algebra (Kieran, 2007).  She recognized, though, her battle was not 

necessarily with all the teachers from an older generation, but rather specifically, the 

teachers who did not see teaching as a professional enterprise. 

Riemann: They're old . . . I'm being very serious. But, I will say . . . the older 
teachers who are willing to do the other stuff are people who actually wanted to 
teach, versus I can't get a job or I don't have anything else to do so I'm going to 
teach versus I want to teach. It's two different people. Those are two different 
types of people.  

Me: [revoicing] People who sort of fell into teaching and people who are 
passionate about teaching? 

Riemann: Right . . . because it's a very, it influences how they teach, so. Yeah. 

Ms. Riemann’s Touchstone Story, then, is about her frustration trying to build 

research-based teaching practices when others in her department do not share the same 

ideas. This Touchstone Story gives an insider view of how the “Math Wars” are still very 

much played out in school mathematic departments, particularly ones serving students of 

color or in urban environments (Gutstein, 2003; Heilig & Darling-Hammond, 2008; 

Schoenfeld, 2004). While Ms. Riemann originally mentioned ethnicity in her narrative, 

much like Mr. Leche or Mr. Fibo, she elaborated that the emphasis on diversity was 

nowhere near as relevant in her teaching as the issue of changing the culture of 

mathematics education. Mr. Riemann got livid in her interview, worrying about the 

future, her own career, and whether it would always have to be a battle. Through these 

stories, Ms. Riemann positioned herself as embracing research-supported methods of 

teaching mathematics for mathematical empowerment, but unsupported by her 
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department from teaching that way. This struggle frames her mathematics teacher 

identity. 
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DISCUSSION OF THE TEACHERS’ STORIES 

As shown in the previous stories, the photo-elicitation/photovoice interviews 

yielded varied and interesting teachers stories. Looking at the stories collectively, I found 

answers to the first research question: How do mathematics teachers present themselves? 

First, even though the PEPI gave teachers the opportunity to talk about anything they 

wished, these stories show they rarely chose to talk about mathematics content or their 

love of mathematics. Second, these Private and Touchstone Stories group into three 

categories: stories about pain, stories about being “othered”, and stories about feeling 

powerless in their present mathematics teaching. These six mathematics teachers framed 

isolating mathematics teacher identities of themselves through these stories. I present 

these general results here, followed by what I learned about using the PEPI as a research 

tool.  

 

No Stories about Mathematics Content 

One of the surprising findings from these interviews was the lack of stories 

involving mathematics content. I predicted that for mathematics teachers, a love, or at 

least an interest in the field of mathematics, would be a major part of their mathematics 

teacher identity. As a former mathematics teacher myself, my love of mathematics was a 

large part of why I chose this profession. But only two teachers even mentioned 

mathematics content in their stories. Ms. Frisbee mentioned her love of mathematics in 

her story about why mathematics needed her. And Mr. Ginobili mentioned that teaching 

mathematics was about sharing his passion for mathematics with his students. But neither 

of these stories actually delved into mathematical content–they were more about how 

one’s love or passion for mathematics was a part of teaching practice. 
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Of the fifty-five photographs shared by the six teachers, only two of the 

photographs explicitly involved mathematics: Ms. Frisbee’s photograph of a Facebook-

based mathematics problem (See Figure 8) and Mr. Fibo’s photograph of a Lego 

pyramid-building activity from his student-teaching days (See Figure 9). Recall that I 

analyzed the stories the photographs elicited, rather than the photographs themselves. So 

I only mention the low number of photographs explicitly relating to mathematics to 

emphasize my point about how few stories about mathematics were told. In fact, none of 

the interviews generated a single story specifically about mathematics content. I share the 

two stories that briefly mention mathematics below. 

First, Ms. Frisbee introduced a photograph of a linear growth problem she had 

written involving Facebook (See Figure 8). The commentary she shared when presenting 

this photograph, however, focused more on showcasing her comfort with the technology 

her students use, being positioned as the “technology person” within her mathematics 

department, and her belief that while mathematics content never changes, real world 

examples of mathematics principles constantly evolve. 
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Figure 8. A photograph presented by Ms. Frisbee of a problem she wrote using Facebook 
as a context to explore linear growth functions. 

Mr. Fibo presented the other photograph involving mathematics, a Lego pyramid 

he fondly remembered from a lesson he taught in an after-school enrichment program 

while student-teaching (See Figure 9). Again, the commentary for this photograph was 

less about the mathematical processes detailing how students figured out how to build the 

biggest pyramid, but more about how Mr. Fibo lamented the lack of opportunities to do 

activities like this in his current teaching. He reflected this lesson as one of the last times 

he saw students engaged with exploring mathematics, much like how he saw engineers 

and mathematicians engaged in problem solving when he studied electrical engineering 

in college. Mr. Fibo shared that, because of the culture of his mathematics department, he 

had never had the chance to teach an activity as “fun” as this Lego pyramid-building 

lesson he taught more than four years ago.  
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Figure 9. A Lego pyramid from an after-school lesson Mr. Fibo taught as a student 
teacher. The challenge was to systemically build the largest pyramid possible. 

These two examples were the only times during all six interviews teachers shared 

specifically about mathematics. Even then, the conversations were less about 

mathematics and more about how each teacher had been positioned within their 

mathematics department.  

This could be the result of my initial prompt, loosely defined to emphasize 

personal connections to mathematics teaching. The prompt stated, “You will take or find 

at least 20 photographs to describe the various parts of your personal life that affect how 

you see yourself as a mathematics teacher.” (See Appendix A) Perhaps the teachers 

interpreted this to mean that the pictures were only supposed to be from their personal 

lives. The photographs the teachers did share involved their families, their hobbies, their 
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workspaces, and so on—parts of their lives that each teacher framed as far more 

important than mathematics content.  

I framed mathematics teacher identity as stories from both personal and 

professional registers, and I predicted that connections to mathematical content would be 

in both. But what the teachers showed through their photographs and their stories is 

mathematics content lives only in the professional registers (presented through these two 

Public stories), and even then, just barely. The teachers did not share a single Private or 

Touchstone Story involving mathematics content from their personal registers. In fact, 

the interviews showed the mathematics teacher relished the opportunity to talk about 

issues affected them beyond mathematics. This is predicted in the mathematical teachers 

beliefs work that shows the disconnects in teachers’ mathematical thinking and actual 

student mathematical thinking (Leatham, 2006; Nathan & Koedinger, 2000a, 2000b; 

Nathan & Petrosino, 2003; Philipp, 2007). I take this to mean that mathematics teachers 

do not frame themselves according to mathematics content, but rather upon their personal 

connections to mathematics content. 

 

Isolating Touchstone Stories 

My initial theoretical framework for mathematics teacher identity involved only 

two types of stories: Public Stories residing in the professional register and Private 

Stories residing in the personal register. Shortly after completing the second interview 

during data collection, I realized that teachers were telling a third type of story. Here is an 

excerpt from my post-interview notes from that interview with Ms. Packer: 

I think I might have to abandon this personal vs. professional spaces. It might be 
too simplistic to situate things this way. I need to open up my theoretical 
framework more. It’s about critical narratives. It’s about pain. It’s about tears. It’s 
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about love. It’s about hope. It’s about who we are as teachers . . . why do we do 
this? Who are we responsible to? What is our life’s mission? 

As I looked beyond the dichotomy of personal and professional registers, I 

discovered the Touchstone Story, the story a teacher often accesses and thinks about, but 

rarely shares. These stories emerged during emotionally charged moments that came 

about during each interview. These Touchstone Stories, when paired with the Private 

stories that elicited them, grouped into three categories: (a) stories about pain, (b) stories 

about being “othered”, and (c) stories about feeling powerless. A short synopsis of each 

teacher’s multiple stories can be found in Table 5.  

 

Table 6 

The multiple stories each teacher told, along with what the type of their 
Touchstone/Private Stories: Pain, Feeling “Othered”, and/or Powerlessness.  

Teacher Public Story Private Story Touchstone 
Story 

Story Type 

Ms. Packer Teaching as 
faith 

Mothering Husband 
leaving 

Pain 

Mr. Fibo (1) I care Calculus 
teacher 

Father leaving Pain 

Mr. Fibo (2) I care Misses 
hometown 

Ethnicity erased “Othered” 

Mr. Leche Honoring 
hometown 

Ostracized Hometown 
destroyed 

Pain/“Othered” 

Ms. Frisbee Catholic Firing of gay 
teacher 

Fired again Pain/“Othered”/
Powerless 

Mr. Ginobili Coaching Self as soccer 
coach, not math 
teacher 

Frustration at 
mathematics 
teaching culture  

Powerless 

Ms. Reimann Diversity 
 

No actual 
diversity in 
teaching 

Math wars in 
department 

“Othered”/Pow
erless 
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Stories about Pain 

Four of the six teachers shared Touchstone Stories involving the pain framing 

their mathematics teacher identity. (See Table 6) First, Ms. Packer shared a Private Story 

of her husband abandoning her when she was pregnant with their son. This framed a 

mathematics teacher identity in which she was conscious of her students who were 

missing a parent at home and what she could do to support them. Second, Mr. Fibo 

shared a Touchstone Story about his father abandoning his family when he was a child. 

This framed a mathematics teacher identity in which he wanted to show that he “cared” 

for and was “there” for his students. Third, Mr. Leche shared a Touchstone Story about 

the trauma he experienced growing up in an increasingly violent Juarez and how he still 

did not know how to deal with those images of horrific violence haunting him. Finally, 

Ms. Frisbee shared a Touchstone Story about her own frustration over being laid off, 

echoing a Private story of watching her music teacher get fired for his sexual orientation. 

Each of these Touchstone Stories involved some sort of personal pain or hardship that a 

teacher used to frame their mathematics teacher identity.  

Ms. Packer and Mr. Fibo used these Touchstone Stories of pain as inspiration for 

their teaching; these stories became a way to move past personal pain and to be sensitive 

to students experience similar situations. For Ms. Packer and Mr. Fibo, these Touchstone 

Stories of pain are necessary parts of their mathematics teacher identity; they help the 

teachers forge a sense of hope and joy within their teaching practice. This stories mirrors 

the turning points of Drake’s (2006) Math Story, in which the low points of a 

mathematics teacher’s past can become the high points of a mathematics teacher’s future. 

However, both Mr. Leche and Ms. Frisbee seem to still be living within their 

Touchstone Stories of pain, which shows the little amount of support they have to deal 
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with this pain. In particular, the trauma Mr. Leche shared from watching his childhood 

destroyed by violence seemed difficult for Mr. Leche to even talk about during the 

interview. While I am glad he shared about this aspect of his life, I could not help wonder 

if his school or his district had mechanisms in place for him to talk through some of this 

trauma. Mr. Leche never mentioned support or counseling services within his narrative. 

 

Stories about feeling “Othered” 

Four of the six teachers shared Touchstone Stories about being “othered” based 

upon their ethnicity or age. First, Mr. Fibo shared about his students and college peers 

ethnically mis-identifying him. This framed a mathematics teacher identity determined to 

fight stereotypes of Latino/a mathematics achievement. Second, Mr. Leche shared 

extensively about feeling “othered” as a immigrant even though he had lived in this 

country for more than 15 years and how his trauma of being from Juarez was tokenized 

by his colleagues. This framed a mathematics teacher identity in which he was unsure as 

to how to connect to his own students and colleagues. Third, Ms. Frisbee shared her 

feelings of discrimination by her administration because of her age and her classroom 

demeanor, which she connected to her childhood music teacher’s firing for being gay. 

She felt frustrated at being laid-off again, and sensed it had to do with assumptions of her 

mathematics teaching based upon her youth and her “bubbly” personality. Fourth, Ms. 

Riemann shared she felt discriminated by her department based on her age and lack of 

experience. She shared her frustration that many of her colleagues refused to incorporate 

effective practices or listen to her. 

Unlike the Touchstone Stories of pain, the stories of being “othered” did not lead 

to any happy endings in which teachers used their experiences to create more inclusive 
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and equitable classrooms. Only Mr. Fibo seemed to be trying to take his experience being 

“othered” and using it to position himself as a role model for his students, to show them 

what it looks like to be Latino/a and publically love mathematics. However, he also 

shared his frustration that this message continually got lost as his students erased his 

ethnicity time and time again.  

Each of these teachers, in telling these stories of being “othered”, conveyed a 

sense of exasperation, as if this was just a miserable part of their life they heave learned 

to deal with. I saw this as sad commentary on the state of equity within our mathematics 

teaching community. Stereotypes of what a mathematics teacher is supposed to look like 

are still embedded in our culture, giving credence to how issues like stereotype threat 

(Aronson et al., 2002; Shih et al., 2005), the myth of the model minority (Lee, 1996; 

Wong et al., 1998), and racist hegemonies (Gee, 2000; Martin, 2009; Nasir & Cobb, 

2007) are still deeply embedded into how mathematics teachers are viewed and 

positioned.  

 

Stories about Powerlessness 

Three of the teachers shared Touchstone Stories about their perceived lack of 

power within their schools–their lack of institutional agency. First, Ms. Frisbee shared 

her experience about being laid off again, something she blamed on her administrators for 

not observing her or trying to support her teaching. Second, Mr. Ginobili lamented about 

his mathematics teaching practice; students sat in rows and grouped themselves by 

motivation level. He was frustrated he could not give every student the amount of 

attention he knew was necessary for his style of mathematics teaching. Third, Ms. 

Riemann shared how she constantly fought against other teachers in her school about 



 130 

incorporating more effective teaching practices that she knew would work, only to be met 

with institutional apathy. 

In actuality, all six teachers expressed frustration at their lack of institutional 

agency at one time or another during the interviews. They just did not all involve a 

Touchstone Stories. (See Table 7) Interestingly, of these six teachers, the only one who 

seemed to hold any institutional agency beyond the classroom was Mr. Ginobili. Since he 

also held an identity as the head coach of the girls’ soccer team, he shared he had much 

more institutional power from his coaching than from his mathematics teaching. 

Unfortunately, these stories about feeling powerless did not lead to mathematics 

teachers moving past this lack of agency to try to build agency with their students. These 

stories also did not lead to mathematics teachers expressing a need to unite or work 

together to reclaim power. No, these stories ended up expressing a hopeless institutional 

powerlessness, a disposition in which teachers accepted there was nothing more one 

could do and accepted their fate. I found this depressing for the way these mathematics 

teachers framed their careers. It reinforces much of the work showing how teaching has 

slowly become depersonalized (Palmer, 2007; Weisberg et al., 2009) or that mathematics 

teachers have no voice in mathematics education policy (The Diversity in Mathematics 

Education Center (DiME), 2007; Tyack & Cuban, 1995). 

 

Table 7  

The institutional agency each teacher shared they held during the interviews. Only Mr. 
Ginobili expresses feeling institutional agency beyond the classroom, but this agency 
comes through his soccer coaching rather than his mathematics teaching. 

Teacher Institutional Agency Exhibited in Interview 
Ms. Packer Only in her classroom. Laments that she has little control over her 
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CONCLUSION 

The stories told through the PEPI were unitized into Public, Private, and 

Touchstone Stories. These stories were by no means exhaustive or definitive of 

mathematics teacher identity. Rather, the PEPI allowed each teacher to talk about himself 

or herself and reflect upon and share stories from their personal and professional 

registers. This created a structure for each teacher to share some Public Stories, a few 

Private Stories connected to those Public Stories, and at least one Touchstone Story that 

connected to those Private Stories. This Touchstone Story was a story each referenced 

often in their internal dialogue regarding mathematics teaching, but rarely shared 

publically.  

The stories the six mathematics teachers shared in regards to their mathematics 

teacher identity showed interesting results. First, teachers did not share stories involving 

mathematics content beyond two Public Stories more about teacher created mathematics 

activities and teaching practice. Second, the Touchstone Stories that teachers shared were 

isolating; they dealt with themes of pain, feeling “othered”, and powerlessness. Third, in 

terms of institutional agency, all the teachers shared they felt powerless as mathematics 

students when they leave her classroom. 
Mr. Fibo Only in his classroom. Shares he is proud to be a part of his mathematics 

department, but laments he feels obligated to teach in the same 
“traditional” manner as the rest of the mathematics department. 

Mr. Leche Only in his classroom. Aware of many of the issues affecting his 
immigrant and “othered” students, but feels helpless to support them. 

Ms. Frisbee None. Laid off from own classroom, because felt no one to paid 
attention to her teaching. 

Mr. Ginobili Within entire school, but only as a soccer coach. Sports have high 
cultural value in this school and community. 

Ms. Riemann Only in classroom. Laments about the ideological battles over 
mathematics teaching practices she has with older teachers. 
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teachers in some way or another. The only teacher who shared a feeling of power within 

his institution was Mr. Ginobili, who shared that this agency came from his identity as a 

soccer coach rather than as a mathematics teacher.  

In the following chapter, I will discuss my reflections on these results, 

recommendations for further research and educational policy, and limitations to this 

study. 
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Chapter Five: Reflections 

INTRODUCTION 

In this chapter, I reflect upon the process of answering my research questions, 

connect these reflections to recommendations for future research, and discuss the 

limitations to this study. Then, I discuss the process of using thick description to provoke 

dialogue on mathematics teacher identity rather than generalize conclusions.  

 

ANSWERING THE RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

My research questions were: 

1. How do mathematics teachers present themselves? 

2. What aspects from mathematics teachers’ personal registers do teachers 

perceive as influencing their professional registers? 

3. What kinds of themes does the photo-elicitation/photovoice interview method 

capture about mathematics teachers? What are the limitations of the photo-elicitation 

interview?  

 

1. How do mathematics teachers present themselves? 

This question is about how teachers let themselves be known publically. I see the 

way teachers present themselves as the Public Stories they told from their professional 

registers; this is how they presented themselves as mathematics teachers in this study. 

Ms. Packer shared a Public Story presenting herself as approaching teaching as an 

extension of her Christian ministry. Mr. Fibo shared a Public Story presenting himself as 

caring for his students. Mr. Leche shared a Public Story presenting the violence 

inhabiting his hometown. Ms. Frisbee shared a public story presenting her Catholic 
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upbringing. Mr. Ginobili shared a Public Story presenting his love of coaching soccer. 

And Mr. Riemann shared a Public Story presenting her as prepared to work with a 

diverse student population. 

Most of these stories were about approaches to teaching practice (Ms. Packer, Mr. 

Fibo, Mr. Ginobili, Mr. Riemann). Two stories were about faith (Ms. Packer, Ms. 

Frisbee). And one of these stories was about where a teacher comes from (Mr. Leche). 

These Public Stories added background details as to why each teacher cared about 

teaching mathematics and working with children. Through these Public Stories, each 

teachers presented him or herself in a positive light, as if mathematics teaching was a 

simple matter of enjoying working with children and bringing one’s own background into 

the classroom. I found these presentations by each teacher to be bland and simplistic, 

contrasting the isolating and personal Touchstone Stories each teacher later revealed. 

 

2. What aspects from mathematics teachers’ personal registers do teachers perceive 
as influencing their professional registers? 

This question is about teachers’ personal registers. In this study, I explored the 

Private and the Touchstone Stories teachers kept hidden from the public registers. These 

Private and Touchstone Stories provided a backstory to a Public Story, revealed personal 

issues influencing teacher practice, and positioned each mathematics teacher as a real, 

struggling, and unfinished person.  

Ms. Packer told a Private Story about her emphasis on mothering and a 

Touchstone Story about her husband abandoning her. These stories added depth to her 

Public Story about her teaching as an extension of her faith. Her faith came from her 

struggles growing up with an absent mother and raising a family as a single parent.  
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Mr. Fibo told Private and Touchstone Stories about his father abandoning his 

family and consequently, how he followed in the footsteps of a mentor teacher/father 

figure. Mr. Fibo also told Private and Touchstone Stories about missing his Latino/a 

community and how his students ignore his ethnicity. These stories added depth to his 

Public Story of caring. He cares as a result of his own experiences with abandonment and 

isolation. 

Mr. Leche told Private and Touchstone Stories of being “othered” and the trauma 

of becoming a refugee because of violence. These stories explain his Public Story about 

where he is from, showing how heavy these issues weigh on Mr. Leche’s life as a 

mathematics teacher. This trauma is a part of his everyday life as a teacher.  

Ms. Frisbee told a Private Story about her gay music teacher’s firing and a 

Touchstone Story about her own dismissal. While this story does not delve into her 

Catholic faith, it shows how she positions herself in regards to her beliefs and the way 

she has been treated professionally.  

Mr. Ginobili told Private and Touchstone Stories about how he seems himself 

more as a soccer coach than a mathematics teacher and his frustration with teaching 

mathematics. These stories added depth to his Public Story about his love for coaching 

soccer; they revealed why he shifted in his teacher identity from mathematics teacher to 

coach. 

Ms. Riemann told a Private Story revealing the idea of “diversity” as a shallow 

construct within her teaching training in comparison to her Touchstone Story about 

battling the “traditional” culture of her mathematics department. These stories revealed 

that her Public Story about experience with “diversity” as important to one’s teaching 

was inauthentic when compared to bigger issues of mathematics teaching culture. This 

surface-level acknowledgement of multicultural teaching Ms. Riemann spoke about lacks 
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the teeth of real issues in multicultural education such as cultural congruence or critical 

race theory (Frankenstein, 1990; Ladson-Billings, 1994; Nasir & Cobb, 2007). These 

stories helped Ms. Riemann re-affirm to herself that a richer approach to multicultural 

education other than the naïve “food and festivals” mentality must exist (Olsen, 1997).  

These connections between the Private/Touchstone Stories and the Public Stories 

teachers shared were inter-related points within a larger narrative. When listening only to 

a teacher’s Public Stories, one could conclude each teacher was competent and supported 

in their practice. But the Private and Touchstone Stories revealed the bigger picture, 

exposing the isolation and struggle each teacher lived with. 

 

3. What kinds of themes does the photo-elicitation/photovoice interview method 
capture about mathematics teachers? What are the limitations of the photo-
elicitation interview?  

The photo-elicitation/photovoice interview captured isolating stories of each 

mathematics teacher involving themes of pain, being “othered”, and powerlessness. 

Specifically, this process allowed teachers to tell stories exploring themes of religion, 

immigrant/refugee status, personal trauma, and ethnicity. 

Overall, the PEPI research method worked because it allowed teachers to be 

creative, it was efficient, and it structuring the interviews visually. First, the biggest 

advantage of the PEPI was how it allowed teachers to be creative without requiring more 

time from their busy schedules (Brown et al., 2009; Harper, 2002). Each teacher’s 

interview involved stories they were excited to share. For instance, Ms. Packer shared she 

opened up about her life, her faith, her hardships, and the parts about her life she figured 

“no one cared about” because the photographs made it “fun”. She shared she often had 

trouble focusing during interviews, so the visual nature of this research protocol helped 
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her plan what stories to tell. Mr. Leche shared similar comments: the visual nature of the 

interview preparation made him exited about this process as compared to other 

interviews. The photographs also helped him keep focused during the interview, 

something he shared he often had trouble with. Finally, Ms. Frisbee shared that the nature 

of planning and organizing the photographs made her much more conscious of reflecting 

on her identity and who she was, compared to a traditional interview. 

Second, the photographs naturally divided each interview up into individual 

chapters. The photographs also served as anchor points during the interview so I, as a 

researcher, could better understand what teachers were saying and ask detailed questions 

(Clark-Ibanez, 2004). I was able to ask questions specific to the photograph, which led to 

more detail or tangential stories (Gauntlett & Holzwarth, 2006). During the interview, as 

stories begat more stories, the anchoring photograph helped me follow the logical 

progression of how we ended up where we were.  

Third, the photo-elicitation/photovoice interview method encapsulated how each 

mathematics teachers saw him or herself in a quick and efficient manner. The entire 

process took two weeks, with the majority of the effort concentrated on the 90-minute 

interview. Teachers shared they spent about an hour or two during these two weeks to 

take and assembling the photographs. Some teachers just chose whatever photographs 

were available to them at the time, which created a relaxed interview (Glesne, 1989; 

Merriam, 2009). For instance, Ms. Packer admitted to haphazardly choosing the pictures 

right before the interview. Her interview was full of introspective and revealing stories. 

However, the PEPI did have some limitations: it was only a snapshot of a 

particular moment in time, it was only a single interview, and it relied on the rapport and 

trust between the teacher and I. First, the interview was just a snapshot of who a teacher 

was at this particular moment. The way I used the PEPI did not tell a full history of each 
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teacher’s evolving mathematics teacher identity. For instance, what was Mr. Ginobili’s 

mathematics teacher identity like before he started coaching soccer? Or how might Ms. 

Frisbee’s mathematics teacher identity have changed now that she taught at a charter high 

school? How might Ms. Packer’s mathematics teacher identity have developed now that 

she was her city’s reigning teacher of the year; did she still feel powerless within her 

school? My single-interview research framework cannot answer these questions.  

Second, the single interview structure meant almost everything I learned about a 

teacher’s mathematics teacher identity came from just one conversation. After analyzing 

each interview, I wished I had incorporated a better mechanism for following up with 

each teacher to clarify things he or she shared during the interview. I also wished I had 

further observed each teacher’s classroom after the interview because I was curious about 

how practice might or might not align with the stories. For instance, Mr. Ginobili 

positioned himself as constantly trying to get his students attention. He mentioned he 

wore bright clothes, acted “silly”, and even threw his dry-erase markers around the room 

in order to maintain order. However, in my observations of Mr. Ginobili over the years, I 

never noted him struggling to capture student attention. His classroom demeanor always 

seemed laid-back and fun; students followed along without being prodded. This sort of 

discrepancy between Mr. Ginobili’s own stories versus my own observations of his 

teaching practice required more follow up than a single interview to unpack.  

Third, I found the PEPI depended heavily on my rapport with the teacher, not just 

in the interview itself, but also in the photographs the teachers took and their comfort 

level during the process. This connects to the importance of rapport-building in the 

literature on qualitative research (Merriam, 2009; Yin, 2009) and in photo-

elicitation/photovoice (Hansen-Ketchum & Myrick, 2008). It explains why Ms. Riemann 

held back in the stories she shared. I had only worked with Ms. Riemann once before, 
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and her reticence to share was most likely due to her limited trust in me and our weak 

rapport.  

However, rapport building does not account for everything. The fusing of a 

teacher’s professional and personal registers is just as crucial to the PEPI. I had worked 

with Mr. Ginobili for four years. In his interview, he shared about the effort he went 

through to separating his personal life from his professional life. He did not even own a 

desk in his house, because it would create a temptation to bring work home. Since this 

interview took place in Mr. Ginobili’s classroom, this interview centered on his 

profession, and my prior relationship with Mr. Ginobili was professional, it made this 

entire process fit completely into Mr. Ginobili’s professional space. Therefore, all the 

stories Mr. Ginobili shared came from his professional register, creating a one-sided PEPI 

revealing much from Mr. Ginobili’s professional register as mathematics teacher and 

soccer coach, but little from his personal register.  

 

RESEARCH RECOMMENDATIONS 

I had a difficult time connecting what I found to the existing research on identity 

and narrative within mathematics education. I had to turn to the research within narrative, 

identity, and the lives of teachers outside of mathematics education as well as the critical 

pedagogy literature to make sense of what I found. My review and understanding of this 

existing research was by no means exhaustive, but I did discover disjunctions between 

my study and the existing literature.  

I found exploring mathematics teacher identity exposed feelings of isolation 

through stories involving pain, being “othered”, and feeling powerless. Powerlessness 

was part of Lortie’s (1975) portrayal of schoolteachers of the 1960s and 1970s who relied 
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on an “apprenticeship of observation” as a base for their practice. Being “othered” and 

feeling powerlessness were also part of Freire’s (1970) description of teachers who 

realized they were teaching to preserve the oppressor-driven status quo rather than 

teaching for liberation. And stories of pain are part of the Figured Worlds teachers use to 

build their identities in Holland et al.’s (1998) work.  

But these connections are vague. I did not find any literature to frame some of the 

specific themes this study evoked on mathematics teachers’ identity involving religion, 

immigrant/refugee status, and personal trauma. Religion was important enough that two 

of the six teachers told touchstone stories about their faith. Yet, I could not find any 

studies specifically analyzing the connection of mathematic teaching to religious beliefs. 

Likewise, I have not encountered research that links mathematics teaching to personal 

trauma, immigrant/refugee status of the teacher, or feelings of abandonment. 

My recommendation is for more research looking specifically at mathematics 

teachers from within the personal register, on the lives of mathematics teachers outside 

the classroom. The lives of teachers work (Conle, Li, & Tan, 2002; Li, 2005) is a good 

model of research humanizing literacy teachers. More work on mathematics teachers’ 

lives would help the research community learn who mathematics teachers are, so we can 

better support them, so we can support their students, and so they, in turn, can also 

understand the complex lives of their students.  
  

LIMITATIONS 

This study of mathematics teacher identity has a few limitations: I had no 

mechanism for reliability other than member checks, I only used a single interview per 

teacher, the PEPI method required actual photographs, and each teacher self-selected to 

be a part of the research sample. First, this study was based on what teachers shared; I 
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had no formal mechanism to authenticate what they said to be true. I did not incorporate a 

mechanism for reliability in my coding schema (Corbin & Strauss, 2008) or multiple 

sources of stories (Sfard & Prusak, 2005). Second, this study involved only a single 

interview for each teacher at one specific moment in time, meaning the interview might 

have captured different themes depending on when it occurred. Perhaps the theme of 

isolation was a result of these interviews taking place near the end of the school year? 

The stories might have been happier or felt less exhausted if I had conducted the 

interviews at the beginning of the year or during the summer. Third, since this study 

revolved around photographs, another limitation was the actual existence of the 

photograph or image. For instance, Mr. Leche wanted to talk about his mother, but could 

not find a photograph of her. So he pretended to introduce a photograph of his mother, 

physically described the mental image to me, and then started talking about her. This 

resulted in ten minutes of unstructured dialogue. Mr. Leche’s started to talk about his 

mother’s influence. But as conversations can go, Mr. Leche followed tangent after 

tangent until he found himself no longer talking about his mother at all. In analyzing this 

section of the interview, I found the stories incomplete; they started to introduce a 

specific event but then quickly moved onto another event. Therefore, in order for the 

PEPI to work, a photograph or image had to actually exist in order to anchor the 

discussion.  

Related to this, each teacher shared they wished they had a photograph of a 

specific former teacher, as this former teacher was an important part of their mathematics 

teacher identity today. But since none of the six teachers could find an old photograph of 

their specific teacher, most chose not share or reflect about this teacher at all unless it 

came about in another story. Therefore, this former teacher, who resonated heavily within 
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each teacher’s identity, was systematically removed from the interview because it was 

too difficult of an image to acquire. 

Finally, each teacher in this study was self-selected; he or she volunteered to 

explore his or her identity as mathematics teachers through our prior conversations. 

Because each teacher volunteered, he or she was probably more confident than a 

“typical” teacher to talk about teacher identity and share intimate details from his or her 

personal and professional worlds. I do not assume this willingness to share and reflect 

upon one’s identity is a trait all mathematics teachers share. 

 

INITIAL HUNCHES 

Through this study, I hoped to provide an opportunity for six Algebra I teachers to 

reflect on who they were as mathematics teachers—specifically how they connected their 

professional and personal lives. I used the PEPI method for each teacher to craft his or 

her own narrative—authoring stories about how he or she saw him or herself as 

mathematics teachers within a non-judgmental and non-evaluative space. I predicted 

teachers would share photographs of their practice and reveal the origins behind why they 

did certain things in the classroom. But I was not prepared for teachers to break down and 

cry, or for teachers to get angry and yell. The teachers used this study as an opportunity 

to just talk, open up, and frankly explore who they were. 

Before the interviews, I had some initial hunches about what I would learn. First, 

I thought this study would better unveil what was behind the “mask” a mathematics 

teacher wore. This concept of a “mask” came from Deadra, one of the teachers in my first 

pilot study. Instead, I found that the term “mask” was inaccurate to describe teacher 

identities. A “mask” implies multiple layers, with one layer covering up another one. 
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Rather, I found that identity instead was framed by multiple stories, each of them equally 

accessible for teachers to reference at any time. 

Second, I thought this study would support teachers in learning to value 

themselves as individuals. And indeed, each teacher shared unique stories and 

acknowledged this level of reflection as helping them learn about themselves in new 

ways. However, the majority of the stories were isolating. I would like to think telling 

these stories was an empowering experience for each teacher; in fact, each teacher did tell 

me in one way or another how this process was the most reflective experience they had 

ever had as mathematics teachers. But, I must also acknowledge the themes of isolation 

and alienation coming out of these stories and the long-term effects of what unveiling 

them might be for each teacher. Acknowledging the truth about yourself is not always 

fun.  

Finally, I predicted this process would reveal personal identities of mathematics 

teachers as much more varied and unique than reported in the literature. To an extent, this 

was true. Teachers authored very unique stories about themselves. And while these 

stories were unique, they were isolating. In fact, the stories showed how the literature on 

mathematics teachers was disjointed from the complex issues that actual mathematics 

teachers face, such as religious faith, immigrant/refugee status, and personal trauma. 

While on the surface, these stories have little to do with mathematics teaching, they show 

exactly how each teacher saw and positioned themselves as mathematics teachers. That 

was really the main point of this study: opening up a structure for mathematics teachers 

to author and know themselves through their stories.  
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THE POWER OF THE IMAGE 

The photo-elicitation/photovoice interview was able to connect to a teacher’s 

personal register because of its visual nature. Much like Freire (1970) found through his 

own use of drawings and diagrams and Wang and Burris (1997) found with photovoice, 

visual narratives delve into narratives structured around visual memory. Freire (1970) 

wrote about the need to author and re-author the self in order to become an emancipatory 

educator. His techniques are still considered revolutionary today. Through technology, I 

think the use of the PEPI is the first step in allowing teachers an opportunity to do this 

reflection of their own teaching in an organized and systemic way; it allows teachers to 

visually author and re-author themselves. During the interview, many of the teachers 

shared revelations about themselves. For instance, Ms. Frisbee realized she did not really 

want to talk about her religion, it was too personal and not nearly as important a part of 

her life as she originally thought. Mr. Leche had pictures of his yoga practice, his 

classroom, and his friends from growing up. Yet, he started to realize he kept going back 

to the trauma of his hometown and his feeling of being “othered”. The other pictures 

were descriptive of him, but did not resonate at the same level with how we saw himself. 

Ms. Riemann realized her picture of diversity, something she thought was a part of what 

qualified her as a good teacher, was actually not relevant in her teaching practice at all. 

So, teachers had revelations through this process, they re-authored themselves. 

The visual medium sparks reflection. Memories are visual; they are stored as 

images. So the reflection happening here taps into a space within each teacher’s personal 

registers, a place they rarely talk from but think about often. And this is powerful. Here is 

a quote from one of my pre-service teachers, who used the PEPI to explore her emerging 

mathematics teacher identity: 
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Memories weren't recorded in words or brief descriptors. In elementary school I 
certainly did not sit and write down everything that happen to me. Even if I had, I 
wouldn’t have written down some of the more painful experiences that really 
make me who I am today. Instead, these experiences have been stored in ways 
that parallel how they were lived, seen, and felt. I remember them as a fragmented 
sequence of images that are situated in a very particular time and place. It is to 
these snapshots, flashes, and bursts of pictures, that I have attached my feelings . . 
. and if the goal of reflection is to get a teacher to come to a deeper understanding 
of themselves in order to better understand their teaching, reflection has to be 
much more than writing alone. 

The photovoice work shows that using a visual basis for self-authoring narratives 

allows for teachers to tap into a “visual” voice, something that accesses memories and 

thoughts that might not be recalled in other ways (Hansen-Ketchum & Myrick, 2008; 

Wang & Burris, 1997). This visual self-reflection brings about some powerful, 

emotionally charged stories. Sfard and Prusak (2005) labeled these as the Big or Critical 

Story. De Freitas (2004) called this the internal dialogue. Both said this was very difficult 

to access. Holland et al. (1998) even framed it as a figured world. Using the PEPI, I think 

that teachers gave us a glimpse of this story, this world, this Touchstone Story that they 

continually think about, continually reference, but hide because it might not always exist 

in the registers they are talking from. It is visual, or comes about when they are thinking 

of images and memories. 

 

REFLECTIONS 

In the end, this study successfully revealed the mathematics teacher narratives of 

six Algebra I teachers. I was excited at the way this study allowed mathematics teachers 

to share the personal stories often told only behind closed classroom doors or in teacher 

happy hours (Clandinin & Connelly, 1996; Dewey, 1929; Hiebert, Gallimore, & Stigler, 

2002). I learned that these narratives were important to elicit, not only for me as a 
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researcher, but also for the actual teachers themselves. After doing this study, I know that 

research into mathematics teachers’ narratives, specifically the mathematics teacher 

identities framed by Public, Private, and Touchstone Stories is important to our field of 

mathematics education for three reasons: Knowing their own identities helps mathematics 

teachers understand the complex lives of their own students, these narratives showcase 

the uniqueness of mathematics teacher as individuals, and the process of telling these 

stores is an empowering reflective process.  

First, mathematics teachers teacher reveal who they are through telling their own 

stories (Sfard & Prusak, 2005; Drake, Empson, & Dominguez, 2003). The teachers did 

not go to an intellectual space when they were talking, what Shulman (1987) calls their 

intellectual biography. Their stories certainly did not mention much about mathematics 

content or specific teacher practices. What they talked about was the raw areas of their 

lives, stories of trauma that painted their lives as messy. These isolating stories seemed 

far more important for them to talk through and to reflect upon, and I found it helped 

teachers see the complexity of their own lives. I speculate this acknowledgement of their 

own complicated lives will in turn help them see the complexity of their own students’ 

lives. For instance, Mr. Leche reflected on the many factors that led him to feel 

“othered”, which in turn, helped him see the same “othering” happening to his students. 

And Ms. Packer reflected on her own “mothering” of students as based on the complex 

issues from her past relationship with her own mother and her divorce. The process of 

telling and re-telling these personal stories, or crafting a teacher narrative, helps teachers 

verbalize who they are as complex individuals, and consequently be able to see their own 

students as complex individuals with messy stories as well. 

Second, these narratives showcase the uniqueness of each teacher. Of the six 

teachers in this study, none had similar Touchstone stories. Something to look at in 
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further research is the narratives of teachers who might have similar Touchstone Stories. I 

speculate that, even if the Touchstone Stories are similar, the way teachers react to them 

or tell them would be different. These mathematics teacher identities, framed simply 

around three stories, show that each one of these mathematics teachers is an individual 

person. They are, contrary to much of the educational policy surrounding mathematics 

teachers today, not interchangeable widgets within an educational machine (Weisberg et 

al., 2009). 

Third, the process of telling these stores is an empowering reflective experience. 

Freire (1970) spoke about empowerment through authoring and re-authoring one’s life. 

Parmer (2007) said knowing one’s own story was the first step towards teacher 

empowerment. And Holland et al. (1998) and Wang and Burris (1997) both showed the 

empowerment of groups of rural women that happened as they creatively told and 

enacted their stories. The act of telling one’s own narrative, or framing one’s own Public, 

Personal, and Touchstone Stories, allows teachers to see their own world through the 

eyes of omniscient narrator, what Bruner (1996) calls the narrative construal. Accessing 

this narrator voice is empowering, it helps teachers know who they are and how they 

have been positioned through their own stories. 

 

FINAL THOUGHTS 

Fourteen years ago, Karla seemed to find a lot of joy in her teaching. In her own 

description of her teaching practice, she was involved in her students lives, connected to 

her school’s culture, and held power in her own teaching as well as in the school as an 

assistant principal. In her words, she was an “excellent” teacher, and enjoyed the elation 

and joy that came with feeling fulfilled in one’s job. What Karla described as her first 
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few years as a teacher is the opposite of the isolating stories the six teachers here shared 

about pain, “othering”, and powerlessness.  

Why are Karla’s stories from the past so positive, while each teacher’s 

Touchstone Stories from the present so negative? One thought is that mathematics 

teaching today is very different than mathematics teaching ten years ago. Something has 

happened to the culture of mathematics teaching. Mr. Ginobili sees this because he is able 

to compare his soccer coaching to his mathematics teaching.  

Karla’s story shows that happiness in mathematics teaching came with a price. 

Over time, the six teachers here frame their stories negatively, showing just how 

depressing it is to be a mathematics teacher in today’s world. Hopefully, by listening to 

their stories, we can support them in one day defining their stories positively again.  

Interestingly, two years after my interview with Karla, I learned that her story 

indeed has a happy ending. She recently became a mother. She’s taken on more 

responsibility in her school, becoming a math coach again to mentor younger teachers. 

And she’s become connected to her students’ lives again; she regularly brings her 

daughter along to school and field trips to interact with her students. 
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Appendix A: Initial Prompt 

 
Dear [Mathematics Teacher] 
 

Hello. Thank you for agreeing to participation in my dissertation study entitled, 
Research and Evaluation of Academic Youth Development on Teaching and Learning: 
Eliciting Mathematics Teacher Identity. This study involves listening honestly to the 
stories of algebra teachers. Based on my observations of your teaching practice and 
conversations with you, I feel you have something very significant to share about what it 
takes to be a mathematics teacher in today’s world.  

This study will involve about two hours of your time over the next two weeks. I 
specifically targeted the time period just after TAKS to allow for more freedom and 
creativity. Your participation in the study will consists of the following four parts: 
 
1) CAPTURING PHOTOGRAPHS 

You will take or find at least 20 photographs to describe the various parts of your 
personal life that affect how you see yourself as a mathematics teacher. This assignment 
should take about 30 minutes over the two-weeks, and start immediately after you receive 
this document.  

First, create a broad list of things you want to take photographs of, where they are, 
and what they represent. Feel free to use the attached table to do this. You will be 
capturing photographs that show how your life as a mathematics teacher is influenced by 
your personal life. Please do not skip on this planning process. It should take 10 minutes 
of your time, and will help you reflect on how you see yourself as a mathematics teacher. 

Then, go about capturing or choosing photographs that show how you see yourself as 
mathematics teacher professionally and personally. Feel free to use the camera I provide, 
your phone, your other cameras, your computer, or any other device. Only you can decide 
whether a photograph is appropriate or not because this project is about you. Here are a 
few guidelines to help: 
• Use existing photographs from your phone(s), camera(s), computer, photo albums, or 

anywhere else. 

• Please take photographs that extend beyond the walls of your school. 

• Update your shot list as you go on. Some photographs will occur spontaneously, 

while other need to be planned. 

• Please do NOT take photographs that identify your students in any way. Privacy 

issues and FERPA guidelines prohibit this. 
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2) CLASSROOM OBSERVATION 

I will observe you teach at least one of your algebra classes during this two-week 
period. This observation is just to get a better feel for your teaching style and classroom 
personality. I will not be evaluating or judging your teaching.  

I would like to come by and observe your class on XXX. Please let me know if that 
works for you, and what period you would prefer me to observe. 
 
3) INTERVIEW 

We will sit for a 90-minute interview at the end of the two-week period. We will look 
and talk through the photographs you collected. This interview will be audiotaped so that 
I can transcribe it for analysis. To prepare for this interview, please select 10 of your 
photographs and rank them in order of importance to you.  

I would like to interview you in your classroom, preferable at the end of a teaching 
day on XXX. Please let me know what day and time work best for you in which you have 
90-minutes of uninterrupted time during that week. 
 
4) FEEDBACK 

Finally, I will send you a copy of my analysis from the interview to ask for your 
feedback. I believe teachers should have a voice in any research project they participate 
in, and I want to include every opportunity for you to read and edit what I am writing. 
This write-up will be shared only with you. I will not share this with anyone else in your 
school district or your supervisors or colleagues. 
 

Please read over the attached consent form and sign where appropriate. This is a 
general consent form for all AYD teachers in the 2011-2012 school year. Signing this 
form in no way obligates you to participate in the AYD program in the future. It just 
happens to be the most current consent form approved by The University of Texas 
Internal Review Board.  

Through your participation in this project, I hope to shine a light on the real lives of 
mathematics teachers. This is an opportunity to tell your story and a space to reflect on 
your journey in becoming a mathematics teacher. XXX, I have personally selected you to 
be a part of this project because I believe you have an amazing story to share.  

This is an unfunded dissertation study. I am grateful for your participation and 
enthusiasm. But I can only compensate you for your time with an Algebra I Assessment 
Book and Mathematics TEKS Wall Chart from the Charles A. Dana Center, a $15 iTunes 
gift card, and the knowledge that are helping to humanize how mathematics teachers are 
represented in our field.  

Remember, there are no wrong ways to do this project. Take it as it goes, be creative, 
and have fun!  
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MY PHOTOGRAPHS: IMAGES FROM MY PERSONAL LIFE THAT 
INFLUENCE MY LIFE AS A MATHEMATICS TEACHER 

 
 

Image Where/What Why 
1.   

2.    

3.    

4.    

5.   

6.   

7.   

8.   

9.   

10.   

11.   

12.   

13.   

14.   

15.   

16.   

17.   

18.   

19.   

20.   
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Appendix B: Pre-Interview Email to Participants  

Dear [Name], 
 
Thank you so much for being a part of this project, [Name]. It means so much to me. I 
hope you’ve had a fun time with it, and I haven’t stressed you out too much. 
 
We’re set for the actual interview to happen tomorrow [Interview Time and Location] 
 
I’d like you to do a few things before the interview: 
1. Prepare your photographs. We will only have enough time to talk deeply about 5 to 10 
photographs. Organize your photographs in terms of importance, and have them prepared 
so I can copy, download, or scan them. 
 
Reflect on the different ways in which you identify yourself. Think about the ways your 
personal life influences how you teach mathematics as you go through your photographs. 
 
Bring any planning documents you used. If you used the shot list I provided, please bring 
it or anything else that you found useful. 
 
Finally, to compensate you for your time and putting up with my intrusion into your life, 
I will present you with a $15 iTunes Gift Card and an Algebra Assessment Book and 
TEKS Wall Chart from the Dana Center following the interview. 
 
Cool? Please let me know if I have been too intrusive or offensive in any way, or if there 
is more about me that you’d like to know. Thanks again for being part of my dissertation 
work. And please feel free to ask any questions about the process, about my work, or 
about me as well. 
 
P.S. The due date for our second child is June 3, which really means he could come 
anytime in the next three weeks. If the baby comes before we get a chance to meet 
tomorrow, I’ll contact you as soon as I can to reschedule our interview. Thank you so 
much for understanding. 
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Appendix C: The Interview Instrument 

 
The following interview protocol will only be used with six AYD teachers. The 
entire interview will take 90 minutes and will be audiotaped for later transcription 
and analysis. All the photographs (not of students or classrooms) will also be 
captured digitally.  
 
1.You have chosen 10 photographs today to tell your story as a mathematics 
teacher. Letʼs start with the ones you feel are most important to you. 
 
2. Weʼll look at each photograph together, and I will ask you some questions 
about each photograph. Feel free to share as much or as little as you would like.  
 a. Why did you take this photograph? 
 b. What do you see in this photograph that represents you personally? 
 c. What do you see in this photograph that represent you professionally as a 
math teacher?  
 d. How does this connect to your experience in the AYD program? 
 
Additional elicitation questions: 
 *Tell me more about that. 
 *What is in this photograph? Where was this photograph taken and how did 
you come to take this photograph?  
 *Did you plan to take it? 
 *What does this photograph get you thinking about? 
  
3. I will be analyzing this interview along with the photographs you shared with 
me to build a story of your mathematics teacher identity. Thank you for sharing 
today. I want this story to be in your voice, I will send you what Iʼve written in 
hopes that you might want to add to or edit it so that it reflects you. 
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Appendix D: My Sample Photo-elicitation/Photovoice Interview  

 

The following is an excerpt of a photo-elicitation/photovoice interview I did of 

myself for a conference presentation (Chao & Empson, 2011). It thought it would be 

worthwhile to share, since I was unable to share many of the photographs that the 

teachers used in their own interviews because they contained identifying information. 

The captions are exactly what I would say during the interview to present each 

photograph. 

 

 

Figure A1. I am a mathematics teacher. This is my graduation from St. John’s University 
with my New York City Teaching Fellows Math Immersion cohort. 
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Figure A2. I am an educational researcher. This is actually considered organized because 
I can see part of the desk. Note the Figured Worlds book on the left and the baby monitor 
on the right. 

 

 

Figure A3. I am a teacher educator. This is a very bad picture of me with one of my 
mentors, Cathy Seeley, former president of NCTM. 
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Figure A4. I am a person of color and a person of faith. This is my Chinese-American 
Family. My father is a pastor. 

 

 

Figure A5. I am a father and a husband. These are my kids. 
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Figure A6. I am very tired. This is my perpetual cup of coffee.  
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Glossary 

 

AGENCY 

Agency is the amount that a teacher is allowed to pull from their own personal 

theory, the ability to make their own decisions in their professional context.  

 

ANCHORING STRUCTURES 

Anchoring Structures are specific tools used to unitize a narrative. They help to 

situate and direct an interview without dictating what participants should say. They are 

different than traditional interview questions, which, because of their researcher-based 

origins, often reflect the researcher’s voice. Anchoring structures preserve and encourage 

a teacher’s voice. Therefore, anchoring structures are necessary in order to elicit 

individual story 

 

EMPOWERMENT 
Empowerment is a measure of how much agency a teacher feels they have.  

 

IDENTITY 

Identity is a particular aspect of someone’s life. People have multiple identities, 

and each identity is comprised of overlapping stories.  
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MATHEMATICS TEACHER IDENTITY 

Mathematics teacher identity is the way a mathematics teacher sees and defines 

him or herself, is the self-authored stories a mathematics teacher tells about his or her 

personal and professional connections to mathematics teaching and the way he or she 

manages these stories. As a construct, it is comprised of a mathematics teacher’s Public 

Story, Private Story, and Touchstone Story. 

 

NARRATIVE 

Narrative is the overall speech that one authors when talking about his or her life, 

usually during an interview. It is told in the author’s voice and is a collection of multiple, 

interconnected stories. 

 

PERSONAL REGISTER 

The space that houses private stories. The voices here position and characterize 

the speaker. 

 

PRIVATE STORIES 

The stories one hides and shares only with colleagues elaborating on Public 

Stories about one’s mathematics teaching. Private Stories explore who teachers see 

themselves to be, their prior experiences, their schooling, their family, the way they feel 

positioned, their dispositions, and all other personal aspects that make them unique, yet 

they do not to share publically. 
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PROFESSIONAL REGISTER 

The space that houses public stories. Voices here are abstract and depersonalized. 

 

PUBLIC STORIES 

          The stories one shares publically in order to characterize a particular part of their 

mathematics teaching. During the photo-elicitation/photovoice interview, a teacher would 

present an actual photograph and then commentary about the photograph. The Public 

Story is this initial commentary that accompanies a photograph. 

 

STORY 

A story is a recollection of a particular sequence of events centering on a specific 

subject, along with the reflection or analysis that occurs when recalling these events. 

 

TOUCHSTONE STORIES 

Touchstone stories that mathematics teachers continually reference while 

teaching, but rarely share. Recall of these stories often involves emotional reactions. 

These stories are connected to specific Public and Private stories. 

 

VOICE 

Voice is the way someone expresses his or her unique personality and 

background. 
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