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Abstract: Reggio Emilia philosophy understands teaching as relationship (Malaguzzi, 1994). Høveid and Finne (2014) extend the notion of 
relationship as a space created between two people shaped by how we enter and engage in that space. Pedagogical relationships are influenced 

by how we understand our identity, which, in this study, is defined as the inner and outer forces that shape who we are (Palmer, 2017). This study 

will explore how identity enters teaching in profound ways; when teaching is relationship, identity is pedagogy. Residing in an ecological 
paradigm and theoretically situated in feminist, critical, and humanist theory, as well as the work of Dewey, I engage with a group of teachers in 

a narrative inquiry into teacher identity, utilizing appreciative inquiry as a structure for our conversation. Together, we seek to co-construct and 

illuminate how we might consider pedagogy through reflections on our evolving teacher identities and explore how identity might be seen to 
shape pedagogical relationships. 
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Purpose  
 

n Reggio Emilia schools teaching is relationship (Malaguzzi, 1993; Edwards, 1994). Høveid (2012) and Høveid 

and Finne (2014) in writing about teaching relationships draw on Buber’s (1958) notions of I and thou to define 

the space between us. They extend the concept of teaching as relationship as defined and shaped by how we 

enter relational space, what we bring to it, how we see others, and most profoundly, how we see ourselves. Our 

identity influences and informs how we enter pedagogical relational spaces. By identity, I mean “an evolving nexus 

where all the forces that constitute my life converge in the mystery of self… [the] intersection of the inner and outer 

forces that make me who I am, converging in the irreducible mystery of being human” (Palmer, 2017, p. 14). 

Emanating from Palmer’s (2017) definition of identity is where exploration of identity enters teaching in powerful 

ways; when teaching is relationship, identity is pedagogy. We teach who we are.  

 

Understanding teaching as relationship contradicts the traditional banking approach (Freire, 1972/2000) or what 

Schön (1983) might term a techno-rational approach, in which many school systems remain situated operating 

prescriptively with standardized curricula and teachers as functionaries (Osmond-Johnson, 2015). Where techno-

rational approaches (Schön, 1983) are favoured, initiatives targeting learning outcomes, teaching scripts, and 

prescriptive methodologies to disseminate information erode the place of relationship and human connection in 

teaching. Professional learning, also positioned within a techno-rational approach, focuses on providing techniques 

with little acknowledgment of relationship as central to learning (Hunt, 2019). 

 

To challenge such systems and offer a reimagined vision of teaching, we can look inside ourselves and consider 

how we might be agents of change. For example, intimately knowing ourselves, challenging our beliefs, and 

reflecting on our stance towards relationships in our teaching can educe opportunities to reconsider who we are as 

teachers. Critical reflection provides opportunities to stir ourselves, to disturb, to transform (Greene, 1986, p. 81). 

Acknowledging that we teach who we are, and thus beginning with ourselves, can provide insights into becoming 

and creating a reimagined education system. 

 

Investigating teaching as identity, this research seeks to illuminate examples of how teachers might think 

differently about pedagogy by reflecting on “the inner and outer forces” (Palmer, 2017, p. 14) that make us who we 

are. It examines how those forces are lived in pedagogical relationships. Through reflection, connection, and 

discovery, anticipated opportunities will arise to challenge the techno-rational role of the teacher. By starting with 

consideration of self, insights into how we can teach more authentically may surface, enabling us to view ourselves 

in a more honest light as we co-construct our understanding of identity as pedagogy. 

 

Theoretical Framework 
 

This research draws on Palmer (2017), understanding that a theoretical positioning is also “an intersection of the 

inner and outer forces that make [us] who [we are]” (p. 14). My researcher identity is a convergence of the works of 

theorists to whom I have been exposed and by whom I have been influenced.  The theoretical nexus point from 

which I approach this research sits in an ecological paradigm (Sterling, 2015) and draws on feminist theory 

(Noddings, 1995a, 1995b, 2012a, 2012b, 2013, 2017; bell hooks, 1994, 2000), critical theory (Freire, 1970/2000), 

humanist theory (Palmer, 2017; Aloni, 2013), and the work of Dewey (1916, 1938) around experience and 
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continuity, and seeks to examine the “myriad of stories and lives that compose a life” (Clandinin, 2019, p. 140). The 

dynamic intersection of the influence of these theories comprises the theoretical framework of this research. 

 

Preliminary Literature Review 
 

Literature establishing the scholarly context of this research has been explored in the following areas: Teaching as 

relationship; teacher identity; identity work as professional learning; professional learning identity work; and 

identity work that moves toward praxis.   

 

Teaching as Relationship 

 

A tenet of this study is that all learning is relational. Reggio Emilia philosophy (Malaguzzi, 1993; Edwards, 1995) is 

foundational to how I approach this research study. In Reggio Emilia philosophy, relationships are the 

“fundamental, organizing strategy” of education (Malaguzzi, 1993, p. 1). These underpinnings contribute to and 

inform pedagogical relationships and shape how both teacher and student engage in pedagogical relationships. Van 

Manen connects pedagogy with “friendship, love, or family,” compelling in all these terms is relationship; they 

“evoke relational significance” (van Manen, 1994, p. 141). Nel Noddings (1995a, 1995b, 2012a, 2012b, 2013, 

2017), calls us to act in caring ways in our relationships. She writes that we understand ourselves through our many 

relations, and our “individuality is defined in a set of relations” (Noddings, 2013_,p. 51). The teacher, when entering 

the pedagogical relational space with the child, “affect[s] the whole person . . . in his or her particular way . . . for a 

limited time—yet with consequences that are infinite and lifelong” (van Manen, 1994, p. 162). Martin Buber (1958) 

contributes to the literature around pedagogical relationships and the relational space between I and thou. In relation 

to others, both I and thou are understood in how we know each other. Høveid draws on Buber’s thinking in that we 

share of ourselves in the pedagogical relational space  (Høveid et al., 2014). Pedagogical relationship is shaped by 

how we enter relational space and understand ourselves and each other therein. 

 

Teacher Identity 

 

The nexus of identity is dynamic. Our experiences, influences, and stories in our lives converge in response to 

situations and become a voice we offer to the world in each moment in time (Dewey, 1938; Clandinin, 2019; 

Palmer, 2017; Høveid, 2012). Høveid (2012) suggests, “[W]ho you are as a teacher or leader is a very personal 

matter, because you are, and you become, a teacher and/or leader in relation to all the others in the web of relations 

of which you are a part” (p. 251). This is echoed by Nel Noddings (2013): “individuality is defined in a set of 

relations” (p. 51). Our interactions and experiences converge and reconverge, offering us spaces and ways to know 

and define ourselves; in essence, they become the lens through which we see the world and the stance from which 

we enter pedagogical relational spaces. We continually draw forward our stories in relation to others, contextually 

understanding ourselves through narratives and stories. Palmer (2017), Clandinin (2019), and Clandinin and 

Connolly (1991, 1994, 1996, 2000) situate this research in an understanding of identity as ever-evolving, responding 

to life and context. 

 

Identity Work as Professional Learning/Professional Learning as Identity Work 

 

Teacher professional identity is core to the teaching profession (Mockler, 2013; Sachs, 2001). It provides a 

framework for teachers to construct their ideas of “how to be,” “how to act,” and “how to understand” their work 

and place in society (Sachs, 2000, as cited in Beauchamp et al., 2009, p. 178). There is much to guide this research 

in how we understand the necessary shift away from techno-rational approaches (Schön, 1983; Sachs, 2000) to 

“democratic” views of professionalism (Sachs, 2001; Whitty & Whisby, 2006). Democratic professionalism opens 

space for teachers to see themselves as agents of change (Whitty & Whisby, 2006, p. 35). Liebernam (2008) posits 

teachers grow professionally through the realization of their own identities. Professional learning is powerful for 

teachers when they have the opportunity for “formation and mediation of teacher professional identity” (Mockler, 

2013, p. 42). “[Teacher] identity mediates what makes its way into the classroom by how consistent or inconsistent 

it is with what they believe” (Batey et al., 2008, p. 129). The development of who one is as a teacher and what one 

brings to the pedagogical relational space is a personally reflective process (Greene, 1986). Professional learning is 

identity work beginning with the teacher knowing and considering who they are as a person, all that makes them 

who they are, and what they offer in pedagogical relationships. 
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Identity Work that Moves Towards Praxis 

 

Nesting systems (Sterling, 2015) describes education through an ecological paradigm; each system and each part of 

the system is influenced and shaped by the system. In turn, it influences and shapes the system. Professional learning 

can open space for teachers to be agentic and transformative in begetting change within a system—it can move 

towards praxis (Freire, 1970/2000; Greene, 1978/2018; Lather, 1986). Empowerment to see ourselves and become 

different in our own contexts might move us towards praxis. Professional learning that moves us towards praxis is 

“reflection and action directed at the structures to be transformed” (Freire, 1070/2000, p. 126). 

 

Methodology 
 

Through narrative inquiry, this research seeks to understand our journeys of identity by exploring and storying 

experiences that shape us. Engaging with our storied experiences provides an opportunity to view ourselves 

simultaneously from inside, outside, past, and future (Clandinin & Connelly, 1994; Palmer 2017). Nested within the 

narrative inquiry, appreciative inquiry (AI) provides a framework to ponder our storied experiences. Shared 

consideration of our stories through the AI framework is intended to highlight what is best in our work and offer 

these for consideration as ways to bring light to how experiences intersect as identity. What brings light also reveals 

shadows through which we learn, grow, and become ourselves; we will also consider these shadows during the 

research process. Semi-structured group interviews based on an AI framework involving questions and responses, 

elicitations, written reflections on interviews and shared stories will provide opportunities to reflect on how we enter 

pedagogical relationships and contemplate how we can bring the best of “what gives life” to a system (Cooperrider 

& Whitney, 2005, p. 7), through which positive change might be generated. 

 

Educational Significance of the Study 
 

As Leggo (2008) writes of story-tellers and artists, narrative inquirers attempt to “frame fragments of experience in 

order to remind us that there is significance in the moment, in the particular, in the mundane” (p. 5). Understanding 

of each educator experience is unique because every story is acted and understood from an individual journey—our 

own identities. As Palmer (2017) writes, these stories are the convergence of all that comprises us. This study is a 

way to contribute to the conversation of knowing ourselves and our stories as a conduit to change, challenge, and 

reimagine ourselves and our system. When space opens for another to remember their own experience or see their 

experiences reflected in that of others, “the true fecundity of the instance comes into play” (Jardine, 1992, p.55). 

This research may act as both a mirror for participants to see who we are and a window through which others may 

peer and realize how their stories and ours are connected. Explorations and understandings of the opportunity to 

connect to another’s world experience might bring light and understanding to our own and are central to this 

research. 

 

Results, Conclusions, and/or Interpretations 
 

Results, conclusions, and/or interpretation will be forthcoming as the research-in-progress is completed. 

 

 

  



Canadian Journal for New Scholars in Education  Volume 11, Issue 2 

Revue canadienne des jeunes chercheures et chercheurs en éducation Autumn/Automne 2020 

138 

REFERENCES 

 
Aloni, N. (2013). Empowering dialogues in humanistic education. Educational Philosophy and Theory, 45(10), 

1067–1081. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1469-5812.2011.00789.x 

Batey, D., & Franke, M. (2008). Transforming identities: Understanding teachers across professional development 

and classroom practice. Teacher Education Quarterly, 35(3), 127–149. 

Beauchamp, C., & Thomas, L. (2009). Understanding teacher identity: An overview of issues in the literature and 

implications for teacher education. Cambridge Journal of Education, 39(2), 175–

189.https://doi.org/10.1080/03057640902902252 

Buber, M. (1958). I and thou. Scribner. 

Clandinin, D. J. (2019). Journeys in narrative inquiry: The selected works of D. Jean Clandinin. Routledge. 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9780429273896 

Clandinin, D. J. & Connelly, F. M. (1991). Narrative and story in practice and research. In Schon, D. (ed.). The 

reflective turn; Case studies in reflective practice. (pp. 258-281). Teachers’ College Press.  

Clandinin, D. J. & Connelly, F. M. (1994). Personal experience methods. In N. Denzin & Y. Lincoln (Eds.), 

Handbook of qualitative research in the social sciences. Sage.  

Clandinin, D. J., & Connolly, F. M. (1996). Teachers’ professional knowledge landscapes: Teacher stories—stories 

of teachers—school stories—stories of schools. Educational Researcher, 25(3), 24–30. 

https://doi.org/10.3102/0013189X025003024 

Clandinin, D. J., & Connelly, F. M. (2000). Narrative inquiry: Experience and story in qualitative research. Jossey-

Bass Publishers. 

Cooperrider, D., & Whitney, D. (2005). Appreciative inquiry; A positive revolution in change [kindle version]. 

Berrett-Koehler Publishers.   

Dewey, J. (1916). The project Gutenberg ebook of democracy and education. 

https://www.gutenberg.org/files/852/852-h/852-html 

Dewey, J. (1938). Experience and Education. Touchstone. 

Edwards, C. (1995). Democratic participation in a community of learners: Loris Malaguzzi’s philosophy of 

education as relationship. Faculty Publications, Department of Child, Youth, and Family Studies, Paper 15. 

Retrieved from http://digitalcommons.unl.edu/famconfacpub/15 

Freire, P. (1968). Pedagogy of the oppressed. The Seabury Press. 

Greene, M. (2018). Landscapes of Learning. Teachers College Press. (Original work published in 1978). 

Greene, M. (1986). Perspectives and imperatives: Reflection and passion in teaching. Journal of Curriculum, 2(1), 

68-81. 

hooks, bell. (1994). Teaching to transgress: Education as the practice of freedom. Routledge. 

hooks, bell. (2000). Feminism is for everybody: Passionate politics. South End Press. 

Høveid, M. H. (2012). A space for ‘who’ – a culture of ‘two’: Speculations related to an ‘in-between knowledge’. 

Ethics and Education, 7(3), 251-260. Routledge. https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/1467-

9752.12069 

Høveid, M. H., & Finne, A. (2014). ‘You have to give of yourself’: Care and love in pedagogical relations. Journal 

of Philosophy of Education, 48(2), 246-259.  

Hunt, C.S. (2019). Professional learning as breaking away: Discourses of teacher development within literacy 

coaching interactions. Literacy Research and Instruction, 58(3), 123-141. 

10.1080/19388071.2019.1588436 

Jardine, D. (1992). The fecundity of the individual case: Considerations of the pedagogic heart of interpretive work. 

Journal of Philosophy of Education, 26(1), 51-61. 

Lather, P. (1986). Research as praxis. Harvard Educational Review, 56(3), 256-277. 

Leggo, C. (2008). Narrative inquiry: Attending to the art of discourse. Language and Literacy, 10(1), 1-21. 

Lieberman, A., & Pointer Mace, D. H. (2008). Teacher learning: The key to educational reform. Journal of Teacher 

Education, 59(3), 226–234. https://doi.org/10.1177/0022487108317020 

Malaguzzi, L. (1993). For an education based on relationship. Young Children, 49(1), 9-12. 

Mockler, N. (2013). Teacher professional learning in a neoliberal age: Audit, professionalism and identity. 

Australian Journal of Teacher Education, 39(10), 35-47. 

Noddings, N. (1995a). Philosophy of Education. Westview Press. 

Noddings, N. (1995b). Teaching themes of care. Phi Delta Kappan, 76(9), 675-679. 

Noddings, N. (2012a). Language of care ethics. Knowledge Quest; Caring is essential, 40(4), 52-56.  

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1469-5812.2011.00789.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/03057640902902252
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/852/852-h/852-html


Canadian Journal for New Scholars in Education  Volume 11, Issue 2 

Revue canadienne des jeunes chercheures et chercheurs en éducation Autumn/Automne 2020 

139 

Noddings, N. (2012b). The caring relation in teaching. Oxford Review of Education, 38(6), 771-781.  

Noddings, N. (2013). Caring: A relational approach to ethics and moral education, (2nd ed.). University of 

California Press. 

Noddings, N. (2017). The search for meaning and connection. Educational Studies, 53(1), 1-12.  

Osmond-Johnson, P. (2015). Supporting democratic discourses of teacher professionalism: The case of the Alberta 

Teachers Association. Canadian Journal of Educational Administration and Policy, 171, 1-27. 

Palmer, P. (2017). The courage to teach; exploring the inner landscape of a teacher’s life. John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 

Sachs, J. (2000). The activist professional. Journal of Educational Change, 1, 77-95. 

Sachs, J. (2001). Teacher professional identity: Competing discourses, competing outcomes. Journal of Education 

Policy, 16(2), 149-161. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/02680930116819 

Schön, D. (1983). The reflective practitioner: How professionals think in action. Basic Books.  

Sterling, S. (2015). Sustainable education: Revisioning learning and change. (Schumacher briefings, No.6). [Kindle 

for iPad version] Retrieved from Amazon.ca. 

van Manen, M. (1994). Pedagogy, virtue, and narrative identity in teaching. Curriculum Inquiry, 24(2), 135-170. 

doi:10.2307/1180112 

Whitty, G., & Wisby, E. (2006). “Collaborative” and “democratic” professionalisms: Alternatives to “traditional” 

and “managerialist” approaches to teacher autonomy.  Educational Studies in Japan: International 

Yearbook 1, 25-36. 

 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR 

 

Allison Tucker is a PhD candidate in Educational Sustainability at Nipissing University. Her research interests are 

in teacher identity and relational pedagogy. She is a proud mom of three who challenge her daily to become a better 

version of herself. Allison lives in Corner Brook, NL where she is a teacher. 


