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Abstract

This qualitative phenomenological investigation explored six female Master of

Education students' critical understandings of their identity and role negotiations, and

their perceptions of environmental conditions that facilitated or impeded their identity

explorations and negotiations within the institution. The interweaving of Feminist and

Women's Development theories enabled the data to be examined under different, yet

complementary, lenses. The data collection strategies included: four to five in-depth

semistructured interviews, three take-home activities (involving identity mapping, object

and metaphor identification, and strategy development), and the compilation of extensive

interview notes as well as researcher reflections. The combination of a constant

comparative method and a voice-centered method were used in tandem to analyze the

data. Together they uncovered five emergent themes: (a) intricate understandings of key

terms; (b) life-long learning and transformative pathways; (c) gender issues; (d)

challenges, tensions, and possibilities; as well as (e) personal, professional, and

educational implications. The findings underscored the possibility for both a singular

static identity and dynamic multifaceted identities to exist in tandem, and the emergence

of natural or logical identity intersections, as well as disjointed or colliding identity

intersections. Ultimately, it is the continuous negotiation of internal and external spheres

that contributes to the complexity and multidimensionality of graduate students'

identities. •
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY

This is a qualitative phenomenological study exploring female Master of '"'

Education students' critical understandings ofhow they negotiate their intersecting

identities during graduate studies, and the ways in which their identities are either

legitimized or discounted within the institution. Cuixmiins (1996) articulates that, "The

interactions between educators and students always entail a process ofnegotiating

identities" (p. iv). While he focuses primarily on elementary and secondary education, I

would argue that these same processes and negotiations transpire within institutions of

higher education as well, for instance, with graduate students and their professors.

Cummins conveys: ,
'.' -^.

! „ i ;>

...how educators and students together can create, through their classroom

interactions, a microcosm of the kind of society where everybody feels a >*

strong sense ofbelonging regardless of race, gender, language, culture, >

creed or sexual orientation. The creation of these interpersonal and < ^ ,

s'.'i

collective spaces represents an act of resistance to those elements within

the societal power structure that are intolerant of indifference.... (pp. vi-vii)

I share in this vision for educational practice, and recognize the applicability of this

interactive and dynamic approach as worthwhile within the realm of graduate studies,

where students should be: (a) engaged in their own learning, (b) use critical theoretical

principles to analyze systems and relationships around them, and (c) become a part of

diverse scholarly learning communities. Inevitably, postsecondary institutions offering

graduate level programs, constitute complex milieus, where many identities are

constantly negotiated in tandem (i.e., identities of professors, graduate students,
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administrators, etc.).

I begin this chapter by identifying the background of the problem and statement

of the problem context. Next, the purpose of the study is explored, followed by a list of

the three research questions to be answered. The rationale and theoretical framework

guiding the study are then described. Afterwards, the study's importance, along with its

scope and limitations, are documented, and the remainder of the thesis is outlined.

Background of the Problem

Identity itself is a very complex construct (Graham, Sorrell, & Montgomery,

2004; WilUamson, 1998). Hence, there is a lack of consensus with respect to its definition

(for various definitions refer to: Garrett, 1998; HoUoway & Hubbard, 2001; Schwartz,

2002; WilUamson, 1998). Most of the literature links identity development to

adolescence (i.e., Erikson, 1963; Schwartz, 2002). Little is said about the negotiation of

identities throughout adulthood (i.e., Graham et al., 2004; Lopes, 2002). However, it is

noted that, "The adult task of structuring and integrating multiple roles within a personal

sense of identity is not a simple one" (Graham et al., 2004, p. 251). Interestingly,

"Despite increasing evidence that identity changes in adulthood do take place, there is

little knowledge about what the process of change looks like" (Kunnen & Klein-Wassink,

2003, p. 347). While little literature exists in relation to adults and identity, even less is

said about the multiple dimensions of graduate students' identities (i.e., Barata, Hunjan,

& Leggatt, 2005; Fay, 1988/1989; Mogadime, 2002, 2003). Furthermore, studies

surrounding the exploration of graduate students' identities are found within other

disciplines, but are limited within the field of education.

Investigations involving the study of graduate students indicate a serious problem



'.'-^{.yt .

' ii



in the way that institutional practices are not adequately adapting to create an inclusive

and inviting environment for all of the unique populations that they serve (i.e.,

Mogadime, 2002, 2003; Wiest, 1999). For instance, female graduate students have

common needs which institutions must acknowledge and address (Wiest). These students

require various types of supports (Wiest), accommodations in light of "home

responsibilities" (Bruce, 1995; Wiest, 1999), opportunities for interaction in order to

combat "social and intellectual isolation" (Bruce, 1995; Hockey, 1994; Wiest, 1999),

"role models" (Bruce, 1995; Wiest, 1999), "professional development opportunities"

(Bruce, 1995; Wiest, 1999), and the need to be heard (Younes & Asay, 1998). Clearly,

female graduate students find themselves within a complex educational environment,

with unique types of needs, all the while attempting to negotiate their multifaceted

identities and roles of their own.

Statement of the Problem Context

Bloland (2(X)5) articulates that "globalism" and "globalization" are radically

shifting our world and impacting our universities. Likewise, Austin (2(X)2) describes the

changing miUeu within institutions of higher education, indicating that "The modem

academic workplace is characterized by student diversity, new technologies, changing

societal expectations, a shift in emphasis toward the learner, expanding faculty work

loads, and a new labor market for faculty" (p. 97). Similarly, Polster (2(X)7) depicts a

Canadian context in academe that is multidimensional and complicated, illustrating the

many widespread tensions surrounding research-driven foci, governmental influences,

new values, institutional rivalry, and diverse expectations from multiple sources.

With an increasing number of universities being designated as Comprehensive





institutions, changes in their foci are sure to transpire. In all likeliness, there are two

possible ways that universities can manage these external and internal conditions; they

can either put support mechanisms in place to assist professors and students in their

identity and role negotiations within this complex milieu, or they can create barriers that

may impede their identity and role negotiations, making it increasingly difficult for them

to navigate these pressures.

Graduate students, especially females and minorities, face various institutional

barriers within higher education (Barata et al., 2005; Fay, 1988/1989; Mogadime, 2002,

2003; Wiest, 1999). Some of the challenges that graduate students (including females and

minorities) might face are (a) irrelevant curricula which lack opportunities for personal

meaning and engagement, (Mogadime, 2003), (b) roadblocks, such as "hidden curricula"

(Mogadime, 2002), (c) lack of mentorship (Fay, 1988/1989; Mogadime, 2002; Wiest,

1999), (d) status problems (Fay, 1988/1989), (e) the gendering of the institution (Barata

et al., 2005), and (f) lack of voice both within and outside of the classroom (i.e., Barata et

al., 2005; Mogadime, 2002, 2003), all of which impact upon various facets of students'

identities, in predominantly negative ways.

How then do graduate students negotiate their multiple intersecting identities

within the complex milieu of the institution? What purpose do these negotiations serve

(i.e., survival, adaptation, resistance, etc.)? Examining graduate students' identities and

negotiation processes offers insight into their experiences in graduate school and the

ways that they derive a consolidated "sense of self in the midst of pursuing a Master's

degree in education.
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Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study was to explore six female Master of Education (M.Ed.)

students' critical understandings of how they negotiated their intersecting identities and

roles during graduate studies, and the ways in which their identities were either

legitimized or discounted within the institution.

Research Questions to Be Answered

Both Feminist theory, and Women's Development theory comprised the theoretical

perspectives used to analyze the findings of this research study. This investigation sought

to answer the following three questions:

• How do M.Ed, students theoretically, conceptually, and personally define

identities and intersecting identities.'' .

• What environmental conditions either facilitate or impede the exploration of

graduate students' multiple and intersecting identities within the institution?

• What strategies support student identity exploration within and outside of the

graduate classroom?

Rationale

By understanding the intersecting identities that students negotiate during

graduate school, programs can be designed and tailored to accommodate the unique

needs of the various populations that they serve and be better equipped to implement

various strategies that will create inclusive climates for female students.

Women have much to offer researchers in terms of their experiences, ideas, and

outiooks, yet, oftentimes they are excluded from the research process. There is a growing

awareness on the part of various researchers to encourage women's stories to be known
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(Bruce, 1995; The Grassroots Women's Collective, 1999; Wiest, 1999; Younes & Asay,

1998). "Women's voices deserve to be heard. . .Their stories need to be told" (The

Grassroots Women's Collective, 1999, p. 13). Female participants could have also

benefited from the research itself. It offered an opportunity for network building, and an

avenue for dialoguing about the significant themes in one's life, as well as an avenue for

sharing and relating, (Younes & Asay, 1998). It is extremely energizing and unifying to

be around peers who are going through similar situations, enabling candid discussions of

their frustrations and successes (Hockey, 1994). Likewise, Younes & Asay (1998) state

an objective of their research and the positive gains that they hope to achieve: ".
. .this

study seeks to affirm the experiences of female graduate students and reduces their sense

of isolation as they progress through their graduate education" (f 4). Assisting the

research participants to improve their circumstances is an important undertaking.

Moreover, the rationale for this study was similar to Younes and Asay's (1998) rationale,

namely, to date, studies have overlooked this important topic. They state:

Higher education personnel could also benefit from the study as they design

flexible graduate programs responsive to the needs of female graduate students.

Most significantiy, this study provided female graduate students an opportunity

and a forum to express their concerns and discuss their experiences regarding

the process of role negotiation, (f 4)

When students are encouraged to voice their experiences, they often feel empowered.

This theme is of personal significance to me, as I myself am a female graduate

student. I am interested in topics related to higher education and identity. Ever since I

began graduate studies in September 2005, 1 have been reflecting upon the ways in which
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my own identities have been continuously influencing my understanding of various

theories, my class participation, as well as my thinking patterns and behaviours. I am

curious about the ways in which graduate students negotiate their multiple identities

within their academic, professional, and personal lives and how this process informs their

perception of themselves. My various intersecting identities, which include being white,

female, Ukrainian, Welsh, a sister, a daughter, a girlfriend, a full-time student, a tutor,

and so on, are bound to influence my experiences and perceptions of the world in unique

ways, just as each students' distinctive identities shape their own interactions and

reactions within the world around them. Graduate student identity is an important field of

research. This topic is worthy of study as it enables graduate students, professors, and

institutions to carefully examine and address important issues, such as (a) strategies for

preserving and valuing the identities of others, (b) ways to eliminate institutional barriers

of exclusion, and (c) opportunities for the introduction of radical critical pedagogical

methods of inquiry into university curricula.

Scope and Limitations of the Study

This study had three notable limitations. First, the Master of Education program

was different from other graduate programs at the same institution. This program at one

particular university was largely perceived as a professional degree. It served very

distinct populations, including a cohort of international students, as well as a very large

group of part-time students and a much smaller group of full-time students. This study

was limited to exploring the identities of the graduate students within this particular

program because of its diverse student population. The results from this study cannot be

generalized to other graduate programs offered at the same university, or the Master of





8

Education programs offered at outside institutions, or even all students within this

program. On account of their unique needs, the study was limited to full-time and part-

time female participants in the domestic program. Second, when conducting interviews, it

was possible that sometimes participants might have told the researcher what they

thought she wanted to hear. Third, as a new researcher, my inexperience and naivete

might have served as a potential roadblock during the research process, as my learning

curve was much larger than the learning curve of an experienced researcher. Chapter

Three will further describe the specific ways that these limitations have been addressed.

Outline of Remainder of the Document

Chapter Two reviews the relevant literature related to adults, identity and changing

educational contexts, with specific emphasis on women and graduate students. Chapter

Three outlines the methodology and procedures that govern this study with reference to
.

phenomenology, semistructured interviewing, and qualitative data analysis. Chapter Four

describes the five emerging themes of the investigation including: participants'

understandings of key concepts; life-long learning and transformative pathways; an

exploration of gender issues; tensions, challenges, and possibiUties associated with

identity negotiations within the institutional environment; as well as personal,

professional, and educational implications, with reference to strategy development.

Chapter Five answers the three research questions, acknowledges contributions to the

field, and addresses implications for practice, theory, and future research.
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CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE ''^'

Chapter Two constitutes a review of the related literature, fostering a progression

from general to specific conceptual development. The major themes explored include:

Adulthood, Identity and Change; Teachers, Identities, and an Ever-Changing Educational

Milieu; Negotiating Multiple Identities; Theoretical Perspectives (Feminist and Women's

Development Theories); the Importance ofWomen as Research Participants; Researching

the Identities of College and University Students; as well as The Institutional "^

Environment: Challenges and Possibilities.

Adulthood, Identity, and Change '^^ ''>'<-''' :'- '"'^^''*' '•''

Schwartz (2002) suggested:

...regardless of whether one perceives oneself to be internalizing and piecing

together aspects of the outside world, or whether one believes that one is 'finding'

oneself, the implications with regard to Eriksonian (and neo-Eriksonian) theory

appear to be the same. As long as individuals deliberately participate in

interactions within their interpersonal, social, and cultural environments, they are

likely to develop a positive and synthesized sense of identity, (p. 322) /•

Therefore, in this study, identity was referred to as a multifaceted and complex construct,

which could be defined differently by each individual; with each definition being

recognized as equally valid. It had the potential to be both singular and plural; both

independent of context and dependent upon context; both static and dynamic. It was

believed to be as variable as human beings. Ultimately, each woman had to define

identity in a way that made the most sense for her. , ^- "; '.y ". ' >y> ..
.^ n •

With age, one's understanding of identity extends and intensifies (Graham et al.,



u. . ]>.n -filter;:*?; be?i fljittefsoo ©wl ;

::i;ru^at f>i-»r»h!/'i :w.'rt;':irf5 i'»'4OT 3^1 to'Jfurjo'ovsi-^ lfiirJqo»fi(c'i3?:t*3i^«'- )! IsWft-

fit THji
'

= srtil*f'

?•|^.>



10

2004). Accordingly, adulthood is recognized as being a period in life when complex and

multidimensional identities are being explored (Graham et al.). The authors state: ".
. .the

maintenance and transformation of identity in the adult years involve psychosocial

constraints and possibilities that are significantly more differentiated and informed by

deeper levels of personal and social experience than are the identity formation processes

of adolescence" (p. 252). Here, both age and experience are emphasized as contributing

to enriched and multifaceted ways of understanding the world. Similarly, based on

chronology, graduate students have transitioned into adulthood, and bring with them a

wealth of personal experiences, perspectives, and identities to draw upon within the

classroom context.

Identity continues to evolve and change throughout adulthood (Anthis, 2002;

Kunnen & Klein-Wassink, 2003). As one research article stated, "The adult task of

structuring and integrating multiple roles within a personal sense of identity is not a

simple one" (Graham et al., 2004, p. 251). These researchers underscored the involved

nature of identity. Graham et al. highlighted adulthood as being a period in life when

complex and multidimensional identities are being explored, "...the maintenance and

transformation of identity in the adult years involve psychosocial constraints and

possibilities that are significantly more differentiated and informed by deeper levels of

personal and social experience than are the identity formation processes of adolescence"

(p. 252). Indeed, graduate students are also adult learners who are simultaneously

engaging in this type of complicated identity exploration that Graham et al. reference,

while pursuing their studies. Both their identities and their experiences in graduate

studies are bound to simultaneously influence each other on a daily basis.
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Teachers, Identities, and an Ever-Changing Educational Milieu

The consideration of teachers' multifaceted and changing identities in the context

of the classroom is an important topic to review, as it would either confirm or disprove

two specific assumptions related to this research study. The first assumption was that

university professors' understandings of themselves were bound to impact upon their

interactions with students, and their facilitation of identity exploration within the

classroom. The second assumption was that teachers might have grappled with conunon

identity issues in light of their shared professional responsibilities. This is of significance,

as most of the Master of Education students are teachers. Gaining insight into teachers'

identities would enable a better understanding of participants' professional selves.

Ropers-Huilman (1997) wrote an article entitled, "Constructing feminist teachers:

Complexities of identity." In her research, she explored the dynamic identities of feminist

teachers that shape and influence their teaching and learning in the university context.

The author communicated that identities are rich, involved, and continuously

transforming. In this investigation, she compiled dialogues from 22 professors at one

university in the United States, who considered themselves to be "feminist" teachers.

Interestingly, one male was a part of this study. She then followed up with two

professors, whom she observed engaged in their teaching. The researcher claimed that the

professors' identities were influenced by many factors including people, ideas, and

experiences. Teachers were very aware of these influences and thought about the ways in

which their students might perceive their actions, appearances, practices, and so on.

Professors talked about presenting themselves in certain ways depending on the particular

context. But I wondered how their particular understanding of themselves impacted upon
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their students' awareness of identity issues and their own engagement in identity

exploration. Are graduate students' identities shaped by the same factors that influence

professors' identities? These are some important questions, which beg answering.

Younes and Asay (1998) briefly alluded to seasonal variances in graduate

students' roles and feelings, with summer being identified as the most challenging time.

How would having the summer off from teaching impact upon Master of Education

students' identity and "role negotiations?" Might they immerse themselves more fully in

their role of "student" or "researcher?" Would they feel resentment in having to take

graduate classes during their summer vacation? Or might they welcome the change in

pace and environment? These questions are complicated by personal philosophies,

beliefs, and priorities. \

Some teachers view themselves as "life-long learners," forever occupying the role

of the student, as their learning never ends. Others view themselves as "experts" or

"fountains of knowledge." The first belief is likely to be a better fit within the realm of

graduate studies, while the second view may present roadblocks for teachers as they

venture into areas outside of their own classrooms. Perhaps various dimensions of the

participants' personal philosophies of education might emerge during the interview

process, and shed light into the interconnections within their professional and academic

identities. Understanding the reasons why an individual chooses to pursue graduate

studies was thought to help tease apart issues of identity formation, and identity

exploration, as they were possibly interconnected.

Educational and curricular reforms are hot topics that rarely leave political party

agendas. Gitlin and Margonis (1995) pondered the query in what ways are teachers'
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identities transformed by these changes in education? They mentioned that this particular

question is often overlooked. "From the perspective of those championing school change,

engagement of teachers and others is limited, in part, because reforms do not consider

how these participants understand their role, relations with others, and even the meaning

of change itself (Gitlin & Margonis, p. 380). It must be a very trying and turbulent time

for teachers as they attempt to make sense of the new objectives and come up with a plan

on how they will approach this novel material.

Researchers have documented the numerous shifts in curricular reform within

Ontario and indicated the subsequent backlash to such changes that have been

demonstrated by the teachers themselves (O' Sullivan, 1999; Winter & McEachem,

2001). This reaction on the part of the teachers is not surprising, considering the undue

isolation, occupational demands, and disorder that manifests when teachers are not a part

of the process (Winter & McEachem). Have teachers who taught amidst curricular

reform had to grapple with feelings of tension, frustration, and confusion when

reexamining their own identities? Glegg (2003) commented, "What has changed is the

source of expectations for teachers: they may be now much better trained and more

professional, but political forces of every description combine to influence what is

required of them in the way of attitudes and behaviour" (p. 1 8). With all of these

competing external expectations, not to mention conflicting internal expectations that

teachers hold, it is no wonder that "identity confusion" can result. Related to this theme, a

pair of researchers offered an interesting commentary regarding the present state of

affairs:

This fractured curricular world of overlapping and rapidly changing boundaries



Jf' '* '!



14

defines the context of today's generation of curriculum workers. Few search for

curricular consensus or consolidation (which would merely be a return to the state

of reductive homogenization of varied multiple interests). Most direct their

energies to carving-out micro-identity spaces within the field. (Sears & Marshall,

2000, p. 209)

Likely, the only thing teachers truly have control over are the actual happenings within

their own classrooms, such as their own teaching style and the ways in which they engage

their students in learning. Perhaps this quote articulates the desire among teachers to

concentrate their efforts more closely on this aspect of their job. It is within this

classroom space that teachers can exhibit varying aspects of their identity.

Lopes (2002) conducted a study on the topic of curriculum reform and teacher

identity. The investigator highlighted findings from a large body of research known as

Professional Identities Construction-Situated Identity and Identity Change in Primary

School Teachers (CIPROF). (This was a smaller subset of a larger project called

Creativity and School Improvement). Her article is entitled "Constructing Professional

Identities in Portuguese Primary Schools" (p. 241). A small group of six female teachers

at one elementary school location were the participants in this facet of "action-research."

In her abstract she stated, "In this article I describe a study that analyzed changes in

professional identity that accompanied changes in curriculum development" (Lopes, p.

241). This 2-year longitudinal study used: pre and post questionnaires, field notes, and

group discussion as a means of collecting information regarding changing teacher

identities. One of the emergent ideas that arose from the investigation included the notion

that a person's philosophy, attitude, outlook, and beUefs can influence how they proceed
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to deal with changes. Moreover, there can be clashes between groups of teachers who

have different outlooks and philosophies, which can impact negatively upon the milieu

(Lopes). Lopes also articulated that:

The processes of the development of professional identity were revealed by the

nature of intervention at the group level. The objective transactions include two

aspects that are equally present and, to a certain extent, balanced: The

interpersonal, or support aspect (emotional), relevant to the form dimension, and

the professional or indicative aspect (cognitive), relevant to the dimension of

content, (p. 250) ,

This researcher highlighted that teachers who were experiencing curriculum reform

needed holistic support, which nurtured both their cognitive and emotional domains.

Lopes seemed to suggest that this type of support would assist teachers in better

understanding their transforming professional identities. Lopes also indicated that in this

investigation, each teacher's professional identity went through different, unique, and

highly individualized changes. The author mentioned the influence of context (i.e.,

geography, history, culture, make-up of the school, reputation of school, etc.) as an

important consideration in this study. As such, these findings cannot be generalized to

other settings. However, they are interesting nonetheless. Changing governments mean

that curricular reform can happen frequently over the course of a teacher's career.

Amidst the chaos and confusion of curriculum reform, it must be difficult for

teachers not to lose sight of their own identities. Teachers, I am sure, begin with a vision

in mind for their classroom and for the school year. A change in curriculum would

definitely require a reexamination of this original vision. Teachers must be continuously
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aware of their own personal philosophies related to: education, assessment, child

development, parental involvement, teaching style, and even curriculum. They also need

to be able to articulate these philosophies to others, to show where they are coming from.

Such a monumental change, as that of curriculum reform, will undoubtedly necessitate a

review of these philosophies (which are linked directly to a teacher's professional and

personal identities) and require careful decision making on how best to proceed.

According to Lambert (2003), it is essential for teachers to remain tied to their

drive and determination, no matter what lies before them. Lambert stated that:

Humans yearn for vitality, for purpose. Teachers who attain such vitality are

energised by their own curiosities, their colleagues and their students. They find

joy and stimulation in the daily dilemmas of teaching and are intrigued by the

challenge of school improvement in adult communities, (pp. 421-422)

These teachers look at change as full of possibilities. Lambert further noted that,

"Those who have managed to keep their sense of purpose alive and well are reflective,

inquisitive, focused on improving their craft, action oriented; they accept responsibility

for student learning and have a strong sense of self (p. 422). Clearly, this strong guiding

"purpose" can help teachers cope with the changes happening around them.

Changes in society, technology, and demands placed upon teachers bring about

transformations in the ways that teachers are perceived, and ultimately with the ways that

teachers think of themselves and their roles. Bumiske (1999) acknowledged the reality of

the situation as follows: "Our society's demand for specialization discourages teachers

from becoming skilled generalists" (p. 122). Bumiske critiqued this preoccupation with

specialty stating "I wondered why educators should value speciahzation when the
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greatest challenge is teaching students to think in holistic terms, breaking down the walls

that separate the disciplines" (p. 122). This researcher advised teachers to think of

themselves as interdisciplinary educators rather than "subject specialists." For some

educators, this would be a radical departure from what they are used to, and may involve

a rethinking of their own beliefs, identities, and roles. Lopes (2002) concludes:

Change, when it exists, necessarily and clearly involves personal change of the

people concerned. Educational innovation, in this sense, always leads to personal

conversion. It is the people themselves who bring up new relations of production

and are changed by them. Otherwise, why would we all talk so much about self-

development in professional training, (p. 252)

Clearly, teachers are also impacted by change, particularly that of curriculum reform and

societal demands. In the aftermath of such monumental changes, educators must grapple

with its many effects on their own self-image or identity and, hopefully, find a means of

adapting. If this is not possible, then they may find themselves leaving the profession.

Perhaps teacher attrition in part occurs when the tension between what educators believe

aught to be valued and what is actually valued according to new and changing mandates

becomes so disparate, that they cannot find a way to reconcile the two. Indeed, this would

present significant barriers to teachers' professional identity explorations. Clearly,

curriculum changes impact upon adults' self-perceptions and their own identities. It is

important to proceed through adulthood with an open-minded attitude towards change

and a willingness to explore our own personal identities!

Negotiating Multiple Identities

With a deeper understanding of "identities" in mind, it became necessary to
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define a second emergent concept within the literature, that of "intersecting identities"

(i.e., Mogadime, 2002, 2003; Ropers-Huilman, 1997). It was believed that a clearer

conceptualization of "intersecting identities" would illustrate the complexity of identity

research, and facilitate a more accurate analysis of the challenges that graduate students

face in higher education classrooms, on account of their varied personal histories,

experiences, and lived realities. One way of understanding this term is to recognize

peoples' "multiple realities" (Mogadime, 2002, 2003). Another conception is that,

"...identities are layered and integrated in a complex series of negotiations and struggles"

(Ropers-Huilman, 1997, p. 327). This researcher stated, "Our identities are multiple, yet

enmeshed with each other in a chaotic balance of life choices and struggles for self

(p. 333). Related to intersecting identities is the concept of "identity integration"

(Stewart, 2002), which is defined as:

...go[ing] beyond exhibiting consistent behaviour across differing social contexts.

Identity integration specifically looks at the intersections between race, gender,

class, sexuality and age, for instance, and theorizes that mature identity

development in an individual will seek to continually use those identities in

concert, not oppositionally or hierarchically, (p. 2)

Here it is understood that our intersecting identities do converge and help to inform an

individual's decisions and actions. Ropers-Huilman (1997) gives a real-life example of

one teacher's intersecting identities:

Gloria emphasized that it was the intersections between her various identities,

rather than any singular aspect, which most significantly influenced her decisions

about teaching. She described her teaching as multicultural and stated: 'I think
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that if anybody embodies the sort of intersection of multiculturalism, it's women

of colour with a working-class background. So there's race, class and gender right

there.' (p. 336)

This actual example of the intersections between a person's various identities enables a

deeper understanding of the dynamic plurality of identities and the ways that they come

together and inform each other.

In explaining intersecting identities, Stewart (2002) stated:

...what remains rarely addressed... is an intentional analysis of the multi-

dimensionality of identity constructs in all human beings, across social and

cultural identities. Theory development would be enhanced by an understanding

of the relationships betwixt and between the differing. . .facets of self, allowing

those facets to speak with, across, and to each other, (p. 2)

For the purposes of this study, intersecting identities involves: the coming together of an

individual's multiple identities in particular places, spaces and times, influencing a

person's lived experiences, their perspectives, their actions, and their reactions within a

given context. Undoubtedly, both teachers and students have multiple intersecting

identities, which add to the complexity of the classroom milieu. Our multiple intersecting

identities seem to be interwoven into every facet of our daily existence, and are

continuously shaped by the changing world around us.

Theoretical Perspectives

The next step involved understanding the theoretical perspectives that informed

this study. Those perspectives included Feminist theory, and Women's Development

perspective (see Figure 1).
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Feminist

"types ofknowledge" accepted

and denied (Mogadime,

2002, 2003).

• "masculinity" as privileged in

the institution (Barta et al., 2005)

• Education is valuable

the environment of higher

education is disadvantaging

female students

• Prasad (2005) "...critique and

change" (p. 109)

• Inclusion/exclusion/

oppression/barrier/strategies

Hall (1990) women's "real

interests"

ground the research and the

jtudy's objectives

Legitimize,

onour women's

voices, recognize

that their ways of

thinking, acting, and

perceiving are not

superior or inferior to

men; merely different

educational

opportunities as a

means to

enhance femal

identity

Women's Development

One type of feminist theor

is "Women's Voice/Experienc8

Feminism" (Prasad, 2005, p. 161)

• Gilligan (1982) indicates previous\

omission of females' perspectives,

imique experiences and developmental

differences set them apart from men,

in terms of their stages of moral

reasoning, their thinking, their decisiotj

making strategies, and the way they

interact within their environments

• Interdependence, and relationship^

centered foci as prominent in

identity descriptions (Gilligan)

Listening Guide method

(Gilligan, Spencer, Weinberg,

and Bertsch, 2003)-multiple^

voices

Figure 1. Two complementary theoretical frameworks.
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Feminist Theory

The feminist theoretical perspective was continuously applied throughout this

study in the conceptualization, collection, and interpretation phases of the project. This

standpoint complemented the purpose of the study, participants' gendered experiences,

and the methodologies that I sought to employ. I viewed feminist theory as helping to

ground the research and the study's objectives.

Prasad (2005) identified feminism as subsumed under the "critical traditions." She

explained, "In short, the critical traditions are simultaneously committed to both critique

and change" (p. 109). These concepts were central to this research. Prasad further

indicated that, "For all their variation, the critical traditions remain united in their focus

on the oppression and exploitation of different groups. .
."

(p. 1 10). According to Chen

(2005), ".
. .critical theorists advocate holding a skeptical attitude toward knowledge" (p.

17). McLaren (2003) added other important questions to consider which include: "Whose

interests does this knowledge serve? Who gets excluded as a result? Who is

marginalized?" (p. 196). This dimension of the "critical traditions" coincided with Hall's

(1990) description of feminism:

Feminism cannot be dismissed as an insignificant ideology that has little impact

on people's lives. Feminism is a value and belief system. . .Though feminism

articulates the vital needs of any socially oppressed group, it is more likely to

attract women as it attempts to address their real interests, (p. 9)

With respect to gender-related stereotypes. Wood (1997) articulated that:

Perhaps no other stereotype so strongly defines men in our society as does that of

breadwinner. Men are expected to be the primary or exclusive wage earners for
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their families, and achieving this is central to how our society views men's

success, (p. 353)

To contrast, according to feminist claims.

In the workplace, women have systematically occupied underpaid positions

without much career mobility. At home, their work in caring for the family has

been institutionalized as a form of unpaid wage labor, and their contributions as

wives, mothers, and homemakers have gone largely unrecognized. (Prasad, 2005,

p. 159)

Yet, oftentimes these contributions have come to be expected, such as their service to the

family through actions like making meals, doing laundry, driving children to their

different after school activities, all of which are done without renumeration, and very

little acknowledgement. Gilligan (1982) and Hall (1990) used arguments in favour of

promoting educational opportunities for women as a crucial means to enhancing female

identity. "In tying women's self-development to the exercise of their own reason, the

early feminists saw education as critical for women if they were to live under their own

control" (Gilligan, 1982, p. 129). A feminist lens of analysis assisted in exploring issues

such as this one.

There are numerous forms of feminist theory, thus it has become a very diverse

and multidimensional discipline (Prasad, 2005). Prasad used the label of "Women's

Voice/Experience Feminism" (p. 161) to identify the form of feminism that best fit with

the context and method of analysis used in this study. "The primary contribution of the

women's voice/experience tradition lies in its refusal to accept solely male-based

experiences as the foundation for explaining all social dynamics" (p. 162). "Gender is
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one of the primary aspects of identity that we leam through conversations with others"

(Wood, 1997, p.61). Indeed the experiences of females with respect to areas such as

graduate studies and education are needed in order to broaden one dimension aspect of

the current state of affairs within higher education, and the push towards accommodating

for a diverse student population.

In terms of methodology.

Feminists infinitely prefer methods that bring them closer to their subjects

because of their primary commitment to understanding the subjective

lifeworlds of women-worlds that have largely been ignored or are simply

unseen in the male-dominated domains of the social sciences. Feminists are

therefore intensely phenomenological, with an interest in placing gender at

the core of their phenomenological inquiry. (Prasad, 2(X35, p. 173).

Interestingly, Oakley (2003) critiqued the way that the interview process is portrayed

(i.e., as objective, impartial, neutral, etc.):

This protocol assumes a predominantly masculine model of sociology and

society. The relative undervaluation of women's models has led to an unreal

theoretical characterisation of the interview as a means of gathering sociological

data which cannot and does not work in practice, (p. 244)

She indicated that interviews are far more complex and rich when other aspects like

communicative, affective, and reflective dimensions are considered. This leads to the

second theoretical framework employed, that of Carol Gilligan's (1982) Women's

Development Perspective. v
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Women 's Development Perspective

Carol Gilligan's (1982) book entitled In a Different Voice: Psychological Theory

and Women 's Development proved to be a valuable resource for this study as it offered an

additional lens through which the data could be examined. In the realm of psychology,

Gilligan identified a gap in existing models that omitted female perspectives on growth

and change. She attempted to rectify this imbalance throughout her work. According to

Gilligan, women and men mature, reflect, and understand themselves in distinct ways.

Moreover, she indicated that they seem to describe themselves differently. The following

results were based on the female participants that she referred to throughout her book: "In

response to the request to describe themselves, all of the women describe a relationship,

depicting their identity in the connection of future mother, present wife, adopted child, or

past lover" (p. 159). "Thus in all of the women's descriptions, identity is defined in a

context of relationship and judged by a standard of responsibility and care" (p. 160).

Gilligan further compared and contrasted male and female development in the following

way:

In young adulthood, when identity and intimacy converge in dilemmas of

conflicting commitment, the relationship between self and other is exposed.

That this relationship differs in the experience of men and women is a steady

theme in the literature on human development and a finding of my research. .

.

male and female voices typically speak of the importance of different truths, the

former of the role of separation as it defines and empowers the self, the latter of

the ongoing process of attachments that creates and sustains the human

conmiunity. (p. 156)
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According to Gilligan, there are pronounced identity-related differences between the

sexes, which researchers have not adequately accounted for.

Gilligan (1982) proceeded to describe a study that she conducted with students in

higher education (at the college level), talking about how they wrestled with identifying

their own beliefs, expressing themselves, and knowing who they were.

. . .the difficulty experienced by psychologists in listening to women is

compounded by women's difficulty in Hstening to themselves. This difficulty is

evident in a young woman's account of her crisis of identity and moral belief- a

crisis that centers on her struggle to disentangle her voice from the voices of

others and to find a language that represents her experience of relationships and

her sense of herself, (p. 51)

This participant indicated that external perceptions and expectations do not always align

with reality, or with one's self-beliefs or with societal values for that matter (Gilligan).

Here the author highlighted the central theme of "voice," which was paramount to her

work in reveaUng the pronounced distinctions in females' experiences as articulated in

their own words. She underscored the complex position that females find themselves in,

stating:

As the events of women's lives and of history intersect with their feelings and

thoughts, a concern with individual survival comes to be branded as 'selfish' and

to be counterposed to the 'responsibility' of a life lived in relationships. And in

turn, responsibility becomes, in its conventional interpretation, confused with a

responsiveness to others that impedes a recognition of self. (p. 127)

This investigation intended to emulate Gilligan' s ability to capture participants' "voices,"
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but also strived to improve on particular aspects of her methodology including the

adoption of a more rigorous procedure that was concerned with providing a detailed

description of the processes involved in collecting and analyzing the data.

The hnportance of Women as Research Participants

It is extremely valuable to transcribe into writing the lived experiences of women,

and to validate their daily existence by providing others with access into their realities.

As articulated in the aims of one investigation by Younes and Asay (1998), studying the

transformations in a woman's self-concept can provide a deeper understanding of her

ongoing roles, her feelings, and the ways in which she approaches everyday situations.

According to Creswell (2005), one of the important dimensions of qualitative research is

that "the researcher relies on the views of participants" (p. 39). Hockey (1994) touched

upon the comforting feeling in knowing that others are living through analogous

situations and encountering comparable emotions. This exchange of ideas and «.

experiences is a unique dimension of qualitative research that comes from capturing the

dialogue of one's participants.

Fittingly, The Grassroots Women's Collective (1999) highlighted "...the

incredible strength women have. Their stories are about surviving, changing and

sometimes triumphing, and offer hope for others who are living through similar

experiences" (p. 19). While they referred to the specific cases from their book, for the

purposes of this investigation, it is believed that every woman has an important story to

tell, one that is worthy of being heard. As one participant in Bruce's (1995) study

indicated, female participants such as she were able to show others that women can

overcome societal-imposed obstacles. For instance, in the case of education, it is not
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always an easy road for wives and mothers with exceedingly hectic schedules to

undertake the added commitment involved in pursuing higher education. For this reason,

the participants in Bruce' s study sought out female professors as mentors to observe how

they negotiated their home Uves and work lives. As Younes and Asay (1998) noted,

oftentimes immense sacrifices and lifestyle adjustments become necessary. Yet, women

such as these can serve as excellent role models encouraging and inspiring others to

persevere with their endeavours.

Moreover, the notion of "empowerment" was raised by multiple sources (The

Grassroots Women's Collective, 1999; Younes & Asay, 1998). Emmons (2(X)3)

articulated that, "People spend significant amounts of their daily lives reflecting on,

deciding between, and pursuing personally important and meaningful goals, goals that

lend order and structure to these lives. Without goals, life would lack structure and

purpose" (p. 106). Understanding females' personal, professional, and academic goals is

central to understanding who they are and identifying their priorities. Emmons also

stated, "Goal attainment is a major benchmark for the experience of wellbeing. When

asked what makes for a happy, fulfilling, and meaningful life, people spontaneously

discuss their life goals, wishes, and dreams for the future" (p. 106). The question becomes

what types of short-term and long-term goals do female Master of Education students set

for themselves? And do they recognize themselves as progressing towards the realization

of these objectives? Responsibility and power are also common themes that females must

make sense of:

Women take control of the home front; find work to support themselves and

their children; learn to say no to dangerous situations; earn self-respect; hold
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on to dreams and ambitions; find the way out of the trauma, out of the abyss.

Again and again, the women return to the importance of achieving personal

and life goals, which may include their education, work or spirituality. They

document how hard it is to achieve these goals but they offer ways of

struggling to keep trying. (The Grassroots Women's Collective, 1999, p. 22)

While this quote was in specific reference to the women's stories found within "Voicing

Our Stories/Remaking Our Lives, " it was applicable to most women's experiences and

underscored the value of having women as research participants, who could share what

they had been through, enabling others to learn from their experiences. Bruce (1995)

called for a deeper examination of the important issues that women face.

Researching the Identities of College and University Students

McLaren (2(X)3) stated that, "to ignore the ideological dimensions of student

experience is to deny the ground upon which students learn, speak, and imagine. Students

caimot learn 'usefully' unless teachers develop an understanding of the various ways in

which student perceptions and identities are constituted" (p. 242). While McLaren's

early works focused on his experiences as an elementary school teacher, his words have

merit for teachers and students at all levels, including higher education.

Motivations

Before delving into the needs of female graduate students, it first becomes

important to briefly explore their motivations for entering into their programs. Younes

and Asay (1998) addressed this topic within their study. "The reasons cited for seeking a

graduate degree were professional growth, personal growth, increased earning power,

career advancement, increased credibility, and desire to have a degree" (110). It was
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evident that the participants had goals, high aspirations, and knew exactly what they

wanted (Younes & Asay). "These women valued education and saw it as a vehicle to

personal fulfillment, professional advancement and societal improvement" (^15). Likely,

many of the same motivations would also be expressed within the M.Ed, students being

interviewed, especially since many of their careers were centred in education.

Role Negotiations

Younes and Asay (1998) listed the many roles that their female graduate student

participants took on, many of which included familial roles (i.e., "wife," "mother"),

professional roles (i.e., "entrepreneur," "private music teacher"), and social/community

roles (i.e., "friend," "volunteer") (^1 1). Younes &. Asay (1998) viewed the juggling of

different roles as impacting the way their participants saw themselves (i.e., their multiple

and intersecting identities). Thus, roles and identities seem to be linked with each other.

When an individual takes on various roles in different facets of his or her life, his or her

responsibilities and "personas" are bound to impact and tie into his or her identities,

probably in both subconscious and conscious ways.

Younes and Asay's (1998), study was entitled, "Resilient Women: How Female

Graduate Students Negotiate Their Multiple Roles" (p. 451). The research team gathered

written and verbal responses from eight females who were working on their degrees. The

researchers noted that adult learners often add to their already busy lives and schedules

by taking on additional responsibilities associated with student life. Through

observations, discussions, and interviews, various significant and relevant issues emerged

with respect to the challenges that these participants experienced in attempting to

maintain some type of equilibrium or "balance" in their lives, despite the pervading
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feeling of being pulled in many different directions by these different roles that they took

on (Younes & Asay).

Needs

"Addressing the Needs of Graduate Women" was the title of a study conducted by

Wiest (1999), who identified this topic as worthy of study and proceeded to indicate that

there was scarce research in this area. Wiest attempted to label emergent themes and

needs that 12 female graduate students identified as significant to their present lived

realities. Her research was conducted at a university in the United States and included

multiple means of data collection including written replies, e-mails, and discussions.

From these responses, eight particular needs-based themes arose surrounding: personal

safety, financial support, home responsibilities, social and intellectual isolation, needfor

role models, professional development, respectfor thinking and learning styles and

sexual harassment (Wiest, pp. 30-32). Many of these themes overlapped with the

findings of other studies (i.e., Bruce, 1995; Hockey, 1994; Younes & Asay, 1998).

Maslow's theory (as cited in Santrock & Mitterer, 2001, p. 371) depicts a

progression of human motives and needs, starting with the need for safety and security at

the most fiindamental level, spanning to the highest order, the motivation to reach "self-

actualization." This is a useful model for making sense of graduate students' needs.

Thinking about the most basic motive, it is not surprising then that Wiest' s (1999)

participants mentioned worries about safety on campus, particularly during late night

hours. Likely, women in particular, are more sensitive and attuned to issues of safety,

perhaps as a result of societal assumptions and stereotypes, which depict females as being

"weak," "in need of protection," or as likely "victims."
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Juggling home responsibilities are important to female graduate students (Bruce,

1995; Wiest, 1999). This involves the negotiation of various identity roles. Graduate

students have other needs as well, such as the need to be heard by administrators, the

need for accommodative practices, and the need to be recognized as human beings rather

than as numbers (Younes & Asay, 1998). Moreover, they also pointed to another need.

They stated:

The added financial burden, emotional strain, and disregard for the well-being

of students reinforces the need for mental health and supportive services on

campus. Such services need to target non-traditional and graduate students

who are most likely to experience the high cost of higher education. (133)

As Astin (2004) indicated, spiritual fulfillment is also important to some students.

...spirituality points to our interiors, by which I mean our subjective hfe, as

contrasted to the objective domain of observable behaviour and material objects

that you can point to and measure directly. In other words, the spiritual domain

has to do with human consciousness- what we experience privately in our

subjective awareness. Second, spirituality involves our qualitative or affective

experiences at least as much as it does our reasoning or logic. More specifically,

spirituality has to do with the values that we hold most dear, our sense of who we

are and where we come from, our beliefs about why we are here- the meaning and

purpose that we see in our work and our life- and our sense of connectedness to

each other and to the world around us. Spirituality can also have to do with

aspects of our experience that are not easy to define or talk about, such things as

intuition, inspiration, the mysterious, and the mystical, (p. 34)
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Indeed, female graduate students have multiple needs, which require support. Ultimately,

Baker (2006) reminds educators that "Students' needs do not really divide vertically..."

(p. 181). It becomes evident that students' needs are multidimensional, complex, and

often interconnected.

Students' Intersecting Identities

Studies involving graduate student participants explore their many different

intersecting identities. One project, for instance, discussed the formation of a "feminist

research group" at the University of Windsor (Barata et al., 2005). These authors

articulated their shared positioning and common objective; coming from graduate studies

in psychology, they desired to learn more about both feminist and qualitative research

methods in an encouraging and open atmosphere. The authors provided a step-by-step

account of the endeavour involving 10 participants. Discussions centred on sharing

experiences from their personal perspectives of being self-identified "feminists" in

graduate studies. Also highlighted were the ways that their identities played out and

influenced their personal relationships, as well as their experiences with the suppression

of "femininity" and the contrasting respect for "masculinity" in higher education. Some

of the intersecting identities explored within this research study included: gender,

graduate student status, disciplinary affiliation, sexual orientation, and age (Barata et al.).

Would other graduate student participants comment on the historical institutional climate

within higher education as being "masculine?" In their views, is this climate still being

experienced today? It was speculated that perhaps education students might not address

this issue, as education is largely a female-dominated discipline, and in fact, they did not

raise this issue.





33

Another study conducted by Fay (1988/1989), looked at intersecting identities

involving gender, class, and graduate student status. It began by exploring the markedly

similar experiences of two female graduate students studying in the area of humanities,

both of whom come from working-class backgrounds. Although these students differed in

age and life experience; their geographical positioning, their beliefs, and their attitudes

seemed to closely align. University students must surely explore class-related identities

within an institutional setting, where large sums of money are spent on tuition, books,

entertainment, etcetera. It is not unlikely for students to compare themselves and their

socioeconomic status with those of their peers (whether directly or internally). It was

speculated that perhaps class-related identities and financially-linked identities might

differ among full-time and part-time students, whereby the former group would not be

able to work full-time, while the latter group would. Clearly, students' intersecting

identities are dynamic and complicated, influencing their sense of themselves.

Student-Related Identity Confusion

In Hockey's (1994) study entitled, "New Territory: Problems of Adjusting to the

First Year of a Social Science PhD," student participants articulated the need for clarity

in their roles and responsibilities. The researcher described that students coming into the

program experienced something similar to 'role confusion.'

The problem which such students face is that their new position is ambiguous,

in as much as it is at best only vaguely defined by university regulations. Usually

there is some cryptic statement within the latter which asserts that students have

to produce research of 'originality' in order to obtain the PhD. (p. 178)
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The Institutional Environment: Challenges and Possibilities

Students at all levels of education encounter various types of struggles or

roadblocks in their quest to adapt and thrive within a particular institutional environment.

Perhaps some of their struggles differ according to their particular educational milieu

(i.e., elementary school, high school, university, etc.).

Struggle, Adaptation, and Survival

In their article entitled "The Postgraduate Chameleon," Harland and Plangger

(2004) explained that masters and PhD students are required to adapt to specific ideals,

which are divergent within particular institutions, faculties, and departments. Their study

sought to explore the teaching roles that these students negotiated while pursuing their

research studies. Upon analyzing the responses of 63 departments at an institution in New

Zealand, it was noted that in terms of "teaching duties," ".
. .there was wide variation in

the expectations for postgraduates among departments" (p. 75). They found a myriad of

practices occurring. While in some departments teaching was made compulsory, in others

postgraduate students were prohibited from teaching. Students may interpret these

contrasting departmental demands as indirect institutional messages regarding their

competence, abiUty, importance, and worth. Mixed messages may leave them confused.

On the other hand, they may interpret contrasting demands as preparing them for

flexibility and personal action that is needed within their multiple roles. The researchers

found that these students had very diverse responsibilities, a wide range of hours, and

access to differential types of guidance in assisting them to carry out this role. Harland

and Plangger commented on the struggles that students faced in juggling their roles.

"They had moved on from being students and the majority portrayed themselves as
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academics in transition. . ..Against this background they faced the difficulty of making the

transition from student to academic, from novice to expert" (p. 77). This was especially

challenging when power differential is experienced (Harland & Plangger).

A particular problem faced by PhD students was learning about research when

they were part of the community of researchers they might later join. They had

sole responsibility for the success of their PhD and their research was continually

being judged by those in power; the same academics who would eventually be

seen as their peers, (p. 80)

In the midst of this process they struggled to achieve a balance between their teaching

and research related roles, each of which contributed differentially to their understanding

of themselves as future professors (Harland & Plangger). Likely Masters students as well

as professors themselves have struggled with juggling these two different, yet

interconnected roles. Ultimately, Harland and Plangger described a flexible role-based

identity that postgraduate students constructed, easily moving in and out of roles

depending on what role would be an optimal fit for the situation that they were in, thus

allowing them to be successful. Also noted in this flexible structure was that one

identity role would often enlighten the other.

It becomes clear that there are healthy and unhealthy ways of coping with

multiple roles and responsibilities. Some students feel anxious, and become self-doubting

(Hockey, 1994). Others articulate that there is not enough time in the week to get

everything completed (Hockey, 1994; Younes & Asay, 1998). A sense of "struggle"

emerges in trying to juggle multiple roles (Hockey, 1994; Younes & Asay, 1998).

Younes and Asay (1998) captured this theme:
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Living a paradox truly describes the conflicts that these women strive to resolve

as they attempt to integrate their personal and professional lives. Their

commitment to self and career advancement directly threatens their commitment

to their family and causes them to feel torn between the two worlds. (^22)

This article illustrated the level of difficulty involved in juggling so many different roles

all at once, especially if individuals in one's life are not completely supportive, as this

can contribute to feelings of being "alone" (Younes & Asay).

Hockey (1994) indicated that one's personality will also impact upon one's ability

to effectively adjust to new roles, such as that of a PhD student. While this had not been

previously considered, it seemed plausible. Someone who is more positive or optimistic,

enjoys reading a lot, loves researching, and thrives amidst change, would most likely

adjust more easily than someone who was quite the opposite in terms of his or her

interests and temperament. An individual's personality may also relate to his or her

rationale for pursuing graduate studies. It was speculated that perhaps a trend would

emerge where participants with similar personalities might have been pursuing their

degrees for similar reasons.

Institutional Barriers to the Exploration ofGraduate Students' Intersecting Identities

Researchers discussed the problematic stagnation of the university professor

population, specifically outlining the visible uniformity of the faculties and lack of

diversity within them (Reras & EUiot, 2002; Mogadime, 2002, 2003). Faced with these

discrepant circumstances, it is not surprising then, that an array of problems and

challenges ensues. Such challenges in supporting identity exploration and inclusion are

noted across the disciplines ranging from but not Umited to psychology (Barata et al..
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2005), humanities (Fay, 1988/1989), women's studies (Mogadime, 2002, 2003), law

(Buss, 2004), and education (Pagano, 1991).

Graduate students, especially females and minorities, face various institutional

barriers within higher education (Barata et al., 2005; Fay, 1988/1989; Mogadime, 2002,

2003; Wiest, 1999). For instance, irrelevant curricula are encountered which lack

opportunities for students to derive personal meaning and engagement (Mogadime,

2003). In documenting the story of one participant's experiences in graduate Women's

Studies courses, Mogadime noted that a host of insidious, discriminatory, and damaging

practices were exposed, which impacted upon this woman's critical outlook towards

graduate studies and Women's Studies, and her subsequent departure from graduate

school. The participant communicated the ways in which she attempted to oppose forms

of domination and power, which delegitimized her reality. She spoke of her desire for

critical thinking as opposed to blind acceptance of the "expert" (professor's) words. The

participant identified instructors' practices, beliefs, attitudes, as well as their cognizance

of (and willingness to explore) identity intersections like "class, race, gender and

sexuality" (p. 16), as marking the fundamental qualitative difference between classrooms.

Were students of different races and ethnicities more likely to have these types of

experiences? Or, are the barriers of irrelevant curricula, discrimination, and power

differential universal obstacles that most students recognize and face?

A second institutional barrier in higher education involves being confronted by

roadblocks such as "hidden curricula" (Mogadime, 2002). In her study, Mogadime

examined the "socialization process" in graduate studies, which leaves specific people

(such as Black females) along the periphery, looking into a climate that is not inviting or
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conducive to particular outlooks and knowledge. This study drew upon a focused and

purposive group of five Black women from two universities in Ontario. The researcher

identified Black female students in higher education as a unique population, with their

own sets of challenges in terms of facing existing controls, such as a "hidden

curriculum." Her participants expressed frustration and anger at the denial of their

experiences, and the rejection of different "ways of knowing." Would other graduate

students be astute to the "socialization process" that transpires in graduate school?

Perhaps it depended on their particular career aspirations. If they were not contemplating

a career in academia, maybe they would not be as sensitive to this process as students

who were.

Moreover, numerous researchers stated concerns surrounding lack of mentorship

that is both accessible to and encouraging of all students (Bruce, 1995; Fay, 1988/1989;

Mogadime, 2002; Stewart, 2002; Wiest, 1999). Wiest adamantly expressed: "Women feel

they need to be mentored by someone who tends to share similar Ufe experiences and

who can better empathize with them. They want to see how female professors balance

professional and personal lives" (p. 31). Furthermore, Fay (1988/1989) pointed to the

lack of adequate mentorship for working class students, as well as their inabilities to

identify and connect with professors who are similar to them. These problems contributed

to their frustrations and doubts in graduate school (Fay). Clearly, the need for mentorship

is important; when absent, it can become a barrier to students' success.

Also, the demeaning conceptualization of graduate students may impede identity

exploration. For instance. Fay (1988/1989) stated:

Graduate students as a class thus occupy two related yet disjunctive low-status
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positions that of a working class and that of children. These positions are in

dialectical opposition, since working class impUes laborers who remain laborers,

while children grow up to become adults. Thus, on one hand, graduate students

are anonymous beings, who replace each other. ... On the other hand, they are real

individuals who grow up to become real professors. Meantime, they occupy that

nebulous child or adolescent status which in our society denotes a position of

powerlessness and a reputation for irresponsibility, at worst, both invite faculty

attitudes of deprecation, patronization, and scorn, at best, recognition, which is a

kind of inattention, for the student is assumed to be unknowledgeable and, outside

of class, a drain on the professor's resources. This differential engenders

enormous conflict for graduate students, for those who are adults long before

entering graduate programs, it causes self-questioning, repeated humiliation, and a

re-experiencing of the child's oedipal attitude toward authority. . .unhealthy for the

institution as a whole, (pp. 241-242) '

It is important to think critically about the ways in which graduate students are regarded

and treated within universities, and to consider the implications of these portrayals on

their identity exploration. Similarly, Pagano (1991), a professor of undergraduate and

preservice students in the United States, communicated the existence of a major

separation between teachers' and students' worlds and a subsequent lack of familiarity

with each others' experiences. Would participants in the present investigation perceive

this disconnect? Or would they comment on a camaraderie or coUegial relationship with

their professors, relating to them as peers?

A subsequent institutional barrier encountered by certain groups of graduate
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students was a lack of voice both within and outside of the classroom (i.e., Barata et al.,

2005; Mogadime, 2002, 2003). Barata et al. (2005) discussed the way in which certain

group members monopolized the discussion, while other voices remained unexpressed.

Their study offered a feminist theoretical lens. Fay (1988/1989) also adopted a feminist

standpoint outlining the constraints that prevented female working-class graduate

students from succeeding in this environment, which was rooted in oppressive systems of

patriarchy, capitalism, hegemony, and hierarchy. She pointed out that particular

knowledges and voices were discounted and devalued, thus these students' identities

were ultimately categorized, trivialized, and denied. These institutional barriers impact

upon various facets of graduate students' identities in predominantly negative and

damaging ways. .

Numerous studies mentioned the barriers of social and intellectual isolation

(Bruce, 1995; Hockey, 1994; Wiest, 1999) that students faced. For instance, graduate

students expressed the concern for multifunctional "space" allowing them room for

gathering, networking, and sharing ideas (Hockey, 1994; Stewart, 2002). Limited lounge

and office space meant that in order to be productive, graduate students had to seclude

themselves in the library or in front of a computer, rather than being able to work

alongside other graduate students (Hockey, 1994). Students also indicated that they felt

alone in their endeavours, especially when engaged in research for long periods of time

(Bruce, 1995; Hockey, 1994; Wiest, 1999).

When it comes to student concerns, Baker (2006) discussed the problematic and

uncoordinated replies that were sometimes communicated to students by members of the

institution. Baker stated that, ".
. .fragmented and parcelled off responses leave some
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needs, especially those around issues of self-integration, at risk of being unmet" (p. 181).

Did supports exist in helping students negotiate their intersecting identities? If so, were

students aware of these supports and did they make use of them? Might students have

suggestions on how to improve and unify institutional support structures? These queries

emerged as important interview questions in the present investigation.

The theme of change was recognized as prominent throughout adulthood,

impacting adults' and teachers' identities in different ways. Two theoretical perspectives

were illustrated as integral in grounding this investigation including both Feminist

Theory and Women's Development Theory. Research involving the identities of

postsecondary students was explored, specifically related to their complex motivations,

role negotiations, needs, intersecting identities, and experiences with identity confiision.

Notable environmental barriers were mentioned, such status problems, lack of voice, and

hidden curricula. Personality was also described as a factor which impacts upon one's

adjustment. -
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY AND PROCEDURES

This chapter provides a detailed description of the methodologies and procedures

that governed the data collection and analysis stages of this research-based study. The

following sections are addressed: the phenomenological approach, topic refinement, site

and participant selection processes, instrumentation (including semi-structured

interviews), data collection, data analysis, methodological assumptions, limitations,

establishing credibility, and ethical considerations.

Research Methodology and Design ^ ' '

According to Creswell (2005), qualitative research has evolved over time into its

current form, which examines phenomena, behaviour, actions, experiences, and

interactions. Creswell distinguished the qualitative approach from others by emphasizing

its participant-centred orientation, which focuses on: respecting participants' knowledges

and opinions, being sensitive to the contexts and environments that play a role in their

daily routines, and, ultimately, promoting transformative practices that would improve

the quality of one's existence. A qualitative methodology best supported this research

study, which sought to shed light on the ways that graduate students came to understand

their personal experiences with the complex phenomenon of negotiating their '•

multifaceted identities. This investigation was participant-centred, encouraging the

sharing of personal experiences, self-awareness, critical thinking, reflection, extensive

engagement with the topic, and thoughtfulness towards solution-seeking.

Phenomenology is rooted in the philosophical tradition, with Edmund Husserl

frequently being credited for his work in advancing this methodology (cited in Creswell,

1998; Giorgi & Giorgi, 2003; Johnson & Christensen, 2000; Sokolowski, 2000;
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Spiegelberg, 1975; Todres & HoUoway, 2004). If "Pictures, words, symbols, perceived

objects, states of affairs, other minds, laws, and social conventions are all acknowledged

as truly there, as sharing in being and as capable of appearing according to their own

proper style" (Sokolowski, 2000, p. 15), then it is up to the phenomenologist to describe

their properties.

According to Johnson and Christensen (2000), "Phenomenology refers to the

description of one or more individuals' consciousness and experience of a

phenomenon..." (p. 315). In this case, six female graduate students were asked to

describe their experiences associated with juggling multiple identities and roles while

pursuing a Master of Education degree. "The purpose of phenomenological research is to

obtain a view into your research participants' life-worlds and to understand their personal

meanings (i.e., what something means to them) constructed from their 'lived

experiences' " (Johnson & Christensen, p. 315). I was able to gain insight into these

female graduate students "lived experiences" by making use of situational questions,

which asked participants to recall and describe critical incidents involving their identity

negotiations and explorations. This is precisely the approach that is recommended to

phenomenologists by Johnson and Christensen: "One effective strategy for eliciting data

from participants is to tell each participant to recall a specific experience he or she has

had, to think about that specific experience carefully, and then to describe that experience

to you" (p. 317). In addition, as part of phenomenological methodology, in-depth

interviews are recognized as an effective way of collecting information about peoples'

insights and experiences surrounding the phenomenon in question (Creswell, 1998;

Johnson & Christensen, 2(X)0). The four to five exhaustive semistructured interviews
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used in this investigation were purposely selected to align with the phenomenological

tradition. "In order for research participants to explore their experience they must be able

to relive it in their minds, and they must be able to focus on the experience and nothing

else" (Johnson & Christensen, p. 317). It was hoped that the intense focus required of the

participants could be achieved by ensuring that they were actively committed through

extensive ongoing participation in the project. This type of focused commitment was a

condition of their participation, which they were made aware of at the onset of

recruitment. Their involvement in at least four interviews, a series of three take-home

activities, and the process of member checking helped to ensure that they were recounting

their experiences of negotiating and exploring their identities beyond the interview

periods, and into their daily Hves.

Creswell (1998) indicated that a maximum of 10 participants should be part of a

phenomenological study. He further stated: "The important point is to describe the

meaning of a small number of individuals who have experienced the phenomenon"

(p. 122). It is for this reason that I selected to work closely with six individuals. In my

mind, working with more than 10 individuals would not allow for the detailed type of

analysis and interpretation that I had hoped to achieve.

In phenomenology, one needs to "...bracket, or suspend, any preconceptions or

learned feeUngs that you have about the phenomenon" (Johnson & Christensen, 2000, p.

316). This was by no means an easy task for me, especially since I myself was

experiencing the phenomenon under investigation at the time of the study. However, I

attempted to "bracket" in multiple ways including: identifying my own biases and beliefs

prior to the study and then trying to let them go by acknowledging the need for an open-
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minded approach, having an impartial individual scrutinize my interview questions to

ensure that they were not biased, leading, or closed ended, and employing a flexible

approach for follow-up interviews. I remained open to participants' voices and listened

for emergent ideas and insights that they shared, which then helped me to restructure

additional follow-up questions for subsequent interview stages.

"Phenomenologists generally assume that there is some commonality in human

experience and they seek to understand this commonality" (Johnson & Christensen, 2000,

p. 317). This assumption was a guiding force throughout the study, so much so, that one

of the stages in the data analysis process involved comparing participants' accounts for

their similarities. An examination of this study's research questions and purpose

statement provide clear and logical support in favour of a phenomenological

methodology. Being described were specific students' understandings of identities and

their identity negotiations within a complex educational milieu. The three research

questions provided a framework for incorporating multiple lenses, allowing participants

to explain their understanding of identities in numerous ways, through self-mediation

(i.e., internal dialogue, sense-making, critical thinking and defining), through a reflection

of their specific interactions within an environmental context, and by considering the

course of an interactive process between the self and the environment in tandem. This

study also sought to illustrate how peoples' experiences of this phenomenon could be

supported through the implementation of tangible strategies. Indeed, a phenomenological

approach best fit the purpose of this study, which was to explore female Master of

Education students' critical understandings of how they negotiated their intersecting

identities during graduate studies, and the ways in which their identities were either
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legitimized or discounted within the institution.

Pilot Studies

There were several important factors that resulted in my decision not to conduct a

pilot study. These factors included: my previous experience and familiarity with

interviewing, the detail and care that went into the construction of each interview script,

the multistaged interview approach being employed, and the limited potential pool of

only 30 students that were being drawn from. A pilot was viewed as onerous, ineffectual

in terms of further refining the data collection instruments, and infringing on the already

narrow participant pool. Furthermore, I had the opportunity to engage in a lengthy

process of topic development and refinement, over the duration of my coursework from

September of 2005 to May of 2006. While a formal pilot study was never conducted, it

becomes evident that informal piloting and refining of the topic transpired over the

course of the year. Each of the course experiences outlined in Figure 2 helped to inform

not only the literature reviev/ process, and the methodological processes, but they also

served to strengthen the conceptualization of the study itself.

Selection of Site and Participants

hi terms of participant characteristics, this study was limited to female

participants because my research interest involved exploring the ways that identities were

defined, negotiated, and navigated exclusively among females. According to specific

literamre, female graduate students have their own sets of needs (Bruce, 1995; Hockey,

1994; Wiest, 1999). Drawing on the experiences of females would enable me to examine

the findings through a feminist lens.

In total, 6 participants were involved in this study. This number was purposefully
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(September of2005 to May of2006)

Term Paper- "Graduate Students

Intersecting Identities:

Implications for Classroom

Practice," synthesis, strategies

Internship-

observations, interviews,

reflections, considering

identity and role

negotiationfrom a

professor 's perspective

Course Presentation and Term Paper-

"Female Graduate Students: The

Exploration of Intersecting Identities Within

the University C\3S,%TOom"feminist and

critical theories, inclusion/exclusion,

refining object task

dHJ
Course Presentation- "Graduate

Students: Complex Lives,

Intersecting Identities, Roles, and

Unique Needs," sharing objects,

identity mapping, defining

Coursework and Term
Papers- "Critiquing Two
Research-Based Articles

Which Investigated Adult

Roles and Identities,"

refining research questions,

concept ofchange

Term Paper- "Female Graduate

Students: Exploring Their Complex

Identities and Roles," acknowledging my

assumptions and biases

Figure 2. Process of topic development and refinement.
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selected as a manageable size, given the in-depth multiphase interviewing that was being

conducted (Creswell, 1998). The objective of this study was not to make broad

genendizations about all graduate students, Master of Education students, females, or

Canadian citizens, histead, the purpose was to examine individuals' personal experiences

associated with a very specific phenomenon, and to compare and contrast their

experiences and Uved realities in order to develop possible strategies that might be

beneficial to some graduate students as they negotiated their multifaceted identities.

At the time of recruitment, all of the participants were screened to ensure that they

met those three criteria of being female, currently enrolled in the Master of Education

program at a specific university (part-time or full-time), and a Canadian citizen.

According to Johnson & Christensen (2000), I employed a purposive method of sampling

that involves: ".
. .a non-random sampling technique in which the researcher solicits

persons with specific characteristics to participate in a research study" (p. 175). I wanted

participants to be enrolled in the program at the time of recruitment in order to avoid

receiving a retrospective account and to minimize the potential of forgetting. I felt that

participants who were presently experiencing the phenomenon under investigation would

provide the richest insight into their current realities. It was assumed that those

individuals, who made the effort to contact me, were likely to be genuinely interested in

the phenomenon and willing to share their experiences. These types of participants would

probably provide rich accounts of their experiences with identity negotiation. The reason

for implementing the stipulation of Canadian citizenship was to avoid delving into the

very different types of identity issues that international students might face (i.e., language

barriers, challenges assimilating into a foreign culture, the experiencing of homesickness,
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etc.). These types of issues were not perceived to be in the realm of this investigation, and

were thought to be prominent in the lives of international graduate students who had only

been in Canada for a short time.

Participants were recruited by one of two ways: either via e-mail, using an

electronic correspondence guide, or nominated through referrals from professors in the

program. Master of Education students, who had previously taken graduate courses with

the Principal Investigator, were contacted via e-mail. A coUegial relationship existed

between these participants and myself, as they were fellow peers enrolled in the same

program. It was the intention that this preexisting coUegial relationship would help to

ensure an already established level of comfort and rapport with me, so as to enable the

interviewees to speak candidly and openly on identity-related issues. This would allow

me to bypass much of the time that is usually spent engaging in rapport-building during

the first interview session. A coUegial relationship was useful in unearthing detailed

information on potentially sensitive topics rather quickly in the interview process. The

participants and I also shared numerous social locations including being female and being

graduate students. According to Griffith (1998):

Where the researcher enters the research site as an insider (i.e., someone whose

biography-gender, race, class, sexual orientation, and so on—gives her a lived

famiUarity with the group being researched) that tacit knowledge informs her

research producing a different knowledge than that available to the outsider (a

researcher who does not have an intimate knowledge of the group being

researched prior to their entry in the group, (p. 362)

There was a high degree of trust between us based on the shared insider status. Despite
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these advantages, there were also some challenges with respect to being an "insider," and

becoming too close to the participants. At times, I felt as though the boundaries were

blurred between my role as a researcher and my role as a fellow peer, the two of which

had to be negotiated simultaneously. On occasion, a sense of struggle or tension could be

felt as I stepped in, out, and between these two roles. Meetings with past classmates often

involved a period of catching up on what had been happening in our lives since we had

last seen each other. Sometimes I was worried that our conversations were veering off-

topic, and that they might create too casual of an environment. While my researcher self

wanted to remain more formal and serious, my student self wished to create a convivial

and relaxed atmosphere. Moreover, I would frequently find myself agreeing with

participants, having had similar experiences in graduate studies, and I wondered whether

I should be agreeing at all, or trying to remain neutral in my response. It was important to

my methodology and style of interviewing that we engage in reciprocal dialogue. Despite

trying to employ safeguards such as ensuring that participants always share first, and that

their discussion time greatly exceeds my talking time, I still found myself questioning

whether I was sharing or talking too much. Did even my small amount of sharing impact

participants' responses in any way? I used my reflective journal as a place to ask myself

these questions and a space to explore the tensions that I had felt.

I addressed these issues by utilizing a number of strategies. First, I strove to

always preserve the relationship of trust that I had with the participants. I did this by

maintaining sensitivity around any confidential information that they shared, as well as

using my personal and professional judgement as to what I would ultimately include in

the document. I also asked participants to avoid giving specific names of professors, as I
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thought that this would help me remain centered on the participants' experiences rather

than the individuals involved. I tried to always remain professional and to adhere to

ethical protocol, recognizing myself as a researcher first and a student second. I tried to

redirect the conversations if necessary. I attempted to counter-check my analyses against

participants' responses by looking within and across transcripts and using multiple data

analysis processes. I made a conscious effort to identify participants' voices by using the

Listening Guide method. I tried to separate my voice from theirs by using their words

whenever possible (although separating these voices did prove to be a struggle at times,

as I attempted to document every aspect of my thinking process). I used my reflective

journal as a safe space to explore these issues, write them down, acknowledge them to

myself, and think about how they impacted upon the process. Moreover, I made a

conscious decision to only share my personal experiences after a participant had already

shared hers; and only to share my experiences if they closely aligned with the

participant's description. I thought that by offering my experience as confirmation that

we had shared a common encounter or understanding, we would be able to more easily

recognize our similarities and better relate to one another.

Master of Education students, who were unknown to the Principal hivestigator,

were also recruited through recommendations or referral from professors in the program.

While we still shared certain social locations, such as gender and graduate student status,

we did not have a preexisting coUegial relationship. The biggest and most obvious

difference in the interview experience with these participants was our lack of familiarity

with one another. As a researcher, I felt a heightened nervousness during the first

interview, and an amplified level of consciousness with respect to any pauses, silences, or
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disruptions to the overall flow of the interview. I found myself paying particular attention

to verbal cues, such as their rate of speech, intonation, pitch, and volume. I was already

familiar with these sorts of cues exhibited by the other participants. I also tried to read

their body language, or look for anything that would give me a better indication as to

their responsiveness and openness. Although it was inevitable that I was somewhat

guided by my first impressions of these participants, I attempted to remind myself that I

needed more time with them to build up a comfort level and a rapport, and that I should

not be quick to make any judgements about them or their experiences; rather, I should let

the interviews, like our researcher-participant relationships, develop slowly over time. I

felt like the first interviews with these participants were shorter than the other first

interviews. I conducted these interviews with a sense of gratitude to these individuals

who did not know me, yet were wilUng to share their time and their stories with me. This

helped me to feel a sense of optimism. All of the challenges dissipated after our initial

interview. By the second interview, I had found myself connecting with these participants

in many ways, I recognized commonalities in our experiences, and felt like I had known

them for a long time. Interviewing these participants enabled me to venture outside of my

comfort zone, employ new strategies in the interviewing process, develop my observation

and probing skills, and to realize that there is commonality in the graduate student

experience.

The site for this research-based investigation was a mid-sized university, located

in an urban city in Southwestern Ontario. Having been a student at this institution for the

past 6 years, my insider status gave me an advantage in terms of understanding the

institutional cUmate, locating potential participants, and having room accessibility in
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order to conduct the interviews onsite. I submitted an application for the proposed study

to the institution's Research Ethics Board, and subsequently, was granted approval to use

the premises in order to facilitate data collection (Appendix A).

All of the participants (whether they were previous classmates, or referred to me

through professors, or invited by existing participants) were solicited formally via e-mail,

using an electronic correspondence guide. This guide introduced the topic, purpose, and

themes under investigation, provided a description of the interview process, and the time

commitment required from each participant. This first e-mail was sent out to

approximately 30-35 student contacts that were believed to fit the criteria for

participation.

Upon receipt of the first electronic correspondence guide, potentially interested

participants were invited to contact me via e-mail or telephone, to express an interest

in the study, or to request further information. Upon contacting me, potential participants

were screened to ensure that they met the criteria for participation (i.e., female, currently

enrolled in the Master of Education program at that particular university for the 2006-

2(X)7 academic year, and Canadian citizen). If potential participants answered yes to each

of the three criteria and were still interested in participating, I proceeded to send them a

follow-up e-mail. This second e-mail included an attachment of the Letter of Invitation,

which further described the study in more detail. In this e-mail, meeting times and places

were established with the individuals who recontacted me and agreed to participate. At

that time, it was asked that the prospective participants would pass along the information

about this study to their contacts (i.e., fiiends and colleagues) that they identified as both

potentially interested in sharing their experiences, and as fitting the participant criteria
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(Johnson & Christensen, 2000). In this sense, while the initial sampling approach was

"purposive," the secondary or backup technique used to obtain the desired number of

participants fit Johnson and Christensen' s definition of a "snowball sampling" method.

In total, six individuals were a part of this study. Four of them were previous classmates,

one was referred to me through a professor, and the other was referred to me by a

participant.

Instrumentation

Data from human participants were collected through a multiphased process

involving a series of four to five in-depth semistructured interviews. The interviews

ranged from 40 minutes to 90 minutes in length, with the average interview lasting

approximately 60 minutes. Semistructured interviewing provided the right balance of

structure and depth. This type of interviewing is optimal for obtaining elaborate

descriptions of participants' understandings and experiences associated with a given

phenomenon (Smith, 1995). Smith identifies semistructured interviews as a common data

collection method used among phenomenologists. He further articulates the suitability of

this instrumentation for phenomenological studies:

The investigator has an idea of the area of interest and some questions to pursue.

At the same time, there is a wish to try to enter, as far as is possible, the

psychological and social world of the respondent. Therefore the respondent shares

more closely in the direction the interview takes and he or she can introduce an

issue the investigator has not thought of. In this relationship, the respondent can

be perceived as the expert on the subject and should therefore be allowed

maximum opportunity to tell his or her own story, (p. 12)



'<-!»S:'*



55

While I spent much time creating interview questions that I felt were in keeping with my

research questions, and that would allow me to explore similarities in responses across

participants, I also knew that I could not fully anticipate all of the important issues or

themes that might arise over the course of the individual interviews. As Smith suggests, a

semistructured approach allowed me the freedom to probe more deeply into these areas,

and to ask follow-up questions, ultimately enhancing my understanding of the

phenomenon being studied.

The purpose of the first semistructured interview was two-fold: to collect basic

demographic information about each participant, and to explore their understandings of

key concepts, such as identity, the negotiating of identities, and intersecting identities,

which were integral concepts within this study (see Appendix B for a copy of the first

interview guide). This preliminary interview encouraged participants to define key terms

and then to explore them in personally meaningful ways through the use of real-life

examples. Self-perceptions and personal beliefs were also explored.

The second semistructured interview was an extension of the first. It focused on

exploring participants' identities and negotiations through the use of situational examples

(see Appendix C for a copy of the second interview guide). Other subtopics which this

interview touched upon included: students' strategies for negotiating their identities, an

exploration of their feelings, an examination of their student-centred identities,

experiences with identity loss, ways of achieving balance, and an identification of their

unique needs.

The third semistructured interview was an extension of the second. It focused on

achieving a deeper understanding of the ways that participants' identities might intersect.
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It also attempted to identify environmental factors, which supported or impeded the

exploration of identities (see Appendix D for a copy of the third interview guide).

Furthermore, students were asked to identify their most important needs. Subsequently,

they were encouraged to discuss the ways that their department was successful in meeting

their multifaceted needs, and to offer some suggestions for departmental action that

would better support these needs.

The fourth semistructured interview was an extension of the third. It focused on

solution seeking or the identification of strategies that would support student identity

exploration (see Appendix E for a copy of the fourth interview guide). This interview was

framed in a positive manner, encouraging participants to think about being action-

oriented through personal agency and the fostering of a positive institutional climate

achieved through collaboration. Other notable subtopics included: an examination of

present practices, an envisioning of future practices, understanding the import role of

support systems, and identifying ways of encouraging oneself and others. In two

instances, a fifth interview was scheduled as a wrap-up session, to revisit questions from

any of the first four interviews that we had not gotten to because of time constraints. This

allowed me to tie up any loose ends.

The second dimension of the data collection process involved a series of three

postinterview activities (or take-home tasks) that participants were asked to complete

after the first, second, and third interviews. These activities were created to complement

the interviews, to extend the participants' thinking on various dimensions of the broader

topic, and to serve as a starting point for discussion during each subsequent interview.

The take-home activities in this study provided participants with an opportunity to engage
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in sustained self-reflection as understood by John Dewey (cited in Rodgers, 2002),

whereby they contemplated their own identities and roles (while noting the interactions

between them), and shared their insights with me. Each activity was guided by a series of

systematic reflection questions for participants to probe their thinking, which offered a

starting p)oint for our subsequent interviews. Over the course of our conversations,

participants recognized the depth of the interview questions, indicating that it allowed

them to think in new ways and, on occasion, had profound revelations. The following is a

description of the take-home tasks and an account of how they were developed:

1. The first Post-Interview Activity entitled "Identity Mapping" was a paper and

pencil task where participants were asked to draw a visual representation (i.e.,

flow chart, diagram, picture, etc.) of their different identities. The idea for this

activity emerged after reading an article by Younes and Asay (1998), entitled

"Resilient Women: How Female Graduate Students Negotiate Their Multiple

Roles." As part of the study, "Participants were asked to identify the roles that

they negotiated as they progressed in their degree program" (^11). After the

Instructions for the activity were listed, reflection questions were devised (see

Appendix F-1 for details). Identity mapping provided an unobtrusive way of

identifying and appreciating participants' beliefs, values, and understandings of

their own identities and roles. Participants articulated their inner thought

processes that transpired during the construction of their maps, which allowed

access into their lived realities including their role identifications. Note that at the

time of the interviews, these graphic representations were called "identity maps."

Afterwards, upon analyzing the maps, it was decided that this label did not do
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justice in capturing the complexity of these individuals' lives, their thoughts, and

their relationships. These documents were subsequently renamed "living self

maps," to more accurately capture the active state of being of the participants, the

fluidity of the maps (a sentiment expressed by one of the participants, who felt

that her map would be in a continuous state of flux, given the day, the

circumstances, and the context), the personal nature of this artefact, and the

multidimensionality of self, comprised of many facets including self, identities,

roles, and personality.

2. The second Post-Interview Activity entitled "Show and Tell" was a multipart task.

The idea for the object analysis was borrowed from an article by Barata et al.

(2005) entitled "Ivory Tower? Feminist Women's Experiences of Graduate

School." It was decided that this activity could easily be adapted to this study,

with a more explicit focus on having participants select an object that told a story

about one or some of the identities that they brought with them to graduate

school. The addition of a written component prompted the participants to think

more critically about the object that they selected, along with its meaning in

relation to their own identities. The idea for the metaphor identification

component of this activity came from the title of a research study by Harland and

Plangger (2004), "The Postgraduate Chameleon." This investigation described

students' "changing roles in doctoral education" (p. 73) and the juggling of

teaching and research responsibilities. The researchers went on to describe their

participants in the following way: "They appeared to be constantly changing

identities in a chameleon-like manner that seemed to depend on perceived
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advantage as they negotiated the complexities of particular academic activities"

(p. 81). What metaphors might female M.Ed, students use to best describe the

ways that they negotiated their identities during graduate school? This was an

interesting issue to explore, which enabled students to further explain their

feeUngs and experiences with identity negotiation over the course of their

graduate studies (see Appendix F-2 for a copy of the second take-home task).

3. The third Post-Interview Activity entitled "Strategy Development" was a paper

and pencil task where participants were asked to write a list of strategies that

would support student identity exploration both within and outside of the graduate

classroom. They were asked to consider strategies from multiple perspectives

(i.e., students, professors, administrators, etc.). This activity was informed by

numerous articles (i.e., Bruce, 1995; Hockey, 1994; Wiest, 1999; Younes & Asay,

1998) that included specific "recommendations," or "suggestions" for addressing

graduate students' multifaceted needs, roles, and identities (see Appendix F-3 for

a copy of the third take-home task).

The final dimensions of the data collection process involved the generation of

interview notes and researcher reflections. Over the duration of the interview,

observations of the proceedings were kept. Attention was paid to the participant's

nonverbal cues (i.e., body language), vocal characteristics (i.e., volume, pitch), emotional

states, and her overall responsiveness. Notes were made directly onto the blank interview

guide, under the corresponding interview question. Immediately after the interview was

terminated, and once the participant had left the room, the researcher spent 15 to 30

minutes writing a post-interview reflection which included commentary on her
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impression of the interview, surprises, points of confusion, important key words, as well

as any potential themes or questions that should be revisited during the subsequent

interview. The interview guide was then labelled using the participant's pseudonym and

the interview number (i.e., Alice-#1) and later placed into each participant's file. Figure 3

shows the four interconnected phases involved in the data collection process.

Data Collection and Recording

Extensive preplanning was undertaken during the proposal phase to ensure that

the data would be collected in a very systematic fashion. The detailed conceptualization

of the interview scripts and post-interview activities facilitated this process. After

engaging in participant recruitment and scheduling the first interviews, the data collection

process began. I conducted all of the interviews myself. It was important to me that I be

actively involved in the entire research cycle, as I believed that this would facilitate a

sound working knowledge of the data which would aid in subsequent analyses.

As I began to arrange interviews, I quickly realized that I would have to be

extremely flexible with respect to the timing and location of the interviews, on account of

the complex lived realities of the participants, in order to minimize any disruption to their

daily lives and routines. This meant deviating from my original plan, which was to

conduct all of the interviews in a specific room on campus. In some cases, we opted to

meet at other locations that worked best for the participants, and to conduct the

interviews at their convenience. Although this meant giving up some control with respect

to the environment and the scheduling of interviews, I wanted to accommodate the

participants and their busy lives as best as I could.

I ensured that each interview was conducted in a sensitive and respectful manner.
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Data Collection Process
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Attempts were made to conduct interviews in quiet, spacious, and private rooms. Unless

specifically requested by the interviewee, doors to the office space were kept closed in

order to provide an atmosphere of confidentiality and to minimize disruptions and

background noise. This enabled the participants to speak freely.

At the start of the first interview, I reviewed the Consent Form with each

participant. Upon obtaining their consent, the Pre-lnterview Script was read, and

authorization was requested in order to proceed with the interview (see Appendix G). It

was explained that all of the interviews were being audio recorded to ensure that I would

be able to accurately capture the participant's ideas and opinions. Participants gave

permission for the tape-recording of their interviews. Next, I began the formal

semistructured interview by having the participant identify a pseudonym. The purpose of

the first interview was stated, and then the questioning period ensued (see Appendix B).

Participants were given access to different resources (including Counselling

Services and Campus Ministries) in case they felt the need to discuss their feelings

further. Contact information for these resources was provided to them before the

commencement of the first interview, within the pre-interview script (see Appendix G),

and again after the first, second, and third interviews (see Appendix F-1, F-2, and F-3). If

at any point in time a participant experienced signs of distress, the interviewer engaged in

some of the following strategies: paused, asked if the participant was okay, asked if she

wanted to take a break, opened the door, indicated that the question could be skipped,

inquired if she was comfortable resuming, and/or asked the participant if it was her desire

to terminate the interview. Note that while at times certain participants did become

emotional (i.e., cry), they did not exhibit any other signs of distress, and felt quite
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comfortable continuing on with the interview.

Towards the end of the interview, I introduced the post-interview activity,

explaining the task, its purpose, and the procedure for completing and returning it (see

Appendix F-1). Each participant was given a copy of the instruction sheet. Participants

were thanked for their participation. The tape recorder was shut off and this concluded

the first interview. Afterwards, the participant and I either made arrangements for a

subsequent interview, or we decided that the participant would e-mail me with some

possible meeting times that fit with her schedule, and then I would confirm an interview

time and location via e-mail. I also indicated that a copy of the interview transcript would

be sent to them via e-mail shortly after the interview, which would give them an

opportunity to confirm the accuracy of the conversations and to add or clarify any points.

However, in actuality, an extended amount of time elapsed between the period when the

interview was conducted and the period when the transcript was sent to the participants.

There were a variety of reasons for this delay including national and international travel,

as well as active participation in a Research Assistantship and Teaching Assistantship.

These other commitments meant that my own research was temporarily put on hold.

Also, I had not anticipated the extensive amount of time it would take to transcribe the

interviews. I did make an attempt to contact the participants via e-mail afterwards, and

explain this delay. Their responses were positive and encouraging. As part of the data

collection procedure, I also recorded detailed interview notes based on observations that

were documented during each of the interviews, and wrote post-interview reflections.

The second, third, and fourth interviews were conducted in much the same way,

with each interview lasting approximately 60 minutes (see Appendix C, G, and H for the
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other interview scripts; and Appendix F-2 and F-3 for the other take-home tasks). If a

fifth interview was conducted, it served as a concluding session, bringing to a close any

unresolved questions or ideas from the previous interviews.

Throughout the entire process, I employed flexibility in my probing strategies. At

times probes stemmed from interesting contmients or questions that arose during previous

sessions. Other times, I engaged in on-the-spot probing, asking participants for more

information, to clarify or extend a specific idea that they had expressed. This degree of

flexibility was very beneficial in helping me to fiiUy understand participants' experiences

in as much detail as possible. It also led me in different directions that I might not have

been able to explore, had I not probed any further. Participants at the end of their contact

with me received a Letter of Appreciation, which indicated my appreciation and gratitude

for their individual participation and contribution to the study.

Participants played an integral role in the data collection process. Following a

phenomenological approach, it was believed that establishing and maintaining an

ongoing relationship with them over the course of the four to five interviews would allow

me to gain a wealth of information about the participants' understandings of their

identities and the ways that they negotiated these identities over time. I could also make

note of any changes in the way that they defined, thought about, negotiated, or explored

their identities over the duration of our meetings. This study demanded active

involvement from the participants, thus extensive commitment was required on their

behalf. Each participant was interviewed four times over a period of no less than 1

month. Participants also completed three take-home exercises which took at least 30

minutes each (although I speculate that some participants spent much more time working
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on the take-home tasks). They subsequently conducted member checks on each of their

four or five interview transcripts, which took approximately 30 minutes per transcript or

more, although some participants did not request for any changes to be made. This was a

total time commitment of at least 7 V2 hours. This process-driven approach to data

collection enabled participants to engage in an important active cycle of thinking,

sharing, doing, and reflecting.

Data Processing and Analysis

As Smith (1995) indicates, "There is no correct way to do qualitative analysis" (p.

18). This means that the researcher must decide on how to best make sense of the data

that have been collected. I relied on multiple methods to analyze the data gathered from

the semistructured interviews, post-interview activities, and researcher-generated notes.

The analysis process was informed by numerous sources (i.e., Boyatzis, 1998; Creswell,

1998, 2005; Dye, Schatz, Rosenburg, & Coleman, 2000; Gilligan et al., 2003; Smith,

1995). More specifically, the strategy that I employed involved a combination of three

integrated stages. These multidimensional facets of data analysis were often overlapping

and interconnected. They included: "Looking for themes" (Smith, pp. 19-20), selected

aspects of "The Listening Guide Method" (Gilligan et al., 2(X)3), as well as aspects of a

"Constant Comparison Method" (Dye et al., 2(X)0, p. 1). These strategies were selected

because they complemented and enhanced one another. When employed in tandem, they

enabled me to reach a deeper level of "knowing" about how the students themselves

understood the process of negotiating their intersecting identities and roles within the

complex institutional climate.

First, the advice offered by Smith (1995) regarding "Looking for themes" (pp.19-
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20) was loosely followed. This method was recognized to complement the Listening

Guide by bringing a more conventional approach to the data analysis. Verbatim, the five

steps Smith recommended included:

1

.

Read the transcript a number of times, using one side of the margin to note down

anything that strikes you as interesting or significant about what the respondent

is saying. Some of these comments may be attempts at summarizing, some may

be associations/connections that come to mind, others may be your own

interpretations.

2. Use the other margin to document emerging theme titles, that is, using key words

to capture the essential quality of what you are finding in the text.

3. On a separate sheet, list the emerging themes and look for connections between

them...

4. Produce a master Ust of themes, ordered coherently. .

.

5. Add an identifier of instances. Under each master theme you should indicate

where in the transcript instances of it can be found. ... (pp. 19-20)

Similarly, this strategy paralleled the Listening Guide as it also encouraged multiple read-

throughs of the transcripts, yet it provided a more systematic way of organizing the data

(i.e., through copious note-taking and list-generating) that coincided with my research

style. -

A secondary means of analysis involved the use of the Listening Guide as

described by Gilligan et al. (2(X)3). This method of analysis was well suited to the topic

being investigated, as it has similarly been used by these and other researchers to research

the concept of identity (GilUgan et al.). Important to this approach is that ". . .the process
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of listening requires the active participation on the part of both the teller and the Ustener"

(p. 159). Although this method has four specific phases including: "Listening for the

Plot" (p. 160), "I Poems" (p. 162), "Listening for Contrapuntal Voices," (p. 164) and

"Composing an Analysis" (p. 168), I decided to loosely follow the first three, recognizing

that I would later "compose" the write-up in a way that made sense to me, once all of the

separate, yet interconnected, methods of analysis had been performed.

"Listening for the Plot" as described by Gilligan et al. (2003), requires answering

the five W's (who, what, when, where, and why) in order to derive an appreciation of the

events and experiences within the transcript. "Repeated images and metaphors and

dominant themes are noted as are contradictions and absences, or what is not expressed"

(p. 160). I paid particular attention to discrepancies in statements between and across

participants. 1 also noted topics or themes that I expected to be mentioned, which

participants did not acknowledge or voice. This helped me to acknowledge some of my

own biases, and also pointed to places where participants' views deviated from existing

research. Another dimension of this phase was to consciously acknowledge your reaction

as a human being and as a researcher to the accounts and descriptions offered by the

participant (Gilligan et al.). I kept track of my reactions when I wrote researcher

reflections at the end of each interview, commenting on statements that I found

interesting, surprising, or confusing, statements or ideas that 1 personally related to, and

my own feelings throughout the process.

Gilligan et al. (2003) state:

Two rules govern the construction of an I poem: (a) underline or select every first-

person T within the passage you have chosen along with the verb and any
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seemingly important accompanying words and (b) maintain the sequence in which

these phrases appear in the text. (p. 162)

The I Poems provided me with another way of listening to each participant's voice and

her story. They allowed me to pinpoint specific tensions that each woman felt as she

negotiated her multiple roles and identities, her desires, goals, emotions, and her beliefs,

which could have been missed, had I merely listened for plot, or engaged solely in a

process of "Looking for Themes." The I Poems were also used to corroborate findings,

confirming some of the more obvious patterns or ideas that I had noted.

"Listening for Contrapuntal Voices," is depicted by Gilligan et al. (2003) as

returning to the initial questions guiding the investigation, and keeping these in mind

while keenly attending to the variety of voices that are expressed by one participant. I

found this phase to be particularly useful in helping me to listen to the different kinds of

gender issues that participants spoke of, and their particular emotions or perceptions of

themselves with respect to gender. Here, I heard voices of confusion and clarity; guilt and

perfection; as well as frustration and hope. I might not have detected these different

voices had I loosely followed this analytic strategy.

There were multiple reasons for selecting this analytical approach. Most

significantly, I liked how this method humanized the individual. It enabled me to

acknowledge that a human is a person first and foremost, rather than a mere number,

subject, or data producer (Gilligan et al.). I felt that this was an important point to

remember throughout the entire data analysis process. Not only did the Listening Guide

method facilitate an examination of both the entire interview transcripts as well as

isolated segments of text (Gilligan et al., 2003), it also allowed for an analysis of a single





69

person's experiences and a comparative analysis of multiple peoples' experiences. In

addition, the authors indicate how this approach validates the researcher's personal

reactions and insights and makes them a candid and important dimension of the analysis

itself. This is a vital dimension which phenomenological approaches often omit from

their analyses, but one that I felt was most useful for me, as I was so intimately connected

with the research topic. Moreover, this method recognizes the validity of the multiple

"voices" which participants may use to explain their experiences (Gilligan et al.). The

authors indicate that it also sheds Ught into the way that participants describe themselves.

"The Listening Guide method offers a way of illuminating the complex and multilayered

nature of the expression of human experience and the interplay between self and

relationship, psyche and culture" (Gilligan et al., p. 169). In tandem, while loosely

adhering to the Listening Guide Method, I also listened for prominent feminist-based

themes that emerged from the participants' voices, including themes involving "critique

and change" (Prasad, 2(X)5, p. 109), "oppression and exploitation" (Prasad, p. 1 10),

inclusion and exclusion (Mogadime, 2002, 2003), "barriers" (Barata et al., 2005;

Mogadime, 2002, 2003) and so on. I felt that together these strategies created a powerful

framework that aligned closely to my research questions, theoretical positioning, and

other aspects of my methodology, which made it an optimal analytic strategy.

Third, the article entitled, "A Constant Comparison Method: A Kaleidoscope of

Data" (Dye et al., 2000), loosely informed my analysis. Dye et al. used the metaphor of

the kaleidoscope to illustrate this type of analysis. I found this metaphor and description

of the approach particularly helpful. As a visual learner, it provided me with an image of

one analytical process, including both a representation of the parts as well as the whole
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picture and how themes, subthemes, and ideas are interconnected and organized in

different ways. I decided not to physically manipulate the data (i.e., in a hands-on

manner) as was done by the researchers. Although this was my original intent, I later

decided against it because I believed it would be too cumbersome, and unnecessary,

given my comprehensive analysis strategy up until that point. However, I did find the

article useful as it gave me a framework for thinking about how to group codes under

themes, and subthemes, to engage in revision and to look at responses to particular

questions across all participants (Dye et al.). A notable difference in our approaches

involved my strategy of revisiting the research questions amidst interpreting the broad

themes of significance. This helped me to derive the five significant themes which were:

participants' understandings of key concepts, such as identities and roles; life-long

learning and transformative pathways; gender issues; tensions, challenges, and

possibilities; as well as personal, professional, and educational implications. Dye et al., as

well as other researchers cited in their article did not follow this method; whereas, I found

it useful to think about the investigation in a holistic way. A second corresponding step

that informed the constant comparative method involved identifying the key dimensions

of the investigation that needed to be answered in order to fulfill its purpose. The explicit

and implicit questions emerging from that purpose statement included: What are

participants' identities and roles? How do these identities and roles intersect? How do the

women negotiate these intersections in light of environmental facilitators and barriers

(that might legitimize or discount these identities in various ways)? and What

recommendations (if any) do they have with respect to how others can best support them

in their identity explorations and negotiations? Considering the research questions in
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tandem with the subquestions that emerged from the study's purpose enabled the careful

pinpointing of the five key themes which are presented in Chapter Four, and the

realization that these key themes overlap, which illustrates the complexity of human

beings' identities, their identity intersections, and their strategies for negotiating these

identities.

Overall, it seemed as though Dye et al. (2000) let their intuition guide

them in making sense of the data. This approach appealed to me. Smith (1995) also

described a form of constant comparison, a continual revisiting of each interview,

comparing its contents to that of the others (see Figure 4). This, too, informed my

analysis as I was able to actively look for similarities between participants' expressions

of their experiences.

Methodological Assumptions

Numerous researchers suggest that qualitative research is predominantly

"inductive" in nature (i.e., Creswell, 1998, 2005; Dye et al., 2000; Smith, 1995).

Specifically, Creswell (2(X)5) indicates, "As you analyze and interpret data, keep in mind

that the picture you assemble will be inductive- that is, you will organize and report

findings beginning with the details and working up to a general picture" (p. 254). This

inductive approach drove the research process, as I worked from the "particulars" of the

interview scripts, and then attempted to look for broad patterns. "Phenomenologists

generally assume that there is some commonality in human experience and they seek to

understand this commonality" (Johnson & Christensen, 2(XX), p. 317). I hoped to describe

the interconnections in the participants' stories, their perceptions of themselves, and their

understandings of identities in a way that others could connect with at an intrapersonal
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Within One Participant's Set

ALICE

CORDELIA

<^ ^ ^ ^
^ ^ ^ ^

Figure 4. Constant comparison: Looking within and across participant data sets.





73

level deep within themselves (van Manen, 1997). According to van Manen,

In one of his lectures Buytendijk once referred to the 'phenomenological nod' as a

way of indicating that a good phenomenological description is something we can

nod to, recognizing it as an experience that we have had or could have had. In

other words, a goodphenomenological description is collected by lived

experience and recollects lived experience- is validated by lived experience and it

validates lived experience, (p. 27)

I hoped to reach this level of description that would enable the participants and other

readers to identify with the knowledge and experiences being presented in a way that

allowed for a physical reaction or "nod" acknowledging their legitimacy and envisioning

the possibility that these experiences and knowledges could ring true for themselves or

mirror aspects of their own identity negotiations.

According to Smith (1995), "The interviewer's role in a semi-structured interview

is to facilitate and guide, rather than dictate exactly what will happen during the

encounter" (p. 16). I went into the interviews with the belief that I did not know

everything about the phenomenon being investigated and that it was my desire to learn

from the participants. I followed a similar supposition made explicit in Smith's (1995)

writing, that "...assume[d] a 'natural' fit between semistructured interviewing and

qualitative analysis" (p. 9). It made sense to use a method of analysis that corresponded

with the data collection, the theoretical approach, and the nature of the research

questions. In terms of examining the data that had been collected, Smith proceeds by

indicating, "The assumption here is that the analyst is interested in learning something

about the respondent's psychological world" (p. 18). I was interested in learning how
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participants perceived themselves (i.e., identity related self-perceptions), as well as how

they understood their identities to intersect, and their inner thoughts about how their

identities were either being legitimized or discounted. Moreover, Smith states that,

"Either way, meaning is central and the aim is to try to understand the content and

complexity of those meanings rather than take some measure of frequency. This involves

the investigator engaging in an interpretive relationship with the transcript" (p. 1 8).

After reviewing the literature, I felt strongly that identity could not be thought of

as a singular construct; instead, it had to be recognized in its plural form "identities"

signifying the multifaceted nature of peoples' numerous identities. (I later reexamined

this assumption and acknowledged the possibility for the existence of both singular and

plural identity constructs). I assumed that all human beings have identities, and more

specifically, that these identities can intersect (or meet) in specific times and contexts. I

recognized the negotiation of intersecting roles and identities as a phenomenon that

could, in fact, be described and studied.

Limitations

The hmitations of this study were categorized into four main areas including:

sampling, data collection, participants, and researcher.

Sampling Limitations

This study had a relatively small number of participants. Some researchers,

(particularly in the quantitative field), may view this as a limitation, in that the results of

this study cannot be generalized from the participants to a larger group of students (i.e.,

all female Master of Education students within the program). Also, the method of

sampling (i.e., participant recruitment) could have been more systematic. The fact that
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participants were fellow peers that were known to the principal investigator, or known to

professors in contact with the principal investigator, made them easily accessible.

Data Collection Limitations

The data collection instruments were self-developed, but modified based on the

literature. In light of this process, specific procedures were used to ensure that the data

collected were credible (see subsequent section for details). Semistructured interviews

have their own Umitations. According to Smith (1995), "On the costs side, this form of

interviewing reduces the control the investigator has over the situation, takes longer to

carry out, and is harder to analyse" (p. 12). Potential threats to the results were reduced

by engaging in extensive planning prior to the interviews, creating detailed interview

guides, brainstorming possible probes that could be used to ensure that the interviews ran

smoothly, and thinking about potential responses that could be anticipated from the

participants. To combat the challenges with analyzing the data, a multistep approach was

used to interpret and make sense of the data from numerous viewpoints.

Limitations Associated With Human Beings

Participants. Since most of the participants knew the principal investigator, they

may have been more willing and eager to participate. Participants' personal

characteristics, such as a high degree of willingness or motivation, might have influenced

the results. Another limitation indicated by Smith (1995) is that perhaps participants may

lie, or they may formulate their answers based on what they think the researcher wants to

hear. Steps taken to combat these problems included: interviewing participants multiple

times and asking similar types of questions to check for consistency in their responses.
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attempting to display a nonjudgemental stance when participants answered questions, and

to allow participant responses to predominate the conversation.

Researcher. According to Ray (2003),

The scientist encounters many obstacles within the hard work of research that

may limit the types of questions that can be asked. Three of the most important

limitations are the tools we have available to us, our shared view of the world,

and our personal psychological limitations. . .. (p. 360)

Clearly, researchers are human and have their own biases, outlooks, and hypotheses. All

of these may have influenced the ways in which the variables were operationally defined,

the data were collected or analyzed, and the report was written. My "insider" position as

a Canadian female Master of Education student most likely meant that I shared similar

experiences and struggles with my participants. This may have afforded me an "insider

positioning," as participants felt comfortable speaking to someone who had likely gone

through similar challenges in negotiating multifaceted identities while pursuing graduate

studies. However, I had to be cautious that I did not project my "view of the world" or

understanding of my experiences with the phenomenon onto the participants. I tried to

ensure that their voices remained dominant throughout the interviews, that any personal

experiences which I did share, came after they had ab-eady shared their ideas and

experiences, and I often asked for clarification (through follow-up questions) on themes

that they discussed, so as not to presume that I automatically understood what they

meant.

Establishing Credibility

I proceeded to confirm the credibility of the study's findings through multiple
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statements from previous interviews against present interviews.

In addition, member checking was used in an attempt to ensure that the study was

credible. "Member checking is a process in which the researcher asks one or more

participants in the study to check the accuracy of the account" (Creswell, 2005, p. 252).

Transcripts of the interviews were electronically forwarded to participants, asking for

their feedback in terms of verification of the information. Finally, an extensive audit trail

was kept, which contained a series of file folders housing all of the information related to

the study.

Ethical Considerations

I completed an application for review of the proposed study by the institution's

Research Ethics Board. Since this study involved conducting research with human

participants, it was important to carefully explain any ethical risks that might arise,

including how they would be handled, and to outUne the way in which participants' rights

would be safeguarded at all times. Only after receipt of official approval from the

Research Ethics Board, did research with human participants commence (see Appendix A

for details). For the purposes of this study, conducting ethical research meant that:

• No deception or coercion was used at any time

• Participants did not experience any physical risks

• Psychological and emotional risks were minimal; that is, no greater than those

encountered in the participants' daily life (if participants became upset during the

interview, then some of the following strategies were employed: the interviewer

paused, a particular question was redirected or skipped, or participants were asked

whether they were comfortable with proceeding to the next question)
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• Participants were given information for resources on campus, such as counselling

services and campus ministries

• Participants' rights were preserved at all times

• Participants gave their voluntary informed consent

• The Principal Investigator agreed to preserve confidentiality (i.e., pseudonyms

were used, information related to participants' identities was scrutinized to ensure

that they were not easily traced back to them, names of actual places, people,

organizations, and agencies were changed, etc.)

• Participants were free to withdraw from the study at any point in time without

penalty or consequence

• A hard copy of the information from this study was kept in a secured location

• Participants potentially benefited by knowing that their voices were being heard

and shared with others through their contribution to scholarly research

Restatement of the Area of Study

It becomes important to revisit the purpose of the investigation, as a way of

grounding the study in its methodology and procedures. The main objective of this

qualitative phenomenological research was to explore female Master of Education

students' critical understandings of how they negotiated their intersecting identities

during graduate studies, and the ways in which their identities were either legitimized or

discounted within the institution. This purposeful investigation centred on the following

three research questions:

1. How do M.Ed, students theoretically, conceptually, and personally define

identities and intersecting identities?
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2. What environmental conditions either faciUtate or impede the exploration of

graduate students' multiple and intersecting identities within the institution?

3. What strategies support student identity exploration within and outside of the

graduate classroom? ., , .
.

The use of multiple means of data collection and analysis was paramount in

describing and understanding participants' multifaceted and intersecting identities and

their negotiations from different vantage points.
i^; .
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CHAPTER FOUR: PRESENTATION OF RESULTS

The following chapter presents the results of the investigation which align with

the three research questions originally posed. The results are organized around five

emerging themes depicted in Figure 5 which include an exploration of participants'

understandings of key concepts, such as identities and roles; life-long learning and

transformative pathways; gender issues; tensions, challenges, and possibilities; as well as

personal, professional, and educational implications. A chart presents the breakdown of

the five major themes and their corresponding subthemes, which offers a schema for how

this chapter is organized (see Figure 6 for details). An explanation ofhow these major

themes were derived was presented in Chapter Three.

Participants' Understandings ofKey Concepts

Before outlining participants' understandings of the key concepts (i.e., identity,

intersecting identities, roles, negotiation of identities, etc.), it is first important to describe

the participants who were a part of this qualitative investigation.

The Participants

The participants in this study included six female Master of Education students

from a mid-sized university in Southern Ontario. They ranged in age fi-om late 20s to late

50s. At the time of the study, three participants were not married (including one who was

a widow), and three were married (including one who was in a second marriage, previous

to that she had been a widow). Two did not have children, while four participants each

had two biological children (one ofwhich also had four step-children). Five of the six

participants were educators by profession, while one was a social worker. Two of the

educators were teaching at the high school level, two at the elementary school level, and
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1. Participants' Understandings

of Key Concepts

2. Life-long Learning and

Transformative Pathways

3. Gender Issues

4. Negotiating Multifaceted Roles

and Identities within Complex

Environmental Conditions

5. Personal, Professional and

Educational Implications

Figure 5. The results: Five key themes.
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one was working at the school board level. Two of the teachers were also employed as

part-time lecturers or instructors at a university. Five of the six participants were studying

on a part-time basis. They all came from three different fields of specialization:

Integrated Studies (3 participants), Curriculum Studies (2 participants), and Teaching and

Learning (1 participant). They were at various stages in their programs. Two were in the

coursework stage, while four were working on their exit requirements (1 portfolio, 2

projects, and 1 thesis). A tabular representation describes in detail the participants'

demographics (see Table 1).

Examining Participants' Living SelfMaps

Each of the six maps constructed by the participants was completely different, yet

personally meaningful to them. What follows is a description of the six living self maps,

which offer insight into the essence of each of these remarkable participants capturing

who they are (i.e., their unique stories).

Alice

AUce's map identified five central domains of importance to her, made up of her

identities, roles, and attributes. These five domains were personality/personal, family,

cultural, teacher, and student. Around these five core domains, she depicted a list of

words or statements associated with each one. In order to fully appreciate her map, it

becomes important to identify the way in which she understood the terms "identities" and

"roles" and what these terms meant to her. Here is how she explained the term identity:

"Um. . .well identity is who you are, so it's a way of. . .1 think the way you see yourself,

and that's all important above everything else, because your perception of yourself

affects every aspect of your life, your self-esteem, your interactions with others"
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(Interview #2, p. 2). In her mind, identity is something that is more stable, ever-present,

or permanent (inseparable from your self). To contrast, she understood a role to be more

flexible, temporary, and something that a person could move in and out of. ;

Of the five domains that Alice listed, she understood them to fit within three

different levels related to self, identities, and roles. She envisioned the -

personality/personal sphere to be intimately connected to the "self." At this level, she

described herself, her interests, her character, and her attributes. Some of the words she

used to describe "herself included: "country dweller," "dependable," "dog lover," "e-

mail addict," "worrier," "reader," and "trustworthy." Alice saw some of her personality

traits as variable according to context, time, and prior experience; while others as

consistent across contexts. Next, she categorized two of the domains as types of

identities, seeing them as stable and ever-present. These included familial identity and

cultural identity. With respect to her "familial identity," she described herself as "lucky,"

"supported," "dependent (emotionally and financially), a "dog owner," "daughter," and

"sister."

Regarding her "cultural" identity, she labelled herself as a "dual citizen," and an

observer of "European Christmas traditions." She also spoke frequently over the course

of our interviews of the year long cultural exchange that she participated in and the way

that it affirmed her ties to her heritage, enriching her awareness of her own roots. This

exchange had a significant impact on Alice and her understanding of her own cultural

identity. Lastly, Alice identified the other two domains as role-related. She felt that

"teacher" and "student" were flexible roles that she moved in and out of and, for that

reason, she saw them as being fundamentally different than her identities which she
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believed to be more permanent.

On her map, four of the five labels were located on the periphery (i.e., in each of

the four comers), while one was placed in the center of the page. When asked which of

these roles were most salient to her without hesitation, she expressed that family

remained her number one priority, coming before any of her other identities, roles, and

responsibilities. Of equal importance to her, was her "cultural identity." Next, she ranked

the role of "teacher" as significant to her, since it represents her livelihood.

Alice was able to recall the thought processes that transpired during the

construction of her map. She described a struggle in creating it, as she painstakingly

attempted to tease out the different aspects of her "self," which she quickly realized were

completely intersecting and overlapping rather than parcelled off into neat and distinct

parts. She said that oftentimes she negotiates some of these identities and roles

unconsciously, therefore, identifying the process and verbalizing it presented a challenge.

Yet, she articulated the need for sustained thought or reflection in this area. In her mind,

she felt that the map captured a very particular instance, "...and again, I think

too. . .um. . .depending on what day of the week you hit me, what time of the day. . .the

things that I would put in there would change...." (Interview #2, p. 5). As she described,

she oftentimes could get lost in her own thoughts, sharing that her friend calls her an

"over-analyzer." She also said, "Uh. . .1 found when I was doing this, very interesting to

me that I think we're more critical of ourselves than other people are of us" (Interview

#2, p. 9). When asked ".
. .what do you want your legacy to be? And what would you like

people to one day say about what you've accomplished," She responded,

,

.

.1 think. . .above all else, I'd like somebody one day to say I made a difference.
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Um. . .and that might just be one person, it would be great if it could be more than

one person, but really, if you can make a difference for one person in some way,

and of course if it's legacy, I would want it to be in a positive way. But again, that

quote, and you'll hear in teaching, you'll hear it all the time. Here comes the

teaching again! That, 'you never know when you're making a difference for that

one student.' And I think that's so powerful. Um. . .and it really kind of . . .if you

challenge yourself with that, keeps you on your toes. 'Cause it can be just one or

two words that you're not aware of at any given time that's gonna make a huge

difference. (Interview #2, p. 11) •

Armed with this awareness, Alice noted being careful when making decisions and

deliberate in her interactions, knowing that they may have far-reaching impacts upon the

many students she encounters.

The following I-Poem captures Alice's awareness of her own transformation

during graduate studies marked by her growing self-assuredness. A once timid student,

she has found her inner voice and has emerged more confident in her ideas and in her

own potential. ' '^ , ;

I guess

I guess

I've come to realize -^

I've had a lot of reaUzations

I've also... :

I've been able to identify

moments when I realized

I had to specifically say

I'm doing this paper

the knowledge I gained .

the skills I gained

the assignments I did

the other things I did
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I actually ended up extending

I ended up saying

what I did

(Interview #4, pp. 23-24)

Cordelia „

Cordelia's living self map was drawn in the shape of a Hiawatha Belt, to

intentionally represent her aboriginal identity, more specifically her Haudenosaunee

(Iroquoian) identity of Five Nations. In the centre, she identified her ".
. .mind, body,

spirit sense," (Interview #2, p. 1) as her identity or "self." According to CordeUa, the

process of "personal reflection" is fundamental to the functioning of her "mind, body,

spirit sense," as she contemplates her beUefs, actions, and routines. She also Usted four

broad categories of roles that she takes on. To the left, she depicted her roles within her

family (which were extensive and stemmed from the matrilineal organization of

Haudenosaunee society). She depicted her roles within the non-native community,

including that of teacher (formally and informally educating others about the aboriginal

ways of Ufe), as well as advocate for aboriginal rights and issues. To the right, she

depicted her multiple roles within the Six Nations community, such as teacher, language

learner, committee member, event organizer, volunteer, chauffer, etcetera. She also

described her roles within the global community, which included respecting nature, being

environmentally friendly, and showing gratitude on an ongoing basis. She articulated that

all of these symbols (which represented the Five Nations, as well the many roles that she

negotiated) were connected by a common path or roadway, in this case, two lines that

illustrated their interconnectedness with one another. Moreover, she stated that all of

these four broadly defined roles were of equal importance to her.
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Cordeilia reviewed her inner thoughts that emerged as she constructed the map.

She began to consciously think about the positioning of the symbols on either side of her

"mind, body, spirit sense," which she realized was influenced by both her

Haudenosaunee and her Catholic beliefs, becoming conscious of the intersections of these

different spiritual teachings or faith-bases that she grew up with.

She identified herself as being "bossy," and indicated that others also perceived

her this way (Interview #2, p. 4). Through her stories and examples, it was clear that she

had the internal resolve to accomplish anything. Her roles as advocate and educator

crossed multiple contexts (Interview #2, pp. 3-4) and were an important part of her

mission to educate others about the aboriginal ways of life, and to advocate for aboriginal

issues. Her map also portrayed her complex understanding of community.

Um. . .you know, for us, community is very important, but when you look at these

(symbols on the identity map), they're all about community. They're all

community. They all have a community aspect to them. So your community

is. . .you know, you have your native community and your non-native community,

but you have your family, which is also a part of your community, and then

you're looking at the world community. (Interview # 2, p. 5)

Her story was one of connectedness, recognition of interrelationships, and

interdependence, that everything is connected to everything else through systems of

relationships. She articulated that it is not about individuals; rather, we are a part of

something bigger than the self. Her "essence," was her community centeredness. Cordelia

was intensely focused on helping and giving back to her many communities. In

particular, with every decision that she made, and every action that she took, she always
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kept her aboriginal community's best interests in mind. She communicated a profound

sense of responsibility to the multiple communities in which she belonged, especially to

her Haudenosaunee community, and felt an intense pride towards this special identity.

The following I-Poem shows CordeUa's state of uncertainty and her lack of

direction prior to her moment of self-discovery (epiphany) as contrasted with her clear

purpose and path after her moment of self-discovery in the immersion program. Since ^

-

that time, she has been on a quest to preserve the Mohawk language for her community

and for future generations to come.

Ithink * •
. >

I think I am
I didn't think I would ever be where I'm at

Iwasjustlike '
- ^. ;

I went to university

I was like

I don't know what I want to do with my life

I was 18

Ithink

what I wanted to do

I kind of fell into what I'm doing

I kind of think that

I've been successful thus far

I want to keep going

I think that

I got to do this

I need to use it

(Interview #4, pp. 17-18)

Elizabeth

Rather than using the conventional paper format, Elizabeth brought in a series of

objects. She began by stating "Well my map is a metaphor done in a bag" (Interview #2,

p. 1). Elizabeth described some of her personal and "famiUal archives," (Weigert and
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Hastings, 1977) [a diverse collection of artefacts that were most significant to her, and

that captured her different identities], using them to portray meaningful moments,

relationships, and roles that she perceived as being central to identifying who she is.

She began by discussing the significance of the bag which she had used to

transport all of her objects. To her it signified the leadership role that she had played

while holding a position on the teacher's union. She saw this position of leadership as an

aspect of her professional life and roles. She talked about this leadership role as an

extremely positive part of her hfe, as it afforded her opportunities to travel, to facilitate

workshops, to gain highly focused professional development, and to invigorate herself.

She also brought in a series of objects (i.e., a lobster, a Buffalo horn, and a clam)

all of which in some way represented her cultural identity and values which stem from

her East Coast identity. Elizabeth indicated that some of her personality traits come from

her cultural background, such as her talkative nature, her friendliness, and her welcoming

disposition. At her core, she is a "storyteller" (identifying herself as such on numerous

occasions and indicating that this was a valuable role as perceived by her East Coast

culture). She continuously shared stories and anecdotes that had morals which could be

learned from and applied to one's own life. Furthermore, she acknowledged having a

profound sense of optimism, and maintaining a positive, and hopeful attitude.

Next, she brought in a mask which represented her passion for the arts, and a link

to her professional life, and her subject specialization. However, this object had multiple

meanings to her.

. . .And it's double edged too because like everybody, I mean I. . .1 wear a half

mask. You only get to see half of me and that's. . .only certain people get to see all
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of me. And so this is a half mask, so it really I thought was a good representation

of not only my career, but also the state of my being. (Interview #2, p. 2)

Another important dimension in her life was the role of faith. Elizabeth talked

about a tree in her garden that represents her faith in God and how her own belief system

is the centre of her Hfe, just as the tree is in the centre of her garden. Also related to faith,

she brought in a figurine of Buddha, discussing the ways in which she closely aligns with

numerous Buddhist beUefs, connecting with their teachings and readings. Another object

representing faith was a Christian prayer card. She used this as a way to speak of the

merging of these two faiths Christianity symboUzing her past (upbringing throughout

childhood) and Buddhism symbolizing her present (the current connection with this

faith). She highlighted her ability to integrate both into her hfe.

For her, a pair of baby booties worn by her children represented her role as a

mother, which she consciously decided to make a top priority in her life. She also

presented a bracelet that was given to her by her children, and how it was meant to

provide her with positive praise and encouragement, validating her efforts after she

became a single parent. Moreover, Elizabeth talked about being a graduate student, and

the learning curve that occurs. And lastly, related to her professional roles, she mentioned

being a lecturer at a university and working with adult learners. »

In presenting her map in this way, it became clear that Elizabeth wanted to

highlight the objects' significance not only in terms of the identities and roles which they

symbolized, but also the complexity of the human relationships that had impacted her

life. Elizabeth indicated that many of her core beliefs and values were acquired from role

models in her hfe, as she was shaped by their actions. For instance, she identified her
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stepfather as a role model. "I also have to say too that um. . .a huge part of my identity is

my father. I try to practice the principles he upholds. He's one of the kindest, patient,

most generous and loving people I've ever met!" (Interview #2, p. 3). Elizabeth also

recognized her grandmother as a remarkable individual, strong, jovial, entertaining,

young at heart, active, and always there for her.

Elizabeth acquired additional beliefs over time. For instance, she believes that

everyone has strengths and abilities, but it is up to each individual to apply these

strengths and abilities to be successful in life. She also borrows her philosophies from

things that she has read. As an example, a saying that she firmly supports is, "One seed

can start a garden, one smile can lift a spirit, one candle can light a room" [Author

unknown] (Interview #2, p. 7). Her belief is that a single individual has incredible

capabilities for facilitating change. She also identified her own Philosophy of Education

as aUgning with the passage entitled "The Star Polisher" which celebrates the teaching

profession, recognizes the diversity of children, and emphasizes the importance of

nurturing them all and building their self-esteem, as every child is deserving of love and

education.

When asked to explain the arrangement of her map, she Usted two chronological

groupings, that of "past" and "present" identities and roles. EUzabeth mentioned how her

personality has been impacted by her lack of siblings, which forced her to seek out others

and socialize with them, to sign up for many activities, discovering the need for

connection and stimulation. To that end, she said "I'm a joiner" (Interview #2, p. 10). She

also expressed that her involvement in many activities provides her life with direction

and satisfaction. She articulated the importance of working from her strengths, and being



'- ^,

-1/ .^'M



95

willing to try new things.

When asked about the salience of these different identities and roles, Elizabeth

indicated that being a mother is her first priority, and most important to her, followed by

her role as a teacher, which she sees as her vocation. She expressed the validation that she

receives from her students who tell her that they need her. Third, she ranked the roles that

she has within her biological family (i.e., daughter, sister, aunt). Fourth, she valued her

role within the support system that she is a part of, articulating the importance of sharing

with and mentoring others. Fifth, Elizabeth Usted her friendship related roles (indicating

that she has many friends around the country, who are important to her). Sixth, she

mentioned the roles she plays within her extended (nonbiological) family with whom she

is connected to by marriage. Of least significance to her is widowhood. She was a

vivacious, positive, caring individual, for whom mothering, teaching, and mentoring were

recognized as central ways of being.

The following I-Poem speaks to the death of EUzabeth's husband and the many

challenges that ensued. She shared the devastating impact it had on her children and how

she was forced to start over with very little; yet, she was able to find her strength within.

She worked with her hands, creating something thriving, aUve, and beautiful out of

something that initially looked dark and desolate.

I was left alone

I had a kid in jail

the hardest thing I've ever had to do

I figured

I didn't know
I moved

I had no money.

Igotthisjob ^! o

I used every penny to do a garden

I'd never gardened in my life.
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I think

I realized

I am one gutsy, ballsy woman
I just said

I gardened

I turned what was mud into this

(Interview #4, pp.4-5)

Kathryn

Kathryn expressed her delight in using software programs to assist her in creating

graphic organizers or mind maps, as she believed that they help to manage information.

Her map was large, clear, labelled, and systematic. It was "colour-coded" to separate her

roles and emotions. Multiple kinds of shapes were used to depict different types of levels

(distinguishing labels, actions, goals and characteristics related to her perceived roles).

Her map also included "unidirectional" and "bidirectional" arrows, which illustrated the

interconnections and "influences" between her roles. Certain roles, characteristics, and

goals were also highlighted to show their connectedness to her graduate studies. Overall,

the map was very complex and intricate, showing a multilayered self.

In total, she listed seven "domains" including: learner, leader, teacher, friend,

passion, woman, and spiritual. She then discussed each of them more specifically. Even

though on her map she had labelled them all as "identities," she later reconsidered this

term and indicated that they were actually more like roles, with the exception of one

("passion") which was more of a guiding emotion or action. Rather than paraphrase what

is written on her map, her direct words are used to preserve the vocabulary and meaning

as she identified it on her living self map.

Learner. "I am learning about things I am interested in, looking to make new

connections, to construct new knowledge for and about myself and others in the
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following domains." Characteristics include: "open-minded, flexible, schematizing,

critically-thinking, [and] innovative," with a goal: "to construct understanding in many

ways."

Leader. "I have a responsibility to facilitate, coordinate, engage, work toward,

consider how to enjoin others to change, etcetera, in these domains." Characteristics

include: "respectful, resilient, innovative, facilitative, prudently directive, [and]

collaborative," with a goal: "to share and gradually release responsibility."

Teacher. "I am focused on facilitating the learning of others and of myself in

these domains." Characteristics include: "respectful, caring, reflective, observant, [and]

knowledgeable," with a goal: "to make connections explicit."

Friend. "I care about the relationships I choose to focus on. I am concerned with

how I come across to others, that I am seen as approachable in these domains."

Characteristics include: "open, warm, caring, respectful, fun, [and] generous," with a

goal: "to make deep connections with people." i

Woman. "I grapple with gender issues of power and division of labour, [I] am a

mom, [I] am a wife, [I] am a lover, [I] deal with body and ageing issues in these domains.

Characteristics include: "strong, capable, insecure, conflicted, [and has a] sense of

physicality," with a goal "to find balance."

Spiritual. "I think about God, about Jesus, about morality, about godly

relationships, I worship, pray, meditate, ruminate, [and] consider how to help in these

domains." Characteristics include: "thoughtful, contemplative, good-seeking, connection-

oriented, [and] God-focused," with a goal "to love God and love people."

Passion. She recognized it as an action or emotion that she expresses across
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contexts. "In this identity lives a sense of style for home, office, [and] self, touching these

domains. Characteristics include: "lives in the here-and-now, joyful, enjoys beauty,

goofy, fun, colourful, [and] outgoing," with a goal "to feel deeply." It became clear that

her passion and her deep commitment to her spirituality are at the essence of who

Kathryn is as a human being, and are central to the way that she lives her life.

Above all, however, she recognized her role as teacher as a vocation, and a part of

her core, for which she had an unwavering commitment. This role, along with her

spiritual role, she ranked slightly above the others and saw them as "driving" forces in

her Ufe, both of which she has an intense passion, integral to her sense of being in this

world. Kathryn beUeved that the map was a representation of her "values." She stated,

"Um. . .you know 'respect' comes up quite a bit, um. . . 'connections' comes up a lot. . .um

'caring' comes up a few times..." (Interview #2, p. 14). She is aware of her own values

and the attributes that she exudes on a regular basis.

When asked to recall the thought processes that transpired during the construction

of the map, Kathryn expressed the challenge that she experienced in soUdifying or

merging all of her thoughts together. She said that she felt as though using "adjectives"

alone, would be too narrow, and would fail to adequately capture the depth of her

identities and roles. ".
. .it was helpful for me to kind of get a grip on it. . .when I framed it

with a goal, then I got kind of a different lens than when I just had characteristics"

(Interview #2, p. 1). She revealed that the goals offered her new insights and

perspectives.

She recognized many parallels between the role of teacher and learner and

admitted that these two roles were foremost on her mind, and offered her the starting
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point. Also, she acknowledged that she constantly thought about her identities from the

reference point of being a graduate student. After much thought, she felt like something

had been overlooked, and came to recognize this as the role of gender in her Ufe. She was

unconsciously creating a holistic map by identifying her emotional, physical, spiritual,

cognitive domains and her needs within them. She kept refining the image until all of the

domains were represented. Kathryn's ultimate realization from this activity was the

recognition of her personal transformation, having changed over the years from being

pessimistic to adopting a more optimistic, positive view. She credits her continued

commitment to developing her spiritual life as the reason for this transformation.

The following I-Poem captures Kathryn's awareness of her gender and how it

impacts her thoughts, her identities, and her experiences. Ageing, her body, and her

health were prevalent themes on her mind when speaking to her gendered sense of self.

I got

I thought

I grapple with

I am a mother

I am a wife

I am a lover

lam

I didn't know how to

I called it a sense of physicality >

I sense me in the here and now

I am getting older

I can feel it in my body

I can't

I used to

I hurt more

I have had issues

I am pre-menopausal or peri-menopausal
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I guess

I've had this procedure

(Interview #2, p. 4)

Maria

Maria repeatedly discussed her determination to achieve a symmetrical map. It

was drawn on a Cartesian plane, containing an x and y axis with bidirectional arrows,

which showed the potential of her identity and roles to shift in various directions. She

indicated that the shapes depicted were ".
. .more Uke water waves [rather than circles],

because . . .they can expand and they can overlap" (Interview #2, p. 1). She saw her

identities and roles as permeable, fluid, and capable of influencing and intersecting with

the others. All together, there were six concentric waves, each slightly larger than the

previous.

She stated, "In the middle of the first circle. . .is 'core me,' who I really think I am,

. . .what I. . .Uke; myself, like my inner self, . . .what kind of person I am, and my own

needs" (Interview #2, p. 2). She envisioned this "core me" to encompass her self-

perceptions and self-beliefs, her preferences, her character, and her needs. She identified

it as providing her life with "inner meaning," serving as "the base of every other identity"

and keeping her "grounded" (Interview #2, p. 2). She suggested that without a strong

base, one might be more susceptible to identity crisis or confusion, and may act

inconsistently across contexts. While the "core me" represented the inner most part of the

"self," Maria indicated that the other labels Usted on her map stood for broad categories

of roles that she performed. She talked about each of these categories in more detail. For

instance, the second "wave" on her map, depicted her "immediate family" related roles

which included: "being a mom, being a sister, being a daughter, being a cousin..."
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(Interview #2, p. 2). She said that these roles involve continuous negotiation and

truthfulness with those around you. The third "wave" stood for her "Social" roles. These

roles related to friendship, personal interests (such as her academic studies), and her plans

for the future. Maria recognized these first three domains ("core me," "immediate family"

related roles, and "social roles") as internally driven, highly personal, and inaccessible to

most people.

The fourth "wave" was identified as representing her "Professional" roles (or

"jobs"). She talked about being a part of the teaching profession in general, as well as

being an early childhood educator, and her work as an international languages instructor.

Maria articulated that she had multiple professional roles, which were multilayered. She

often kept them separate, and they often required different sets of abilities and skills.

Interestingly, when describing her actions and mindset with respect to her professional

life, she identified herself as a "control fi*eak" (Interview #2, p. 15). She talked about her

quest for perfection, stating ".
. .1 have to be perfect." (Interview #2, p. 15). Maria

expressed her need to compartmentalize her other roles and to find a way to leave them

behind when she enters into her work role as a "teacher," because as she explained, a

child's well-being depends on your attentiveness, stating that with this role comes

immense "responsibility." She described a teacher as a detective who must rely on astute

observation and careful question posing to arrive at unbiased conclusions that ultimately

put the students first. Within this professional role, she eluded to the notion that ethical

and moral dilemmas may arise, which will require careful decision making. She

expressed other very strong beliefs about teaching, adamantly stating that grade level

distinctions (as a means of categorizing teachers) must be dissolved and that teachers
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ought to be viewed as generalists, who need to feel comfortable venturing outside of their

."comfort zones" to experiment with a variety of levels and subjects. She believed that

this allowed for new self-awareness, identification of novel interests, and it prevents

teachers from becoming complacent, giving them mental stimulation and new challenges.

The last two broad categories of roles which she identified herself as negotiating

included: "Societal" roles (at the local, governmental and national levels) and well as the

global role of "World citizen." Maria perceived these three as external roles often created

or shaped by others' perceptions and expectations. In essence, the organizational

structure of her map began with the specific or most personal domain and ended with the

most broad or global domain. She also identified the domains as being context dependent.

She remembered noting the challenge that she had with depicting her

understanding of identities and roles in a graphic form. She talked about how she

constantly altered the image until she found something that best captured her

understanding of the complexity of self/identity/roles; with the key piece ultimately being

the idea about her identity and roles that "They're all overlapping as one whole"

(Interview #2, p. 11). She made it clear that the size of the waves did not correspond with

the role or identity's perceived importance to her. She prioritized her identity and roles,

and listed them in order of their importance, even before the question of salience was

posed to her.

Maria understood her identity and roles to be hierarchical, one building upon the

next, forming a continuous sequence. She saw this interdependence as similar to

Maslow's (1954) Hierarchy of Needs, stating.

If my basic needs are not satisfied first, meaning, if I don't really know who I am
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and what I like, and what suits me, and if I don't have this family or social

[sphere] uh in place, then I can't go into professional. I'm lost. Like I'm gonna

hate everything that I do. I probably will be one of the people who can't find the

perfect job, or the perfect grade to teach. It's always something missing in your

life, you're always constantly complaining about that. Maybe those people I

believe are missing something in the base, in their basic needs. (Interview #2,

p. 20)

She expressed that knowledge of one's self is fundamental, providing stability

within the previous identities and roles which allows an individual to successfully

negotiate subsequent roles. She felt that a lack of this self-awareness could be a link to

discontentment, identity loss, or even role confusion. To her, being aware of your "core"

is critical to leading a content existence.

On her map, she listed three driving forces that propel her roles in motion (she

called them "engines") and implied that they work together to enable the successful

navigation of her multiple roles. These driving forces or "engines" included

flexibility/willingness to be open, organization/planning, and motivation. She referred to

these positive traits and attitudes frequently, and recognized them as critical to her

continued existence. To her, part of being flexible meant recognizing change as positive

and valuable and being at ease with it. It also meant having multiple interests and being

versatile. Furthermore, organization and planning meant having long and short term

objectives, thinking about the future, and being careful when making decisions. To her,

motivation meant being driven, self-disciplined, and having an eagerness to act upon

things. She also identified herself as both "positive" and "private."
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She was globally conscious and very interested in exploring what went on in other parts

of the world. She desired to hear varied perspectives, to understand the practices that

occur in various nations, and felt a profound sense of duty to be informed and to be

action-oriented.

Maria expressed her preoccupation with generating comparisons. She noted how

she frequently compared her roles with each other, herself to others, nations to other

nations, education systems across the world, and peoples' different thinking patterns. On

many occasions, she emphatically stated, "I'm a thinker" (i.e.. Interview #2, p. 11). She

was analytical. She viewed herself as cerebral and theoretical. She had a very enquiring

mind, and posed thoughtful questions on a regular basis. For instance, at work, she asks

herself and others:

. . .What's going on? Who is writing curriculum? Who are the people who are

deciding about our curriculum? Who is to say? I was so interested in who those

people are. Who are they? Where are they working? I want to know how the

system functions, and how I end up having curriculum that I have to follow.

(Interview*!, p. 8)

The following I-Poem captures the complexity of Maria's student identities. It

documents her decision to apply to graduate studies, her wiUingness to take chances with

her learning, and to try new things. It shows her strong sense of self, her astute emotional

awareness, and her careful decision-making that is guided by the thoughts of the people

that matter most in her life.

I applied

I didn't know

I applied
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I was interested

I haven't had

I haven't had

but I challenged myself to learn more

why I really am

I choose

I am personally interested

I also balanced my roles

I think

how I balance them

I might become pessimistic

I am now very optimistic

who I really am
what I think is important

I always feel my roles

not that I just do things

I need to feel

I choose to do the right thing

(Interview #1, pp. 23-24)

Mia

Mia's living self map was created using a cut-and-paste technique. It contained a

series of computer generated images that represented her identity and broad categories of

roles. It contained colour, simple shapes, cartoon-like imagery, and a construction paper

backing. She stated, "I like the pictures. I like getting colourful pictures that represent

things that are a little bit funny to look at. Um. . .it's just my personality I think. I like it"

(Interview #2, p. 6). While describing her map, she spoke about preserving the likeness of

others, and wanting to create something that was aesthetically pleasing. She also

indicated that the images were carefully selected, so that there was an alignment between

the pictures on her map and the message that she was trying to convey.
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Her map most closely resembled a bubble map, with the word "Me" in the centre

and arrows radiating outward to depict five broad categories of roles that she negotiated,

which she proceeded to describe. Two playful children and an authoritative-looking man

represented her family. She identified her roles within the family, including being a wife

and mother. An image of a cross-legged Buddha represented the role that spirituality,

specifically her Buddhist faith, plays in her life. She identified her spirituality as enabling

her to derive a sense of calmness and a capacity for reflection. Interestingly, there was a

third image on her map of a seductive woman in an evening dress holding a cocktail. She

talked about this past persona that she once held, formerly being someone who was

exciting, who was free to socialize, and who would enjoy the night life and indulge.

There was a sense of role loss, in the way that she spoke about her lively former "party

girl" self. Two separate images of a diploma, and a stack of books with an apple, both

represented her student-related roles, including that of a graduate student, teaching

assistant, and soon-to-be instructor. The final image of a woman in a uniform, with

broom and dustpan in hand, represented her work-related role, which she recognized as

having to perform out of necessity (for financial stability) rather than enjoyment. There

was a sense of emptiness or lack of fulfillment as she spoke of her present job. She

articulated the desire for a change, and an opportunity to pursue something new. Mia

identified her family and academic related roles as being salient. She articulated that both

spheres enable her to feel great joy and satisfaction, offering challenges and rewards. She

spoke of the love and pride that she has for her family, and the mental stimulation that

she gains from academia. The two in tandem provided a balance to her life. Then, in

declining order of importance, she listed: spirituality, followed by her job, and, finally,
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the "party girl" as least important. Mia listed "pet owner" and "homeowner" as secondary

roles that did not directly appear on her map, but were subsumed underneath the broad

category of "family."

She identified the construction of her map as an intuitive and spontaneous

process. Her internal thoughts were guided by a reflection of her typical daily activities

and routines. "So that just sort of came naturally, and then [I] just thought of all the

different sort ofjobs that 1 do, or places that 1 go, and then [I] tried to find a visual

representation of them..." (Interview #2, p. 7). This retracing of her footsteps provided

her with a strategy for identifying her multiple roles. Ultimately, Mia recognized her map

as a statement of her values: "Um. . . I guess it speaks to what 1 find important, because

those are the ones [roles] that I've included." (Interview # 2, p. 7) She understood her

map to be a representation of her current stage of development, ".
. .Um I guess too,

where I am in my life, it speaks to" (Interview #2, p. 7), as well as directions and

aspirations, such as where she envisions herself to be in the future. She articulated a

consciousness towards the relative sizes of the images she selected and the proportional

relationships that were demonstrated. She felt that this gave an added layer of meaning to

her map. Mia articulated that the little image of the "worker" captured the insignificant

role that her job plays in her life, and the dissatisfaction and exhaustion that she feels

associated with work. On the other hand, the proportional relationships conveyed her

interests. "Um. . .the fact that I think I've represented academic tendencies twice,

probably speaks volumes to the fact that I really enjoy doing that and that's where I'm

headed right now" (Interview # 2, p. 7). Much of Mia's subsequent discussion focused on

her present interest in higher education, which was a pathway that she intended on
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exploring further. Ultimately, she identified passion for her family and her studies as

driving forces in her life.

The following I-Poem illustrates Mia's understanding of success. There is a

duality in this poem, as you listen to her conflicting portrayals of herself. On one hand,

she acknowledged her progress through the program, and deemed herself to be ,

successful; yet, on the other hand, she saw her shortcomings, and perceived her

accomplishments to be minor rather than extensive. She grappled with her compulsion to

add to her heavy workload, and to become increasingly involved in a variety of things.

She came to a realization that straining herself in this way could be detrimental.

I don't know why
I mean

I got into a conference on my own
I don't know if that's a big thing or not

I've made it to my thesis

I've stuck it out

I'm successful

I'm such an overachiever »

I'm not published

I've only presented at this conference

I always see what more there is to do

I'm having a hard time writing this.

How would I define success?

Doing what I'm doing

I don't know
I just always have that. .

.

I have to do more

I always overextend myself

I have to stop that.

(Interview #4, pp. 15-16)

Similarities Across Maps

There were some notable similarities across participants' maps and throughout
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their discussions of themselves. Most of the participants shared personality characteristics

and personal foci. Evidence of direct and indirect perfectionism was noted among five of

the six participants, four of which even used the word "perfectionist" when referring to

themselves. Three participants said that they were "over-achievers," and two identified

themselves as "control-freaks." Two of the participants talked about their cautiousness

when making significant decisions in their lives. Most of the participants discussed their

openness to new ideas and novel experiences. They also referred to their genuine desire

to help others and to make a difference.

All six of the participants spoke to some extent about "driving forces,"

"purposes," or "legacies." Many of them even talked about multiple guiding purposes

within their personal and professional lives, whether it was to give back to their

community, to make a positive impact in someone's life, to contribute to society, to help

students, to be a good parent, to learn, or to be a spiritual being. Only one participant

indicated that she did not derive a sense of purpose from her present professional life;

however, her familial and academic life provided her with a deep sense of purpose.

Four participants talked about spirituality, faith, or religion as being important in

their lives. They indicated the richness that comes from Uving a spiritual existence. For

three of the participants, maintaining balance in their Uves was a major priority. Three

individuals also placed a focus on making connections and building relationships. Three

of the six also indicated that teaching was their vocation. Two participants emphasized

the importance of staying true to themselves. While most of the participants mentioned

the theme of ageing, for two of them, it was part of their immediate lived reality.

Participants' Uving self maps were complex and authentic; yet, they also shared
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various commonalities.

Theoretical Underpinnings "

Most of the participants did not articulate having any prior knowledge of identity-

related research or theories. Those participants that remembered having previously read

some literature in this area did not recall or provide any specific details as, in some cases,

much time had passed since their introduction to identity theory. However, three of the

participants did refer to other types of theories or theoretical terms (i.e., complexity

theory, flow theory, Maslow's (1954) Hierarchy of Needs theory, "impostor syndrome,"

etc.) to explain the negotiation of their own identities and roles as graduate students, as

learners, or as human beings. Accordingly, their understanding of the key concepts

related to this study was grounded in their own very personal experiences, their

thoughtful conceptualizations of these constructs, and their integration of other

theoretical models to explore, identify, and describe their own identities and roles.

Defining Identity

Interestingly, two of the participants indicated that the word "identity" evoked

negative first impressions and feelings. Kathryn's first thoughts were of "spies," and

"identity theft," while Maria's first thought was of a "scary," "formal," "rigid," and off-

putting entity. However, Maria identified a disconnect between her initial images and

feelings evoked by the term, and her own personal understanding of it.

A common thread across all of the participants' discussions of identity was the

idea of it being a sum of many things (be it roles, daily actions, etc.).

Alice's first thought on identity was that it included "parts of being." Personally,

she said, "For me it's the three parts right now, the family aspect, the professional aspect,
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and then the student aspect" (Interview #1, p. 2). For her, identity involves the sum of the

spheres in her life, which include her roles within these spheres. Maria saw the sum of

her Ufe experiences and actions as playing a role in shaping her identity (i.e., her

conceptuaUzation was of the journey she has gone through thus far in her life, and key

experiences through this journey which she believed were instrumental in shaping who

she is at this point in time).

Both Maria and Elizabeth referred to identity as a collection of "recipes." For Elizabeth,

these recipes provide her with a working understanding of her roles and the necessary

actions that govern them. "Personal identity is. . .is having (for me) a definition and. . .and

an operant scheme wherein 1 can determine what I should be doing, how should I be

functioning as a mother? How should I be functioning as a teacher?" (Interview #1, p.3)

Together these many "recipes" contribute to her identity.

Kathryn articulated a similar sentiment, understanding identity to be a collection

or group of features. "So to me, 1 would say probably identity is that unique set of not

just skills, but knowledge, skills, um. . .thinking patterns, you know that make me who I

am" (Interview #1, pp. 5-6). She identified multiple factors that contribute to one's

identity, internal factors, like personality (which other participants have mentioned), but

also external factors like geography and socioeconomic status.

A total of four participants referenced the idea of internal and external dimensions

being a part of identity. Alice, for instance, indicated that one's personality and beUefs

(internal constructs) as well as their roles (external tasks and behaviours) are an integral

part of identity. Similarly, Mia highlighted two parts to identity, personal identity as

understood through a person's own eyes, and identity as defined through society's eyes.
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Her definition suggested that these two components were not mutually exclusive, but

were bidirectional, interacting with each other, as they happened in tandem.

She indicated that there are societal expectations or labels imposed upon people, while at

the same time, people are trying to make connections to the information that they are

receiving and attempting to internalize it. This dual process influences peoples' identities

and self-perceptions, which, in turn, has an effect on their outward projection of

themselves and their interactions with others. Here, relating and connecting internal and

external factors becomes significant to identity.

Another trend across the participants' definitions of identity was the idea that self-

perceptions are involved. Alice articulated this sentiment as follows: "...so it's a way

of. . .1 think the way you see yourself, and that's all important above everything else,

because your perception of yourself affects every aspect of your life, your self-esteem,

your interactions with others" (Interview #2, p. 2). Elizabeth understood her own identity

in terms of her self-defined priorities; what she puts first in her life. To her, identity

involved personal awareness of her roles and corresponding behaviour. She stated,

"Identity for me is the perception of what my role is, or what channel I should be on"

(Interview #1, p. 2).

Two participants expressed the notion that identity also encompasses one's

beliefs. Cordelia indicated that identity is:

Who you are, but who you are, not only um. . .who you are in the sense of the

quote unquote label that you would give yourself for identity, but who you are in

the ideological sense. You know, what does who you are (the label) have to do

with the way you think, the way you act, the way you interact with people, all of
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thosetypesof things. (Interview #1, p. 5)

This notion was mirrored by Alice as well.

An added component of identity noted by two of the participants was its

connection to a larger plan (i.e., vision) or significant contribution that an individual

could make or be a part of. Alice felt that identity was connected to "legacy," which, for

her, was about leaving behind a positive imprint, by helping others, or touching peoples'

lives in some way. It was linked to her specific hopes regarding "accompUshments" that

she was striving to achieve. Cordelia recognized identity as being part of her shared

Haudenosaunee community vocabulary and imagery. She stated, "...I see identity almost

as Uke my purpose for being on this earth.. ." (Interview #1, p. 11). Cordelia identified

her purpose as helping preserve the Mohawk language for the benefit of her entire

community.

Two participants acknowledged that for them identity was about balance.

Cordelia noted that her Iroquoian "cultural" tenets, "oral traditions," customs, and

teachings of identity were about the maintenance of balanced systems of relationships in

the world, about harmony, and interconnectedness. Maria noted that personally identity

was about achieving balance and stability in her own life.

Identity or Identities? A Singular or Plural Construct?
*

;

Overall, participants' responses with respect to the nature of identity were

classified into three groups: identity as a singular construct (i.e., one core identity),

identity as a plural construct (i.e., multifaceted identities), or identity as both (i.e., a

person can have one core identity, and multiple identities operating in tandem).

Four participants referred to a "core" identity, using it to represent a singular
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construct. Cordelia strongly believed in the singularity of identity. "I see myself

as having one identity, multiple roles" (Interview #1, p. 10).

While she is unwavering in her belief of identity as a singular construct, she does

demonstrate some uncertainty with respect to its state (whether it malleable, or constant

and unchanging over time). Likewise, other participants' responses also showed

disagreement with respect to the state of identity. AUce believed that the core is flexible.

"I think you have a core identity that I think is always open to change, and to

influences..." (Interview #1, p. 4). To her, it is permeable and malleable. Contrastingly,

Maria and Elizabeth recognized the "core" as unchanging. For them, it is the central

guiding identity that remains the same across situations. Maria views her "core me" to be

largely predetermined. She suggested that it is the inner most part of the self. She felt that

her needs must be met in order to have a strong and secure "core." Elizabeth linked her

core to the religious teachings that she grew up with. When she referred to her core, it

was synonymous with her constant values and morals that guided her across situations.

Kathryn was adamant that people have multifaceted identities. Similarly, Alice, Mia, and

EUzabeth all indicated that they personally had multiple identities; however, their

different responses related to the construct of identity, proved that they believed it was

possible to have both a singular identity as well as multifaceted identities that operated in

tandem.

No one was more adamant in her belief of the simultaneous existence of a

singular identity and multiple identities than Maria. Her response shed light on the

possibility for both types of constructs to coexist. She felt that it ultimately varied from

one individual to the other. She thought that peoples' beUefs, behaviours, and ideals
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would determine which view of identity they would subscribe to. Maria went on to

identify two categories of people, each likely to hold a different view of identity. She

articulated that people, who have a specific approach to Ufe, are content with staying in

the same job, do not embrace change easily, have clear interests and do not deviate from

their predictable routines, are likely to see identity as a singular construct, and to

recognize themselves as having one identity. Whereas, she thought that people who

experiment, are open to change, juggle many things (multitask), feel restless when they

spend a significant amount of time at one task, strive to keep their numerous identities

stable, and demonstrate increased disparity in their actions across settings, would likely

view the concept as plural, and recognize themselves as having multiple multifaceted

identities.

Maria did believe that it was possible to have both a guiding core identity as well

as multifaceted identities in coexistence. She was the only participant who clearly

identified herself as having both kinds of identities.

I think I have one major identity mould that has been formed by fitting many

different identities. That mould doesn't have a final shape because it can expand

and slightly change because identities certainly change to blend with all internal

and external factors and roles in our daily lives. The only thing that might stay the

same is the core of the each person's identities. . . That might be something that

you always bring with yourself no matter where you go, such as a heart of one

person, however your identities can change to reflect your roles you have in

society or in you personal life. Roles are as an engine, which can move the

different identities, but how you prioritize them depend of that core central
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identity that person has. (Interview #1, p. 23)

For her, the core identity stays consistent and stable, while the other identities are

variable and largely shaped by one's roles; however, the two operate in tandem. She

pictured the core identity as responsible for common behaviours, views, and priorities

across settings; whereas, the multifaceted identities account for differences in behaviours

and responses across settings.

Alice, Mia, and Elizabeth recognized themselves as having multiple identities, yet

at different points in time, they referenced the possibility of the existence of a "core"

identity within their discussions. Here is an example in the duality of Mia' s response,

whereby she indirectly acknowledged the existence of both a singular identity and

multiple identities.

I think it's probably multifaceted because there are so many different roles that

you play, you wouldn't just be one person all the time, some people may be, but I

think the majority of people act differently in different circumstances, and how

they act defines who they are. (Interview #1, p. 3)

Although she leans more heavily in supporting the notion of multifaceted identities, her

statement that "some people may be" the same across contexts, shows her open-

mindedness to the real possibiUty that both can exist, as evidenced by individuals'

actions. Alice, like Mia, leaned towards picturing identity as a multifaceted construct,

recognizing the pluraUty of identities. However, she also stated that it largely depended

on the individual and his or her self definition, indicating that there was a spectrum of

possible definitions from "narrow" to "broad" possibilities.
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Defining Roles

Participants had different definitions for the concept of a role, from simple to

more complex understandings. At a basic level, Elizabeth likened it to being job related,

involving the specific duties, activities, or responsibilities required of her. She stated,

".
. .a role is the tasks attached to the position that I'm in" (Interview #1, p. 4). While

Cordelia and AUce recognized that roles can be linked to occupation, they understood the

concept as extending beyond it. Cordelia believed that one's behaviour and actions in

roles influence other people and systems of relationships. She felt that a role encompasses

something larger, more global, as one contemplates their place in the world, and searches

for a sense of community. Alice also identified the notion of belongingness and "fitting

in" as questions that one seeks to answer when in role. Similarly, Alice spoke of a

broader understanding of roles, involving different sets of expectations which influence

one's performance. In her mind, expectations, choices, needs, and relationships with

others are negotiated within a role.

Kathryn believed that identities and roles can be categorized hierarchically.

".
. .1 guess a role is kind of almost like a subset of your identity. .

." (Interview #1 , p. 9)

She described complexity theory as offering an understanding of the intricacies of

identities and roles, involving a "nested relationship" with many "branches." Urry (2005)

discussed the prevalence of complexity and noted that it is ".
. .loosely known as chaos,

complexity, non-Unearity and dynamical systems analysis. There is a shift from

reductionist analysis to those that involve the study of complex adaptive ('vital') matter

that shows ordering but which remains on 'the edge of chaos' "
(p. 1).

Kathryn and Maria noted two types of roles, ones that were self-selected, and ones that



#»

'> Ui



118

were imposed. Maria articulated that the two types of roles can have different impacts on

one's identity and understanding of his or her self, especially if they do not fit with a

person's own self-awareness. "...You can have external roles and internal roles. The

roles you are giving to yourself, or the roles that you cannot control from the outside

world. Sometimes you might be placed in a role that really doesn't fit you" (Interview #1,

pp. 19-20). According to Maria, a challenge exists if prescribed roles clash with your

vision or perception of your roles and yourself. However, she noted that the opposite is

also true; you can feel positive and as though you are on the right track if both align, and

this is precisely how Maria feels. Kathryn acknowledged a very similar sentiment,

indicating that when people are placed in roles that they never envisioned themselves

performing, their self-perceptions may suddenly clash with their newfound role. She said

that this might lead individuals to experience "cognitive dissonance," and determine

whether they can fit these different sets of information into their image of themselves and

their identities.

Mia spoke of roles as being performed, linked to a series of behaviours and

emotions. To her, roles represented different personas. She noted that roles were context

specific. Mia stated, "They're feelings that 1 have, or people that 1 feel that I am at

different times" (Interview #2, p. 2). She feels connected to her roles. Like Mia, Maria

also notes an emotional association as being important to her roles.

According to Maria, roles are influenced (and set in motion) by one's performance within

them, one's feelings, beliefs, self-expectations or perceptions, as well as one's identity.

Moreover, Kathryn said, "I think also our roles are multifaceted as well" (Interview #1,

p.9).
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Mia's understanding of roles suggested that she believed they provide an

individual with flexibility and freedom to act in new ways. While in a role, there was a

sense that Mia could take on different characteristics than she would normally associate

with herself. She identified that her character traits and abilities shift when she is in

different roles, as she demonstrates flexibility to do what is needed or expected of her in a

given situation. This especially came through when she recognized the need to be flexible

and adaptable as a graduate student.

Participants' identifications of their own roles that they perform are depicted in

tabular form, including the number and type of roles that they perceived themselves to

negotiate on a regular basis. From the table, it is evident that some participants have

grouped or organized their roles under broader themes (i.e., "work" or "home life"),

while others merely presented their roles in list form, without providing any kind of

organizing system. Predominant categories of roles across participants' identifications

included: famiUal, occupational, academic, community-centered, and friendship-related

roles, although there were many more (see Table 2 for details). Alice perceived her

family related roles to be mainly "voluntary" or self-selected rather than imposed.

Ultimately, it becomes important to distinguish participants' understanding of roles from

their understanding of identity.

Distinguishing Rolesfrom Identity

Lines appeared blurred with respect to participants' distinctions between "roles"

and "identities." Multiple participants used these terms interchangeably and spoke of the

similarities between identities and roles. Mia, for instance, expressed her own challenge

in highUghting the minute distinctions which she perceived to exist.
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...I think they're probably similar. I mean something that you identify

with...there's probably a slight difference in them. I'm not sure what that would

be or how you'd articulate it, but I think that they're quite close in definition.

Perhaps that slight. . .you know that one or two parts of the definition that makes it

different, but that they're very similar. (Interview #1, p. 4)

Likewise, Elizabeth stated that a role "...it almost laminates with identity..." (Interview

#1, p. 4). She offers the insight that human beings are complex and their multiple roles

are layered with their identities, intimately connected to each other or bounded together.

Four participants also spoke of the bidirectional relationship that exists between

roles and identity, as they influence each other. Kathryn indicated, "Within your identity,

you have many roles that you play. Um. . .but they certainly inform one another, so I

would say it's not unidirectional" (Interview #1, p. 10). Similarly, Maria noted that roles

and identities do not operate in isolation. In her mind, there is interplay between them.

Not only do roles influence other roles, but they influence identities, which, in turn,

influence roles. It is a back and forth (bidirectional) system. Cordelia indirectly

acknowledged the multidirectional relationship that unfolds by articulating that you have

a sense of self, and negotiate many roles which are directed externally, all the while

obtaining feedback from your environment, which influences your identity, informing the

self, and perhaps even impacting upon your behaviour. Her responses captured a complex

system or cycle that is continuously occurring. Mia also expressed that a heightened level

of self-awareness can be gained by being attuned to the bidirectional relationship that

exists between your different roles and identities.

Participants highlighted three key distinctions between identities and roles. First,
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they saw roles as subsets of identity. Second, they saw roles as directly contributing to

the formation of one's identity. TWrd, they saw identity as being internally driven, and

roles as externally driven. Three participants distinguished identities from roles by their

hierarchical positioning. They viewed identity as occupying a higher level than a role,

believing it to be more global, while a role was a lower level subset of identity. Kathryn

indicated, "...If you had to hierarchy them, I would say your identity is higher than your

role" (Interview #1, p. 10). Mia stated, "Maybe identity would be more encompassing

like larger, with a role being sort of a sub-category of it, underneath" (Interview #1, p. 4).

Likewise, Elizabeth acknowledged, "For me, an identity is the big picture, it's the whole

bag. The role, for me, is a part of that identity" (Interview #1, p. 4). These women feel as

though identity is more holistic, while a role is a specific branch of one's identity.

Two participants perceived roles as directly shaping a person's identity. Maria

explained, "I think my identity might be defined by my roles in life. The roles play a big

role in my life and in creating my identity" (Interview #1, p. 23). She described her

multidimensional roles as integral to her identity. Likewise, Kathryn articulated, "...I

think your identity will come sometimes because of the roles that you play..." (Interview

#1, p. 10). Emerging from one's roles is a theory of who they are, which informs their

identity. Maria indicated that roles propel identities, steering them in different directions.

According to her understanding, roles give your identities momentum, guidance, and

direction. She went on to explain how roles inform identity and are integral to the process

of identity formation.

A couple of participants distinguished identities and roles according to the sources

where their definitions are coming from. Both Alice and Cordelia talked about identity as
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something personally defined, and intimately connected to oneself, while they understood

roles to be externally defined or driven. Alice expressed that ". . .an identity is self-

defined, whereas a role can be again the expectations that are placed on you by somebody

else" (Interview #1, p. 6). She saw a difference in terms of who is doing the defining.

Likewise, Cordelia indicated, "...Because identity is a personal thing, like I said, a role is

something that you have to do to something or for someone else. Um. . . your identity is

the way you view yourself in the world" (Interview #1, p. 9). Here the distinction is based

on perceptions (i.e., self, versus other/society). She understood a role to be action-

oriented, externally driven, and focused on doing, whereas identity as perception-

oriented, internally driven, and focused on "viewing" (i.e., of oneself). However, as

others have acknowledged, the two are not completely separate, but interactive, dynamic,

and always in motion.
,

Defining the Negotiation ofIdentities

Participants used words, such as "juggling," "grappling with," "balancing," "self-

reflecting," "rearranging," and "prioritizing," to describe the process of negotiating their

identities (see Figure 7). Three participants defined it as attempting to achieve some sort

of balance in their lives, with respect to their roles, spheres, experiences, and their own

internal stabiUty. Kathryn and Maria identified contemplating philosophical questions

related to their identities, in the midst of seeking balance in their lives.

Most of the participants perceived negotiating identities to be both an external and

internal process happening in tandem, amidst outside factors and influences, and within

one's own mind. It involved a back and forth between self and environment. Discord can

result from juggling your personality and self-understanding, your Ufe circumstances, and
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A continuous process that involves one or more of the following actions:

Everything in tandem

Constructs, in light
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your behaviours or reactions concurrently. Ultimately, Kathryn identified the need to ask

herself questions, such as, ".
. .how does this fit? Where do I fit? [and] What do I think

about this?" (Interview #1, p. 7). Maria and Cordelia similarly identified the need to

address the theme of belonging when negotiating identities and roles.

Maria described the process of negotiation as largely "internal." So, too, did

Alice, who viewed there to be a necessary struggle within the mind, in an attempt to

maintain harmony between her multiple roles. Maria mentioned that the mind

conceptuaUzes an ideal situation, which contrasts the lived reality of negotiation. These

two often opposing situations create tension.

Elizabeth and Alice made reference to the added dimension of change which

impacts on negotiation. Elizabeth explained, "I think the negotiation of identities for me

will be that when the times changed, when the decades passed, when different demands

developed over the years, it meant that sometimes my constructs had to be rearranged"

(Interview #1, p. 3). Elizabeth recognized the need to adapt, accommodate, or readjust in

order to ensure an alignment between new demands and societal changes, and her own

conception of herself and her theories.

Cordelia referred to the internal negotiation of her roles as a process of

contemplation, as she attempted to understand her own actions and motivations, as well

as explore alternative approaches. She stated, "...for me, it has to do a lot with self-

reflection. What did I do? Why did I do that? You know, what if I would have done it this

way?" (Interview #1, p. 7). Taking time to contemplate and thoughtfully deliberate big

"decisions" was a central aspect of negotiation for her. She also noted that because she

resides within a relatively homogenous community where people share many key aspects
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of their identities, less negotiating is required, whereas when she leaves her community,

more negotiating is required. Mia recognized negotiation as continuous. She said,

"...everything is negotiation, trying to figure out what you can give to each one [i.e.,

person, sphere, role, etcetera]" (Interview #3, p. 3).

Participants had different views with respect to the level of consciousness

involved in negotiating identities and roles. It was perceived as variable depending on the

situation. Kathryn felt that the process is "complex" and involved the act of prioritizing.

Ultimately, Mia captured the chaos involved in negotiating. She explained, "That's

probably when you have more than one role competing with another one for your time"

(Interview #1, p. 3). She identified competing demands and roles as warring or vying for

your attention. Participants understood the process of identities intersecting, as something

slightly different.

Defining Intersecting Identities ?

Participants used an array of words to express their understanding of intersecting

identities, which included: "combined," "ordered," "multi-layered," "multifaceted,"

"overlapping," "self-discovery," "informing," "shifting," "confusion," "natural," and

"unnatural." These different; and at times opposing, words illustrate the complexity of the

term and of their experiences with intersecting identities. Maria understood it as highly

"personal," unique to each individual and influenced by a person's upbringing, or critical

incidents in his or her life.

She felt that many different factors (i.e., individual behaviours, decisions; motivations;

and emotions) impact on the ways that a person's identities intersect, or for that matter,

which identities intersect.
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Three participants explicitly commented that the intersecting of identities

was an inevitable and frequent occurrence. Alice and Maria felt that intersections were

unavoidable because human beings are incredibly multidimensional. She also conveyed

her belief that roles are continuously intersecting within the mind, with one role

informing a person's thoughts about the other role, each influencing the other. This is

similar to Mia's understanding of intersecting identities. She said, "Mmmm. . .1 guess that

might be where things overlap. I would imagine that all the identities that you hold

intersect with other ones...So I think that all your roles intersect inside of you to make

who you are" (Interview #1 , p. 3). She is referring to the point of intersection that forms

the "self," or the "core" of a person. These perspectives contrast Cordelia's understanding

of intersecting identities, which she felt to be infrequent revelations or moments of "self-

discovery." She described a critical incident in her Ufe, when she had this type of

profound experience, whereby clarity was achieved and different pieces of the puzzle

came together. It resulted is a new understanding of herself, as she discovered a way to

assemble the parts of her life and herself into a coherent whole. While intersecting

identities brought a newfound simplicity to Cordelia's life, they added complexity to

Alice's life. She felt that prolonged time spent in a given role often leads to more

complex thinking and understanding of it. Elizabeth felt that intersecting identities could

result in confiision, requiring a difficult period of adaptation. She understood the

experience to result in "shifts" within a person's identities, which correspond to

"changes" in the level of "demands" within one's roles, necessarily involving a

renegotiation of one's priorities (usually temporarily). Kathryn agreed.
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Maria noted that in some instances, there is an easy or "natural" meeting (or coming

together) of your identities and societal prescriptions (or ascribed expectations), while in

other instances, there is a major "disconnect" between the two. In her mind; either the

two come together and fit (coalesce), or the two come together and collide. Personally,

Maria indicated that her identities fit well with her conception of herself, which makes

for easy intersections, closely aligning with who she understands herself to be. Similarly,

Kathryn recognized natural or logical intersections and unnatural or surprising

intersections where a "disconnect" occurs. According to her experience, this latter type is

rarer. She indicated that she experiences tension when two identities that normally do not

cross paths, meet. In this instance, she must recognize and readjust her behaviour and

reactions based on her self-defined priorities. She identified the intersection of

motherhood within the work setting to be a rare occurrence, and described an instance

when her daughter visited her workplace. She found it difficult to negotiate these two

identities in tandem as they intersected within the workplace setting. Kathryn also

described frequent intersections between her work life and school Ufe, and although these

intersections happen regularly and are logical ones (as her school work and professional

work overlap with each other), she still experiences tension with respect to separating

them and creating distinct boundaries between them. Nonetheless, she recognized that

one "informs" the other, and in essence when her identities intersect, there is a

bidirectional interaction, where each is enlightened as a result of this meeting of

identities.

Life-Long Learning and Transformative Pathways

This theme captures the significance that all of the participants placed on learning



A'i'- .

C'%-: /



129

within their lives. They continuously conceptualized themselves in the role of the

"learner" and often attributed their development (be it personal, professional, spiritual, or

emotional) to their eagerness, receptiveness, passion, or necessity to learn.

Two of the participants specifically used the term "life-long learning" to describe their

ongoing roles as learners. They conceptualized learning as a journey that never ends.

While the other participants did not necessarily use this specific term, it was clear that

they felt similarly, describing learning as a continuous act (Maria, Interview #2, p. 11),

as crossing domains and transcending roles (Kathryn, Interview #1, p. 11) and as uniting

people because it is something we are all capable of (Kathryn, Interview #2, p. 11). Yet,

CordeUa explains that it is also a highly individualized process, influenced by our varied

"identities," and "experiences" (Interview #1, p. 6). Two of the participants spoke of the

value of education. Kathryn, for instance, articulated ".
. .1 really do believe that education

is. . .an equalizer and gives kids at least a stab at a fair chance" (Interview #1 , p. 5). She

proceeded to state that ". . .with education comes a levelling of the playing field. . . you

know we can overcome an awful lot of. . .difficult circumstances. . .with education.. . .and

people do have access to many more opportunities through education" (Kathryn,

Interview #2, p. 10). Learning and becoming educated was seen as a means to triumph

over adversity, and to ensure that there is equity in outcomes for all students. Maria also

saw education as the necessary foundation for being able to make a contribution in this

world.

Teacher Leadership

Harrison and Killion (2(X)7) ascertain that teacher leadership can take on a

multitude of forms. Various leadership roles that they list coincide with the broad
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education-related roles carried out by some of the participants in this study, including:

"resource provider," "curriculum specialist," "learning facilitator," "mentor," "school

leader," "catalyst for change" and "learner" (pp. 74-76). Kathryn talked about one of

these roles.

You know, sometimes I have a role as a facilitator, however it's leadership and

it's definitely I think, it's very much shared leadership, but you know where I'm

making something happen, like it wouldn't happen at all if I didn't play that role.

(Interview #1, p. 9)

Of the five teachers, two identified themselves as enacting formal leadership roles

at the schoolboard and union levels. Elizabeth, for instance, spoke very highly of her

formal leadership experience, describing the "blazer" she wore, the mindset she had to

adopt, the significant people she interacted with, the opportunity for travelling, and the

diverse training she received. Three of the other participants did not explicitly recognize

themselves as having engaged in teacher leadership; however, this is not to say that they

did not actively engage in teacher leadership, perhaps they merely did not distinguish it

as such. There was evidence suggesting that these three individuals were, in fact, engaged

in teacher leadership in a variety of ways. For instance, two participants had been a part

of designing curricula for new programs, two spoke of their involvement in staff

meetings (as an opportunity to exchange information, strategies, and questions which

facilitated their learning and the making of connections), and one described the process of

collaboration that transpired when a group of teachers attempted to decipher a particular

document. As previously described by Lambert (2(X)3), these are all images of teacher

leadership in action. Kathryn, like Lambert, believed that teachers are leaders and she
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described the support that she provides other teachers with, helping them to discard their

preconceived notions of leadership, so that they can begin to see teacher leadership in a

new way. She talked about the parallels between the role of teacher and learner and how

teachers must simultaneously assist students in acquiring knowledge, while also gaining

knowledge of themselves. She expressed an eagerness to learn strategies that will help

her be the most effective teacher possible.

Returning To School: Education as Opening Up Opportunities

Each of the participants valued education tremendously and noted that it has been

a vehicle for opening up many opportunities in their lives. After getting out of an

unhealthy relationship, Cordelia made the decision to go back to school and finish her

degree. She was able to recognize her own intelligence and her potential and saw

education as an opportunity to make a difference and to increase her salary. Since then,

she has recognized education as a means to give back to her community, and to assist her

in her quest of preserving the Mohawk language. Education has given Kathryn and

Elizabeth opportunities to gain additional qualifications and training, to take on new

positions, and to experience intellectual growth and fulfillment, and to enrich their lives

in many ways. Maria has always enjoyed thinking and learning. Education has provided

her with an opportunity to diversify her own learning. After immigrating, it has enabled

her to build a life for herself and her family here in Canada, one that she is immensely

proud of. Currently, she is working towards finishing what she started in her country of

origin, by completing a Master's Degree. More importantly, education has greatly

contributed to her own personal development and her happiness. Alice used to perceive

education as "a means to an end," a way to gain employment in teaching. Along the way,
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it has provided her with an experience to study abroad, to learn new strategies, and to

gain confidence in herself. She now sees education taking on a new role in her

professional life, one focused on "needs" oriented skill development. Originally,

education assisted Mia in obtaining a position in social work. Since then, she has

emphasized that her education pursuits have been strictly for her, rather than for

advancing her current career. Like others, she expressed a profound passion for learning.

Education has provided her with an opportunity to do something for herself, to take on

leadership roles, to discover an interest in teaching at the postsecondary level, and to

consider making a change in careers. All of the participants recognized that education (be

it formal or informal) will continue to play a critical role in their lives, as they learn and

grow, both personally and professionally.

Critical Incidents as Transformative Pathways to Self-Discovery

Participants identified critical incidents in their lives that acted as transformative

pathways allowing for self-discovery. The following is a description of the six

participants' critical incidents. These experiences were mentioned repeatedly in different

ways when participants spoke of their identities, and on occasion were even labelled as

significant Ufe events. Interestingly, some participants had common critical incidents that

led to self-discoveries including graduate-school related experiences, participation in

language centered educational programs, and loss of spouses. Other critical incidents

included experiences of parental divorce, and immigration. Broadly, these events fall into

three overarching categories involving education, loss, and resettlement.

Critical incidents in graduate school. Four of the participants spoke of critical

incidents within graduate school. Three participants spoke of their previous self-doubts
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about their ability and competence to study at the graduate level. Some of these

insecurities might have stemmed from previous educational experiences. Elizabeth

recounted her academic history, including mediocre grades and challenges in school.

Elizabeth and Alice recalled specific instances in their educational careers where they

received negative feedback or messages from a teacher or guidance counsellor, which

they were hurt by. However, these previous conceptions of themselves as students were

replaced with positive successful images during graduate studies. They mentioned very

specific instances over the course of their studies where they had defining moments of

self-discovery, recognizing their own potential and competence. For Alice, it constituted

an instant in her final course where she confidently expressed her own opinions while

delivering a presentation. This moment revealed the major transformation that she had

made since the start of the program, and the incredible amount of confidence she had

acquired. The moment of self-discovery for Elizabeth came in her introductory graduate

course, when she received a great mark on her first term paper. She recalls this moment

fondly, as an indication to herself that she was capable of success, and that she could

have a positive perception of herself as a good student.

It is the entire period of graduate studies that constitutes a longitudinal critical

incident for Mia and Maria, as they perceive it to have renewed their passion for learning,

and offered them an opportunity to do something for themselves. Maria indicated that this

endeavour is her way of staying informed, her way of subverting the politics that go on at

her school, and her way of nurturing her core identity. It has helped her feel a sense of

purpose, which is to continue learning and to contribute to society, and allowed her to see

that she can push herself to reach new levels, as she learns new things, ventures outside
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of her comfort zone, and finds creative ways to rise to various challenges. Mia recognized

that at first, she experienced what is known as "the impostor syndrome," corresponding

to her initial self-doubt in her ability to do a graduate degree. This is "a term coined in the

70s to describe the fear that one is not as smart or capable as others think" (Buchanan,

2006, p. 37). However, graduate studies provided her with time to reflect upon her own

transformation. She conveyed her astonishment in her own abilities and in her growth and

indicated that being a graduate student has enabled her to become serious about doctoral

studies, and about making a significant career change in order to help her achieve

professional satisfaction. Now she exudes more confidence in her capabilities.

So, 1 guess it's what, I think Brookfield calls it the 'impostor syndrome.' You

don't think you can do it. So that was a struggle. Now I know I can do it. And

then you think of the PhD the way you think of the M.Ed., where you're like. . .1

can't do that. I think that through grad school I've become like a T.A., and R.A.,

and stuff, and those were things I never thought I would be able to do, to teach

people, or talk in front of people as much as 1 do, so that's a big change in my

identity. . .so just realizing I can do those things 1 think that used to terrify me.

(Interview #3, p. 4)

Likewise, EUzabeth and Alice have also experienced this notion of an 'impostor

syndrome.' Alice, for instance, indicated that it has repeated multiple times over the

course of her life, including at the time of entry into graduate school, and at the time of

entry into the teaching profession. She noted that at both junctures she moved through

feelings of doubt and questioning, to determination and confidence. >

Critical incidents in language centered programs. Alice and Cordelia each
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participated in a unique language centred educational program in university, which turned

out to be a critical incident in their lives. This experience for Alice was a year long

exchange program studying in Europe. There she was immersed in a different language

and culture. She mentioned that it was her first time away from her family, and initially

she felt a range of emotions including fear and uncertainty. She talked about this

exchange on many different occasions, and indicated that it was one of the most

significant experiences in her life. She articulated that she has realized how much it is

linked to her identity and how it has changed her in positive ways, as she was able to

become more independent, and become more in tune with her cultural identity. Alice said

that she divides her existence into the "two major periods in my Ufe" (Interview #3, p. 1)

which included the "pre" educational excursion period and the "post" educational

excursion period.

Cordelia came from a diverse background, one of her parents being of First

Nations decent, the other being of French Canadian decent. She explained that growing

up, she often felt as though she did not belong in either sphere. She experienced rejection

as each group perceived her to be an outsider. She was seen as "too White" for the First

Nations community, "too Indian" for the White community. Her strong self-confidence

enabled her to carry on regardless of others' opinions of her. She remembers stating to

others, "If you have a problem with me, that's not a reflection on me, that's a reflection

on you. You're allowing yourself to feel that way" (Interview #1, p. 8). She was

cognizant that other people had their own insecurities, and challenges embracing

differences. She knew that having a positive attitude and staying true to herself was the

best strategy. •



I.Jf^ ' ' '
, k". , ,V

#*•

. :ii .



136

Cordelia's critical incident happened years later, in an intensive immersion

program that she was taking. She talks about this incident:

Um. . .for me, I can say that I've had an epiphany once in my life, where

everything became completely clear. And I never was.. .1 never felt so peaceful,

and so relaxed and so. . .Oh! Like it makes sense! And that came about with the

intersecting identities, figuring out how to put it all together. (Interview #1, p. 8)

The incident was a moment in her language class where she derived new understanding.

It was an instance of clarity, where she was able to achieve a state of peace, a realization

of how all of her different roles and identities were interconnected, which validated who

she was, how she came to be that way, and, ultimately, revealed the path that she is

currently traveling on in an attempt to preserve the Mohawk language.

Everything that I had always wondered about myself, started to make sense, the

way I thought, the way I felt about different things, the way I saw the

world. . ..This is why I'm me, and tliis is the way that I think and this is how it's

supposed to happen. And so it changed my whole Ufe, because I did feel at peace

and I felt like I had some sort of direction and purpose when I started to learn the

language and I caught onto the language fast, and I. . .you know I had this. . .1. . .1

wanted to learn and I had felt like I had to learn and I had to learn because it was

important to my community for me to learn and for me to go to school and

that's why I was doing what I was doing. So at that point in time, it was like this

lightbulb went on. And so those identities intersected and as a result, like people

have said, you're an entirely different person! And I said yah! I am! Because of

that! Because of that one experience, but I had an experience that made your
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whole world make sense. Not everybody gets to have that! Not everybody gets to

have that! (Interview #1, p. 9)

Her epiphany enabled her to engage in self-reflection, resolve some of the challenging

early experiences of not fitting in, and go through a powerful self-discovery. Cordelia's

critical incident not only revealed her purpose, giving her drive and determination to

preserve the language, it helped her see her own growth and potential to learn the

language quickly, and it was also recognized to transform her in many ways.

Critical incidents related to loss. The loss of a family member, significant other,

or separation from an individual can be a difficult experience to go through. Oftentimes,

it may involve the demise of one or more identities. Two participants recognized the

experience of losing a spouse as a significant life event. One of these participants also

spoke of the divorce of her parents at an early age as impacting upon her identity

development. In their own ways, these individuals experienced an identity loss.

EUzabeth indicated that the divorce of her parents at a young age impacted her at

home and at school in negative ways. She states, ".
. .in one sense, it definitely fractured

me. .
." (Interview #2, p. 6). She realized how this critical incident transformed her, in a

sense, robbing her of innocence and leading to other challenges. Not only was she treated

poorly at school because of the divorce, but from that point on, she began to have a rocky

relationship with her mother, which disintegrated over the years. Elizabeth indicated that

in her later years, they went a long time without speaking to one another. She has come to

use this experience as a teaching tool for herself, in an attempt to break the cycle, and

ensure that she creates a strong relationship between herself and her children. Out of this

situation, she discovered what she did not want to do or be. She changed her attitude and
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mindset to ensure that the past would not be repeated in her own mothering approaches. It

also enabled her to appreciate her strengths and skills that she had acquired from her

mother. "Um. . .although my mother was very hard on me, I realized that my mother gave

me huge balls. And that's not a very poUte way of saying it, but I am one gutsy, ballsy

woman" (Interview #2, p. 4). She sees her own determination, and draws upon it when

placed in difficult situations to help her through them. One such circumstance (and a

second critical incident in her life) was the death of her husband. At that time, her family

life was in a state of chaos. She explained that her children did not deal well with their

loss. "Watching my daughter destroyed was the hardest thing I've ever had to do"

(Interview #2, p. 4). Not only was her family life in upheaval, but she was in a state of

financial instability. She recalls, ".
. .my husband left me with debts that were

unimaginable!" (Interview #2, p. 4). She is still battling to repay these debts today.

These events taught her that she was capable of starting anew; cognizant of the past, but

not letting it dictate her future.

Kathryn also experienced the loss of a spouse, and recognized this as a critical

incident in her life. "My first husband died and I think that impacts my. . .who I am and

the way that I approach Ufe" (Interview #1, p. 1). The experience changed her. She

reordered her priorities, identifying the nurturing of human relationships as critical to

one's existence. She stated, "Probably the biggest thing that affected me is um with my

first husband dying, and just realizing that uh it's really important to connect with people,

'cause you just never know when it will be their last" (Interview #1, p. 5). Both Elizabeth

and Kathryn talked about the growth that they have experienced in their spiritual lives,

which has been very powerful. Kathryn comments, ".
. .1 used to be a very negative
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person. . .a lot of that has changed. . .Oh it was definitely a spiritual change. . . I worked

very hard on it for years and years and years" (Interview #2, p. 14). From both of these

experiences of loss, has come the recognition of newfound growth and potential, and

acknowledgement of personal transformation.

A critical incident of immigration. The final critical incident involved Maria's

immigration to Canada. The journey meant leaving behind loved ones and starting over in

a foreign place. One of the ways she coped with this adjustment was to immerse herself

in learning. Her strategy was one not of complete assimilation, but one of

accommodation, that respected her previous knowledge and skills, as she added to them.

She indicated that immigration impacted some of her decisions, such as delaying to have

another child in order to first obtain financial stability. She acknowledged that building a

"new Ufe" had its opportunities and its challenges, but accredits her successful experience

to perseverance, a positive outlook, and the establishment of a new social network of

support. After trying numerous jobs, the immigration experience helped her rediscover

her true passion for teaching. Even though her teaching certificate from her home country

was not vaUd in Ontario, this did not prevent her from teaching. She returned back to

school, worked hard, and became an Ontario certified teacher. Maria commented that

many relationships can disintegrate after immigration; however, her relationship with her

husband grew stronger. Her past and present life have merged, both guided by a common

purpose of teaching, learning, and contributing to society. It is clear that Maria

recognized her potential to overcome the geographical and other obstacles in her way and

to emerge with strength, a positive attitude, and confidence in her ability to adjust to

change. '"i
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Motivationfor Pursuing a Graduate Degree vf

Participants' motivations for pursuing a graduate degree can be divided into three

categories: personal reasons (for myself), external reasons (for others), and a combination

of the two (for both myself and others at the same time). Each individual had multiple

motives for continuing their education. In total, these students identified 19 different

motivations that factored into their decision to attend graduate school.

Personal reasons. The first nine motives were highly personal and tied to the

"self." Both Alice and Kathryn talked about not wanting to be idle, and desiring to live an

active life. They saw education as a way to keep active. Both Mia and Maria mentioned

that the M.Ed, allowed them an opportunity to explore their interests. These two

participants also declared that flexibility was important to them. Mia recognized

flexibility within the degree to pursue diverse topics of study. Maria, on the other hand,

recognized flexibility within the Integrated Studies program stream, emphasizing that she

could take courses from across the other streams. She stated that this provided her with

the flexibility she desired; flexibility that was missing from additional qualification

courses. She also highlighted another reason, specific to the institution she was studying

at, which included being able to preserve her multiple roles and identities because of the

size of the institution, the friendliness of the people there, and its personal or human

approach. In addition, Maria was adamant that she was pursing this degree for personal

fulfillment rather than career advancement or monetary gain. She expressed a

deep satisfaction with her present role in the classroom:

...most of the people I knew who would take graduate studies, especially working

already as teachers in a school, their major reason for taking graduate studies is to
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become vice principals. So for me, it was like totally like a contradiction to what I

really wanted to do in my life because I love being a teacher and why would I

take courses which would move me to a totally different area of work? (Interview

#l,p.3)

Her intentions are to remain on the front lines. She sees her career aspiration as already

achieved. She also mentioned that her affective domain played a role in her decision

making. She noted it is about doing "what makes me feel good" (Interview #2, p. 8). Her

other motives included a desire to increase her knowledge base in certain areas (i.e., "The

Canadian Education System" and "politics in education") and to facilitate her continued

open-mindedness. She recognized graduate education as an opportunity to assist her in

appreciating different perspectives and, ultimately, helping her to be receptive towards

changes that are continually occurring. Mia explained that pursuing a Masters degree has

been a personal desire of hers for quite some time.

External reasons. Participants were motivated to pursue their degrees for others,

and identified six specific motives that fit into this category. Both Maria and Cordelia

wanted to improve their teaching effectiveness. Cordelia sought out ways to use new

knowledge and insights for the benefit of others. She also mentioned her desire to

improve the delivery of a specific program that she had been working on. Another

motivation was her ongoing quest to find ways for all students to experience success.

Cordelia also articulated her motivation to continue learning as much as she could,

ultimately for language preservation and for her community. Alice, on the other hand,

described being motivated by a desire to please her parents.

Combined reasons. Participants identified four different motivations that were an
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amalgamation of personal and external reasons. Mia described her ongoing interest in

studying; yet, she articulated that it was the support and active encouragement she

received from her husband that ultimately helped her make the decision to apply. Alice

indicated that she was motivated to "prove to myself, but also prove to others" (Interview

#2, p. 19) that she had the ability to successfully pursue a graduate degree. Elizabeth's

motivations appeared similar, both personal (to show herself what she was capable of)

and professional as required by one of her employers). Kathryn spoke of her own desire

to keep up with her parents (both of whom had graduate degrees). She said that her desire

to match her family's achievements influenced her decision to apply to graduate school.

Finally, Alice discussed the external environment and spoke of the challenges in finding

full-time employment as a teacher at the time that she graduated. She thought that this

degree would enhance her own learning, while also likely giving her additional time to

find a job.

Love, Pleasure, Beauty, Hobby, Addiction: Academe as Me

Mia and Kathryn used the word "love" to describe the way that they felt about

thinking and education. Kathryn stated, "I feel passionate about my learning" (Interview

#2, p. 6). The notion of thinking and learning as pleasurable was also expressed by Maria.

Similarly, Kathryn indicated, "I did include enjoys beauty because I do find that. . .that

there is something beautiful about getting pieces to fit together" (Interview #2, p. 6). She

recognized feeling great pleasure when clarity is derived, when the pieces of one's

learning become whole, and when sense-making is achieved. She linked this type of

experience to Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi's/Zow state which is described as "enjoyed

absorption" in something (Namakura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2(X)3, p. 87). Namakura and





143

Csikszentmihalyi articulate:

The flow state has the following characteristics: intense and focused concentration

on the here and now; a loss of self-consciousness as action and awareness merge;

a sense that one will be able to handle the situation because one knows how to

respond to whatever will happen next; a sense that time has passed more quickly

or slowly than normal; and an experience of the activity as rewarding in and of

itself, regardless of the outcome, (pp. 88-89)

Kathryn noted that there is joy in thinking and discovering interconnections. She can be

immersed in this state and forget about the world around her. She, like others, recognizes

it as a satisfying endeavour. Theflow experience was also shared by Maria, who talked

about feeling "happy," "energized," and a profound sense of "enjoyment" when she is

able to make connections (Interview #1, p. 4; Interview #2, pp. 14-15). Mia and Cordelia

expressed that learning is their hobby, whether it is general learning as mentioned by

Mia, or specific language learning, as mentioned by Cordelia. Learning is something that

they are always interested in doing. For Mia and Kathryn, it has become an "addiction."

An addict is "a person who has given himself [or herself] up to a habit or obsession"

(Avis et al., 1983, pp. 13-14). Mia articulated, "...I'm addicted to school!" (hiterview #1,

p. 1). Kathryn conveyed an addiction to her subject specialization, expressing, "That's a

sickness! It's my sickness!..." (Interview #1, pp. 4-5). The power of this word

"addiction" shows the magnitude of their compulsion with education, a driving need in

their lives to learn and to know more. In a slightly different context, Alice talked about

the consuming quality of schooling, and how it has been a part of her life ever since she

could remember. Interestingly, two participants explained how academe was a part of
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them, and allowed them the space to have intellectual pursuits for themselves. Maria

spoke of the degree as a supportive base that provides her with opportunities for self-

awareness.

So I think my Masters of Education strongly grounded my identity as a student.

It's definitely grounded in my. . .in my social, in my core, in my family. It's

definitely strongly grounded the tendency to give me a perspective to understand

my identity. ... (Interview #2, p. 19)

She also recognized her graduate education as helping her to explore issues of identity

and belonging, enabling her to question national and global identities and perspectives,

and to locate her position within them.

The university gave Mia a chance to be herself, to leave her family-related roles

and obhgations at home, and to forge an academic-oriented identity. She explained, "...I

guess you know, when I'm here [at the university], I'm not Bonny's (pseudonym) mum,

I'm Mia" (Interview #1, p. 4). For her, the institution was, in part, a refuge or safe haven,

providing her with a partial escape from a busy life and distractions at home. More

importantly, it afforded her an opportunity to be validated and acknowledged on her own

merits and for people to see her as herself, rather than associated with one of the many

other roles that she takes on.

The Multidimensionality ofSelfas a Student and Learner

Cordelia identified student-related roles as multidimensional. Two of the

participants saw their student roles as intersecting with other roles in their lives. For

instance, Kathryn pointed to the overlapping nature of her work roles and her student

roles, while Cordelia identified her student role and community role as inseparable. For
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these two women, the intersection of roles contributed to tightly woven interconnections,

and blurred boundaries. Participants Usted a host of student-related roles, which have

been classified into eight categories including: learner roles, receptive roles, thinker roles,

leadership roles, assistive roles, entertainer roles, consumer roles, and change-related

roles. Three of the participants indicated that one of the roles that they associate with

being a student is the role of a learner. For these individuals, the role of learner takes on

numerous forms in their own lives including: life-long learner, language learner, graduate

student learner, undergraduate student learner, honest learner, and thesis advisee (or

novice learner). Also linked with being a student is the receptive role associated with

being an active listener, which was mentioned as an important role by one of the

participants. Two of the women indicated the role of the thinker as being connected to

their own roles as students. To Kathryn, this role of thinker meant being a "critical

consumer." She explained it in the following way:

. . .1 think we have sometimes a role as a critical consumer and that. . .that's

probably a role that I've really enjoyed, that's kind of different about I think

studying at the graduate level, is just that you be critical, and I don't necessarily

mean in the sense of criticism, but that you. . .you know, [to] be a thinker is

valued, that's really... that's really nice. I really enjoy that. (Interview #1, p. 12)

To be a critical thinker is important, especially when presented with many different

sources of information and perspectives. Students must evaluate what they read, making

judgements about it.

Three of the participants understood that at times, being a student requires them to

take on leadership roles. Two of the participants indicated that as students, they lead by
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being presenters (either at conferences or within their courses). Other leadership roles

mentioned included becoming a published author, serving as an instructor, and

developing as a researcher. In addition to leadership roles, there are also assistive roles

that can be affiliated with being a student. Three of the participants talked about the

assistive roles that they take on, including that of teaching assistant, helper, resource

person, advocate, volunteer, and preparer/organizer. Mia spoke of her recent role as a

teaching assistant and striving to facilitate students' learning. Cordelia spoke of her role

as a helper within the community, and her assistance in preserving the Mohawk language.

She also recognized that when she is in the role of the student, she is simultaneously a

resource for her peers and an advocate for her people and for issues of importance to

them. Recently, Alice has come to play the role of volunteer, offering ideas, information,

and coming to the assistance of her peers within the adult-learning environment. Mia

described her tedious behind-the-scenes role as a preparer and organizer who spends

hours getting ready for presentations, completing assignments, and reading material.

Both Elizabeth and Maria spoke of the role of entertainer associated with being a

student in the classroom. For them it meant being a comedian, an entertainer, engaging

peoples' attention and interest, or making them laugh. Interestingly, Kathryn indicated

that at times, she is conscious of her role as a customer or consumer, who pays money for

the courses she takes and, in turn, has certain expectations about the quality of the service

that she is provided with. Lastly, two participants spoke of change-related roles that they

have witnessed either among themselves as students, or among other students that they

know. For instance, both Alice and Elizabeth spoke of the transformative role of the

student, who can look back over a period of time and recognize his or her "progress" and
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growth. Elizabeth identified a second change-related role often linked to students, which

involves "transitioning to become a graduate" (Elizabeth, Interview #1, p. 7). This

category of roles also illustrates that being a student involves positive change and the

negotiation of numerous roles in action. The participants helped to shed light on the

complexity of being a student as understood from their own lived experiences. u

Thinking and its Binary Oppositions

Kathryn recognized thinking as both a de-stressor and a stressor. She articulated

that it can be a point of tension and a point of relaxation, having the potential to bring out

these opposite feelings. On one hand, she indicated that it is pleasurable to be immersed

in thought or the study of a topic; however, being excessively engrossed in thinking can

leave you tense. Likewise, Alice explains that her mind is continuously at work. The

more education she accrues, the more diverse her experiences become, and the more

perspectives she is exposed to, ultimately, the more complex her thinking becomes,

which leads to a complex self. Alice identifies thinking as both a conscious and

unconscious process. She says that at times, "...you can choose to think and reflect on

something..." (Interview #2, p. 16), where there is a deliberate intent to contemplate.

While on other occasions, "It just happens!" (Interview #2, p. 16). Here it is more of an

involuntary action or reaction. <

Recognizing Diverse Needs Across Settings

The six participants came to recognize an array of needs as fundamental to their

personal, professional, and academic lives. Some of these needs crossed contexts.

Needs that crossed contexts. The first set of needs that will be explored include

the overarching individual or human needs that participants acknowledged across
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multiple spheres. Together they represented a cross section of needs as conceptualized by

Maslow (1954) in his famous Hierarchy ofNeeds, including: physiological needs, safety

needs, belongingness and love needs, esteem needs, and the needfor self-actualization

(pp. 80-92), as well as a host of others. Whether she is at work, at school, or at home,

Kathryn expressed the need for a safe learning environment. Maria indicated the need for

survival, including the development of skills and strategies that would enable her to be

independent and exist on her own if necessary. Alice, Cordelia, and Elizabeth expressed

the need for human connection. This includes the ability to communicate with others,

have social interaction, as well as derive a sense of community and belonging. Elizabeth

spoke about the necessity to combat loneliness and to have a strong social network of

important people in her life. She indicated that this meant ensuring that she put these

people first, and made the building and maintaining of relationships with them a key

priority. This included having a strong relationship with her grown children.

A major need across five of the participants' lives included the need for support,

which can take on numerous forms. Cordelia indicated the importance of having parental

and community support. Maria emphasized the necessity to have friends and loved ones

who understand, support you unconditionally, and care about you enough to point out

when you are neglecting your own needs. Alice also stressed that support comes from

people who challenge you. Mia and Alice highlighted mentorship as being important in

the learning environment. Elizabeth mentioned the need for guidance and help from

others throughout one's lifetime. Cordelia also indicated the necessity to have support

from others who have shared common experiences, articulating that these people serve as

an outlet for you to talk to.
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Maria indicated that from a global perspective, she needs "to be treated equally"

(Interview #3, p. 12). She shared examples over the course of her life when this need has

not always been met, such as instances when she has experienced discrimination. Closely

aligned with equality, was the need for respect, which Kathryn and Maria spoke of.

Kathryn articulated the need to be respected crossed contexts:

1 need to feel respected. Um. . .and I think that that fits well too, and it. . .it doesn't

mean like you have to respect me because I am so smart, but you just need to

respect me; that I am, that 1 have the right to be here, and the right to think, and

the right to exist here (laughs). I have the right to exist in this spot. (Interview #4,

p. 22)

Maria felt that the need to be respected within her professional life was not being

fulfilled. She articulated her frustration about others' perceptions, who deem her role

within the school to be less significant than theirs. Likewise, there exists the need for

mutual understanding, which Maria recognized as being fundamental, and a need for

voice, so that others listen.

Most of the participants spoke in direct and indirect ways about their need for

financial stability. Increased finances were required to help participants with the high cost

of living. Mia mentioned being dependent on her job for the income it provided her and

her family. Being dependent in this way was a source of frustration for her. Elizabeth

noted the need to be careful with her money and to plan for her future (i.e., retirement).

Another need expressed by Maria and Cordelia was to feel productive and to contribute

to society. This gave them a sense of direction and purpose in their lives.

All of the participants shared the need for time, which crossed contexts. It was
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clear that these women led very busy lives, and they felt like they could always use more

time in the day to accomplish everything that was important to them. Two participants

spoke of needing time for writing (Maria and Mia); while two others indicated that they

needed time for thinking (Cordelia and Alice). Maria also referred to the importance of

the passage of time as a necessary process in solidifying ideas, and having new

revelations. Maria said that she needed time to visit with friends. Three participants

(Kathryn, Elizabeth, and Alice) highlighted the need to take time off from other roles

when pressing matters, such as health issues or family emergencies, arise. Cordelia

indicated that she needed to "find the time to finish" her project and complete this degree

(Interview #3, p. 20). Alice indicated that time was an ongoing issue, as she needed to

travel between places, be with her family, and lead a balanced life. The need for

downtime was also mentioned by four participants (CordeUa, Maria, Elizabeth, and

Kathryn). Maria and Cordelia identified personal or alone time as fundamental to them.

Kathryn expressed the need for breaks, especially with respect to studying, learning, and

marking. Cordelia and Elizabeth needed to escape at times from their chaotic lives.

Cordelia talks more about this particular need:

Um, sometimes I have a great need to like escape, like do no work; have no

telephone like I would love to go into the bush for like ten days, by myself, well

maybe not by myself, but with someone who would like enjoy it as much as I

would, because there is just so much stuff that is just coming at me that

sometimes I feel like I just have to get away from this. (Interview #3, p. 16)

Similar to downtime, two women spoke of their need for outlets to release their stress.

For Cordelia, this meant physical activity, or being outdoors with nature. For Kathryn,
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this meant mental relaxation, doing something that required httle thought. She felt that

this was helpful in improving her subsequent level of performance, when she returned to

the task at hand. The need for rest or sleep was mentioned by two participants as

fiindamental to their state of mind, their energy levels, and their overall functioning (Mia

and Maria).

Kathryn was adamant about the need to undergo personal transformations in

outlooks and attitudes from time to time. In this respect, she highlighted the need for

grace, from herself and from others.

I need, and by grace I mean I need the fresh start that grace affords me, and I

think that. . .1 think that we all need that opportunity to not be boxed in by

whomever we've been in the past, you know, when we talk about change,

personal change, you need to have. . .somebody needs to graciously welcome you

in your changed or changing state. . .and I think that's really. . .1 think that's really

important. (Interview #4, p. 22) .

Embracing change as a part of the learning process was important to Kathryn. Four

participants also recognized the necessity to be open-minded to ongoing learning. With

this, Maria expressed freedom as essential, allowing her to keep an open mind to the

possibilities, to choose topics of interest to her, and to be flexible in her thinking and in

her actions. Cordelia felt that prior experiences lay the foundation for present learning.

Mia expressed that it is fundamental to learn from negative experiences, and recognize

them as teaching tools and character builders. Kathryn articulated the need for openness

to consider different perspectives and accommodate new understandings. She

said.
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I need to feel comfortable enough that, it's okay when I reframe, when I say,

okay, oh you know I've always thought of it that way, but you know, that's a

really interesting way of looking at it. Or I make a new connection that might

send everything else moving in a different direction. ... (Interview #4, p. 23)

The desire to live a spiritual and moral life was also necessary for Kathryn and for

Elizabeth. Ehzabeth also mentioned the need to be aware of her important role as a

teacher and the "moral and ethical" obligations involved in this occupation.

Professional needs. As working people with careers, these women were conscious

of their professional needs. The need for boundaries was mentioned by three of the

participants. For Maria, this included maintaining professionalism and distancing herself

from co-workers and from discussions surrounding her personal life. For Elizabeth, this

meant maintaining boundaries with students, so as not to be perceived as a "buddy" or

"friend." For Kathryn, the need for boundaries meant the desire to establish more

definitive distinctions between work and school. A second professional need mentioned

by two participants was for adaptability or flexibility both from oneself and from others.

While Alice said that as a teacher, she needs to be adaptable to consider what works best

for her students, Mia relied on the flexibility of people like her coworkers, who would

switch shifts with her and, in this way, help her to manage some of her other

responsibilities. A third professional need underscored by Alice, was to concretize her

own beliefs and philosophies about education, so that she would be able to articulate

them clearly to others. She also required ongoing feedback from others as a means of

validating her ideas and her progress.

Academic needs. These individuals conveyed a host of academic needs as learners
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and as graduate students. Four of them expressed the need for space. This meant an area

to study and to do work. Kathryn noted it was important that this space be comfortable

and away from traffic. Alice needed it to be a quiet environment. Both Alice and Cordelia

mentioned the need for physical as well as mental space, to be able to think and reflect.

Mia expressed the need for mental stimulation as vital. Cordelia indicated that the need to

pose questions and to be able to contemplate was most significant for her as a learner.

Alice highlighted the need to find relevance among her courses. Both she and Kathryn

expressed the need to be authentic, to adapt and modify ideas and strategies, and to fit

their own styles. Similarly, meaning-making and the making of connections were

necessary to Cordelia and Kathryn. The need to have a voice was critical to Cordelia. She

expressed that in the role of the learner, it is paramount for her to be able to articulate her

positions, experiences, and knowledge, especially related to unique topics, which other

educators might have limited background knowledge of. Alice identified choice in

learning as essential, especially when working on projects or assignments. Two

participants spoke about their need to either be pushed by others, or to push themselves.

Alice spoke of her need to be encouraged and prompted by others, which often acts as a

catalyst propelling her to work hard. Maria, on the other hand, spoke of this

encouragement and drive as coming from within, as she pushes herself to venture outside

of her comfort zone, and prove to herself her capabilities. Kathryn stated that she needs to

be future oriented, to think ahead and to contemplate her next intellectual pursuit. Mia

was adamant about her need to make progress, to feel like she is moving forward with

positive momentum.

At times, Kathryn recognized that as a learner, there are instances when she needs
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to follow the expectations and directions of others. Another learning related need was for

opportunities to exchange information including knowledge and resources. Because of

Cordelia's very specific and underresearched interests, she expressed the challenge in

meeting this need, and in finding all of the resources and information that she desires to

help inform her learning. The final learning need mentioned by Kathryn was the need for

accountability to oneself and others. She indicated that at the graduate level, a person

must take ownership of his or her learning, and be accountable not only to oneself, but to

the institution for his or her progress. Barriers or challenges were created when

participants' needs went unfulfilled. At other times, recognition and verbalization of their

needs allowed participants to engage in the process of self-awareness. Ultimately, when

their needs were satisfied, these women felt supported and able to move forward in their

identity and role negotiations. , .

Participants' Perceptions: Comparing the Unique Needs of Various Groups ofLearners

The participants also offered their perceptions of the differences in needs between

multiple groups of learners including: part-time and full-time students, undergraduate and

graduate students, as well as graduate and postgraduate students. Although there was a

feeling that some of their needs were ultimately similar, they recognized a few

differences between them. For instance, three of the participants beUeved that part-time

students have many demands in other spheres of their lives, and focus more time

negotiating the home and work domains than full-time students might. As such, Maria

expressed the need for flexibility within graduate programs. Cordelia identified different

needs associated with time constraints. She believed that since full-time students have

less time to complete their degree, they have to be more expeditious to manage their
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school work efficiently. Kathryn noted that part-time students may be able to better have

their needs for relevant and interesting courses met, since their coursework phase spans

over a longer duration of time. She saw this as an advantage of part-time studies.

Again, the participants felt that there are likely to be some shared needs between

undergraduate and graduate students; however, they indicated that there are differences in

needs as well. Three of the participants commented on the independent nature of graduate

studies, and felt that students at this level would need more time for independent thinking

and creativity; whereas, they perceived undergraduate studies to be more focused on

memorization and regurgitation. One participant mentioned that graduate students were

older, may have been out of school for multiple years, and likely juggling more roles than

undergraduate students. * .

Participants drew on the experiences of those they knew who had completed

postgraduate studies, when contemplating the needs of students at this level in relation to

the needs of students at the graduate level. Again, there was the perception that some of

the needs would be very similar, perhaps just more intense. Here, Cordelia described the

parallels between graduate and postgraduate studies. c

. . .1 think they are pretty close, you know what I mean. It's just a longer process.

It's more work, but it's more of the same work, you know. Certainly more

reading, and there certainly is more freedom to take it where you want to take it,

and this is what I'm finding with wanting to start my PhD and investigating it, is

that the Masters degree is just like training you for the post graduate stuff. Like,

here's the process, and here is the research method stuff, and you know, this is the

steps you need to do to get through it, so by the time you get there, you already
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know how to do it and they don't waste time teaching you that. They like dive

right in. So I think that you know, essentially the needs are the same. (Interview

#3, pp. 18-19)

Mia believed that an amplified level of support is required when doing a PhD because of

the workload, and Alice has heard that it is more difficult to juggle teaching and research

at this level. Acknowledging one's needs is the first step. Next, one is able to set

achievable objectives for themselves, and work towards realizing them.

The Importance ofGoal Setting: Identifying Short-term and Long-term Objectives

Three of the participants recognized individuals as being in control of their goals,

which they perceived as flexible and revisable. For instance, Cordelia stated:

. . .what I decide to do that day, you know, and any long term plans or goals that I

have, you know. . .1 can make them, then it's my decision whether to carry them

out or not. . .and how I do it. Um. . .1 think we definitely have control over that. .
.."

(Interview#3, pp. 11-12) ,

Similarly, Maria expressed that her own goals allow her to push herself and to reach new

limits. Mia felt that a measure of success is determined by one's ability to achieve his or

her goals. The six participants candidly shared their many ambitions, which were

classified into: short-term objectives, long-term objectives, and life-time objectives that

related to their "personal visions" that they have for themselves.

Short-term objectives. Participants perceived short-term goals to be ones that

could be realistically achieved in the not too distant future. On the mind of one of the

participants was the goal of completing the course that she was taking and then

subsequently completing a thesis. Four participants expressed their present objective as
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graduating and obtaining a Master's degree. Alice explained that goal setting in one role

or dimension of life may involve making sacrifices in other roles or spheres. She

explained how her pressing goal of making the deadline for graduation meant temporarily

postponing an active job hunt. Elizabeth articulated one of her short term goals as

follows, "to live one day at a time the best I can, grateful for what 1 have, and not being

driven by fear of ageing or what I might not have in the future" (Interview #5, p. 6). She

also desired to contribute to the lives of others in constructive ways. In addition to

immediate goals, participants also held numerous long-term goals for themselves.

Long-term objectives. The participants identified a series of long-term objectives

that were grouped into three areas including: learning and education, professional

accomplishments and opportunities, and meeting one's holistic needs. Learning and

education-related goals were prominent on the mind of these graduate students. Three of

them spoke about their goals to be life-long learners, desiring to be continuously learning

over the course of their lives. Four students mentioned that they were considering

aspirations of pursuing doctoral studies. Three of them indicated that engaging in PhD

studies were definite objectives, while for the fourth participant, future doctoral studies

were in the realm of possibilities. Alice had ambitions of learning an additional language.

Kathryn spoke of trying to find creative ways to meet her academic objectives, such as

looking for intersections between her courses, readings, and topics of study.

Four of the participants spoke of their long-term professionally oriented goals.

Three identified potential career transitions that they aspired to make in the future. Mia

articulated a strong interest in teaching at an institution of higher education. Alice, on the

other hand, talked about becoming a subject specialist or consultant. Kathryn indicated
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that she does not want to be closed minded about any opportunities that might come her

way. Exploring careers in the fields of social work, writing, or administration are all

viable possibilities. Elizabeth wanted to continue lecturing at the university for as long as

she could. She also desired to continue making a difference in the field of her subject

specialization. Other long-term professional objectives held by the participants included:

getting pubUshed, expanding upon professional qualifications, and participating in a

teacher exchange program.

The remainder of their goals could best be described as needs-oriented objectives

which focused on holistic development. Two of the six participants listed needs that fell

into this category. Kathryn articulated a series of very specific goals for herself, in each

of her different roles. These goals related to her spiritual growth and fulfillment,

cognitive development, affective expression, her need for human interaction and

dependency, and the desire for balance in her life. Kathryn was conscious of her own

needs, as well as the needs of others who were close to her, and considered them when

making decisions. Finally, nurturing positive human relationships was a similar goal for

Alice who listed her desire to potentially get married and have a family one day.

Life-time objectives or visions. Participants also had life-time objectives which

corresponded to their "personal visions," the directions they saw their lives heading in, as

well as the hopes and dreams that they held for themselves. A genuine sentiment shared

by the participants was their desire to "make a difference" in the lives of others. This was

a common personal vision that they all aspired to achieve. For instance, Kathryn had very

strong convictions to always keep children at the forefront of her agenda.

Well, whatever I do, I want it to be, definitely want kids to be at the center. . .1
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guess the thing that I love the most about my job, and what I do, and of course my

Masters will just, feed my job, is, I love it that I really can make a difference, and

so whatever I do, it will make a difference. ... (Interview #4, p. 39)

Likewise, Elizabeth strives to make a difference in the lives of her students. She desires

to convey a passion and excitement for the subject that she teaches which inspires them

tremendously. She wants to continue being productive, giving, outgoing and involved in

many things. Cordelia wanted to make a difference in her language community and help

preserve the Mohawk language.

Mia's personal vision for herself finds her in a career that offers her flexibility,

fulfillment, stability, and an opportunity to help others. It is fascinating that their personal

visions coincided, and that "making a difference" was a way to bring meaning to their

lives and to make positive contributions in the Uves of others. For some of these women,

the goal of becoming an educator was one that they held on to early in their life. For

others, this goal was not revealed until much later. '

Pathways into the Teaching Profession

The five certified teachers appeared to follow one of two pathways into the

teaching profession. Two of the five noted straightforward pathways; entering into

teaching directly out of university or teacher's college, without deviating, and in the

classroom is where they have remained. The other three have had more complex

pathways that ultimately resulted in the pursuit of teaching. Both Maria and Kathryn

identified themselves as a "Jack-of-all-Trades." They spoke about the diverse careers that

they have held, from working in retail, to editing, to banking, to video and film

production, and so on. They have had rich experiences and backgrounds, they are flexible
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and versatile, and are willing to approach teaching and learning in unconventional ways.

This pathway that has involved exploration ultimately led three of them to a common

realization; it reconfirmed their innate desire to teach. Kathryn spoke of her initial

resistance at the thought of teaching, since many of her family members were in the

profession. In a sense, she rebelled from entering into the family business, not wanting to

follow in their footsteps. She explains, "I came from a big long line of teachers and I

thought you know, there's gotta be more to life than just being a teacher. And so I

discovered of course that there actually isn't. ..." (Interview #1, p. 2). She gave up

resisting it and found herself pursing something that she was very passionate about. Like

Kathryn, Cordelia also questioned whether this was the right career path for her. She, too,

had experimented with other jobs, but then, ultimately, came back to teaching; this time

with confidence that she was making the right decision. Finally, Maria was a teacher back

in her home country and loved it. After immigrating to Canada, she held diverse

positions, but decided that teaching was her love, so she made the sacrifice of going back

to school to obtain a Canadian teaching certificate, and today finds herself back in the

classroom. Whether they originally resisted teaching, explored other options, or moved to

a new country, the final outcome remained the same, each of these women returned to the

profession, having confirmed for themselves that this is where they belonged.

Gender Issues

Engaged in conversation, each participant explored her understanding of gender

issues, and perceptions of the ways that gender impacts her daily personal, professional,

and academic life.
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Gender Differences as Perceived By the Participants .:

.

The participants perceived there to be some notable differences in response styles,

teaching styles (or professional interactions), and needs between men and women. While

some of these views may confirm societal gender-related stereotypes, they do represent

the views of these participants. For instance, CordeUa states "...you know, women are

just different creatures. Like we think about things, and we feel things more and

like...men tend to be more like black and white and rational..." (Interview #3, p. 7). She

contrasted her own highly emotional response state, especially in difficult familial times,

as compared with her boyfriend's calm demeanour.
'

Next, Mia outlined her belief regarding different gendered ways of teaching,

juxtaposing the two approaches as dictating versus collaborating. The first approach more

closely resembles the "sage on the stage" metaphor, with students sitting and listening.

The second approach aligns with the "guide on the side" metaphor, drawing on a

cooperative, facilitative style of interaction. Mia also believed that her husband had a

need to be perceived as the family's "breadwinner" and that he viewed himself as

fulfilling this role, although she felt that this might not be a completely accurate self-

image. She thought that she might even contribute more financially, however, through

diverse sources of smaller incomes combined, in comparison to his single larger source of

income.

Not only is it useful to be aware of gender differences, but it is also important to

be cognizant of how gender impacts other facets of life including one's thinking and

behaviour, as Kathryn discovered first hand. She spoke of the bidirectional relationship

that exists between gender and her thinking patterns. ".
. .being a woman, for example, I
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think influences the way I am as a learner, but also being a learner influences who 1 am as

a woman. .
." (Interview #2, p. 2).

Maria talked about her high level of emotional intelligence, attending to peoples'

feeUngs, and taking on the perspectives of others. While this sensitivity may help her as a

teacher, or as a mother, she also expressed the toll that it can have including: suffering

emotional exhaustion, getting run down, weakening her immune system, and even losing

touch with her own feelings. Maria articulated how she expends energy that is needed for

her own wellbeing, not always taking proper care of herself. Kathryn and Maria

described the emotional connection or response that is tied to each role and decision that

they make. Both the cognitive and affective domains worked in tandem throughout their

role negotiations. Kathryn provided an example of how she operates in her professional

role, demonstrating emotional openness and passion, which she hopes will stimulate

positive reactions from others. ".
. .1 just need to bare all, and hope for the best and while

you know what, you know what winds up happening, is that some people respond to it,

and that's. . .that is so gratifying. .
.." (Interview #3, p. 19). Even if everyone does not

respond favourably, knowing that she has made a positive impact on at least a few people

gives her the satisfaction she needs, to continue being forthcoming, emotionally open,

and enthusiastic. Participants also indicated that women have different needs.

Being Female: Participants Identify their Current Gender-Related Needs

Alice conceptualized men and women to have similar needs. The other

participants, however, identified some of their own needs that they perceived as largely

associated with being female. Most of these gender related desires would fall under

Maslow's (1954) categories of: Belongingness and Love, as well as Esteem Needs (pp.
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89-91). Kathryn indicated that as a woman, she needed both love and respect. She saw

love and respect as going hand in hand:

. . .1 don't see those as different and actually, I've read that. . .like men need to be

respected, women need to be loved. And I'm about to read another book, it's sort

of the same point of view. 1 don't see them as. . .1 see them as horrendously

overlapping, you know, you can't. . .1 don't know that you really can love; I

couldn't feel loved, if 1 feel disrespected. (Interview #4, p. 23)

This need was important not only within Kathryn' s home life, but also within her

spiritual life as well. Maria expressed that her family base gives her stability and security.

She noted the need for validation from her family, acknowledgement of her efforts within

the home. "I. . .1 really am recognized as a mother and being loved and I'm giving one

hundred percent of me as a mother and as a wife and being recognized from my husband

that I am dedicated..." (Maria, Interview #1, p. 19). She explained how she needs this

support and validation, without it, her other identities and roles would suffer.

CordeUa was adamant that as a female she needed "a sense of belonging and

conmiunity" (Interview #3, p. 20). She linked this need to both her cultural background

and heritage, as well as her gender, indicating that "Haudenosaunee women are always

together" (p. 20) and that their society follows a "matrilineal" system of organization

(p. 20). "Basically decisions are made by the women, and the women work together to

basically hold things together" (Cordelia, Interview #2, p. 2).

Maria conveyed a strong need to "be, a good mother and wife" (Interview #3,

p. 1 1). She strived to do her best and to give of herself to others. She feels the need to

take on most of the responsibility for her family's wellbeing; in the meantime, putting
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any of her own needs last. Cordelia referred to her similar desire, always putting family

and community before herself.

Mia identified that one of her biggest needs as a female and mother is for reliable

childcare. On a couple of instances, she expressed her desire to have someone look after

her children from time to time, so that she could negotiate some of her other

commitments, and have peace of mind that her children were well cared for. Related to

this need, was her desire to always be reachable or accessible in case her children needed

her. Although Alice did not have any children of her own, she did acknowledge that it

was predominantly her female classmates who needed to be able to juggle the family,

work, and school spheres concurrently.

While all of the participants at one time or another spoke about their need for

support, Cordelia and Mia specifically linked this need to their gender, indicating that the

support of others was essential to their success. They often drew upon other females as

part of their supportive networks (i.e., mothers, sisters, best friends, girlfriends, female

coworkers, etc.) who helped them during challenging times. Finally, both Cordelia and

Elizabeth mentioned that there have been instances when they have needed time away

from their chaotic family lives and home responsibilities. Despite needing time away,

they did emphasize the importance of being family-focused.

Family-Centeredness

While being a mom was often identified as a predominant role, the participants

also considered it to be an identity, inextricably linked to themselves, an integral part of

who they were. For instance, Elizabeth indicates, "Well I think I identify myself first as a

mother. Yes, I've had these children and now they're young adults, and as far as identity,
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if I prioritize, then that is my first priority. Still is my first priority" (Interview #1, p. 2).

Similarly, Kathryn identifies motherhood as "my first career" (Interview #1, p. 1). Mia

mentions that her children are her focus, to the extent that she has given up past hobbies,

which have been replaced with the demands of motherhood. Yet, she indicated that that

her family brings her a great source ofjoy.

The women mentioned how their families took precedence over work and school.

Kathryn indicated that other roles can be put on hold, but children cannot wait. Many of

the women mentioned that if critical family matters were to arise, all other roles and

responsibilities would be temporarily put on hold. For example, Kathryn said, ".
. . the

only thing that I really allow to interrupt. . .is family, you know family issues. .

."

(Interview #2, p. 16). She also explained that no matter her location, if her daughter was

present, then she would put her first by taking on more "motherly" attributes. She

described her change in demeanour when her daughter visits her at work:

. . .and then when she comes, it's like okay, that softer part of me, the you know,

the more nurturing part of me needs to come out. I can't just be chop chop with

her when I'm at. . .even if I'm at work, that's a more important aspect. (Interview

#l,p.8). .

Kathryn conveyed a deliberateness in the way she communicates with her children, and a

consciousness of the messages that she sends via her actions and responses. She

articulated that there is much "hard work" involved in parenting.

Both Mia and Elizabeth knew quite well of the challenges involved in parenting,

especially when it comes to parenting children with special needs, which can be

extremely demanding. Elizabeth acknowledged that she has written about this topic, and
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expressed a willingness to converse with other parents of children with special needs, to

share her insights and experiences. "And so I always find time, because I've walked that

walk and it's a very difficult, very difficult walk to have a child with a special need like

that" (Interview #1, p. 2). She strives to help other families and convey to them the

message that they are not alone. Besides helping others, the participants are busy with

many other roles.

Busyness as a Way to Derive Contentment and Purpose

Five of the six women identified themselves as "busy." Oftentimes, it was one of

their first self-descriptors. This word had a deeper meaning, for it was in this self-selected

state of busyness or continuous action that participants derived a sense of comfort,

contentment, and purposefulness. Both Mia and Maria felt that residing in a continuous

state of busyness prevented an unhealthy or idle state of mind. It kept them engaged and

interested in the world around them. Maria indicated that, ".
. .if I stop doing all of this, I

think I would be the first person who would get into depression" (Interview #2, p. 10).

She went on to state, "I see me as being constantly busy, being active, being busy. And

that helps me relax" (Interview #2, p. 12). There was a sense of calmness that she felt in

this ongoing state of activeness. Similarly, Mia feels that without this state of busyness,

she would be restless, indicating, ".. .but I like being busy so I find if I don't do too much

at once, I feel bored, even though it seems like way too much" (Interview # 1, p. 4).

Although to others it might appear as though she is overextending herself, to Mia it feels

right. Likewise, both Elizabeth and Kathryn expressed contentment and comfort in being

busy. Elizabeth also felt as though it gives her drive, and a feeling of usefulness.

. . . and I'm really quite at ease when I'm juggling. And I juggle a lot of things.
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and I. . .really am happy when 1 juggle a lot of things, it gives me pleasure, and

sense of purpose and that's a huge part of my personality. (Interview #2, p. 5)

Kathryn expressed this similar state of bliss that comes from busyness, although for her,

it can also lead to disorder within her physical environment. She articulates, "...I do tend

to be a person that I am happiest when I multi-task, now it also drives me crazy, because I

get cluttery..." (Interview #2, p. 18). This state of busyness is more than a description of

negotiating multiple demands; rather, for these women, it is about choosing to get

involved in things that are personally meaningful and fulfilling, and the mental or internal

calmness (the feeling of satisfaction, productivity, and comfort) that comes from

successfully negotiating an external state of busyness in their daily life. It is a deliberate

choice that these women have made; one that they feel has enriched their Ufe. Cordelia

described some of the tasks she carries out within her home and community, including

chauffeuring older women from place to place, organizing activities, doing errands and

visiting family, as well as conferring with others over the phone. Ultimately, busyness

enables these women to lead a productive, content, and purposeful existence.

Women Participants Strivefor Balance '

Maintaining balance in their lives was hugely important to all of the women. It

was Kathryn's primary goal as a woman. Participants described some of the many things

that they balanced, including: their needs alongside the needs of others; internal

negotiations and thoughts against external physical acts of negotiation; core values and

attitudes against societal values, roles, and attitudes; expectations from many sources; as

well as work, school, and personal spheres. Cordelia stated, "...a lot of time I feel like it's

a tug of war because like there are so many things that are happening. .
." (Interview # 3,
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p. 14). The push and pull of many roles, demands, and feelings can be stressful.

Participants identified numerous reasons why balance is important. Maria felt that it is the

key to effective "functioning" as a human being. She articulated, "... you have to have

some kind of balance. . .to be a healthy person" (Interview #1, p. 13). It is about finding a

state of equilibrium, both internally and externally, as she described:

But the balancing and negotiating . . .goes through your head and if you can

balance that internally, um you can be happy with yourself. . .And. . .and you can

function well. But, if you put too much on a plate and you misjudge your abilities

that you can., .can actually balance that, then you're gonna feel you are slipping

through the crack, and you will feel unhappy.... (Interview #1, p. 14)

Again, it is impossible to be in this state of equilibrium at all times, but Maria said it will

not stop people from trying. Sometimes Maria found herself trying to achieve balance out

of necessity, to restore stability when her life becomes chaotic. Kathryn noted that it was

about maintaining some type of order in her life even though she realized that there is an

element of unpredictability in occurrences and it can take a while before order is

revealed. Maria also mentioned that when an individual is off-balance, he or she is more

susceptible to identity confusion or lack of direction in his or her life. According to

Kathryn, some individuals have more roles and demands to balance than others. She

illustrated this by comparing two students, one who is a single young man living in his

parents' home, versus a married mother. In this case, she conceptualized the female

student as negotiating more roles than the male.

The participants listed numerous examples of balancing that they engaged in both

in their professional and personal lives. Maria and Kathryn described teaching and
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lecturing as a balancing act, focusing on maintaining balance between student-centred

and teacher-directed approaches, as well as between information dissemination and

student engagement (interest). Maria spoke of balancing within the home, through shared

parenting strategies, as well as spouses bringing complementary personalities, attitudes,

and skills which adds harmony to the family. Alice identified her effort to achieve

balance in both spheres by dividing her time to ensure that she is able to fulfill

professional as well as personal obligations. However, she was unsure with how well she

achieves this balance. -
'?

Cordelia's appreciation for balance came largely from her Haudenosaunee

background, where an integral aspect of identity is about maintaining harmony with

everything around you. ".
. .it's very cyclical, like everything is related to everything else

and like nothing is more important than the other thing. But much of what the story talks

about is balance and it's that mind, body, soul balance" (Interview #1, p. 5). As Cordelia

recognized, balance comes in many forms including: physical, mental, spiritual,

relationship, and global dimensions. The participants gave numerous examples of balance

and articulated its importance in their busy lives. Granted, it proves increasingly difficult

to achieve balance when negotiating societal expectations.

Then and Now: Six Women Negotiating Societal Prescriptions and Expectations

The participants were cognizant of societal expectations placed upon women.

Elizabeth spoke of her early awareness of social norms and values surrounding

appropriate academic and professional pathways for women.

Even in my generation, prescription was 'what did successful girls do?'

Successful girls took the academic courses in high school, and went on to not



') v>Ti<;



170

college, university! Or your second choice was nursing! Oh yes! And very

clearly! And also, successful women went into teaching. That had a tag on it! If

you were gong to be a teacher, you were going to be an upstanding member of

society! Well respected! (Interview #1, p. 3)

She explained how women attempted to follow socially acceptable pathways enabling

them to be viewed as successful by society's standards at that time. Clearly, in the past,

the teaching profession was held in high esteem. Although most of the participants

recognized it as a noble profession, one where people can truly make a difference, some

acknowledged that it has become undervalued in recent years.

Elizabeth also articulated that traditional gender roles were clearly defined by

society during the time when she was a young mother.

Very clearly in my generation, it was very clear what a mom should be. A mum

should have a hot meal on the table, and a mum should be there to help with

homework and a mom should, and a mom should. So from my generation, which

would go back to the sixties and early seventies, when I did get married, that

prescription was very clear, you were the driver, and you went to the hockey

games, and very clearly, the mother also cleaned the house. (Interview #1, p. 3)

Cordelia also used the word "prescription" to acknowledge that there are cultiu-ally

"prescribed" gender roles in Haudenausaunee society, which men and women are

expected to follow.

Participants recognized that at times, societal attitudes were at odds with their

own beliefs, which left some of the women feeling confused, unappreciated, and torn.

Alice, the youngest participant, expressed that certain individuals still have difficulties
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accepting the concept of the working woman. She spoke of a past partner who saw her

place as being in the home, and this completely infuriated her. While she indicated that

she would like to have a family, she also intends to have a career. She stated that it was

for this reason (for the advancement of her professional aspirations) that she continued

her postsecondary studies. Alice commented that stereotypes regarding males and

females still exist. Kathryn expressed her frustration with externally held assumptions

regarding gendered responsibilities. She finds them archaic.

. . .there are expectations of me as a woman who runs, or at least participates in

running of the home. It's stuff that I hate, let me add, I hate it that people, you

know, look at my messy house, and. . .1 am the one that they would be critical of,

not my husband. (Interview #3, p. 20)

Societal gender role expectations are still very much prevalent, and impact upon these

women in various ways. Yet, there are other segments of society that feel women should

be out in the workforce, and devalue the stay-at-home mother. Elizabeth was frustrated

by this perception:

. . .and motherhood is not seen as a career, and I walked that walk. . .like trying to

get a credit card or trying to. . .you know, go to a party and say, 'what did you do

this week?' and I'd say, 'oh we went to the park and. .

.

' 'you what?' . . .1 think

society really ranks a working woman before a mother. ... (Interview, #3, p. 9)

Ultimately, many women, like these six participants, are left in a "no win" situation,

caught between these two opposing views and a host of contradictory pressures and

expectations (self, familial, societal, etc.). As Mia articulates, from these contradictory

messages, somehow women develop the perception that they are expected to do it all and
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this is a heavy burden to bear.

Um. . .1 think it's very much run by what you think society thinks that you should

be doing. . .1 mean you're supposed to be like this super woman or wonder

woman. I guess it would be better to do it all, not be tired, and your hair still looks

great, and it just doesn't happen (laughs)...not for me anyway...! walk around,

I've become comfortable looking like a bag. . .and there's a time where I couldn't

handle it, now I'm like whatever, if you don't like it, don't look (laughs).

(Interview #2, p. 12)

While Mia has come to terms with the discrepancy between idealistic notions of role

negotiations between the multiple spheres in her life, and the differing, harsher realities,

other women may not find this easy to do. This disconnect between a Utopian ideal and a

chaotic reality is bound to produce feelings of guilt or failure for some women.

Negative Gender-Related Feelings: Experiences with Selfishness, Guilt, and Resentment

Participants frequently spoke of being consumed with negative feelings, such as

selfishness and guilt, which were linked to the comparing of their perceptions of

themselves against their perceptions of societal expectations that they feel are placed

upon them as females and mothers.

Selfishness. Maria and Mia identified feeling selfish when focusing attention on

themselves, rather than on their children. They held the perception that putting

themselves first was a selfish thing to do. Maria, for instance, listed her "core self as her

most important identity, then she followed up by admitting that her response might be

perceived as selfish, since she did not list family, social, professional, community, or

global identities as more important. Mia, on the other hand, felt selfish for enjoying
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academic pursuits, which, on occasion, may take away time she could be spending with

her family. She said, "I try to be a good mum even though I'm a little selfish 'cause I like

doing my school work stuff (hiterview #1, p. 4). Here, Mia believed that by engaging in

intellectual pursuits for herself, she would be judged by society as not being a "good"

mother. For Mia, the clash between a desire to achieve personal fulfillment on one hand

and to follow perceived societal expectations on the other, creates these feelings of guilt.

Guilt and regret. All six of the participants spoke about their feelings of guilt

and/or regret. Oftentimes, these feelings were related to their perceived failures or

shortcomings as mothers. For instance, Kathryn regretted taking a passive approach with

her daughter who was struggling at school. She indicated the complexity that exists when

the role of "parent" and "teacher" intersect. She indicated that boundaries can become

blurred. Both Maria and Mia felt guilty as they perceived themselves at times as being

preoccupied with school work, feeling as though they might be neglecting their families

in the process. Mia describes this sense of guilt that ensues when she is engaged in school

work in the home:

Part of me believes that I should wait; like you have so much time left, right?

Look at some of the Profs; they didn't go back to school until they were much

older. And I have small children at home. I think that I should be focusing more

on them than I do, um. . .and sometimes I feel very guilty about the fact that. . .you

know, they're running around and playing and, I'm on the computer doing

homework instead of running around playing with them... as, I always thought

when I became a mom, I'd be very much like that, and I'm not as much as I

thought I would be. So I guess that's why I sort of feel guilty that I'm not doing it
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like when they're in bed I do it, because I would be too tired, and you know, it's a

rejuvenation thing for me. . .which you read things, you watch Oprah and they say

you're supposed to take care of yourself too, which is what I'm doing, but there is

still that guilt that, they're always, 'When are you going to be home?' 'Why are

you working again?' 'What do you mean you're going to be at school? You

know, those sort of questions that now they verbalize. . .and you're like. . .1 wish I

didn't want to do other stuff, but I do. (Interview #2, p. 9)

Mia feels guilty for spending time pursuing her interests. She realizes that the best thing a

woman can do is to ensure that she nurtures her own identities outside of the family,

making time to have other interests, as this provides her with stimulation, satisfaction,

and rejuvenation, which ultimately enables them to reenter the family, and continue to

make positive contributions in this sphere. However, this knowledge is not enough to

extinguish the guilt she feels in doing so. Mia was adamant that she needed to parent to

the best of her ability, or else feelings of "guilt" would ensue for not adequately fulfilling

her obligations and duties. She felt that having children was a deliberate decision that she

made, and as such, requires a continuous commitment. Likewise, even though Cordelia

does not have her own children, she is always doing things for other people, as opposed

to doing things for herself, and expressed a real challenge in making her needs a top

priority.

Kathryn indicated that for her, guilt often surfaced when there was a lack of time.

She conveyed that there is only so much time in a day, and she feels guilty knowing that

not everything can get accomplished. In choosing to focus time and energy on some

things, she knew that others were left aside. Alice felt similarly, and provided a poignant
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example of this speaking of the mental anguish that ensued knowing that her professional

role was taking up so much time, that she was forced to put aside her student role.

Mentally, this weighed on her and the guilt would not fully dissipate.

Other forms of guilt which manifested in Maria's life included: guilt for feeling

disingenuous on occasion, guilt at the thought of letting others down and letting herself

down in the process, guilt over forming misconceptions about others, and guilt for not

performing to the best of her ability. Interestingly, Kathryn noted that during the

construction of her living self map, the feeling of guilt first appeared around the role of

woman. Kathryn said, ".
. .1 would also describe myself as having all kinds of not so

obvious insecurities, I think we all do" (Interview #1, p. 1 1). In her second interview, she

explicitly linked these insecurities and "conflictedness" to gender.

Resentment. In the past, two mothers described feeling "resentment" towards their

work. They begrudged having to work outside of the home, especially when their work

schedule conflicted with the family's schedule. Mia identified this as an ongoing

experience, stating, "So I. . . I guess I resent a bit that I have to you know, work weekends

and work at night and not be able to take them [the children] to all the things I want to do,

and get time to do me stuff too!" (Interview #2, p. 5). Not only is it difficult for her to

juggle work and family, but it is challenging also finding time for herself. Elizabeth also

identified a time when she was forced to reenter the workforce before she felt she was

ready. She really yearned to stay at home for a longer period of time to be with her

children; however, there were urgent financial pressures which drove her to resume

teaching. She described the struggles that she faced, feeling as though she really was not

as "present" in either role (i.e., teacher and mother) as she should have been.
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Female Participants' Perceptions ofGender Barriers

A couple of the participants commented on their perceptions of gender-related

barriers that exist within professional, academic, and spiritual realms, which impact on

women, such as themselves.

Within the professional sphere, Mia noted salary discrepancies among men and

women, specifically commenting on the difference in income levels between herself and

her husband. She explained that her husband can work 3 days a week and make the same

amount of money that she would make in an entire week. Kathryn, on the other hand, did

not perceive gender to be a barrier with respect to her leadership roles and professional

roles. She perceived her profession (teaching) to be fairly equitable and unrestrictive

based on gender, especially when contrasted against different fields. She felt that she has

a voice and that people listened to her at work.

Alice sensed that another sphere where women experience gender barriers is

within academics. She felt that intelligent, highly educated females are viewed as

"intimidating" by certain males. She indicated that perhaps this belief is somehow

misguided, but that she believes it to be true. Later she continued to explain, ".
. .1 get the

feeling that there's still a whole lot of parts of society that want to stay patriarchal. . . that

woman that has the career, that has the degree, um. . .1 think that's intimidating for some

people" (Interview #2, p. 20). Although Kathryn indicated that sometimes people

perceive her as "intimidating," she did not explain why.

Kathryn identified gender barriers that exist in the spiritual realm, especially

within organized religion. She indicated that in this sphere, men still hold predominant

authority, voice, and decision-making power. Females are limited, often prevented from
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having a voice, which was extremely frustrating to her. Despite facing many barriers,

these women continue to successfully negotiate their multiple roles.

Simultaneous Negotiations: Juggling Family, Work, and School Spheres

The six women often provided examples of simultaneous negotiations that

involved juggling responsibiUties within the family sphere along side responsibilities

within other spheres in their lives. These complex negotiations were tested at certain

junctures, including points of intersection between: work and motherhood; school and

motherhood; as well as work, school, family, and the spousal relationship (see Figure 8).

The women noted that each of these intersections brought about complex feelings and

responses which they had to deal with. Mia identified the home as the place where her

multiple identities intersect, especially on account of her and her husband's shared love

of academia. "...like when we're at home, it's not that I'm strictly a wife. I'm still talking

about or doing school preparation, or talking about my thesis, and our kids have always

had to listen to everything (both Mia and the Interviewer chuckle). So they all overlap. .

."

(Interview #1, p. 4). Mia noted that it becomes difficult to separate these multiple

spheres, as they are intimately connected with each other.

Intersections involving work and motherhood. All four mothers spoke of the

challenges that result when motherhood and career coUide. They described different

instances in their lives when these intersections have happened. Maria recalled the

challenge she experienced negotiating a new job and a new baby at the same time. She

began her first full-time teaching position immediately after the birth of her second child,

which was a big adjustment for her and her husband. Elizabeth recalled instances where

she was focused on her professional duties, and was not as "present" as she should have



t ! .- '-}

"^^
*?-



178

The six women often provided examples of simultaneous negotiations that involved juggling

responsibilities within the home sphere along side responsibilities within other spheres in their

lives.

Instances when

motherhood (or

home roles) and

career roles overlap

or colUde,

involving difficult,

daily struggles,

perceived to get

easier as children

grow older

Example: Elizabeth

Instances when

motherhood (or

home roles) and

school roles

overlap or collide,

involving

balancing and

juggling of time

and activities

Example: Mia

When participants' roles from all three spheres collide, they articulate its multiple impacts including:

feelings of stress, exhaustion, and negative impacts on their spousal relationships. At times they find ways

to cope on their own, while in other instances, they draw on assistance from others. Example: Maria

Figure 8. Women juggling family, work, and school spheres in tandem.
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been for her children. Overall, Mia identified that while she is at home, negotiating her

multiple responsibilities, her children make themselves known, and seek out her

attention. Kathryn marvelled at how some people can juggle these multiple spheres,

especially if they have small children to care for. She commented that once children have

grown, this negotiation becomes easier. Mia confirmed that reality, indicating that since

her children have become school aged, they have developed increased "independence"

and are able to entertain themselves while she focuses her attention on other necessary

tasks. Interestingly, Elizabeth understood it to be very difficult to "work full-time" and

raise a family. She spoke of some women that she has encountered who attempted to

deceive others and themselves by creating the illusion that it could be done effortlessly,

which she understood from her reality to not be the case:

. . .And this myth that they are trying to perpetuate, that you can have a full-time

job, and you can raise kids, and... it's a myth because something goes. And they

don't see what goes. My thinking, part-time is ideal, you know, you make the

hockey games, you make the dance recitals, you do have the mental stimulation,

but you're not too tired for your husband, or you're not you know, too tired to

really play. I think a lot of those young moms think that they are present, and they

are not, because they don't hear themselves at lunch hour... I'd Uke a law passed

that says parents (two people) can only work one and a half. I would like to see a

law passed that says you can't have two full-time working people, because I see

the damage, and I know the damage because I lived it. I know how much more I

should have given to my kids, and it's not material things. I didn't have time to sit

and play card games because I had. .
.
[work obligations] and I had. . . .1 had stuff to
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do, and I had to clean the house, and I can't play with you right now. . .. (Interview

#3, p. 10)

Most of the participants agreed that this negotiation is by no means effortless. They

articulated that it is one of the most difficult things that they do on a daily basis.

Intersections involving school and motherhood. Mia spoke largely of the

intersections that arise for her within the realms of school and motherhood. She gave a

personal example when these two roles overlapped and she could not be in two places at

once. She recognized that balancing separate individual time for her to engage in her

interests and for her husband to engage in his was also important to coordinate, stating:

. . .so, for me to be a wife, and a mother, I had to figure out a way so that I could

stay where I was, so he could go do what he wanted, and yet still have somebody

to get the kids. So literally, the babysitter was in our house for probably twenty

minutes, because she got them off the bus and I just made it home. . . . (Interview

#2, p. 10)

Mia was continuously faced with these kinds of negotiations as a mother, wife, and

student. Again, she provided a second example ofjuggling multiple roles saying.

Like if you're a student and you're a mother to small children, you're gonna have

to negotiate between the two-how you get your homework done and how you put

the kids to bed and make dinner and do all those things. (Interview #1, p. 3)

She spoke from her own experience as these are real tasks that she must manage on a

regular basis, and they can prove to be challenging.

Engaging in these types of ongoing negotiations impacts the individual, their

feelings, and their relationships with those around them, as illustrated by the participants.
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Maria, for example, talked about her internalization of the negotiation process, as though

it was her personal struggle, which she dealt with on her own. She talked about being in

the present moment, giving 100% of herself in any given context, for if she divided her

attention, she felt that it would have negative consequences not only for herself, but for

others as well. ".
. .so my kids. . .they don't need to know how much is on my plate .

tonight or tomorrow morning. I have to be there for them, that moment, that time. .

."

(Interview #1, p. 14). Eternalizing the negotiation process can be a huge weight for one

to carry. Mia and Cordelia identified lack of sleep as an outcome of negotiation. Put in

the situation, they do what needs to be done. At times, this may cause displeasure as their

own wants may be sacrificed. Cordelia described an instance of negotiating multiple roles

(i.e., familial, relationship, and work) referring to the stress that she sometimes feels. She

said that on occasion, it has been her boyfriend who reminds her of her limits, and to

avoid becoming "burnt out." Both Maria and Cordelia have referred to negative impacts

on their health, such as increased susceptibility to illness and exhaustion. Kathryn

referred to feeling "conflicted" and second guessing her decisions.

Family, work, and school intersections and their impacts on relationships.

JuggUng multiple domains also has implications for the spousal relationship, as indicated

by Kathryn. She described how her busyness with school work at times has taken its toll

on her husband, especially early on in their relationship, when she was at home, yet

unavailable because of her on-line coursework commitment. Kathryn also mentioned that

deciding how to negotiate the "division of labour" is a serious consideration when one is

juggling multiple demands. Ultimately, she felt that although it may prove challenging, it

is essential to find time for each other. Kathryn also pinpointed another challenge; when
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your significant other does not have some of the same roles and responsibilities that you

do. She was adamant that in this situation, a high level of "understanding" is essential.

Not only were these women negotiating between spheres, they were also

negotiating within a single sphere. Kathryn mentioned that as a spouse, she navigates

between being a "wife, friend, [and] lover" (Interview #1, p. 7). Mia articulated a similar

negotiation, and articulated that on occasion, she encounters role confusion as a wife.

...sometimes it's hard to figure out what I am supposed to be when I'm a wife,

because I think that, I am and he's not. . .feeling that I am enough, or vice versa,

because we have so many other things that we both do. You're so busy parenting,

or then doing homework, and you wonder why he is grumpy, because you realize

you haven't actually opened your mouth and talked to him in two days, but in

your head, you're sort of talking to him. (Interview #2, p. 19)

Mia identified that relationships are tested with challenges, especially when individuals

have many commitments to fulfill, and get consumed with their other roles. This can

negatively impact the relationship if the couple does not make time for each other and

fails to keep communicating with each other. This is precisely what happened to

Elizabeth. She explained how in the midst ofjuggling a multitude of roles, she ended up

abandoning her role as a wife. "I gave away my role as a wife; that went to the very

bottom...don't touch me, don't come near me..." (Interview #3, p. 10). Elizabeth

articulates that similar outcomes have happened to many other couples:

. . .and I really believe I've seen so many relationships. . .it happens anyways. . .and

then when you put all those time obligations, and your fatigue goes up, and your

desire for intimacy goes, and you just. . .in turn you go, 'What can you do for me?'
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I'm doing so many things for other people. What can you do for me?' and it isn't

What can I do for you? Because you don't make the list. (Interview #3, p. 1 1)

As she emphasized, relationships can disintegrate when an effort to maintain them is not

made a priority. Instead, individualistic motivations dominate, and compromises are no

longer negotiated. In order to simultaneously negotiate multiple spheres, oftentimes

women must call on their significant others for assistance. This, in turn, may result in

gender role reversals, as partners take on additional roles.

Participants' Experiences with Gender Role Reversals

All four of the mothers described periods in their family lives when their

husbands took on the role of primary caregivers, to faciUtate the negotiation of their other

demands including the pursuit of fiiU-time studies or employment. This gender-role

reversal (be it short-term or long-term) involved collaborative decision making between

partners and a renegotiation of the division of labour. Elizabeth described a period when

her professional duties were numerous and intensive, requiring long hours at work. To

successfully meet these demands, she relinquished duties at home, referring to it as

"shifting," whereby her husband stepped in to assume certain responsibilities that

typically were hers. Maria described her first full-time teaching position, which she

happened to commence only 6 weeks after her son was bom. At that time, they decided

that her husband would take paternity leave and remain at home to raise their son.

Kathryn also identified a time when her husband stayed at home, while she worked, and

also while she went to school. This gave her peace of mind, knowing that someone was at

home. Finally, this was a negotiation that Mia experienced at the time of our interviews.

She explained, ". . .right now my husband's taking more of a parenting role than he has in
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the past. Now that I'm in school more, he's become sort of the primary caregiver because

his schedule allows it. .
." (Interview #2, p. 15). Although these types of gender role

reversals were experiences that the participants may not have been accustomed to, they

made changes based on what suited their families and what allowed them to successfully

negotiate the demands that had been placed upon them at that time. Ultimately, they did

what they felt was best, and what worked for the couple and their family unit. It clearly

involved wilUngness, understanding, and compromise.

Women Participants, Their Questfor Perfection, and Their Desire to Please

All of these women mentioned their quest for perfection or their focus on striving

to be successful at their multiple roles. Three of the participants even used the word

"perfectionist" when describing themselves. This desire to be "perfect" transcended the

different spheres of their lives (home, work, and graduate school). Mia articulated this

desire; yet, she was aware that in reaUty it was difficult to achieve. "So everybody thinks

they're going to be the perfect parent, but it's hard once you do it, but I think I try to

provide a good home, be a good student, [be] nice when I meet people, [and be]

considerate" (Mia, Interview #1, p. 4). Even though perfection is an impossible standard

to achieve, it will not stop these women from striving to be perfect.

Both Maria and Mia recognized their immense desire to please others. Mia

articulated, "...I try to find a way to make everything work" (Interview #2, p. 10). She

spoke ofjuggling multiple schedules and looking for creative solutions to ensure that

everyone in her family is happy and is able to make their respective activities. She

indicated that at times, all of this manoeuvring and coordinating is taxing. Likewise,

Maria stated that it takes a great deal of effort to please others, as it oftentimes
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involves being a good listener, being helpful, and being fair.

I'm a pleaser 1 think. I like to please my family members and my friends. . .1 try to

be a good listener, even though I like to talk a lot (laughter). But 1 try to

understand and be helpful. And that's also some kind of activity required. . . you

have to sit down everyday and to stay constantly open, it takes so much energy

away. But, I think that's also being fair, Uke you. . .what I said in a previous

interview, you're trying to divide that time equally to everybody, so everybody's

happy with the portion they're getting from you (laughter). (Interview #2, p. 12)

She did not want to short-change anyone, and gave of herself readily to others. She was

conscious of her actions and strived to serve as a positive role model for her children.

".
. .I'm trying to give a lot and to be as an example to my kids so they grow up to be

givers too, not to be users" (Interview #2, p. 13). She felt that her actions as a parent

would impact her children even into adulthood and hoped that her children would learn to

reciprocate and give back to others around them. Ultimately, she desired for her children

to be caring human beings.

Caring Across Contexts - ^r

Each woman made direct or indirect references to her caring nature, oftentimes

indicating that it crossed contexts. These women frequently described themselves as

"helpful," "caring," and "loving." Mia wished that all people could focus on maintaining

nurturing relationships and building character. Maria also shared this hope for a caring

environment, showing genuine concern for the world and for others, stating, "See, but I

really care! I really care about what's happening and what I could do maybe to help, or to

change some things" (Interview #2, p. 6). Her caring approach does not permit her to sit
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on the sidelines. Instead, she engages in acts of caring for others, both at home and at

school. .

All of these women worked within the "caring professions" including teaching

and social work. As the educators spoke of their personal philosophies of education, they

believed in demonstrating care and concern for others. Cordelia spoke of a caregiving

role that many women find themselves in, caring for an aging parent or grandparent. In

her case, at the time of our interviews, she was caring for both grandparents, one who

was in the hospital (and was to, subsequently, pass away), and the other who had recently

moved in with her. Undoubtedly, one of the first caring relationships that a daughter will

experience is the caring relationship she has with her mother.

Mothers as Teachers: Participants' Reflections

According to Wood (1997), ".
. .a girl's first efforts to define her own identity are

infused by the relationship with her mother" (p. 53). Three of the six participants referred

to their mothers during our interviews. Two of them indicated that their mothers were a

source of support. They were incredible role models whom these women could consult

with regarding strategies for negotiating their multiple roles. Cordelia spoke of her

mother frequently, indicating that her mother has been instrumental in encouraging her,

validating her efforts, and supporting her through challenging times. She recalled her

mother's own struggles and triumphs with a source of admiration, indicating that her

mom pursued a PhD while raising a family. She referred to her as a trailblazer,

considering that not many people in their community had attended university. She

acknowledged the ongoing support she receives from her mother, who knows intimately

the kinds of struggles and challenges Cordelia faces and will face in the future, because
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she, too, has experienced them first hand. It is clear that this mother and daughter have a

very special relationship. AUce indicated that she recalls the various strategies that her

own mother used when negotiating multiple roles, and emulates these approaches in her

own life. They have become valuable tools, helping her juggle multiple responsibilities.

However, she also described identity intersections that she has experienced in the past,

moments in time when suddenly she says something that her mother used to say, and

realizes that she has become like her. Finally, Elizabeth described her relationship with

her mother as a tumultuous one; however, this rocky relationship did enable her to gain

strength and determination. These mothers were conceptualized as teachers, modelling

parenting, coping, and management strategies for their daughters, some of which were

deemed more successful than others, ultimately learning that motherhood has its

challenges.

Motherhood: Identity Loss and Role Confusion

While Mia and Elizabeth experienced immense satisfaction in being mothers, they

have also experienced identity loss and role confusion. Mia described transition periods

in her Ufe, from being single to married, and from being childless to having children.

With these new identities comes the loss of past ones, which she feels takes time to get

used to. ".
. .being a non-parent versus a parent was a huge identity loss, 'cause you went

from being free and only having to answer to yourself, and maybe your partner, to

suddenly being controlled by somebody else, and their needs and their wants..."

(Interview*!, p. 18).

Role confusion is something that Elizabeth was grappling with at the time of our

interviews. She explained that her children were grown and her role as a "mother" was
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more difficult to decipher, especially when her children continuously sent her

contradictory messages. In her mind, they would always be her children; yet, they had

reached a point in their lives where they wanted to be recognized as adults. However,

they did not always act accordingly. Their conflicting reactions, feelings, and needs made

it difficult for her to adapt. She articulated that they held unclear expectations of her,

which led to ambiguity in her own understanding of her role as a mother of grown

children.

...it's almost an in between land and it's interesting, because one minute they'll

come to me and they'll be like 'oh mum, brush my hair!' or 'mum, can I have

twenty dollars for Tim Hortons?' or whatever, and then the next minute is, 'You

don't need to tell me that! I'm in the working world!' or 'Oh I don't need any

money, I have my own job' and that intersection is really...! don't know who I

am sometimes, so I just go with whatever. (Interview #1, p. 4)

She finds herself in a constant state of flux, shifting to the given needs and expectations

of her children, becoming who they want her to be, in that particular moment in time. Not

only do females struggle with challenges related to motherhood, they also struggle with

issues surrounding ageing.

Women Grappling with Ageing and the Body

Interestingly, all six female participants articulated a personal awareness of their

own ageing. Most of them associated ageing with negative implications. Some spoke of

hopes for themselves as they continued to go through the ageing process. They provided

very poignant examples of issues associated with ageing, their bodies, and their

emotional reactions to these experiences. Very few positive comments were made





189

regarding ageing. However, Elizabeth did acknowledge that as she has gotten older, she

has become more connected to her roots and her heritage, which has been a wonderful

experience for her. AUce, on the other hand, has indicated that she is ignoring the

physical ageing process, and has decided that attitude is what is important. She said, "...I

stopped having birthdays like ten years ago! So [I'm] young at heart I guess!" (Interview

#l,p.8).

Negative reactions associated with age and ageing included fear, judgement, and

resistance. Three participants felt fearful about ageing. They identified being "worried,"

"scared" or "conflicted" about becoming older or reaching significant age milestones.

Two individuals recognized their age as a potential obstacle or barrier, especially when it

came to judgements or perceptions held by others regarding their appearance.

Interestingly, these two individuals had opposite concerns. Cordelia felt that her

young appearance and age was sometimes a barrier that she had to overcome, since

people would form certain perceptions of her, perhaps viewing her as inexperienced

questioning her credibility and knowledge. For Elizabeth, the reverse held true, as she

identified experiencing judgement on account of her increased age. Ageing was a very

real and emotional topic for Elizabeth during our interviews. She expressed,

I'm starting to identify myself, and this might make me cry. . .as getting old(er),

older. And that's really. . .it's just a difficult change, because I have this conflict

inside of me. I go faster and better than I did when I was twenty-five to thirty, but

outside, I'm perceived by the world, as somebody who's getting past middle age.

People see me as . . . [participant identifies her age] and I get it when they do. I'm

sitting there thinking oh I just look like everybody else, I just look like I'm
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twenty-five, I just look like you, but 1 don't! And so their relationship with me is

different, because the exterior has aged. (Interview #1, p. 7)

She indicated that ageing has been hard for her to accept. She has experienced a feeling

of turmoil and resistance, stating, "...I'm not ready" (Interview #1, p. 8). She even felt

angry at the thought of getting old. It was frustrating to her that the way society views her

does not align with her own perceptions of herself, and that judgements were made based

on her physical appearance. In her case, she even acknowledged that her own trepidation

and preoccupation with ageing has been an obstacle for her.

A few of the women shared examples of specific instances in their lives, when

they have been especially aware of their age or of the ageing process. Maria identified a

period in her mid to late 30s, when she was cognizant of her biological clock. She

recognized that she was getting older and knew that there was a window for having

children that would only remain open for a limited time. Cordelia described a time when

she was asked to deliver a presentation in front of an international audience. Preparing for

the presentation, she was very conscious of her young age and wondered if she would be

taken seriously, even questioning why she had been asked to give the presentation in the

first place. Elizabeth described her experience in the graduate classroom, where she has

often felt very cognizant of the young faces around her. She indicated that on one

occasion, a classmate made a comment questioning why she would pursue graduate

studies at her age. Although she knew this person did not mean to be insulting, it still hurt

her feehngs. She indicated that she makes an effort to be selective with her responses and

conversations, to not come across as the mature, experienced person who has an answer

for everything. She had been thinking about her age as a barrier until one day a professor
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asked her to reconsider this view, and embrace it as a strength, which has enabled her to

gain a wealth of life experiences and knowledge which she can share with her peers.

Two of the women linked ageing to health and body issues. Kathryn was one of

these women and clearly indicated that ageing impacts her body, often limiting what she

is able to physically do. She discussed reproductive health issues and procedures that she

has undergone and indicated that ageing and body issues have influenced her decision

making on different issues, which, as of late, have been focused on practicality,

considering her ageing body and needs. Mia was also cognizant of ageing and its impacts

on her body because of a physical disability that she was bom with. She indicated that as

her body ages, the level of pain that she experiences increases, which can be debilitating

at times. These women also noted that as they age, their weight has tended to increase.

Kathryn conmiented that she has struggled with her weight for quite some time. Alice

noted that the media impacts women with respect to ageing and body image. She

described that the media dictates a constructed, unattainable image of "beauty" which can

impact negatively on the self-esteem of young women.

Two of the participants expressed specific hopes for themselves and the way they

desire to handle the ageing process. Maria indicated that above all, she does not want to

be one of those ageing individuals who cannot embrace change. She desires to remain

cognizant of her age, and realizes that age does affect one's perceptions of the world and

of others; however, she wants to continue being open-minded and to appreciate the

importance of change. Elizabeth acknowledges, ".
. .1 know it's there, I know I can't

ignore it, but I'm not gonna let it stop me" (Interview #1, p. 8). She is striving to handle it

with dignity, and to keep on living, rather than giving up. These women encountered a
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host of conflicting expectations, experiences, and feelings associated with their gender.

Negotiating Multifaceted Roles and Identities within

Complex Environmental Conditions

Participants used objects and metaphors to illustrate the daily negotiations of their

roles and identities, and to highlight the challenges, tensions, and possibilities that they

encountered.

Exploring Multifaceted Identities and Roles in Graduate School

Each participant brought an object to help her describe at length the multifaceted

identities that she brings to graduate studies and the intricate ways that she negotiates

these identities both within and outside of the university environment. Alice brought her

course calendar from the year long educational exchange program that she participated in

during her undergraduate studies. She noted many parallels between that educational

experience, and her present experience as a Masters student. She described how both

began with feelings of trepidation, but transitioned into periods of growth, change, and

independence, helping her gain immense self-confidence.

A First Nations rattle best symboUzed everything Cordelia brought with her to

graduate school. She explained its meaning and how it connected to her interests, culture,

and her human existence. She described her love of music which was captured by her

choice of object. She also highlighted its association with her Haudenosaunee teachings,

beliefs, language, traditions, and perspectives. Moreover, Cordelia likened the rattle to

the image of a human being, with its external casing or "outer shell" representing her

body, and the rattle's many internal pieces representing her varied roles; collectively

symbolic of her complex self. She stated, ".
. .and although at times I am shaken, together
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my roles and myself make beautiful music" (Interview #3, p. 1). Cordelia conveyed how

her roles are inextricably tied to herself wherever she goes, and that she cannot separate

them from who she is. As such, they influence everything she does as a graduate student.

Elizabeth shared the first essay that she wrote as a Masters student, explaining

how it conveys who she is as a person, someone who expresses herself with candoiu- and

honesty. She identified graduate studies as "a second chance" (Interview #3, p. 2) to

prove herself as a student. This first assignment demonstrated to Elizabeth that she can be

a successful graduate student.

Kathryn identified a collection of coloured mathematics tiles as representing her

multiple identities that she brings to graduate studies. She indicated ".. .it's a set, which

makes it one" (Interview #3, p. 1). She compared the collection to her identities,

indicating that at first glance, they appear straightforward; however, they can be arranged

in many groupings, similar to the vast number of ways that her roles and identities

intersect or come together, which ultimately illustrates the complexity of the whole

human being who negotiates multiple roles and identities over the course of a day. She

further explained the set's connection to graduate studies, speaking of her

resourcefulness, versatiUty, and adaptability to diverse situations within graduate studies.

She identified her ability to maximize the utiUty of her different characteristics by

combining them in the most effective ways that each situation calls for.

Maria selected an apple as the object that represents the identities she brings to

graduate studies. She described her fascination with the apple, wondering why this

symbol is always connected with teachers. This has puzzled her for some time. But she

also identified with the apple on many levels, both personally and professionally. She
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described its seed-filled core as similar to her internal "core identity." She believed that

the internal core is the most important part of people, giving them passion for life, and

their core values, and making up the essence of who they are. She identified the external

skin of the apple, as similar to the professional roles and other roles that she plays, as she

strives to portray the image of "perfection," "healthiness," and "attractiveness." Maria

went on to explain how apples can look fine on the outside, but can be bruised on the

inside. She likened this phenomenon to people as well, and indicated that she enrolled in

graduate studies to nurture her core, to stay current, and to be mentally stimulated.

The apple encapsulates her complex self which she brings to graduate studies, and her

passion for learning.

Mia selected her date book as an object that represented her multifaceted

identities that she brings to graduate school. She stated: . .

My date book speaks to all my identities because it is the one item that helps me

to navigate between all of them, without it 1 would be lost, in its pages one can

find little clues that speak to all the people that 1 can be in a day. ... (Interview #3,

p. 2)

Mia explained that her date book provided her with a central place to denote deadlines,

responsibilities, and activities from all the spheres of her life, making it possible for her

to take part in graduate school. She identified that all of the skills that she makes use of

when keeping a date book (i.e., organization, time management, and prioritization) are

also essential skills that are needed in order to successfully navigate your way through

graduate studies. Having recognized the identities that the participants bring with them,

the next step involves understanding the complex negotiations of these
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various identities and roles.

Describing the Negotiation ofMultifaceted Roles and Identities in Graduate School

Participants identified a metaphor or simile that best described how they

negotiated their identities and roles during gradate school, comparing their negotiations

with other things, to capture this experience (see Figure 9 for details). They explained

what it is like for them to negotiate all of these roles and identities while in graduate

studies, often emphasizing that it is a very personal or individualized act, with points of

intersection when their various identities and roles come together. Their descriptions

illustrated the complexity of the self and the intricacies ofjuggling multiple demands and

highUghted that the occurrences in one sphere (i.e., academic) can impact upon the roles

and identities being negotiated in another sphere (i.e., family, work, etc.).

AUce identified her negotiation of roles and identities to be "a salad bar" of

selections. She borrowed this metaphor from an article that she read on the topic of

reflection. She explained that in a salad bar, each individual has the same options

available to them, yet each person makes his or her own unique salad.

. . .1 think that really defines grad studies too, because we all come to it with

different backgrounds, different insights, experience and knowledge, and even if

you and I sat in the same class, based on what we bring to it, and based on what

we kinda see as important and appUcable to ourselves, we're going to take two

totally different um... insights and experiences.... (Interview #3, p. 3)

Her understanding is that each student draws on his or her past experiences and

knowledge to construct meaning in his or her own way that makes most sense to that

particular person.
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Cordelia depicted the canoe paddle as her way of explaining the negotiation of her

roles in graduate studies. She articulated:

Life's a canoe paddle. . .without it, your canoe will surely travel down stream;

with it, you have the ability to paddle against the current. . .So I think that this

metaphor is fitting for me because I'm an avid paddler, more important, I think it

represents how I negotiate my identity in graduate studies. Sometimes the road is

difficult, and the current pushes me down stream because of my multiple roles,

however, when I have my paddle, and I paddle hard, I can go where I want to.

Most often I feel like I'm paddling against the current, that I work hard to achieve

something so precious to me, something that years ago, my people and First

Nations people in general, were not expected to achieve. Although the going gets

rough, paddling so hard and so strong, my persistence keeps me. . .keeps me going

and so does the fact that there is a whole community of people behind me, who

will help me when I'm struggling. ... (Interview #3, p. 5)

It is clear that Cordelia has encountered obstacles in her path, but she strives to overcome

them, and continues to persevere. Negotiating her roles proves to be challenging, yet she

recognizes that knowledge and education represent freedom and empowerment for

herself and her community.

Elizabeth felt that the Italian Juggler best personified her identity and role

negotiations in graduate studies. She said: "v.

The Italian Juggler is an entertainer, and the bottom line is that's what teachers

do; we are performers, we engage people, and we are passionate performers. And

when we are performing our subject, it is an invitation for people to join in with





198

us, to engage with us, and as far as the Italian juggling, we all love juggling

because people are waiting to see when are you going to drop it. (Interview #3,

p. 4)

She described the balancing act of negotiation as amusing to others who wonder if the

person will succeed or fail. She conveyed that as teachers, negotiating multiple roles is

inevitable. She went on to describe her complex professional, familial, and student

related roles which she negotiates on a regular basis.

Kathryn identified "weather" as the metaphor that symbolized her identity and

role negotiations. She emphasized that:

. . .weather is a complex system, Uke what we talked about before, you can pull

things apart. . .you have you know lots of things that you can study, um, at lots of

different levels, but ultimately, you really can't predict where it's going to go, and

it's like that with graduate studies too. As much as you look at your identities and

you try to figure this out and that out and balance everything, you really don't

know where your learning is going to go, until. . .the only thing that you're sure of

is what you already know, but you're never sure of what you're going to know

next (laughs). . .it's sorta like that with the weather, you know yesterday it was

nice, but you know what? I am not so sure about this afternoon, and certainly not

next week, or a month from now, you know I have some. . .1 have a very general

picture of where it's going to go, but no specifics.... (Interview #3, pp. 8-9)

She suggests that negotiation is an intricate act and describes dissecting her roles, and her

learning to look for trends. While Kathryn identified that you can make predictions, there

is an element of uncertainty about both the future and the course that your roles and your
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learning might take. She viewed there to be a pathway of possibilities. Although the

short-term directions may be more evident, the long-term visions remain open to a range

of possible outcomes.

Maria continued to use the same object of the apple to represent the negotiation of

her multiple roles and identities. She explained that apples are authentic (each one is

different). She was adamant that graduate studies has been instrumental in helping her

negotiate her roles within all of her other spheres because in graduate studies she nurtures

her "core," and in doing so, it also allows her to be the best that she can be for her

students and their families.

Mia captures her identity and role negotiations as similar to "an actor saying their

lines." She stated, "Each of my identities is a role that I perform and each has certain

lines and characteristics that I must portray. My date book is sort of like a script that

informs me of what lines come next" (Interview #3, p. 2). Her negotiations are carefully

planned and orchestrated as she plays out what has been written for her in the contents of

her date book. Yet, these negotiations were not always easy as she encountered obstacles

along the way.

Ultimately, Cordelia, Kathryn, and Mia expressed that at different times, these

identity and role negotiations served different purposes within the context of graduate

studies. Kathryn indicated that during specific periods of the coursework phase, for her,

the negotiation is predominantly about survival. She identified specific beginning,

middle, and end points of the course as stages when survival becomes the predominant

focus. She also described that negotiation involves finding your groove, and finding a

way to work the course into all of the other things in your life that are happening at that
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particular time. Alice indicated that her negotiations represented a progression, starting

off as survival (her mere desire to make it through graduate studies) then, with the

increased confidence she acquired, the negotiations moved into resistance as she ensured

that her best interests were taken care of. Maria's negotiations were largely driven to

guarantee her own health and wellbeing; to survive by making certain that her needs were

being met. She did not perceive the negotiation of her roles and identities to be about

adaptation, rather, at times, it was about demonstrating resistance on multiple levels;

resistance to peoples' preconceptions of her, resistance to readings and beliefs that she

disagreed with, and resistance to an elementary curriculum that she did not fully

understand. Elizabeth identified both survival and adaptation as purposes for her ongoing

identity and role negotiations within the university. She emphasized that survival and

adaptation are important to her as a graduate student as well as a lecturer. She tried to

find her place, although it is tricky because she is both a student and a lecturer. Her way

to both survive and adapt was to ignore the politics and surround herself with positive

people. Cordelia and Mia were adamant that their negotiations largely depended on the

context of the situation. At times, their purpose was survival, while there would be other

times when adaptation was the goal, and in other instances, the objective was resistance.

These strategic negotiations were fundamental to their endurance through graduate

studies, especially as they encountered barriers along the way.

Identifying Environmental Barriers that Impede the Negotiation ofIdentities and Roles

Participants encountered historical/societal, institutional, and personal barriers as

they juggled their varied roles and identities. Some of the barriers they faced also crossed

contexts.
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Historical/societal. Cordelia identified "historical trauma" as a significant barrier

for First Nations people, oftentimes preventing them fi"om being heard by others and from

taking control of their own lives. She indicated that at times, other people resist

acknowledging her outlooks as they often depart from the mainstream view. Others fail to

consider the "historical trauma" that has impacted First Nations people in negative

ways. This has been frustrating for her. Cordelia felt that through education, she could

better inform herself, and pass on knowledge to others, helping them to understand First

Nations issues and perspectives. She was adamant that some people in her community

have leaned on "historical trauma" as a crutch, taking on the role of victims. She felt that

this has prevented them from setting goals and living productive lives.

Why are we using this as an excuse? Like let's do something about it, like what

are you going to do? Are you just going to sit here like a bump on a log and be

another statistic like everyone wants you to be? Or like are you just going to go

out there and make something of your Ufe? (Interview #3, p. 12)

She advocated for taking action and ownership of one's life and acknowledging the

"historical trauma" that First Nations people experienced in the past, but not letting it

impede one's future existence. While this historical/societal barrier was prevalent only in

Cordelia's Ufe, obstacles that crossed contexts were prevalent in all of the participants'

lives.

Crossing contexts. The six women described facing obstacles that crossed

contexts in their Uves including dealing with competing expectations and values, a

changing world, attitudinal barriers, financial strain, and the limitations of time. These

barriers. According to the women, many external factors complicate a person's ability to
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juggle numerous roles and identities at any given moment. Participants acknowledged

the growing sources of expectations that influenced their lives including, but not limited

to: society, family (spouses and children), friends, community, workplace

(administrations, school boards, and parents), spiritual spheres, university (professors),

and self-imposed expectations. At times these expectations were noted to constrain these

women, while at other times, they encouraged them to reach their potential. Cordelia

indicated that the expectations of others can be intimidating. Within the workplace, Maria

expressed that people have already formed expectations of you based on your previous

performance. She felt that it can be difficult to fulfill these expectations every time.

However, as Alice stated, people in vulnerable positions, such as herself (i.e., in the midst

of seeking full-time employment), feel pressure to meet or surpass these expectations,

caring about others' perceptions of them, and concerned about securing a steady position.

Mia identified that she often felt a burden to achieve the expectations that others set for

her. This was especially true in the university setting where she communicated that,

".
. .other people expect not. . .not mediocrity from me, but something that shows

potential" (Interview #3, p. 8). In her mind, this created very high standards that she had

to live up to. Ultimately, Maria realized that individuals need to adapt to the many

expectations that others have of them. She found herself continuously modifying her

behaviour accordingly, but felt that it was unfeasible to forever be "in role." Mia admitted

that she was forced to juggle many sources of expectations, combined with her own

perception of others' expectations, as well as her own high expectations for herself. The

negotiation of these diverse expectations is a barrier which crosses contexts from home

life, school life, work life, and beyond. Contrasting values was perceived as another
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barrier that spanned settings.

Kathryn and Maria emphasized the difficulties that arise when they come in

contact with competing sets of values that may clash with their own value systems. It can

result in frustration and a range of complex emotions for these women. Elizabeth and Mia

shared this experience, indicating that while they valued motherhood, they perceived

society to devalue this role, which aggravated them. Similarly, Maria believed that

society places more worth on one's professional role rather than their other roles. Mia

perceived consumerist values as being promoted by society, resulting in a competitive

mentality where people believe they must keep up with their neighbours, which is

frustrating to her. Maria spoke of "school as organizations," and expressed that they

valued teamwork, compliance, and productivity. This was a source of tension for her

because some of these values directly contradicted her own ideals. She coped with this

obstacle by working on her graduate degree which gave her the opportunity to explore

these issues with like-minded people, many of which share similar values. Mia expressed

her consciousness of institutional values, such as the importance of being published. She

tried to adhere to these values in order to succeed in the academic environment. It is clear

that the imposition of value sets that differ from those of the participants' are bound to

complicate their identity and role negotiations.

Another barrier identified by the six graduate students was change. In some

instances, changes represented possibilities and opportunities, while in other instances,

changes represented threats, negative emotions and renegotiations of their previous

understandings. Alice conveyed her thoughts about change and indicated that there are

two types; those that she called "self-imposed" (or voluntary), versus those that she
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identified as "externally imposed" (or forced). She said that responses to change differ

according to the type of change she is dealing with. For her, the former evokes

predominantly negative reactions (especially at the onset of the change), while the latter

evokes more receptive or positive reactions. Dealing with change often involves

pondering large questions and reexamining your beliefs.

Ultimately, Cordelia and Elizabeth felt that change is inevitable. Cordelia

believed that the best course of action is to accept it, and get accustomed to it. Cordelia

admits that new foci and initiatives are always emerging in education. Both Cordelia and

Alice recognized that teaching and change go hand in hand, making flexibility and

adaptability even more important for teachers. For example, Elizabeth indicated that

teachers must adapt as society changes around them. She acknowledged that society has

become more complex over the years and, as such, her roles as a teacher have become

more diversified. She described this transformation as follows:

. . .but I now really understand that I have to have open channels to being a

psychiatrist, a social worker, a mum, a big sister, um. . .as far as a teacher, I used

to have maybe two ways of defining myself and you know, that was someone

who conveyed knowledge and then somebody who was personally interested in

children. Well now it's far more diverse because of the times. So, when social

issues changed, I also changed in my perception of my identities. (Interview #1,

p. 3)

Although changes in roles and identities transpire, the teachers shared a predominant

feeling, indicating that when change ensues, the core constructs of their educational

philosophies usually remain the same; however, they revisit and revise them as needed.
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Another obstacle that crossed contexts involved encountering challenging

attitudes. Participants listed attitudinal barriers as interfering with their identity

explorations and negotiations. Cordelia indicated that she has been confronted with

challenges on account of peoples' attitudes or their lack of knowledge about First Nations

people. She expressed being very cognizant of her minority status, across all spheres in

her life. Currently, she is the only First Nations person on staff at the school where she

works, she is a minority in the graduate classroom, and she has presented at conferences

to non-aboriginal audiences. CordeUa recognizes that these experiences have made her

feel like an outsider at times. However, she turns them into positive encounters by

recognizing that she has the opportunity to educate others and perhaps transform their

attitudes and correct misconceptions that they might have held.

Kathryn was very connected to her spirituality. She acknowledged that others do

not share her passion with respect to faith. This can present an attitudinal obstacle,

especially in discussions with other people. Her method of dealing with this was to refer

to more socially acceptable themes, which she felt encompassed dimensions of

spirituality. She explained,

...and I believc.very strongly in... equality, and, and principals, and so I think

friendship and learning...take into account, spiritual-ness, spirituality, but without

some of the negative connotations. . .or the baggage that goes along with. . .but

what faith are you? (Interview #2, p. 10)

Mia identified experiencing judgements from others who are not academically

oriented. Although it did not stop her from pursuing graduate studies, she did express

frustration at their disapproval or lack of understanding. Maria indicated that she faced
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attitudinal challenges from others across educational settings (i.e., elementary schools

and university). She described the negative feedback she received from a small group of

graduate students as well as elementary school employees, on account of her accent and

her unique name. She noted that she encountered a barrier in one of her classes,

ultimately stunting her own communication on account of the uninviting climate created

by some peers. She shared her thoughts with respect to both of these incidents, ".
. .we

have to respect each others' names and each others' accents and all that stuff. If you have

an accent it doesn't necessarily mean you are. . ..you are stupid" (Maria, hiterview #4, p.

17).

Multiple participants noted their own attitudes as barriers that create internal

obstacles. Cordelia and Mia referred to instances where they have engaged in negative

self-talk, questioned their competence, and feared being rejected. However, they remain

passionate about learning and making a contribution and are working through these

unconstructive thoughts. Elizabeth highlighted her negative beliefs regarding her age, and

her concern over how she is perceived by others, which ultimately can impede her

learning and her contributions in the graduate classroom. Kathryn indicated that

sometimes her own attitudes and perceptions create roadblocks that she has to overcome.

She stated, "...there can sometimes be an internal pressure...You know, like I am a bad

person if I renegotiate my. . .time line?" (Interview #4, p. 28). On the other hand, Alice

questioned her own capability to make a difference amidst external demands. Many of

these self-induced states of questioning, negativity, and fear create added barriers that

these women must face.

Another barrier that impeded five women across the many contexts in their lives
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was that of financial constraints. Both Cordelia and Mia recognized that graduate

students are continuously making financial sacrifices. Cordelia indicated that studying

full-time may mean giving up a stable income and, perhaps, cutting back on expensive

hobbies or activities. This has meant limiting the number of ski trips that she can take. On

numerous occasions, Mia emphatically stated, "I'm broke." Alice noted the financial

constraints she experiences working as a supply teacher. Both she and Cordelia expressed

dissatisfaction with being dependent upon their parents for some financial support. Even

though Maria works full-time, she still stated, "I think teachers are not paid enough"

(Interview #2, p. 8). Elizabeth acknowledged the financial struggle she has had over the

years, trying to pay off debts incurred by her late husband, and maintain a house, pay

student fees, while still attempting to live comfortably. She knows that financial

constraints will continue long into her retirement years. Financial constraints are a major

source of stress, impeding on basic survival, and, of course, complicating identity and

role negotiations, as these participants are forced to make difficult decisions and

cutbacks.

The final obstacle that crossed contexts was limited time. Within their

conversations, all of the participants spoke of time. Many felt that it constrained the

number of things that they can accomplish in a given day. Mia noted that multiple

demands were continuously competing for her time, while Maria questioned the

allocation of time spent in her various roles and wondered if it was adequate. Cordelia

was conscious of the sacrificed time that was spent in long-distance commutes.

Maria commented on the need to find valuable uses of her time, which would give

her direction and stimulation. For instance, she was already anticipating the completion
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of her M.Ed, studies and wondered what subsequent activity she would pursue to occupy

her time. However, despite referring to time throughout her discussions, she expressed a

contradictory perspective to many of the other participants, indicating "Time is not a big

issue. I always say, people say, 'how do you balance your time?' Time is not, it's how

you really balance your roles and how you stretch yourself in so many different ways"

(Maria, Interview #2, p. 13). For her, it was more about creatively negotiating the

demands, responsibiUties, and roles; extending herself in novel ways.

Encountering Institutional Barriers in Educational Settings

Participants identified institutional barriers across educational settings, from their

work environments to their learning environments (i.e., elementary schools, high schools,

and universities). The four predominant challenges and tensions that they encountered

included: the growing commerciaUzation of education, the increased poUtics in

education, the similarly isolating socialization processes that new teachers and graduate

students face, and the numerous environmental barriers within higher education that

impede on identity exploration.

The growing commercialization ofeducation. Three of the participants

commented that a business model is dominating our systems of education. Kathryn

expressed frustration with school and board level decisions that focus on money matters

rather than on the life and success of the student. She said, "It infuriates me that. . .money

becomes the bottom line, when. . .it should be people. .
." (Interview #2, p. 19). She felt

that it is impossible to put a dollar value on the empowerment and transformation of a

child's life and his or her future. She was adamantly opposed to making these important

kinds of decisions by merely considering expenditiues, cost-cutting solutions, and
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financial implications. Maria briefly discussed the growing commercialization of

education at the postsecondary level. She contrasted her university with a larger

institution, and identified the bigger institution as more commercialized and less people-

centered. However, two of the other participants might have disagreed with Maria's

perceptions. Elizabeth noted that from an instructor's point of view, she is conscious of

her students as customers and, as such, strives to offer high quality lectures that

demonstrate her expertise and knowledge of the subject matter. Kathryn acknowledged

this same sentiment, however, from the student's perspective. Both she and EUzabeth

noted that each graduate course costs money, and money is a motivator. Even if a student

decides later on that the course does not particularly appeal to him or her, she felt that as

a paying customer, the student might be compelled to attend and to listen, but might

ultimately feel dissatisfied, as though they did not get their money's worth. Contrastingly,

both Kathryn and Elizabeth spoke of the profit-driven nature of the university, and how

this desire to maximize revenues comes at a cost, which is the dehumanization of the

student. Kathryn described an instance when she had not realized that the institution had

switched its billing system and, as a result, she had accidentally missed a deadline for

paying student fees. She recalled the unpleasant e-mail she received from the institution

informing her that her unpaid bill would be sent to a collections agency. Kathryn could

not believe that such drastic action would be taken over a small amount of money ($100).

Similarly, Elizabeth indicated that the university perceives students as numbers rather

than as individuals and described how it fails to make exceptions to policies for

individual student cases. She noted her desire to take time off from graduate studies on

account of health reasons, and how the institution did not appear to be willing to make an
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exception to wave inactive term fees for her special situation. She found this frustrating

and felt that the university should recognize her as a person first, before a consumer, and

that it should show compassion for special circumstances, conveying the message that it

genuinely cares about graduate students' identities, as well as their health and well-being,

more than their money. She wished she had received more support and encouragement to

take a break from graduate studies. Kathryn had a similar perception of the institution,

and noted that it would bring her a greater peace of mind if she knew that the university

would embrace the idea of her taking a hiatus if she deemed it to be necessary. The

increasing commercialization of education impacts on these teachers and graduate

students in predominantly negative ways, making it difficult for them to successfully

negotiate their multiple identities and roles. Another significant institutional barrier is the

growing political landscape in education.

The increased politics in education. On numerous occasions, participants

discussed politics within education, and the challenges that politics posed for them as

teachers and as graduate students. It was a theme that all six participants referred to in

direct and indirect ways. Alice noted that one cannot escape politics. Maria was very

conscious of government and politics, and its influence on education, having come from a

country ruled under a Communist Regime. She noted that in her country of origin, many

people attempted to suppress her from achieving her goals, and perpetuated a feeling of

hopelessness; however, she learned quickly to avoid listening to the negative messages,

and to work hard to achieve her ambitions. Maria identified that organizations, "They just

want followers. They don't want thinkers" (Interview #2, p. 18). Kathryn noted that,

generally, a large portion of the population is content with following. Maria is not one of
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those individuals. This sometimes causes her to be labelled as an "outsider," as she is

always wilUng to speak her mind.

Maria described the increasing level of poUtics that are prevalent within the

school where she works, and within the education system in general. For instance, she

queries others, and questions the system and the curriculum that are presently in place.

She refuses to be an obedient worker, who performs tasks without truly understanding

why certain things are the way they are. However, she conveyed that people (i.e., co-

workers, administrators, etc.) react negatively when she tries to interrogate these issues.

She struggles to understand the educational system better, before she can accept the

decisions that are being made. In order to do this, she asks the difficult questions,

however, no one seems interested or prepared to answer them. She has been grappling

with this as a teacher, working within the system, but ultimately recognizes that she

cannot control or transform certain systems or organizations. Instead, she focuses on what

she does have control over, which includes her own attitude and actions, and has decided

that she will continue to search out answers to these questions on her own.

Maria also noted the politics that exist in reproducing systems of hierarchies

within the school. She explained that kindergarten teachers are perceived to hold

extremely low-level status, according to other teachers within her school. She has been

frustrated with others' perceptions of her role as "less significant" than theirs. Maria

spoke about being excluded from a professional development workshop on account of the

perception that Kindergarten teachers did not need that type of professional development,

since they did not really do much in the way of "real" teaching. She talked about her

infuriation with these types of mentalities. Maria indicated that although she has taught
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other grades before, she has never been as connected to or as passionate about her

identity as a kindergarten teacher, likely because she sees herself as an advocate, trying to

fight against the "injustices" that she has experienced while teaching this grade level.

Maria has come to identify the educational institution as a "Big Brother,"

increasingly political and with its own agenda. She expressed her desire to maintain a

degree of personal privacy at work, deUberately withholding information about herself

and parts of her identities and roles, as she feels it is in her best interest not to give out

information that may compromise her position, pigeonhole her, threaten her job security,

or be used against her later on. At times, she expressed feeling isolated, on account of her

work role and on account of her inquisitive nature. She identified that one of the ways she

has overcome this barrier has been to locate authors whom she can relate to, and connect

with what they say. She expressed taking comfort in realizing that she is not alone in her

experiences and feelings.

Three of the participants made direct references to specific governments or

branches of governments and their negative impacts on the education systems at that

time. Both Elizabeth and Maria referred to the challenges they encountered as teachers

during the run of Mike Harris' government. Maria spoke about the difficulty she had in

finding a full-time position. "I graduated in the worst possible time when Mike Harris

was on, and they froze all supply lists" (Interview #1, p. 4). This was frustrating for her,

having gone through the process of recertification as a newly identified "Ontario"

teacher, eager to resume work that she loved, and being unable to do so. Elizabeth

identified this same period as a tumultuous one, although she was able to remain in touch

with herself, staying secure in her beliefs about teaching and education. Cordelia
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described inadequate funding as a major challenge that First Nations schools encounter.

She outlined the predicament as follows "...because First Nations schools, their funding

comes from Indian Affairs, we get like uh. . .a quarter of what regular school boards get

per student to operate" (Interview #1, p. 3). She indicated that this leaves teachers

grossly underpaid, schools under-resourced, and results in an unequal situation, where

First Nations teachers are unable to adequately do their job.

Two participants identified politics within higher education as a barrier which

impedes upon their identity and role negotiations. Mia indicated that she is conscious of

the multiple demands placed on professors from the administration. As such, she often

feels badly for interrupting them and taking up their time. The second issue related to

politics involved systems of hierarchies, which Elizabeth had direct experience with. She

noted that as a lecturer, she was treated differently by colleagues than tenure-track

professors were. She was made to feel inferior, and others were sure to point out her

place, occupying the lowest level of the hierarchy. Another strike held against her was

that she did not have a doctoral degree. She conveyed that even though she had a wealth

of professional experience and extensive educational background (including rich i

professional development), in the university setting, this knowledge and expertise was

not valued in the same way that it was within the high school system. Being made to feel

like an outsider has been difficult for Elizabeth to deal with, although she tries her best to

avoid getting caught up in university politics. The politics in elementary education and

university education are remarkably similar. Maria (as a kindergarten teacher) and

Elizabeth (as a part-time lecturer) actually faced the same sorts of hardships, judgements,

and labels on account of their perceived low-level status within the educational
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institutions where they worked. Clearly, politics in education have impacted these

educators and graduate students in adverse ways, and have made it challenging for them

to negotiate their many roles and identities. Like politics, isolating initiation processes

have created hardships for these participants.

The socialization ofnew teachers and graduate students: An isolating experience.

Three participants reflected on overcoming obstacles with respect to the socialization

process they experienced either as new teachers or as graduate students. Cordelia and

Alice indicated the obstacles they experienced as new teachers. Cordelia, in particular,

recalled her first year of teaching, where she was given an extremely difficult assignment,

placed in one of the most challenging classes mid-year, with no time to prepare, no

resources, and extremely low pay. She explained how she was hired on short notice to

replace the previous teacher who could not handle the class, and left the teaching

profession entirely, taking all of the long-range plans with her. She indicated that this

class presented her with a host of challenges. As a novice, this first experience was all

about surviving, and was definitely "trial by fire."

Alice was in the early years of her teaching career, and expressed her mounting

frustration with the profession. She indicated that her initial "optimism" has faded, and

growing "disillusionment" has set in. She is frustrated with the restrictions imposed upon

teachers. Furthermore, Alice indicated that her idealistic notions have been replaced with

awareness of the marked challenges that teachers face with respect to meeting the needs

of children from diverse backgrounds, interacting with all types of parents (from those

who are highly involved, to those who are uninvolved), being careful to make a good

impression on administrators, and negotiating the multitude of curriculum expectations.
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Mia spoke about the obstacles with respect to socialization that new graduate

students may experience, especially those who are studying on a part-time basis, such as

herself. She identified that students must take ownership of their own graduate school

experience and actively seek out opportunities for sociaUzation. Her perception was that

socialization into the world of graduate studies would be more of a challenge for part-

time students as they are removed from the university on a daily basis. She indicated that

she was able to create these opportunities for herself, by applying to present at

conferences, and applying for teaching assistantships; however, she did this based on her

own interests and without guidance from others, but not right away. It was a gradual

process. Mia found that once she got her foot in the door, more opportunities to get

involved in the academic culture began presenting themselves to her. Despite the initial

obstacles, she indicated that she has learned a great deal from these experiences, such as

the importance of making connections and identifying your own learning style, as well as

the value of watching other presenters and learning from them. In retrospect, she would

have appreciated more encouragement from others to get involved and experience

academia earlier on in her graduate studies program. Kathryn also indicated that

attending conferences is a valuable experience. However, she beUeved the classroom to

be the space where academic socialization occurs. She felt that by engaging in dialogue,

reading scholarly articles, and writing term papers, she was being socialized into the

world of academia. She briefly mentioned receiving encouragement to submit a

manuscript for publication, which she followed through on; however, the manuscript was

rejected. She expressed the need for more dialogue surrounding writing for specific

audiences, and learning about the types of "forums" that exist, which students can
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consider submitting papers to. She even recommended that a useful course assignment

would involve preparing and sending a manuscript to second or third tier forums (perhaps

magazines) as an introduction to the process involved in publishing a paper. A majority

of the participants did not speak to these types of experiences, indicating that this kind of

socialization was not a priority for them on account of different factors, such as age, and

the negotiation of other demands and roles, including that of full-time and part-time

employment.

Environmental barriers within higher education. All six participants identified

various environmental barriers that they have encountered within graduate studies. These

barriers fall into the following four categories: uninviting atmosphere, environmental

deficiencies, programmatic constraints, and systemic barriers. Most of the participants

commented on particular aspects of the institutional and classroom atmospheres which

were uninviting, and had the potential to impede upon their learning and their identity

explorations. Alice described being discouraged by multiple individuals within the

institution from applying to the master's program because of her lack of full-time -

teaching experience. She recalled these comments as uninviting and negative incidents,

which caused her to question herself and her preparedness for graduate studies.

Five of the participants commented on barriers within the graduate classes.

Cordelia and Kathryn indicated that when the size of the graduate class becomes very

large, it presents challenges to students' learning. Kathryn stated, ".
. .the larger the class,

the more difficuh it is to feel that your individuality matters" (Interview #4, p. 27).

Cordelia also acknowledged that some of the classrooms themselves have been

uninviting, with their dark ambiance and their lack of windows, which are not conducive
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to learning. Kathryn noted that at times there has been a disconnect between some

professors' beliefs (philosophies) and their practices. For example, while they claim to
,

support student-centred learning, their teaching style of lecturing in front of the class

would indicate otherwise. She highlighted her own frustration as a learner when

professors recognize that they are modeUng bad practice; yet, they do not make an effort

to change their approach. Kathryn understood that it is difficult to find a balance between

transmission approaches and constructivist approaches, but felt that professors in

education should be setting an example for their graduate students. Another uninviting

practice she was subjected to in one of her courses was forced collaboration, which she

felt was inauthentic and disingenuous. Learning and exploring her identities was

difficult under these contrived conditions. '

Alice noted an instance when she had a personality conflict with a professor that

impeded her learning. She indicated that it eventually turned her off of a subject area

that she had previously enjoyed. She expressed that while both parties attempted to work

on their relationship, the situation did not improve. Maria and Elizabeth also recounted

negative instances in particular classrooms. Maria's experience involved dealing with a

professor who was very inflexible. According to her, this person did not value students'

opinions and belittled them. Maria met with the individual privately and asked for clarity

and feedback on a number of issues, which ultimately helped her cope with the situation.

EUzabeth described a class environment where she said she was: "discounted,"

"embarrassed," "insulted," "demeaned," "bullied," "degraded," and "intimidated" by a

professor. She said that she used this negative situation as a learning experience, realizing

"what not to do" to inhibit students' learning. She noted that the situation opened her eyes
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to some of the politics that transpire in higher education. Interestingly, both experiences

were with temporary faculty. Kathryn and Elizabeth also expressed frustration when

course readings were convoluted and challenging to make sense of. . -

Four of the participants identified environmental deficiencies which created

barriers including lack of various kinds of knowledge and space. Cordelia expressed

difficulty finding a mentor or supervisor that had extensive knowledge within her area of

interest which meant that she was unable to pursue doctoral studies at that institution.

Instead, she had to go elsewhere, to find a more appropriate supervisor.

Cordelia also identified a lack of courses in the specific area that she intended to study.

...and so you know, that's definitely been a hurdle because the things that I could

have used the expertise in, you know, I've had to figure out for myself. . .or like

go to my mom, or really like sit down and hash it out with my advisor. ...

(Interview #3, pp. 21-22)

Instead, she had to take courses in other areas and try to connect them to her research

focus. She also expressed frustration with the Research Ethics Board and their lack of

famiUarity with First Nations protocol and First Nations ethics. She indicated how this

has led to conflicts, as they had asked her to do something that did not align with First

Nations ethical procedures.

Participants noted their own lack of knowledge as a barrier. Kathryn expressed

lack of clarity over protocol for finding and selecting an advisor. This was worrisome to

her. Multiple participants noted that they did not know what types of supports were

accessible to them as graduate students. They had heard about counselling services, but

beyond that, they knew very little. Cordelia also highlighted that she lacked knowledge of
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other students' research interests within the faculty, and that it would be useful to share

this information so that students could connect with each other based on shared interests,

or to exchange resources. Along these lines, she indicated that it is challenging to keep in

contact with students beyond the classroom because of a lack of a network that facilitates

lasting connections. Finally, Mia indicated that barriers ensue when professors are not

understanding of familial situations. This can cause conflict and strain for graduate

students who have families. Alice indicated that in a particular course, she failed to

receive timely feedback that was instrumental to subsequent course assignment. As a

result, succeeding in the course became difficult.

Barriers surrounding space are also a growing concern, as expressed by both

Cordelia and Mia. They emphasized the lack of space for lounging and for studying,

which makes it difficult to be productive and also to relax on campus. Alice noted that

noisy spaces are barriers to her learning. Mia also mentioned the limited available spots

and Umited hours of day care facilities, which creates a concern with finding accessible

childcare that coincides with the late time of many of the evening classes. These notable

deficiencies in different kinds of knowledge and space make it difficult for these graduate

students to negotiate their identities and roles, and also meet their learning needs.

Programmatic constraints create additional environmental barriers for graduate

students, as noted by four of the participants. Cordelia identified the navigational

challenge that exists with respect to locating faculty members on campus. She said that

she finds herself running all over campus to meet with different professors from the

department who are located at opposite ends of the campus. Since the department no

longer resides in the same location, she needs to factor in travel time when scheduling
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meetings, just to go back and forth from one location to the other. Alice mentioned travel,

but in another context. She noted that the time she spends commuting on the road is a

barrier that prevents her from doing other things (i.e., studying). Mia mentioned that

M.Ed, students can experience isolation when they have finished the coursework stage of

their program, as the remainder of the work is done independently, with assistance from

their advisor. Similarly, she emphasized that working on the thesis or project is an all-

consuming task; yet, it is only credited as the equivalent of one or two courses, which

does not reflect the amount of work that a student puts into it. She indicated that even

though she is classified as a part-time student, it still feels like another full-time job.

Kathryn critiqued the M.Ed, grading system. She was frustrated when told that certain

marks are not given out, and was angered that a professor had to make a case for giving

her an extremely high grade. She felt that this practice does not make sense, and deters

graduate students who feel as though exemplary grades are virtually unattainable. In her

mind, this should not be the case and all grades, no matter how high they are, should be

possible for students to obtain.

Multiple students recognized scheduling challenges that arise when courses get

cancelled due to low enrolment, or when holidays do not align with other calendars in

operation (i.e., March Break versus Reading Week). Mia, for instance, referred to the

challenge in negotiating conflicting calendars. She indicated that universities have a

February break, while her children have a March break, and that oftentimes, most

professors will take these different schedules into consideration, however, sometimes it

means having to come up with solutions on your own. Kathryn recognizes that some

flexibility could be negotiated into courses allowing for students to take much needed
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breaks according to their own schedules in their lives. Kathryn also noted the barrier that

exists with respect to the duration of the courses. She wondered, what happens if a person

does not learn optimally at that particular rate of speed?

Cordelia encountered an obstacle when she was not permitted to take courses

within another department. It was very frustrating to her as the course would have aligned

with her own research interests and needs. She also noted that there is a lack of support

systems at the university's other satellite campuses. She found one of them to be isolating

and encountered barriers with respect to parking and crowdedness. The milieu had a

negative impact on her and she has since opted not to study in this learning environment

anymore. Clearly, these programmatic constraints restrict students from negotiating their

identities, roles, and their learning.

A few participants listed various systemic barriers that impede their learning and

identity negotiations. Maria perceived there to be road blocks in the realm of scholarly

publishing. She commented that it is challenging to have a paper or book accepted for

pubUcation. She stated, "But it's also, it's not easy to publish, because they will publish

only what other people want to hear" (Interview #2, p. 27). Therefore, she felt that if

someone produces a piece that is deemed by those in positions of power as contrary to the

desired message that they wish to market, or contrary to their perception of the popular

opinion, then perhaps the piece may be rejected for publication.

The other participants mentioned systemic roadblocks that emerged when their

various identities intersect. Kathryn articulated the challenges she experiences when

trying to navigate the university's e-mail system. She said it is unfamiliar, cumbersome,

and difficult to remember her usemame. She indicated that the usemame does not reflect





222

students' changing identities (i.e., surname changes) and is not user-friendly. She also

gave the example of the challenges she faces by being both an instructor and a student at

the same university. She indicated that the institution tries to keep those two identities

separate, even insisting that she use different e-mail accounts for each; however, she

conveyed the message that separating identities is not easy to do in reality.

Three participants recognized communication barriers on campus. Cordelia expressed

obstacles conununicating with the Graduate Student Association regarding her health

plan. She found that the Association was not as accessible or responsive as she had

hoped. Maria noted that sometimes the university does not maximize their potential to

reach all students, and ensure that they are connected. Alice noted that there can be

barriers in communication between students and their advisors, especially if they are not

meeting or corresponding on a regular basis.

Five participants also discussed personal barriers that they have encountered,

including seasonal difficulties, as well as moments of tension which have added strain to

the exploration and negotiation of their identities and roles. Cordelia referred to her love

of summer, and her dislike for winter. She finds it challenging during winter months,

especially when it is more difficult to be outdoors, and to engage in her common methods

of relaxation, such as nature walks and canoeing. She identified the importance of

hearing animals and being in natural light. She described her strategies for dealing with

winter which included trying to find other outdoor activities that she can do. However,

she expressed that the weather does not always cooperate and may force her to remain

indoors.

Moments of tension have arisen for these participants when they have
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encountered challenges that have made it difficult for them to negotiate their roles and

identities within graduate school and beyond. Alice described the mental negotiation of

her roles and identities that transpires in her mind, and the roadblock she encounters

when speaking with others who may not understand or wish to hear about some of her

identities and roles, and the tensions she encounters between them. Similarly, Mia

indicated the tension that can be experienced in the graduate classroom if a majority of

her classmates do not share the role of mother. In these instances, it becomes difficult to

relate to each others' experiences. When multiple demands collide, Mia experiences

strain. She shared an example indicating that she was unable to take a course that

interested her on account of the multiple commitments and time conflicts that arose.

Moments of uneasiness also surfaced for Kathryn and Cordelia when the boundaries

between their different roles became blurred. Both of them identified intersections

between school and work. Cordelia also indicated overlap between what she does at

school and what she does in her community; yet, she expressed challenges in negotiating

some of her roles across contexts (i.e., on and off the reserve) because they are so

different. This illustrates the complex nature of identity and role negotiations that these

participants experience in their lives. Three of the participants indicated that these kinds

of tensions can have negative effects. At times, Alice deals with "sleepless nights," while

Maria battles "tiredness" and susceptibility to "illness," and Kathryn feels "internally

conflicted." Although there are impediments within the environment, there are

also faciUtators that enable graduate students' identity and role negotiations.

Environmental Conditions that Facilitate the Negotiation ofIdentities and Roles

Participants identified conditions within and outside of the university that



i;-.

:'itf- W.

, ..).! ...(/



224

facilitated the negotiation of their different identities and roles. First, they recognized the

positive atmosphere within their Faculty, Department, and Program. Cordelia and Mia

labelled them as invitational environments. Cordelia said they exhibited "openness,"

which she acknowledged as necessary for graduate students to be successful. She also

described them as "welcoming," "friendly," and "laid back." Both CordeUa and Mia

appreciated the "supportive rather than competitive" cUmate that they encountered.

Cordelia indicated that there was always a willingness to help one another, and

receptiveness, as classmates and professors, were eager to listen, learn from each other,

and they valued personal experiences of others. Kathryn noted similar positive

characteristics. Mia felt that students were made a priority, as professors would give them

their undivided attention.

Kathryn recognized other optimal environmental conditions including professors'

genuine interests in meeting with their students off-campus and sharing in activities

together. She explained that oftentimes in those instances discussions center around

exchanging tips, and negotiation of roles or identities, enabling human connections to be

made. RexibiUty in assignments, due dates, and course options (i.e., Internship,

Independent Study) were viewed favourably by Kathryn. All of these features of the

environment were invitational and validated students multiple identities and roles.

Mia and Alice appreciated the diversity of the student body. They indicated that it

brought richness to the classroom and to their learning experiences. Cordelia compared

undergraduate studies to graduate studies, and said that one of the facilitators relates to

size (i.e., size of graduate programs and size of graduate classes). She felt that in graduate

school, it was easier to be heard, less intimidating, and she felt less of a number, and
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more of an individual. Similarly, Maria valued the accessibility of the institution and the

personal connection which it offered students. She indicated that when she calls the

university, she is able to speak with real people rather than automated messages and

recognized this to be a major advantage that she noted did not happen at another larger

institution she had considered applying to. She found her current university to be very

accessible throughout the entire application and inquiry process, which eased her

concerns and facilitated her transition into graduate studies.

Cordelia and Mia acknowledged the benefits of providing graduate students with

opportunities to network and make contacts. They recognized that this could be made

possible in a variety of ways including face-to-face opportunities, such as conferences,

graduate student associations, activities and workshops, or distance opportunities, such as

the creation of on-Une forums or communities. Mia also recognized the important role of

professors who can facilitate group interactions and discussions. She welcomed

professors who challenged her, encouraged reflection, and invited her to consider

different perspectives, all of which allowed for new self-discoveries and identities to

emerge.

Mia also highlighted two external environmental conditions which facilitated the

exploration and negotiation of her multiple roles and identities. First, she mentioned that

having an employer who is flexible and encouraging of professional development would

assist this process. Second, a society that values learning and education and demonstrates

this value to its citizens by supporting them in various ways (i.e., with financial

assistance, childcare assistance, etc.) as they continue their education. The participants

identified all of these internal and external environmental conditions as helping to ease
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the identity and role negotiation process for graduate students. Institutions and graduate

programs should assess their institutional environments on a regular basis, looking for

ways to eUminate existing barriers, and ways to enhance inviting features which help

graduate students negotiate their multiple roles and identities with greater ease.

Personal, Professional, and Educational Implications

The strategies outlined below have emerged from suggestions offered by the six

participants in this study (including strategies that they use in their own lives, as well as

their perceptions of strategies that might be useful for others). Originally, the research

question was framed with the intent of identifying strategies that would help graduate

students explore their identities inside and outside of the classroom; however, the

suggestions that they offered were diverse and extended beyond exploration to include

ways of negotiating, coping, and validating their identities and the identities of others.

Personal Strategies That Cross Contexts

Participants pinpointed countless approaches that they integrated into their daily

living to help them explore, negotiate, cope with, and validate their identities and roles.

The first set of strategies relates to their attitudes and skills.

Attitudes. Maria identified the need to maintain personal integrity, ensuring that

individuals remain true to themselves, and act in accordance with their own beUefs about

who they are. She felt that this consistency between one's internal perceptions and

external actions is essential to the successful negotiation of one's multifaceted identities.

Elizabeth noted the importance of keeping one's "ego" in line, and being "humble."

Maria expressed the value of having patience and a positive attitude. Four participants

spoke about the benefits of practicing gratitude everyday, expressing thanks for their
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lives, opportunities, families, amenities, and good fortune. Three participants indicated

that humour has helped them through many situations. Maria and Elizabeth recognized

the need for flexibility and openness which enables successful navigation across multiple

roles. Maria also lists motivation as central in helping people feel connected to and

positive about the roles that they take on.

Another strategy that spanned contexts was to focus on what you can control,

which enabled participants to feel Uke they were taking ownership of their lives. Cordelia

recognized the control she had over her routines, actions, decisions, goal setting, and the

realization of her goals. Both Kathryn and Alice identified having control over their

reactions. Elizabeth felt that she could ensure that she had a clear understanding of her

"obligations" across settings. Kathryn also saw herself as in control of her time

management, work ethic, and herself.

Skills. Some of the skills that Elizabeth deemed helpful included active listening

and open communication. Four participants highlighted the need for organization across

their roles. Kathryn stated that separating big tasks into smaller more manageable units,

which a person can more realistically accomplish within a given day, prevents the

individual from feeling overwhelmed. She said "at a certain point you get past the critical

mass where I have, oh! I have less to do than I've already done so. .
." (Interview #2,

p. 7).

Maintaining physical, mental, and spiritual health. Identity and role negotiations

were facilitated by ensuring that participants remained physically, mentally, and

spiritually healthy. Elizabeth maintained physical health by obtaining plenty of rest,

drinking an abundance of water, avoiding junk food, and eating healthy snacks when
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doing school work. Mia also noted that adequate sleep was critical to her successfully

negotiating her daily life. During stressful times, participants credited certain activities as

helping them reduce their stress levels and achieve a state of relaxation. Cordelia stayed

mentally healthy (or "sane") by maintaining a close relationship with nature, which

includes being outdoors and boating. Elizabeth indicated that storytelling helped her to

maintain her sanity. She also recognized the value in trying something new and teaching

yourself a novel skill. Moreover, she has found gardening outdoors and working with her

hands to be very therapeutic in her own life. Four of the participants indicated how much

they appreciated their pets and how they have been wonderful sources of support

(especially when it comes to relieving their stress). Three participants expressed that

music played an important role in their lives, oftentimes helping them achieve a state of

relaxation. Elizabeth identified the benefits of yoga and meditation to her own mental

functioning and peace of mind. She also described her strategy of living in the moment as

helping her to concentrate on being present and alert, and letting go of past or future

concerns.

A couple of the participants described their need to experience a complete state of

relaxation, involving lounging and activities that did not require any thinking. Maria

noted that these kinds of activities included "watching movies," "eating junk food," going

for a walk, and playing. She and Alice also stated that sometimes they felt the need to

"do nothing." EUzabeth indicated professional and personal trips as helping her gain

some much needed down time to regroup from a chaotic home life. She described her

trips out East as her way of leaving behind the stresses associated with the fast-paced

Ontarian lifestyle. Joumaling also helped Elizabeth explore her self and her thoughts.
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Engaging in self-reflection was essential to Maria, helping her think about her own roles

and identities in different ways. The quiet time commuting in her car provided Alice with

the opportunity to mentally work through issues that had been weighing on her mind.

Maria noted that reading was both relaxing and mentally stimulating for her, giving her

enjoyment as well as enabling her to make connections between the stories and her own

experiences.

A number of participants mentioned the importance of spiritual wholeness and

fulfillment in their lives. Three specifically referenced their religious faith or their sense

of spirituality as an important part of who they are. Mia acknowledged following

Buddhist faith, Kathryn acknowledged being Christian, and Elizabeth acknowledged her

integration of both Buddhism and Catholicism. EUzabeth's faith and spirituality helped

her remain calm, providing her with guidance and direction in her life. She indicated that

one of her strategies is to think of good intentions at the start of each day, to orient herself

on a positive path. Kathryn indicated that one of her main priorities is keeping a strong

"relationship with God." She recognized this enriching relationship as grounding her and

nurturing her spirit. She did express a strong desire to bridge her spiritual role with some

of her other roles across the contexts in her life. She felt that doing so might provide her

with more contentment. With their spiritual needs fulfilled, these women felt that they are

better able to live satisfied lives and optimally negotiate some of their identities and roles.

Balance and harmony. Participants also discussed strategies for maintaining faith

and harmony in their lives that were not affiliated with religion. Cordelia spoke about her

need for balance and harmony, which she learned from the teachings of her

Haudenosaunee culture. She felt that these teachings were spiritual in nature; however,
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they were not necessarily the same as religion. Maria conveyed her own strategy, her

quest for harmony, and her need to maintain a state of equilibrium in her life, wanting

everything to be balanced. Likewise, Elizabeth desired for all of her roles and identities to

be in a state of balance. She achieved this, in part, by keeping in regular contact with her

support systems and her family, which ultimately nurtures her soul and provides her with

emotional fulfillment. Similarly, she surrounds herself with optimistic and encouraging

individuals, recognizes her own abiUties and, like Mia, maintains faith in people and in

humanity.

Prioritization. Another strategy that all of the participants made use of in their

daily hves was prioritization. Three of the participants talked about the importance of

prioritizing. Two of them noted that part of this strategy involved the ability to make

quick decisions when necessary, which they were able to do by knowing what was most

important to them. The other individual indicated that it meant realizing her limits and

knowing when to say no, so that she was guided by her priorities and could avoid over

extending herself. Four of the women indicated that they compartmentaUze their different

roles, tasks, or even identities. This was a strategy that helped Kathryn to stay productive,

as she redirected her concentration to the task of most importance. Alice described the

compartmentalizing as follows: ".
. .I've tended to drop one aspect of my life for

another" (Interview #1, p. 5). She explained how the aspect most frequently dropped

tended to be her role as a student, especially when work or home demands arose. She

stated that with respect to her student role, "1 kind of put that one aside conveniently"

(Interview #2, p. 15). This tended to be a coping strategy that she employed as a way of

managing the most pressing demands. Maria and Elizabeth also identified
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compartmentalizing their multiple roles, and then drawing on them when needed.

Although Elizabeth and others attempted to separate multiple roles and even different

dimensions of themselves, they experienced identity and roles intersections, illustrating

that they rarely exist in discrete and neat packages that separate effortlessly. This adds

complexity to their lives.

Refocusing. Maria described how at times she feels bad knowing that one role

has been put aside in place of another. Her way of resolving this is to refocus on the

previously neglected role for an extended period of time.

I will say, okay, I'm gonna concentrate only on my school work, and 1 will put

everything aside until I gain that internal strength that I feel that I can juggle with

my identities again on a daily basis. But, you know, in the long run I was

thinking, okay if I concentrate this week on this, and then next week on this, and

like in a month, I will accomplish the same amount of work. . . . (Interview #1

,

p.l4)

Critical questioning. Another strategy that Maria utilized in her daily life was the

critical questioning of external sources of information. She identified being conscious of

media constructions, and questioning what the "truth" is and whether media images are

accurate. Alice noted a similar outlook, recognizing that oftentimes the media presents

distorted images. By carefully scrutinizing these sources of information, the women are

able to question their accuracy, search for alternatives, and live their daily lives feeling

more empowered by being guided by their internal voice, rather than by external

messages or images that they are presented with.
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Supportive Networks

All of the participants spoke about the importance of having supportive networks

(or support systems) in their lives. The support systems (comprised of individuals,

groups, and communities) were acknowledged to be integral in helping them negotiate

their roles and identities, offering: support, encouragement, advice, assistance, comfort, a

listening ear, compassion, and validation of their identities, efforts, and existence. Maria

noted that everyone needs the support of others, people who are there for you. Similarly,

Elizabeth expressed the peace of mind that you have, in knowing there are people in your

Ufe whom you can rely on, who will make you a priority, offer you their undivided

attention when needed, and whom you can call on, knowing that they will come right

over. AUce indicated that supportive people Uft you up when you are feeling down, and

higUight your strengths and accompUshments when all you can see are your weaknesses.

Alice articulated that we need supportive networks to keep us grounded in reality, and to

help us see a balanced view of ourselves. Participants' supportive networks included:

family, friends, co-workers, community, support groups, mentors, advisors, professors,

and peers.

Families. All of the participants were adamant in acknowledging their families

(parents, spouses, or children) as integral support systems. Five specifically referred to

their parents as vital in helping them explore and negotiate their different roles and

identities. Alice spoke of the financial support that her parents provide her, which has

been vital to her survival. She expressed her indebtedness to them for everything they

have done, especially the way that they have eased her worries regarding her own

financial instabiUty, by allowing her to continue living at home.



^v

V \ :<::!^J^^



233

Elizabeth and Cordelia spoke of the holistic assistance that their families have

provided, including both financial and emotional support. Elizabeth's stepfather (whom

she recognizes for all intents and purposes as her "father") has been by her side through

many difficult times.

He's not my real dad. He rescued me from an alcoholic father and took very good

care of me, paid all my way through university, loves me to death; when my

husband died, he put my uh Ufe back together. (Interview #2, p. 3)

She talked about how important he is to her, how she has relied on him, and he has

always come through for her. Cordelia noted that her family, in general, has been

amazing in encouraging her. However, she recognized her mother as her biggest source

of support in all the spheres of her life. She felt that without her mother's support, she

would not be where she is today. Cordelia referred to her mother as her "unofficial

mentor."

Mia and Cordelia also indicated how valuable it was to have parents who had

previously gone through the experience of being graduate students. Being able to talk

openly about their challenges and successes with their parents and knowing that there

existed a shared level of understanding was extremely helpful to them. Mia and Maria

expressed that their parents were role models from whom they learned important lessons.

Mia indicated that her mother taught her to maintain a positive attitude in challenging

situations, and to always look at those kinds of situations as opportunities for growth and

learning. Maria recognized that her father taught her how to be "unselfish," and how to

help others, which is something that she hopes to instil in her own children. These lessons

have guided them throughout their lives and throughout graduate studies.
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All three of the married participants acknowledged their spouses as huge sources

of support in their lives. They felt that having an encouraging spouse was vital to the

negotiation of their roles. These women indicated that their husbands offered different

kinds of support. Kathryn indicated that her husband provided nonacademic support. His

comical nature lightened situations, which helped her relieve stress. Mia said that her

husband offered her academic support and encouragement which has been very helpful.

Maria expressed the general ongoing support of her husband as integral to her ability to

remain grounded and to successfully juggle her multiple roles and identities.

Elizabeth recognized her daughter as supportive in understanding the graduate

school experience. With her shared identity of "graduate student," Elizabeth's daughter

has helped her to master graduate student protocol, to deliver better presentations, and to

become familiar with specific computer software. She has also provided encouragement

and even proofread some of her work. Elizabeth identified that her daughter has also

offered her support through difficult familial moments that they have shared.

Friends. Five of the participants listed friends as a significant source of

encouragement. Maria and Elizabeth mentioned that they drew on their extensive

network of friends who offer social and emotional support. Mia recognized a few close

friends as instrumental in offering unconditional love, caring, and emotional support.

They engage in meaningful conversations, are always truthful, listen attentively, and

acknowledge her experiences. Similarly, Cordelia identified her close friend a major

source of support, since they have shared similar life experiences (i.e., educational,

research, and personal). This common bond has enabled them to collaborate, share

information and frustrations with each other, and intimately discuss matters that they both
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can relate to. Alice identified the value of having honest friends that push her to think in

new ways.

I really believe that my best friends are the ones that make me think. So I tend to

gravitate to those people. People that just you know, accept you as you are is

great! Because you want that to some extent, but I love the challenge, (hiterview

#l,p.4)

She spoke of the importance of having friends that are not afraid to question you, probe

your thinking, or, ultimately, challenge what you say. These kinds of friends help her to

grow. Clearly, friends offered multifaceted support which enabled these participants to

explore and negotiate their roles and identities more easily.

Coworkers. Four of the participants mentioned the helpfulness of coUegial

support. Mia noted that the people she works with have graciously negotiated schedules

and traded shifts to allow her to fulfill various responsibilities as a graduate student and

as a mother. Kathryn said that colleagues at work have helped her to solve problems and

contemplate ideas. Maria indicated that one or two close coworkers have become

confidants that she can confide in and openly share her concerns and frustrations with.

And Elizabeth was adamant that her administrator at work has been a huge source of

encouragement, validating her efforts and indicating how integral she is to the staff and to

the school. Support within the occupational sphere helps these individuals negotiate their

other responsibilities, and also facilitates a more pleasant working environment, knowing

that there are people at work who respect and assist you when needed.

Community. Cordelia spoke at length of the extensive support system that she has

within her community. She acknowledged both her language community and larger First
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Nations community as the reason why she is pursuing graduate studies. She indicated that

her community guides her decisions, motivates her, and is there for her. Some community

members even converse with her to inquire about her studies. This extensive support

network has been instrumental in helping Cordelia negotiate her roles, not only over the

course of graduate studies, but throughout her time on the reserve.

Elizabeth is part of a support group that meets regularly. She says that this

community is really important to her, and has helped her to grow as a person.

And um. . .in that support group, we try to practice um everyday to be the best

people we can be, and to heal wounds that we have, and to look after others. .

.

I don't know where I'd be without this wonderful group that I belong to. Um. . .1

think this is really hugely, hugely part of my identity. (Interview #2, p. 5)

She recognized this community of people as being there for her, in the same way that she

is there for them.

Mentors and advisors. Maria mentioned that a useful strategy is to seek out

individuals who can serve as mentors in your life. Most of the participants spoke of

mentors and advisors whom they have called upon for assistance. Ehzabeth spoke of her

mentor, an older intelligent friend, who has been there for her, especially through a very

challenging period in her life. Her mentor offers her continuous support and friendship

and has helped her tremendously over the years. She also spoke of her spiritual advisor as

a guiding person.

Four students pinpointed their graduate advisors as key people, instrumental to

their success in graduate studies thus far, encouraging them along the way, and believing

in their abilities. Mia described her advisor as always in her comer.
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[She] is like that. . .older wise sister person that you have that's just. . .she can do

everything, and so can you, you know what I mean? You just put your head to it

and you do it, and you don't take crap from people and. . .you're worth it, and all

those sort of cheerleading qualities. (Interview #4, p. 20)

Similarly, Alice acknowledged the continued feedback, encouragement, and praise from

her advisor as motivating her and helping her feel confident in her work.

Professors. In addition to advisors, other professors have served as supportive

networks, helping these individuals in a variety of ways. Elizabeth spoke of a course

instructor who validated the diverse experiences that she has had, and helped her to view

her age as an asset, rather than a limitation. She said that this professor has enabled her to

recognize her own strengths, and has helped her to gain new insights and to consider

issues from different perspectives. Elizabeth also acknowledged that there have been

other professors throughout graduate studies who have supported her and encouraged her.

Mia described her entire thesis committee as vital to facilitating her positive experience

in graduate school. She indicated that each of them has helped her in their own way,

facilitating connections and networking, offering guidance with publishing, or facilitating

confidence building. She noted that their diverse skill sets and characteristics complement

each other, creating a dynamic supportive team. v .;r .

Peers. Two of the participants indicated that fellow peers were valuable sources

of support. Mia advises other graduate students to seek out peers whose identities align

with yours, perhaps connect with an existing network or form a new one. She also

recommends to ".
. .socialize more with other students, so you don't feel so alone. .

."

(Interview #4, p. 1). Alice agreed with this and indicated that you can learn from your
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peers by working together. Mia stated that speaking informally with classmates allows

for a casual exchange of useful information. She acknowledged that certainly this type of

dialogue is helpful as you navigate your way through the program. In addition to personal

strategies for everyday negotiating, there are also student-related strategies for

negotiating identities in academic settings.

Education Related Strategies

All of the participants described at length countless education related strategies

that they and other graduate students can utilize to facilitate identity and role explorations

and negotiations in the classroom, at home, and in society.

For oneselfwithin the classroom. Within the classroom, there are a host of

strategies that graduate students can employ. Mia noted the importance of ".. .selecting

courses that compliment their different identities" (Interview #4, p. 1). Likewise,

CordeUa and Elizabeth highUghted the value of selecting an area of research that is linked

to your identities, something that you will remain enthusiastic about for a long time. Mia

suggested that graduate students should draw on then- lived experiences in the classroom.

She continuously sought out ways to relate course concepts and reading material to

herself, her own life, and her diverse experiences. Similarly, Alice indicated that she tried

to get the most out of her courses and assignments, by tweaking them to fit her needs, and

finding ways to make them meaningful and relevant for her. AUce also noted that she

attempted to take ownership of her work, making decisions with a sound knowledge of

her own learning style and working style. Maria described the importance of being

proactive. She feU that being confident enough to put yourself out there, being willing to

ask questions, and being persistent in searching for a compatible faculty member helped
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her in graduate studies. Alice found it beneficial to seek out "feedback" from a variety of

sources, to inform her own thinking and understanding of issues. Likewise, Cordelia

encourages others to make a conscious effort to interact with different students each

week. She advised that it is to your advantage; as you meet new people, you are able to

learn more, and hear new perspectives. Maria and Mia indicated that there are benefits to

taking courses in other areas that deviate from topics you would typically study, as you

are able to make new associations. Maria indicated that she attempts to surround herself

with like-minded people. Mia tries to engage in positive self-talk, thinking of

encouraging good thoughts, and believing in herself. She finds this strategy helpful,

especially amidst stressful times.

Elizabeth stated that knowing her limitations is necessary. She is not afraid to

admit when something is beyond her understanding, stating, ".
. .1 have no problem

admitting like I couldn't read that document! That made no sense to me whatsoever"

(Elizabeth, Interview #4, p. 6). Alice indicated that graduate students, such as her, should

not be afraid to ask for assistance from others when needed. Finally, in the classroom

Cordelia suggested that it is imperative for students to make themselves heard, to have a

voice in discussions and debates, and to not sit on the sidelines remaining uninvolved.

She was adamant that graduate students must take an active approach in communicating

with others (about themselves, their backgrounds, their identities and perspectives). She

acknowledged that this is especially important for individuals of minority status, as the

majority of people might have questions and misconceptions, which makes it their

responsibility to inform others around them. Cordelia expressed that this is a crucial

intersection between being a student and an educator, knowing that they have a duty to
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teach others, and, therefore, they need to be "wilUng to share" this kind of information

with others.

For yourfellow peers. The participants also identified strategies that they utiUzed

in the graduate classroom which validated the identities and roles of their fellow peers.

Elizabeth indicated that she made a conscious effort to recognize classmates and

professors as human beings, getting to know them, making connections with them, and

striking up conversations. "

And I also try to. . .to personalize where I'm at. . .K I'm in my graduate class, I

make sure I say to people, 'Hi, how are you? And how's your week been?' And

recognize them as humans... I'll do the same to the teachers and they seem to

appreciate that. ... (Interview #4, p. 3)

She proceeded to describe her effort to find ways to learn from her peers and to validate

their expertise. One strategy she used involved finding ways to integrate new ideas and

knowledge (from her peers) into her own life and share the ways that she has done that

with them. This approach confirms to her classmates that their insights,

experiences, and knowledge are valuable to others. Another strategy that Mia

advocates for is to encourage self-reflection in your peers through selective

question posing.

She makes an effort to probe her peers' thinking and understanding by asking thoughtful

questions. Finally, it is important to assist other students in juggling their roles and

identities whenever possible. Kathryn shared an example of a strategy that she uses to do

this:

. . .like for me, I always try to volunteer to do a project um. . .around the time that
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most people are writing report cards, because I don't have to do report cards, so

that's a good time. You know, you guys are going to be off doing that. That's a

good time for me to present, which is usually mid November.... (hiterview #4,

p. 32)

She is considerate in accommodating other students' schedules to make their lives easier.

For oneselfat home. Elizabeth and Kathryn identified strategies that they

employed at home. The first was to create a "practical," "aesthetically pleasing" work

environment that is "organized" according to their own likes and needs. Elizabeth noted

the importance of having a "comfortable chair" that is adjusted properly for one's body.

She also talked about the need to be "disciplined" and to have a reaUstic daily schedule to

guide her actions and facilitate the completion of her school work. She acknowledged

that she is most productive when she works for short durations and takes frequent breaks

removing herself from her studying space. She also gives herself incentives and rewards

for working hard (i.e., break) so that studying does not become laborious or unappealing.

Also in her repertoire of strategies, is to take a day of the weekend off for herself.

Similarly, Mia suggested that to avoid feeling overwhelmed, she finds it useful to take

mental breaks and have conversations with others centered on topics that are nonschool

related.

For communities. Participants identified a few global strategies that they could

use to help larger communities understand and appreciate the complexity of their

identities and roles. First, Cordelia suggested that at times it might be crucial to provide

people in the broader university community with all of the necessary contextual details

about your identities and roles to help them be better informed, and make the most
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appropriate decisions. Second, Cordelia recognized the need for educating all people

about diverse identities. She identified numerous ways to facilitate this type of education

including: speaking up within the workplace setting, taking on leadership roles to deliver

workshops in different environments (i.e., universities, work, and schools),

acknowledging that no question is off limits, and being a guest speaker at different ;

.

events. EUzabeth also recognized that all questions deserve to be asked. Third, Cordelia

noted that it is important to give back to others. She stated that graduate students must

remember the struggles that they encountered, as well as the help that they received along

the way, and they should be willing to assist and support those people that proceed them

in their quest for learning. In addition to student-centered strategies, there are also a host

of strategies that professors can employ that are sure to validate their students' identities.

Forprofessors. Participants identified many useful strategies that professors can

implement to help M.Ed, students with their identity negotiations and explorations. Maria

had multiple suggestions for strategies that professors could employ prior to the

commencement of their courses. She suggested that it would be beneficial to

expand descriptions of the courses listed in the graduate calendar (and found on-line) in

order to provide students with a fuller overview of what the course is about. She proposed

adding past students' comments and feedback about the course (this could be done on-

line), indicating that students' perspectives would resonate with other students who might

be considering taking the course. She noted that students' contact information could be

provided to others so that they may speak about the specific courses upon request. Maria

also recommended that professors consider asking students for input into the structure,

design, assignments, and grading of the course. She felt it would be useful if professors
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asked students what their expectations of the course are, as well as what they hope to

learn, and then gear the course around this information. She indicated that professors

could obtain students' e-mails prior to the course's commencement and collect informal

feedback which could then be integrated into the design and deUvery of the course.

The participants also detailed some strategies that professors could use within the

graduate classroom. First, they recognized a series of attributes that professors should

embody. Mia and Elizabeth indicated that professor should be "open and inviting,"

"collaborative," "democratic," "respectful," "supportive," and "sincerely excited" about

their courses. According to Maria, it is the professor's responsibility to set the invitational

tone and firm expectations or rules surrounding a "code of behaviour" for the classroom,

and convey that students need to help create the inviting atmosphere for each other. Mia

recommended that professors treat students as "colleagues" recognizing them as "fellow

learners" who are merely at a different stage in their learning journey. She advises them

to remember their experiences as master's students to help facilitate this working

relationship. Elizabeth encourages professors to celebrate their students'

accomplishments and their insightful offerings in class.

A classroom approach that Elizabeth recognized as helpful involves the

professor's selective posing of questions, with knowledge of his or her student audience

and their experiences. Mia reminds professors to be inclusive in classroom discussions,

encouraging students to bring in their personal backgrounds to the forefront and examine

their identities in conversations with others. Cordelia said that it was wonderful when her

professors engaged in storytelling, as it allowed students to connect to them more, seeing

them as human beings, rather than experts. Similarly, Alice said she enjoyed the open
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forum for discussion in one of her classes, where as a group they discussed any questions,

or "concerns" that they had regarding the course, program, and global issues. Elizabeth

also indicated the relevance of this strategy.

CordeUa encourages professors to faciUtate dialogue or tasks that centre around

exchanging information about students' backgrounds (personal, professional, and s- -

academic), extending beyond the first day of class. Kathryn enjoys it when professors

genuinely "encourage" students to consider different identities in heartfelt ways. Mia and

CordeUa are grateful when professors show real interest in students, recognizing them as

human beings. They feel that this is something their professors already do. Mia and

Cordelia note that they enjoy it when professors push students to "think differentiy," to

deviate from the familiar, and to explore alternative theories and perspectives. Mia

recognizes that it helps when professors ask many thought provoking questions. Elizabeth

appreciates balanced instructions that are structured, yet flexible. Kathryn encourages

professors to ensure that there is a coherent connection in the course between theory and

practice; also, between what they are teaching and how they teach. She also suggests that

professors consider having students form "heterogeneous groupings" so that they can

explore topics based on their shared perspectives, positions, and common identities.

Other strategies noted by participants involve recommendations for course

curriculum, assignments, and assessment approaches. With respect to curriculum,

Elizabeth indicated that it should be applicable, include global perspectives, stimulate

thinking in new ways, encourage students to make self-discoveries, and facilitate

contemplation about the future. Kathryn hopes that professors can provide students with

legitimate opportunities to connect the readings and course topics to their own v
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experiences, circumstances, and outlooks. Likewise, Mia suggests clioosing course

materials that highlight multiple perspectives. Kathryn and EUzabeth advocate that

professors choose comprehendible readings that are valuable for their students.

Mia, Cordelia, and EUzabeth recommend that professors offer students choice and

flexibility with respect to assignments, so that students can tailor them to fit with their

own interests and identities. Elizabeth notes that practical assignments are preferred.

Cordelia encouraged professors to facilitate personal presentations or the sharing of

students' work, so that others can learn from their peers. She noted that these exchanges

spark engagement, interest, and genuine enthusiasm. Mia recognized the merit of

assignments that enable students to rework a single paper multiple times (which allows

for continuous editing and revising of their work), with students being assessed on each

revision. She felt that this would allow graduate students to experience the developmental

process of writing, and would enable them to perfect APA format, and receive feedback

from multiple sources, on multiple occasions. She acknowledged that these kinds of

assignments are common within other programs. Similarly, Alice appreciated it when

large assignments are broken down into smaller parts. She felt that sustained engagement

on a single topic is useful for "scaffolding" students' learning.

The participants also highlighted some useful activities that professors could have

their students engage in. Kathryn, for instance, noted that program planning was a

valuable exercise conducted early on in the coursework stage. She indicated that it helped

her to set a reaUstic rate of progression through the program. A very useful class

assignment for Alice involved interviewing a graduate student who was finished or nearly

finished the program. She found this assignment meaningful and gained incredible insight
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from the activity, identifying commonality in the student experience. Multiple

participants urged professors to engage students in reflection either through formal or

informal assignments as it facilitates recognition of students' growth and learning, and

the remarkable progress that they have made within their courses. Elizabeth noted that

some of these kinds of activities (i.e., life-mapping) were already being utiHzed in classes

on reflective practice or narrative inquiry. She indicated that activities which allow

students to engage in self-exploration are very powerful and worthy of facilitation on the

professor's part.

With respect to assessment, Alice advised professors not to grade participation as

it is extremely "subjective," and the professor does not know how much the student

actually thinks about the material and engages with it (inside and outside of class). Alice

felt that engaging with the material is the space where students are exploring and

negotiating their identities. She articulated that it is very personal and is often done in the

mind or by asking questions, and grappUng with issues that students may be too reluctant

to bring to the table for discussion. Maria explained that when it comes to assessment and

evaluation, giving some control over to students would allow them to feel a sense of

ownership in the course. She also suggested that professors should consider incorporating

multiple forms of assessments (i.e., peer, self, and professor assessment) into the course.

The remainder of the strategies proposed by participants involved professors'

interactions with students outside the graduate classroom, as well as within the context of

student advisement. Elizabeth encouraged professors to be accessible to students after

class. Mia indicated that she appreciated when professors keep the students' best interests

in mind, and are wiUing to direct them to other faculty members for advisement in
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instances when they recognize that a better fit may exist elsewhere. Mia urges professors

to provide their graduate students with more encouragement to get involved and

experience academic socialization.

Cordelia noted that there should be a willingness on the part of potential advisors

to learn about new research areas that might deviate from their own knowledge base, and

show a willingness to embrace being in a position where students may have more

knowledge of a particular area than the professor does. In this situation, she encourages

professors to recognize themselves as learners, and the students as "experts," especially

when the student's area of research directly relates to their own culture or identity. She

proposes that professors be able to handle this role reversal which may deviate from

advisement experiences that they have had in the past. Cordelia also hopes that advisors

will assist and defend their graduate students whenever possible, advocating on their

behalf, especially when it comes to informing others about their unique circumstances,

identities, and research interests. This is something that her advisor did. Mia proposes

that there should be an open flow (or sharing) of information between the advisor and the

student, with the advisor taking time to inform the student of opportunities to get

involved, and attend conferences or workshops. Besides strategies for professors, there

exist strategies for the Program as well.

For the Master ofEducation program. Participants shared a wealth of prospective

strategies that their Master of Education Program could adopt to facilitate graduate

students' identity and role explorations and negotiations. Kathryn emphasized that the

Program must know their own values, and embody them on a daily basis. Both she and

Maria noted that the Program must consider if students and their complex identities fit
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into their value system. In the event that it does fit into their values, these participants

suggested that the Program must conceive of a way to show its graduate students that

their identities genuinely do matter. Maria noted that these values should be positioned up

front, emphasized to the public and to others within the institution. She even suggested

that the Program could appoint student role models as spokespeople who best personify

the values that the Program holds dear.

Maria proposed that the Program expand the information that is collected at time

of admissions to include data related to learning styles inventories, surveys of students'

interests, requests for more lengthy letters of intent, identification of prospective

students' strengths and weaknesses, their expectations of the program, and their

motivations for pursuing the degree. She felt that not only would it help students to think

about themselves, their identities, and their aspirations right from the beginning of the

program, but it would give the Department incredible insight into the needs of the

particular incoming students, possibly assisting them with the setting of their own

program objectives. She also noted that the Department would immediately be able to

capitalize on students' skills and expertise to benefit the Faculty as they would know

which students might be good candidates for specific RA and TA positions. She thought

that collecting this information would also help the program be proactive in terms of

anticipating what kind of support services students would require based on their

demographics and self-identified needs. She noted that this preliminary information could

be utilized to set up student support groups or working groups based on their shared

interests within and across streams.

Both Maria and Mia proposed the creation of mentorship programs for graduate
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students within the program. Mia thought it would be beneficial to pair recent graduates

with incoming students who share similar roles or identities, as experienced students

could offer guidance and answer questions. Maria identified the possibility for two types

of Mentorship programs, one similar to Mia's vision, and another to help support

International students within the program and provide them with support if they desired

to remain in the country. She felt that pairing students based on their shared research

interests or shared motivations for pursing the degree would be most helpful. She also

recognized that it is less intimidating to talk to a fellow student rather than a professor.

She even thought that confidentiality agreements could be drawn up, to ensure that

information shared between them would remain confidential. She thought that this would

be extremely helpful to new students as they navigate their way through the program.

Maria suggested that the Department facilitate more opportunities for students to

socialize with professors, getting to know them and their areas of research. She thought

that increased events for networking with the professors would be helpful to graduate

students who may only have a handftil of different professors as their course instructors

and may miss out on connecting with other individuals who share similar research

interests. She proposed that professors could lead informal workshops, seminars, or talks

on interesting topics, such as leadership in education or politics in education, that were

discussion oriented, rather than research driven (centered around presenting their own

research). She felt that these talks would enable graduate students to see various teaching

and lecturing styles, identify professors' interests and passions, stimulate discussion on

hot topics, and perhaps give students ideas for their own research work.

Cordelia recommended that students, such as herself (who were unable to take the
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Advanced Writing Seminar), would benefit from more information and workshops

related to the process involved in getting published, showing students how to adapt a

paper that they have written in one of their classes into a publishable manuscript. She

indicated that more guidance from faculty would be most helpful. Kathryn and CordeUa

praised events which bring students together to share information about the program (i.e.,

Campus Day). Maria suggested that the Department consider increasing the kinds of

opportunities that encourage student involvement within the program, especially within

evening hours that coincide with part-time students' work schedules. She noted that these

could be volunteer experiences, or opportunities to mentor other students.

Cordelia advocated for the Department to consider offering M.Ed, programs

within different First Nations communities. She said that the Department will have to

travel to these communities and advertise within various First Nations communities in the

province. She thought that conceivably interested First Nations people might travel to

each others' communities to take courses. She thought that if the Department makes

themselves and their program more accessible, there would be less barriers between the

institution and these communities (i.e., less distance for prospective students to travel,

less travelling expenses for students and more support networks within their home

regions). » is

Participants also proposed strategies for facilitating communication. One person

suggested that a large section of the Newsletter feature student-centred information

related to opportunities for academic socialization which could list Teaching

Assistantships, Research Assistantship, and upcoming conferences that students can

consider attending or submitting proposals for. Cordelia suggested creating a database on
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the Program's website where graduate students could network with each other. She

thought it would be extremely helpful if interested students could voluntarily post their

research interests, special qualifications, and e-mail. She noted that it would offer a way

for students to stay connected, share resources, and find others with similar interests with

whom they might collaborate.

. . .as people meet others during their course work and each individual has

;

different experience and expertise it would be nice to have a student database

available for students, this is especially important in the teaching profession as the

curriculum is diverse and requires teachers to have access to a wide variety of

information and topic it would be nice to be able to call upon individuals that can

provide the support necessary. .. (Interview #4, p. 4)

The graduate student participants also identified strategies relating to human and

material resources that would facilitate their identity and role negotiations. Three

participants mentioned the need for an administrative assistant that knows students

personally, remembers their names, is welcoming, accessible, and informative. They

recognized that the Program's own Administrative Assistant is amazing and is all of these

things that they have suggested. Mia felt that the program should provide increased office

space for graduate students, to facilitate their need to work and study.

The participants also made a series of recommendations related to courses within

their program. Maria advises the Department to consider mandating that at least half of

the spring/summer courses must be taught by senior persons (i.e., permanent full-time

tenure track professors at the university) in order to ensure "high quality" course delivery

and successful experiences for students. Alice suggested that the Department increase the



OTi,



252

course offerings at satellite campus locations; however, her recommendation contradicts

with Cordelia's experience and subsequent decision to resist attending classes at the other

campuses.

Mia proposed expanding the bank of courses that are offered on topics, such as

"invitational education" and "diversity in education." Cordelia advocated for courses on

language acquisition. Maria advised adding courses on identity theory and the exploration

of identity issues. Cordelia also suggested that it would be useful to pool the intake

courses or incoming students each year and create a few courses generated around their

common interests. She indicated that the courses would be guaranteed to run with

sufficient numbers since students themselves would identify their need for the courses.

She identified that this information could even become a part of the application process,

so that professors could have the sunmier months to design the necessary courses each

year.

Most (if not all) of the participants mentioned the value of keeping class sizes

small. Kathryn urges the Department to consider the validity and merit of alternative

forms of assessment, noting that it would be worthy to consider ways of expanding

professors' and students' understandings of assessment possibilities. Alice hopes that the

Department can abolish one of the handouts that they distribute to new students each

year, distinguishing graduate level scholarship from undergraduate work. As a new

student, she found this handout to be extremely intimidating, feeling burdened by it, and

pressured by the perceived high expectations, which she thought were setting her up for

failure.

Finally, Kathryn advises the Department to consider an all course route as a viable
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and serious option for program completion. She feels that some students would desire this

pathway and it would be beneficial for their learning. Although she does not put herself

into this category of students, she did speak of a friend who completed an all course route

in an M.Ed, program at another institution and this friend reported that it provided her

with the organization and framework she needed especially on account of her other roles

and responsibihties. More strategies exist, including ones directed towards the Faculty.

For the Faculty ofEducation. Three of the participants offered suggestions which

are valuable for the Faculty of Education. Cordelia proposed,

. . .why don't they have an education show on the university station? They had an

education show on our community radio station that talked about things that

impact education within the community . . .and you know you would be surprised

if the university did that on a radio station, how many parents would tune in.

(Interview #4, p. 3)

Perhaps this project could be sponsored by the Faculty of Education. Students (graduate,

preservice, and undergraduate) could work together to plan and deliver this type of

program. They could interview professors in the Faculty, prominent people within the

field, and other students to weigh in on important educational issues. As CordeUa

suggested, this type of program would probably have a broad audience. She recognized

that it might also facilitate university-community relations, enhancing accessibility of the

university, and bringing multiple groups together (i.e., university personnel, with

influential individuals in education, with students of all age groups, and parents as well)

to discuss a shared topic, important to all stakeholders; education.

Both Maria and Elizabeth made another recommendation for the Faculty of
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Education which involves improving the "screening" process that occurs when potential

professorial candidates are considered for permanent or temporary positions within the

Faculty. They noted that it is essential to carefully examine not only their "credentials,"

but also to observe their interpersonal skills, teaching skills, and communication skills

and to soUcit feedback from others (including former graduate students) regarding their

level of competence, their interactions with others, and their professional conduct inside

and outside of the classroom. There also exist a couple of recommendations for the

university's administration.

For administrators. Mia suggested that administrators should provide professors

with increased autonomy in course delivery and ensure that professors have more

flexibility (leeway) in their work roles, enabling them to devote increased time to meeting

graduate students' needs. She indicated that there needs to be a reduction of the pressure

and stress that is placed upon professors from the top levels. She also thought that by

hiring an increased number of professors, their workload could be distributed in a way

that would allow professors to have increased time to spend with students. Finally, the

last category of strategies is for the university itself.

For the university. All of the participants offered suggestions for ways that the

university could assist graduate students in exploring and negotiating their identities and

roles within the institution. Mia and Maria recommended that the university facilitate

opportunities for student interaction, by assisting with the organization of social activities

on campus, and encouraging students to establish clubs. Mia also advised that the

university could foster an "inviting environment" by having diverse students represented

in the displays across campus. She also suggested having graduate student notice boards
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or message boards across the university so that graduate students could interact with each

other and with other university personnel. She felt that the university could show

graduate students that they are valued by ensuring that there is adequate meeting and

working space available to them on campus. Furthermore, Mia indicated the need for a

drop-in babysitting service on campus. She thought that this service should be run by the

university, offering flexible hours of operation corresponding to the needs of graduate

students (and other students). This type of service would definitely help a number of

female graduate students negotiate their student and parenting roles more successfully.

CordeUa proposed other strategies that the university could adopt to facilitate

graduate students' identity explorations. For starters, she thought that it could expand its

program offerings in the areas of "Aboriginal Studies," "Cultural Studies," and other

areas that focus on studying human beings from other cultures, learning about their

different perspectives, backgrounds, as well as their political, religious, and educational

systems. She recognized the need for the diversification of the university's faculty and

noted one example of the lack of First Nations representation in the professoriate. She

indicated that there is a disconnect and lack of authenticity when non-aboriginal

individuals teach Aboriginal Studies courses. Cordelia also invites the university to

consider offering conferences for students on themes, such as "Culture and Identity" or

"The Grey Areas of Teaching," that are accessible to all students, recognize their own

identities, and explore how identities are being researched. She also felt that these types

of themes do not have clearly defined boarders; ultimately allowing for a wealth of

personally appealing topics to be explored in creative ways.

Mia noted that the Registrar's Office needs to build increased "flexibility" into
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course timetables, ensuring that course offerings have diverse and accessible start times

for all students. She also thought that the M.Ed, program needs to offer the same course

at least once per term. Alice noted that the university should continue to expand the on-

line resources offered through its library as this helps graduate students access databases

and other important information quickly and without having to make a special trip to the

campus. AHce recommended that the university Book Store should ensure that all books

arrive prior to the start date of graduate courses and enough copies are purchased, so that

students are not left without course texts. Alice also noted that the GSA or specific

graduate programs should consider holding off campus social events for students who

frequent the university's other sateUite locations. Kathryn indicated that socials are

beneficial for some students in the program, primarily those who are studying full-time.

Maria suggested that the university could offer increased career counselling for graduate

students, perhaps even notifying them of pertinent employment opportunities both within

and outside of the university.

Cordelia also recommended that the university's Research Ethics Board (REB)

reach out and make community partnerships, especially within First Nations

Communities. She explained that they must maintain open dialogue with them and

attempt to develop an understanding of what is perceived to be ethical and unethical from

their perspective. She did warn that this partnership building would be a very slow and '

challenging process, as the REB would encounter hesitation from outside communities,

however, building relationships on the foundation of respect and "trust" would be a first

step. She further advised, ^

.. .so they need to have someone who is able to go into these communities, who is
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a First Nations person themselves. . .who, who. . .has worked in. . .it's almost as if

they need an ambassador or something, someone who is, is. . .fairly well known

across the First Nations...community, or Turtle Island, so people say, oh...okay,

like this is a reputable place. . . . (Interview #4, p. 4)

Cordilia expressed that the REB needs to have sound knowledge of ethical protocol and

practices across the many "First Nations communities."

. . .the university can explore ways of better understanding the unique identity of

students. . . as with First Nations students, we often refer to the pan Indian

perspective and our unique culture and traditions are not understood. Perhaps

advisory people from different communities could be asked to assist the

Aboriginal Research Advisory Council to ensure that all different First Nations

are represented. . . and so. . .like it happens all the time, and so, if, if people, if they

don't recognize that Iroquois people did this, and Ojibwa people believe this, and

then the Cree people did this, and even within, in West Coast you have your

Nuu'chah'nulth, your Salish, your Tlingit, it's very...very diverse, and people

don't recognize that. And especially when REB was concerned, they have this

advisory council that doesn't know what is happening in all these different First

Nation communities. (Interview #4, p. 2)

Elizabeth and Kathryn emphasized that the university must put human beings first

and make exceptions to policies for students' unique circumstances. Kathryn wondered

who makes judgement calls regarding the types of circumstances that are deemed to be

extenuating? Or what timelines for program completion are deemed fair based on

different circumstances? These women felt that their own personal health and wellbeing
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must take priority and they hoped that universities would show compassion and

accommodate students' unique situations. Finally, Elizabeth stated, "we need to be

heard." She thought that the university should help ensure that graduate students have a

voice within all levels of the institution, an ability to be heard by administration, by

faculty, and by various boards. Armed with these extensive strategies, key stakeholders

must recognize their merits and look for ways to incorporate them into the daily practises

and climate of the institution, to help facilitate female graduate students' explorations and

negotiations of their complex roles and multifaceted identities.

The Process ofIdentity and Role Negotiationfor Female Graduate Students

Figure 10 is a mapping that captures the essence of the phenomenon of identity

and role negotiation for five female graduate students in this study as they understood it

through their lived experiences. It highlights some commonalities in the process that

align with the themes previously presented. At the heart or center is a female's context

transcendent identity (values, beliefs, characteristics) present as she navigates a host of

roles (and associated identities) within three predominant spheres in her life (home,

school, and work). At certain moments and spaces within a given period, these spheres

overlap and these women experience role and or identity intersections that can be natural

(bringing clarity) or unnatural (bringing confusion).

Depending on the context they were in, the process of identity and role

negotiation looked differently based on: a) the critical incidents they experienced (which

informed their sense of self in new ways); b) the barriers they encountered (societal,

educational, financial, attitudinal etc.); c) cognitive and physical processes they

experienced (thinking, reflecting, comparing, learning); and d) the support systems and
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strategies that they drew on (environmental, societal, human, financial educational, etc.).

All the while, these five women negotiated on internal and external levels (within

their minds and within society), grappling with competing and contradictory demands,

expectations, and assumptions. Ultimately this created a fluid process, blurred

boundaries, as well as a state of flux and change.

Figure 1 1 is a mapping that captures the essence of the phenomenon of identity

and role negotiation for Cordelia, a Haudenosaunee female graduate student in this study

as understood through her lived experiences. In her case, it is necessary to acknowledge

the added complexity that is brought to her negotiations with the integration of a fourth

sphere, that of community. She articulated that at the core of her decisions and actions, is

her community. Her roles in community are central to her understanding of herself, her

purpose, and her identity. The other participants did not speak to community in the same

way.
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Identity and Role Negotiation tor A Female
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Figure 11. Mapping the process of identity and role negotiation for a Haudenosaunee

female graduate student.
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Chapter Four presented the results of this investigation into six female Master of

Education Students' multifaceted identities and roles, which were organized around five

emerging themes. The first theme documented participants' understandings of key

concepts, such as identities, roles, and intersecting identities. It also described

participants' Uving self maps. The second theme explored the notion of Ufe-long learning

and transformative pathways which included particular critical incidents which changed

participants' understanding of themselves and their identities. The third theme described

gender issues as perceived by the six females including some of the internal and external

tensions that they negotiated as women, mothers, and professionals. The fourth theme

identified the challenges, tensions, and possibilities noted by the participants as they

negotiated their multifaceted roles and identities within complex environmental

conditions. The fifth theme described personal, professional, and educational implications

by way of recommending strategies that would support female graduate students as they

both explore and negotiate their identities. In all, these five themes illustrated the

complex nature of identity and the intricate ways in which female graduate students'

identities are interwoven into everything that they do.
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CHAPTER FIVE: SUMMARY, DISCUSSION, AND IMPLICATIONS

This study sought to make a contribution to the knowledge in this field by:

defining identity according to its graduate student participants, clarifying the debate

regarding identity as a singular or multifaceted construct, comparing and contrasting the

needs and barriers found in the literature with those expressed by the participants, and

offering concrete strategies for key stakeholders in higher education. The

phenomenological design of this investigation intended to recognize and validate

participants' experiences with their identity and role negotiations. The data collection

strategies employed included: four to five detailed semistructured interviews, three take-

home activities, interview notes, and researcher reflections. The analytic strategies

included: "Looking for themes" (Smith, 1995, pp. 19-20), "The Listening Guide Method"

[listening for plot, contrapimtal voices, and constructing I-Poems] (Gilligan et al., 2003),

and A "Constant Comparison Method" (Dye et al., 2000, p. 1). The five emergent themes

were: Participants' Understandings of_KeY.Ierms; Life-long Learning and

Trmisformative Pathways; Gender Issues; Challenges, Tensions and Possibilities of

Identity^and Role Negotiations in Complex Environments; as well as Personal,

Professional, and Educational Implications. Chapter Five begins by offering a discussion
L

and conclusion that explores some ofmy realizations related to the complexity of

identity, and the interconnectedness of lifelong learning and transformation across the

participants' lives. Next, the major findings and contributions are acknowledged and

connected to the existing literature in a way that answers each of the three research

"questions which fi-amed this investigation. Afterwards, implications for practice, theory,

and research are considered. Lastly, a final word is offered.
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Discussion and Conclusions

On the whole, the findingsiiijhis^investigation paralleled much of the literature

reviewed in Chapter Two and, subsequently, extended a majority of this literature by

adding more detailed information which documents students' particular experiences,

beliefs, understandings, and emotions with respect to their identities. Ultimately, I

realized that this investigation had one central reoccuning theme (or process) which

adequately captured the complexity of identity as evident in the lives of the participants;

^ that is, their continuous negotiation of internal and external worlds in tandem and the

bidirectional influences of these spheres on each other and on participants'

understandings of their identities, which parallels Gardner's (1983) conceptualization of

how a person's "sense of self is derived. Participants acknowledged this process of

negotiating internal realms (such as one's thoughts, self-perceptions, etc.) alongside

_extemal reahns (such as societal demands, expectations of others, etc.) as: instrumental to

the process of identity development, a part of their experiences related to intersecting

identities (intersections occurred within their minds, as well as externally, in their

environments), as a dimension of their motivations for pursuing graduate degrees

(internal or personal motivations, as well as external motivations related to pursing the

degree for other people), predominant in the types of barriers participants encountered in

their envirorunents (i.e., internal and external barriers), and, finally, interwoven

throughout their identification of strategies (i.e., personal strategies, and strategies for

others). This continuous complex process which required the women to reconcile many

contradicting sources of information seemed to affect them in many complicated ways.

With the many expectations (external and internal), the complex roles they negotiate and





265

the competing messages that the individuals were bombarded with, it is not surprising

that these six women have felt guilt and conflictedness.

The theme of life-long learning and transformative pathways was also central in

the findings of this investigation. It is not surprising that the notion of learning

throughout one's entire life span emerged here. These individuals have been and continue

to be students, and also have worked in the field of education. Clearly, the idea of life-

long learning has been interwoven into their values and into their identities as teachers,

students, and human beings. Their student related roles and concerns were primarily the

same no matter what stage of the program they were in.

The six women interviewed identified some of the same motivations for pursuing

graduate studies, as noted in Younes and Asay's (1998) study; however, there were some

notable differences as well. Their participants expressed primarily personal reasons for

pursuing graduate degrees, while the women in this investigation acknowledged both

internal and external motivations. External motivations included, but are not limited to,

proving oneself to others and helping the community. Maria's motivations contradicted

some of the reasons expressed by other participants (from both studies), as she made it

clear that career advancement and salary increases were not a part of her rationale for

becoming a graduate student. 1 found the idea of "Academe as me" to be quite

interesting. The power of the word addiction, used to describe one participant's

infatuation with school captivated my attention. It was not sometiung^tihat I had come

across in the literature . However, upon careful consideration, it could be linked to an

individual's desire to receive recognition and validation from others, especially from ^

society. This validation is likely to come from professional or academic roles as opposed
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to familial roles. Participants' understandings of identity development paralleled those of

Shaffer et al. (2002) recognizing the importance of dimensions like one's biology,

genetics, personality, environment, early years (parenting approaches), culture, and

experiences, all of which interact in concert, contributing to identity development.

Kunnen & Klein-Wassink (2003) had indicated that, "Despite increasing evidence

that identity changes in adulthood do take place, there is little knowledge about what the

process of change looks like" (p. 347). This study has shed light on some of the

procedures and events involved in adult identity changes. Through the exploration of

transformative pathways and critical incidents that these women have experienced in

their lives, more in-depth knowledge has been gained to illustrate how identities change

in adulthood. The preliminary results indicate that this process of change is highly

complex (and different for each person). Sometimes, it has been a gradual process of

change, while other times it has been an immediate instance of change. For these

participants, change has involved cognitive awareness in the form of revelations

regarding a needed sense of purpose or direction in one's life, recognition of one's

newfound growth or potential, or the realization of one's own transformation. The

process has included: the replacement of previous views of themselves with new ones,

self-discoveries, clarity, changes in behaviour, exploring and acknowledging the impact

of childhood events, attitudinal insights, the defining of priorities, and the use of different

strategies to assist them through the process. These findings confirmed that adults'

identities oftentimes do emerge transformed as a result of critical incidents in their lives. I

also discovered that participants were able to recognize some changes in their perceptions

of themselves since the commencement of their studies (i.e., increased self-confidence,
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new images of themselves in leadership positions, such as teaching assistants, and

familial changes, such as the growth of their children, which led to new understandings of

their roles and identities as mothers).

The First Research Question

Three research questions were the driving force behind this investigation, the first

of which asked, "How do M.Ed, students theoretically, conceptually, and personally

define identities and intersecting identities?" I quickly learned that participants lacked

theoretical knowledge of identity. When I questioned them about their previous

knowledge of identity theories, research, or researchers, most participants claimed they

were unfamiUar with this literature. While one or two people indicated that at one point

they had likely encountered some theoretical information on identity, none of them

attempted to provide any specific details, although they did make reference to other

theories when explaining their experiences (i.e.. Flow Theory, Complexity Theory,

Critical Theory, Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs Theory).

The participants had many interesting and diverse insights to share regarding the

concept of identity. I had not expected the word "identity" to conjure up negative

impressions (of secret identities, identity theft, rigidity, and fear) for two of the

participants. Interestingly, my first general searches for information on the internet about

"identity" led me to identity theft articles and warnings. These two participants' first

thoughts about the concept of identity differed markedly from their personal

understandings of it.

Together, these women noted that identity involved "a sum of many things." They

also suggested that a person's "self-perceptions" and "beliefs" were important in deriving
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one's identity, and that on a broader level, identity involved thinking about "a larger

plan" or vision of oneself, regarding his or her potential purpose or significant

contribution to society. Ultimately, most participants acknowledged the intricacies of

"internal and external dimensions" of identity, and some felt that one of the objectives

was to "achieve balance" in relationships and personal stabiUty. These ideas expand upon

the dictionary definition of the concept of identity, and bring together separate definitions

of identity, into a more integrated understanding of the construct. The participants'

characterizations offer a more complex picture than was offered in the literature that I

read, integrating notions of philosophy and future-orientations (i.e., Garrett, 1998), with

notions of stability (i.e., Blanshard, 1991; Garrett, 1998), "core beliefs" (Stewart, 2002;

Waterman, 1985), a sense of purpose (Waterman), an emphasis on relationships (Stewart,

2002; Waterman, 1985) as well as an amalgamation of internal and external sources (i.e.,

Erikson, 1963; HoUoway & Hubbard, 2001). This conceptual understanding helps to

illustrate the bidirectionality of multiple interactive systems (the simultaneous influence

and negotiation of internal and external spheres) involved.

Inevitably, participants had different views regarding the state of identity. So, too,

did numerous researchers. Participants corroborated both views of the debate; that

identity is a multifaceted construct, largely "context dependent" (Ropers-Huilman, 1997;

Schachter, 2005) and that identity is a singular construct, one that is "context-

transcendent" (Blanshard, 1991; Garrett, 1998; Stewart, 2002). Interestingly, however,

the literature that I read referred to these two concepts in isolation. Researchers did not

indicate that these two concepts of identity can co-exist, both across human beings

(depending on their own beliefs and definitions) and also within a single individual (who



>«':



»

269

may recognize him/herself to have a core identity (core values, beliefs, etc.) that guide

him or her, but also multifaceted identities that a person takes on depending on one's

given context, environment, and role. This is something that Maria highlighted as being

possible and that other participants supported indirecdy as feasible through their %

responses. It offers a major contribution to the field of identity research, hopefully

recognizing that from here on in, it is inappropriate to continue the debate as to whether a

person has one core identity, or dynamic multifaceted identities. Instead, we should be

thinking about the realistic possibUity that both exist in tandem. As Maria noted, the

answer depends on each individual, how they understand their own identity, and as Alice

suggested, how "broadly or narrowly" they define the concept. Many researchers seem to
I

II T»——HMi—Mil mill III

view the two concepts as mutually exclusive; however, other people, such as Maria, do

not. These latter individuals may even recognize the potential for a bidirectional

relationship between one ' s core identity and their multifaceted identities

.

Participants' definitions of intersecting identities matched very closely with

Ropers-Huilman's (1997) conceptualization of this process. For instance, Alice's

explanation of intersections and overlapping of different facets of self, which aligns with

Ropers-Huilman's description of "borderless maps" and "...identities [that] are multiple,

yet enmeshed with each other..." (pp. 332-333). Both perceived identity intersections to

be as layering, overlapping, chaotic and confusing, and oftentimes presenting challenges.

However, participants' understandings were even more diverse, and illustrated the

potential of two different kinds of experiences with intersections, ones that were

"natural" and largely positive, and others as "unnatural" and largely confusing. This idea

is new to the literature that I have read, and illustrates the potential diversity of
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identity intersections and accounts for the contrasting experiences and emotions

encountered by participants, such as Cordelia and Elizabeth (who had moments of clarity

and confusion, respectively, during instances when their identities intersected).

I noticed that their definitions were enriched when they added their personal

ex^riences to explain the terms. Actually, there was often tremendous overlap between

participants' formal definitions of the concepts and their personal understandings or

explorations of these terms. Clearly, conceptual and personal understandings were

entangled. Not only did their personal experiences inform their conceptual

/

understandings, they also helped to inform my understanding of the concepts and

visualize the theories in action.
^

, ,1.

It was relatively easy for the participants and for me to explore our personal

understandings of the key concepts in this study. I noticed participants' personal

understandings of identity as extraordinarily holistic. Maria's living self map reminded

me of Bronfenbrenner's (1979) Ecological Systems Theory, both visually and

conceptually similar, capturing the interrelationships that exist between the ^

interconnected systems which operate in tandem and have bidirectional relationships with

one another. Cordelia's understanding of identity was also holistic. She talked about the

self as her "mind, body, spirit sense." I later realized that all three of these parts of the

self were represented on Kathryn's identity map (i.e., her cognitive role as a learner), her

body (i.e., linked to her gender identity as a woman), and her spirit (i.e., her spiritual

identity and strong faith). Later, participants noted specific strategies for exploring and

negotiating their different identities that aligned with each of these spheres of the self. To

me, this signifies that all three of these spheres are significant to one's identity or
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identities. Perhaps all three domains inform peoples' understandings of who they are.

This was a powerful discovery for me and explained why participants noted such

strategies related to maintaining rich spiritual lives, nurturing their minds and relaxing, as

well as taking good care of their physical bodies.

I found it exciting that despite the diversity of the maps, there were still notable

commonalities including: participants' attempts to be the best individuals that they could

be across the varied contexts of their lives, their desire to help and care for others, their

focus on maintaining relationships (i.e., Stewart, 2002), their search to belong and find

their place (Shaffer et al., 2002), their belief that balance is important, and their

realizations that having a guiding sense of purpose was fundamental to them.

The women selected rich and diverse objects to represent their identities that they

bring with them to graduate studies and talked about powerful metaphors and similes

capturing how they personally negotiate their different identities in the university milieu.

Five of these similes and metaphors were action oriented (i.e., acting, weather systems,

juggling, paddling, and making a salad). To me, this represented the continuous action

involved in negotiating identities, and the diversity of experiences that exist. Even though

the apple itself was not action-oriented, it represented the action involved in negotiating

between internal spheres (i.e., one's core, beliefs, and expectations), and external spheres

(how one appears to others, and the multiple demands and expectations from outside

sources). '

The Second Research Question

The second key question driving this investigation asked, "What environmental

conditions either facilitate or impede the exploration of graduate students' multiple and
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intersecting identities within the institution?" The environmental facilitators listed by

participants were often opposite to the barriers that they identified. For them, optimal

environmental conditions within the institution included: an inviting atmosphere, the

positive attributes of professors (such as care, openness, and flexibility), diversity in the

student body, and opportunities for networking. Some of these positive environmental

conditions coincided with the needs of graduate women as identified by Wiest (1999)

(i.e., to combat "social and intellectual isolation" and to enhance "professional

development"). They also mentioned two external facilitators including flexible

employers and a society that values education. I had not thought of environmental

conditions outside of the university that would help students explore and negotiate their

identities. Nor were these kinds of conditions mentioned in the literature that I reviewed.

It shows that integrated systems must operate in concert to assist graduate students with

their identity explorations and negotiations.

The participants listed a host of environmental conditions that impeded upon

their identity explorations and negotiations. They offered their holistic understanding, not

limiting their discussions of the impeding conditions strictly to the university, but

broadening their views to acknowledge barriers across historical/societal domains, cross-

contextual realms, institutional lines, and personal spheres. Much of the Uterature that I

reviewed focused solely on institutional barriers within higher education, which meant

that the recognition of other kinds of barriers was new information to me, including the

barrier of "historical trauma" as a challenge facing First Nations people, and barriers

crossing contexts, such as competing expectations and values, attitudinal barriers,

financial strain, and the Umitations of time. Some of the noted institutional barriers
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mentioned by participants were also identified in the literature, especially surrounding

educational reform, the increased poUtics in education, and systems of hierarchies that are

in place. Change in education in terms of curricular reform and changes in government

create challenges for teachers (O' Sullivan, 1999; Winter & McEachem, 2001); however,

EUzabeth, (a veteran educator who has taught amidst such changes) noted that she was

able to stay true to her beliefs, unwavering in her conviction and commitment to her role

as an educator. She did not experience the "identity confusion" that some teachers do

(Sears & Marshall, 2000). In my opinion, the reason for this was her clear prioritization,

the fact that she put her identity as "mother" and "teacher" above all else. This internal

drive and sense of self with respect to these two roles guided her through external chaos

and change. Mia found herself on the periphery of the academic socialization process, but

for very different reasons than minority students noted in Mogadime's (2002) study with

Black female graduate students. Mia felt that her student status (part-time) prevented her

from being on campus regularly, often missing out or being unaware of academic

socialization opportunities. Participants went on to identify numerous environmental

barriers within higher education (i.e., uninviting atmosphere, environmental deficiencies,

programmatic constraints, and systemic barriers) that impede identity exploration.

CordeUa confirmed what others (i.e., Fleras & Elliot, 2002; Mogadime, 2002; 2003;

Trower, 2003) noted regarding the absence of diversity in the composition of university

faculty. She specifically noted the lack of First Nations representation, which proved to

be a significant obstacle for her in terms of finding advisement and expertise in her area

of research. With respect to the literature, this was a problem common to female and

minority students (Fay, 1988/89; Mogadime, 2002; Wiest, 1999). Interestingly, many of
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the barriers mentioned by other researchers which are typically encountered by female

students and students of minority status, were not noted among the participants (i.e.,

irrelevant or hidden curricula, Mogadime, 2002, 2003, gendering of the institution,

Barata et al., 2005, and the low level status of graduate students. Fay, 1988/89).

Perhaps these barriers were not mentioned by the participants because these female

students worked in professions and studied in a faculty where women comprised the

majority of the population (both in terms of the education profession as a whole, the

student demographic studying education, and the professorial demographics teaching

education courses at a particular university).

The Third Research Question

The third integral question of the investigation asked, "What strategies support

student identity exploration within and outside of the graduate classroom?" Kathryn

pushed my thinking as she questioned the relevance of identifying strategies. Firstly, she

indicated that strategies or approaches which she uses for exploring and negotiating her

various identities and roles are highly individualized. Although she acknowledged that

she could share approaches that have worked for her, she was adamant that she could not

dictate to or assume what would work for other people. Secondly, Kathryn wondered

whether this topic is perceived to be important by the university. She continued to

question the merit of the activity and whether strategy development is of any concern to

others. ".
. .at the end of the day, does it matter what. . .identities I have? And it certainly

impacts, but does it matter to anybody but me?" (Kathryn, Interview #4, p. 1).

Kathryn' s critical questioning persisted. ".
. .like you gave me the task and so I did

it. . .and then it was like, and when it came to thinking of strategies it was like. . .so what's
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the purpose?. .
." (Interview #4, p. 2). She forced me to contemplate the value of this

exercise in my own mind, and to articulate my beliefs clearly. I included the third

research question in this study because I believed that identifying some basic strategies

for key stakeholders within the institution would serve as a valuable starting point,

beginning a much needed discussion surrounding supports that can be put in place to

facilitate the ongoing exploration and negotiation of graduate students' complex roles and

identities.

Kathryn helped me pinpoint another reason for exploring identity issues; they are

integral in fostering a cohesive sense of community, where individualities are valued and

respected, which facilitates cooperation, mutual understanding, and support. She argues

that it must be embedded within the organization's values, within professor's values and

within student's values, a genuine interest in each other, our identities, and in fostering a

close community of learners.

. . .but the professor would have to care about it, and if they care, and then they

would have to. . .spend some time. . .investigating ok. . .how do you build

community?. . .Lets just not talk about building community but how do you build

the community? (laughs). . .And why do you build community?. . . (Interview #4,

p.5)

She recognized this as an area for improvement, provided that all parties genuinely value

it as important, and are willing to take the necessary steps to achieve it. She stated, ".
. .1

think anybody's learning is enhanced in a community..." (Interview #4, p. 8).

In the end, I was excited by the wealth of strategies that participants shared. They

detailed personal strategies that crossed contexts and included universal approaches of
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positive attitudes and useful skills that help them explore and negotiate their identities

across situations. Many of the participants compartmentalized their identities, roles, and

tasks. A similar strategy was noted in Schachter's (2005) case study, however, likely for

different reasons (i.e., task and time management versus inability to amalgamate multiple

identities together). The participants talked about prioritization. I wonder if this strategy

is our quest for simplicity, amidst chaos and complexity. Another approach employed by

one of the participants was the demonstration of increased flexibility. It seems as though

this flexibiUty in adapting to given demands and roles was a coping strategy that Mia

used out of necessity to deal with the variable environment. Harland & Plangger (2004)

noted doctoral students using this strategy as well.

I was surprised that four participants recognized their pets as helpful in reducing

their stress levels and providing them with comfort. Some participants also noted the

strategy of "doing nothing" or "vegging out." Perhaps this physical and mental state of

idleness helps them decompress from their busy lives. Maybe engaging in an "opposite,

but equal reaction" to "busyness" helps participants to create internal balance or quietness

within the mind.

Initially, I was surprised at the prevalence of faith or spiritually based strategies

that were recognized as extremely important to multiple participants; however, these

results were consistent with Stewart's (2002) findings, where participants' faith identities

were integral to their daily living, and also with women interviewed in The Grassroots

Women's Collective (1999) who acknowledged the importance of their spirituality.

I speculate that faith and spirituality was so integral to some of the participants in this

study because it offers a set of rules and morals for living, and facilitates a positive way
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of being in the world, helps people achieve calmness, and, through their beUefs, they can

feel comforted through difficult periods in their lives and hope that their spirit or soul

may continue to exist after their death.

Participants recognized supportive networks as integral to their ability to explore

and negotiate their identities, which shows me that we are all interconnected with each

other, needing encouragement and assistance throughout our lives. The women illustrated

that support comes in many forms including emotional, financial, academic, and spiritual

assistance. Some of their sentiments mirrored existing research on the importance of role

models, mentors, and advisors (i.e., Bruce, 1995; Spillett, & Moisiewicz, 2004; Wiest,

1999). Mia recognized her advisor as a "cheerleader" and Alice noted the useful feedback

as well as praise she receives from her advisor, which parallels the comments made by

Spillett and Moisiewicz (2004) who described the multiple roles that advisors play.

Participants also listed a host of education-related strategies for themselves, professors,

their program, administrators, and their university. Many aligned with the institutionally-

based strategies that were the predominant foci in the literature. For instance, common

strategies recommended: student-facilitated discussion groups and clubs (Barata et al.,

2005), diversification of faculty (Mogadime, 2(X)2), changes in assessment strategies

(Eisner, 1999), and the use of critical questioning (McLaren, 2003).

However, the six participants in this investigation described many new strategies

that were much more holistic than ones that were documented in the literature. I believe

that this holistic or global perspective emerged both from my detailed line of questioning,

but more so from their personal investment in the topic. Interestingly, most of the

strategies from the literature involved identifying what others could do for graduate
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students; whereas, the participants in this study also talked a great deal about what they

could do for themselves and what they could do for others, which offered a more

balanced perspective of strategies, and showed that taking ownership and playing an

active role in their learning is fundamental. It might be that their strategies were so global

because they recognized the common thread; that we are all "human." This is a sentiment

that was mentioned on multiple occasions. It was clear that maintaining a human focus

within organizations or institutions was important to multiple participants. They

conveyed their complexities and "vulnerabiUties," desiring to be treated as humans rather

than as numbers. Perhaps by giving comprehensive strategies, they were validating their

own complex selves. While they were aware of the hierarchies and power relationships

that exist within institutions, I believe that they looked at strategies as a way of beginning

to break down some of these systems by recognizing that we are all similar, despite our

different "positions," and "roles." Ultimately, the participants and the literature noted that

we need to be heard and have voice (Gilligan, 1982; The Grassroots Women's Collective,

1999; Prasad, 2005).

Implications for Practice

The findings from this study have numerous implications for practice.

There is a need to add literature on identity into school curricula at all levels. It is

important for adolescents who are wrestling with questions about who they are, and it is

equally essential for teachers to be aware of these theories and stages of identity

development in order to know how to best help their students through the process.

Moreover, teachers should be informed in this regard, so that they can be thinking in

meaningful ways about their own identities which become part of their classroom
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practices. I recommend that an identity theory course be a standard requirement for all

university students, especially those who are studying to become educators.

As Cordelia described her induction into teaching, and her first full-time position,

a major question arose in my mind: Why do we have this tendency in education to initiate

our new teachers into the profession by giving them the most challenging teaching

assignments and watching on the sidelines as they struggle during their first year? This

method of professional socialization just does not make sense. Why do experienced

teachers pull the seniority rank to secure their place in the less-challenging classes, while

the beginning teachers are left to struggle and fail? It is no wonder that so many novice

teachers leave the profession within the first few years. Should we not be supporting and

mentoring our new teachers, and doing whatever we can to ease their entry into the

classroom? Ultimately, is this not a much better method of socialization that is likely to

have a more positive impact on teachers and students alike? An implication for practice

involves rethinking the way we support, mentor, and welcome our new teachers into the

profession. No matter what level (i.e., primary, secondary, or postsecondary), or what

system (private, public, catholic, reserve, or immersion), we must assist and guide our

new teachers in a way that encourages, validates, and supports them rather than isolates

and discourages them from continuing to work as educators.

With respect to higher education, we now recognize that there are concrete

strategies that can facilitate graduate students' identity negotiations and explorations at

all levels (both within and outside of the university milieu). Armed with this knowledge,

it is up to all of the stakeholders in higher education to act accordingly, to take the

suggestions of students seriously, and make a coordinated and concerted effort to review
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and expand the specialized supports that need to be in place for our graduate students,

and to look for ways that they can remove environmental barriers and create an inviting

atmosphere which celebrates the unique identities of students. It is my hope that this

research will help graduate students realize that they need to take ownership of their

learning, teach others about their complex identities, and encourage others to explore

their own identities. Professors should reflect on their own identities, the identities of

their students, and reexamine their own teaching practices in light of the

recommendations made. My own opinion is that professors should integrate more of the

types of activities that have been a part of this research study into their own courses (i.e.,

identity or Ufe-mapping, recognizing critical incidences, describing metaphors that

symbolize students' experiences, explaining their own personal philosophies of

education, and associating objects with their various identities and roles). First, professors

should try these activities for themselves. I think that these kinds of tasks are especially

valuable for educators, who must be aware of themselves and their identities in and out of

their classrooms.

Pagano (1991) suggested incorporating storytelling techniques into the classroom,

while creating a secure, comfortable, and open environment for the discussion of identity-

related issues. Storytelling techniques, along with the facilitation of student-driven

curricula emerging from personal inquiry, were perceived to be effective in supporting

identity exploration and fostering personal relationships (Pagano).

Professors can observe the teaching style of exemplary "role models," such as

Marlee Kline (Buss, 2004), who are able to support positive methods of identity

exploration within their classrooms by ensuring that courses are relevant, by engaging in
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critical discussion, by examining multiple and marginalized identities, and by valuing

everyone's knowledge. Buss highlighted the useful teaching practice of bringing

"intersecting identities" to the forefront of the classroom, in order to engage in dialogue

with students, surrounding entrenched power relations, gender roles, as well as

stereotypes, and ways to combat these social issues. Professors should also be aware of

the involved roles of students, just as students should be cognizant of the expectations

that professors have of them. Moreover, programs should also get to know the students

that they serve, and look for ways to meet their needs.

Initially, participants found it difficult to offer recommendations for

administrators. Cordelia, for instance, noted that she never sees the administration (with

the exception of the front-lines administrative assistants). From her comments, I would

surmise that one of the strategies for administrators would be to increase their presence

and visibility to graduate students. I think that this could be done informally (through

hallway interactions) or perhaps more formally with regular meet-and-greets, wine and

cheese social events, public talks or lectures, visits to the Graduate Student Association

Board Meetings, or open microphone forums where students could facilitate dialogues

with administrators on key issues of importance to them.

Participants also mentioned strategies surrounding the hiring of professors. My

recommendation is that graduate students must be an active part of the hiring process,

and have representation on the SEARCH committees, being able to contribute their

insights into selecting the most appropriate person for the position. I also recommend that

Centers for Teaching Learning and Educational Technologies offer specific workshops to

all professors giving them teaching strategies that will help to acconmiodate a wide
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variety of perspectives and identities in their classrooms. I thought that Cordelia's

database strategy (a network for students to connect with each other, sharing their

resources and expertise) was an incredible suggestion. She alluded to this as a program

specific initiative, which she believed would be extremely useful to educators who could

ask their colleagues for support or resources related to areas or topics that they are

unfamiliar with. However, my suggestion is that this could eventually become a

university-wide or even inter-institutional network connecting all interested graduate

students across the campus with each other. The database could have a search function

(similar to a directory) where students could search for their peers according to their

names or according to their research foci and could foster interdiscipUnary graduate

research teams.

Furthermore, institutional reform requires a reconceptualization of assessment and

evaluation practices, which include rather than exclude students' multiple identities. For

instance, Eisner (1999) emphasized the need for transforming:

the criteria that institutions of higher education employ in making admissions

decisions. . .We need to have admissions criteria that are considerably more

flexible and open-ended and that do not continue to privilege a narrow range of

competencies that are fundamentally reflective of social class advantages, (p. 660)

Adopting this practice, would allow for a more diverse student population. Eisner also

advocated for nontraditional methods of assessment. He stated,
'

Performance assessment affords us, in principle, an opportunity to develop ways

of revealing the distinctive features of individual students. It affords us an

opportunity to secure information about learning that can help improve the quality



-V-;t,

,?. /»



283

of both curriculum and teaching, (p. 660)

Thus, revising assessment approaches becomes necessary in order to preserve and respect

graduate students' identities. Likewise, Case (1999) supported the use of "authentic

assessments" with his graduate students. He believed it allows them to demonstrate their

ongoing growth as learners. They are given opportunities to revise their work, to engage

in multiple types of assessment, to receive constructive feedback, and, ultimately, to take

ownership of their learning. Baker (2006) also underscored students' need for ongoing

"feedback."
'

I think that there needs to be collaboration between all of the key stakeholders in

higher education. They should meet yearly for collaborative retreats. I suggest that they

make use of the "KNOW/DO/BE Bridge Framework" (Drake & Bums, 2004, pp. 31-50),

used in "integrated" approaches to curriculum in elementary and secondary education.

Here, university administration, graduate programs, professors, graduate and

undergraduate students can come together to identify values, goals, actions, and

knowledge that are common to organization and that should guide them throughout their

interactions with each other. For instance, a program could use this type of planning to

think of what graduate students should be able to "Know, Do, and Be," while graduate

students could use this exercise to think about what their professors should be able to

"Know, Do, and Be," and professors as well as administrators could engage in the task to

identify what the other group should be able to "Know, Do, and Be." This type of retreat

would help acknowledge expectations, recognize commonalities, estabhsh priorities, and

ensure all key stakeholders are operating from with shared core values in mind.

Ultimately, I beUeve that a university-wide task force or committee on identity issues
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should be formed to review and make recommendations for improving existing policies,

curricula, and climates to help graduate students (and, ultimately, all students as well as

university employees) explore and negotiate their multiple roles and identities with

greater ease.

Implications for Theory

This study has confirmed, refuted, and extended various elements of identity

theory. It offers a more integrated perspective regarding the common features of identity.

It has shown that adult participants have achieved "loving personal relationships" with

others, a goal that adolescents strive for as they seek to explore and understand their own

identities (Erikson, 1963). The findings illustrate that "identity and role confusions" are

not just predominant in adolescence, as Erikson suggested, but actually can continue to

occur in later adulthood. The investigation also adds to the theoretical basis, by

suggesting that it is possible for both a singular static identity and dynamic multifaceted

identities to exist in tandem, both within and between individuals. Ultimately, key terms

that were previously ambiguous have become clearer through the provision of

participants' personal examples which continue to highlight the complexity of their own

negotiations with these constructs in their daily lives. For instance, participants'

encounters with identity intersections have been understood to be more complex and

diverse than I had imagined. A novel contribution has been the emergence of two

different kinds of experiences, ones that form natural or logical intersections, often

handled with ease and faciUtate selfdiscovery and others that result in disjointed or

colliding intersections, that create challenges and tensions which individuals must wrestle

with. As per Stewart's (2002) recommendations, I attempted to "intentionally" study
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multifaceted identities, from multiple positions, taking into account personal,

professional, academic stances, as well as consideration for cultural, societal, and

ideological factors, showing that they operate in tandem, informing participants'

identities, sense of themselves, and their multiple roles in complicated ways.

Likewise, this study has also supported and made contributions to feminist and

women's development theories. I drew on a methodological approach that was consistent

with those utilized by feminist researchers (Prasad, 2005), integrating multiple data

collection instruments, involving intense reflection on the part of the participants and on

the part of the researcher, thinking about the ways that gender influenced participants'

experiences with their identities, and looking at our shared identities as "graduate

students" as a way to bridge the distance between myself and my participants.

I found it interesting that Kathryn was the only one who mentioned gender as a

role. Perhaps she is more conscious of it, she feels its influences more readily, or she has

engaged in a deeper reflection on gender-related issues, either in the past or in

preparation for this activity. I realized that although the word gender identity or woman

did not appear explicitly on most participants' identity maps, it really was interwoven

throughout their discussions in direct and indirect ways (with references to themselves as

wives, mothers, daughters, sisters, aunts, girlfriends, etc.), adding a complexity to their

understandings of themselves, as well as their identity and role negotiations, as heard in

their contrapuntal voices of confusion and clarity, guilt and perfection, as well as

frustration and hope. I had not anticipated that thoughts of ageing would be prevalent

among women in their late 20s, through to their late 50s.

I am reminded of a quote which I referenced earlier by Carol Gilligan (1982),
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however, now in the concluding stages of this investigation, I realize the powerful way it

summarizes the conflicting experiences and tensions that many women (including the

participants in this study) face on a regular basis:

As the events of women' s lives and of history intersect with their feelings

and thoughts, a concern with individual survival comes to be branded as

'selfish' and to be counterposed to the 'responsibiUty' of a life lived in

relationships. And in turn, responsibility becomes, in its conventional

interpretation, confused with a responsiveness to others that impedes a

recognition of self. (p. 127)

Mia expressed her fondness for education, and recognized that at the university,

she was identified as an individual, rather than being identified as a mother. Her

statement alludes to the idea that perhaps society tends to recognize and validate degrees,

credentials, and education, and devalue the work, commitment, and effort involved in

being a mother. Recognizing academe as a part of oneself may be a move towards

gaining validation from the rest of the world, validation that mothers so often do not

receive.

Gilligan (1982) and Hall's (1990) ideas about the value of education, and

recognition of the opportunities it affords women, paralleled the statements expressed by

participants in this study. Gilligan' s (1982) findings related to the fundamental way that

females recognize their own identities in terms of the "relationships" they have with other

people, became evident among participants' statements, and thoughts about themselves as

mothers, wives, teachers, and productive members of society.

The women in this investigation identified a host of needs, most of which were in
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harmony with those listed in the research. They described educational needs that were

consistent with Knowles' (1975) conceptualization of the adult learner, as desiring to find

ways to connect learning to one's extensive lived experiences, and appreciating

autonomy. Much of the literature (Bruce, 1995; Hockey, 1994; Wiest, 1999; Younes &

Asay, 1998) focused predominantly on graduate students' academic related needs (i.e.,

respect, financial assistance, and networking or ways to combat isolation), which

participants also shared. Kathryn mentioned the need for safety, but not in the physical

sense (as was mentioned by Wiest, 1999). She referred to her need for a safe learning

environment. Besides Gilligan (1982), much of the literature did not talk specifically

about gender-related needs that participants in this study identified as important to them,

including: "love," "validation," and "reliable child care."

This study has also advanced the field of Aboriginal studies, more specifically,

research on Haudenosaunee women, their identities and roles. Locating existing journal

articles in this area proved to be difficult for someone, such as myself (a non-Aboriginal

person). I speculate that there could be numerous reasons for this. Perhaps I was not

using appropriate key words when conducting database searches or perhaps this

information is not readily accessible through mainstream channels, such as educational

journals. On the other hand, the possibility exists that little has been written and

published in this area. Understanding the way in which community is integral in shaping

a Haudenosaunee person's identity and roles is a fascinating area that requires further

research. Cordelia's powerful voice stands strong in this document, indicating to the rest

of the world that more research in this field is urgently needed.
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Implications for Further Research

While the methodological approach to this investigation was detailed and

rigorous, a future study could extend the methods of data collection employed to include

classroom observations, which would allow for a first hand examination of environmental

barriers and facilitators which impact on students' identity explorations. This type of

fieldwork could augment interviews and allow researchers to draw on interactions,

dialogue, teaching approaches, and other observations related to the environment which

may help them to understand power, identity negotiation, and supportive strategies in

new ways. Document analysis could also be utilized, drawing on course syllabi, faculty

handbooks, and university policies to understand how identity issues are identified and

addressed within the institution.

Participant samples could also be diversified in numerous ways. I am interested in

expanding this research in order to conduct a comparative gender analysis that would

allow for the inclusion of both male and female M.Ed, students. Participants could be

matched on numerous criteria (i.e., age, marital status, number of children, motivations

for pursing graduate studies, student status, program stage, etc.) and the theoretical

approach could be extended to draw upon masculinity theory and feminist theory. I

wonder whether male and female students have the same sorts of needs. Would the same

level of family centeredness be exhibited? Do men and women strive for balance in the

same way? Do they encounter similar societal prescriptions? How are their identity

intersections similar or different? Do they face the same kinds of internal and external

pressures? Do they juggle family, work, school in the same sorts of ways? A comparative

study would enable me to identify whether the strategies that help female graduate
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students explore and negotiate their identities would likewise be relevant for males.

Although the participants in this study gave specific strategies geared to one

program within one faculty at a single university, I think that most of their suggestions

would likely be applicable to many programs and faculties. To address one of the

limitation of this study, notably the issue of generalizability, and to test my hypothesis, a

future study could compare the identities, needs, and strategies of graduate students

across programs and faculties. Similarly, the sample could be broadened to compare

master's students, doctoral students, and new professors, to identify the similarities and

differences in the definitions, identity negotiations, and strategies across individuals who

are at different stages of their academic pursuits and careers. Furthermore, a study that

balanced the number of full-time and part-time students would be able to more accurately

gage their similarities and differences. I would have liked to gain more insight into the

process of academic socialization in higher education; however, a majority of the

participants did not speak to these types of experiences, indicating that this kind of

socialization was not a priority for them. Perhaps a future study could focus around

participants who desire to pursue careers in academia. They may be better able to speak

to their experiences with academic socialization. Also, one of the questions that I

pondered, shortly after reading a study by Ropers-Huilman (1997), still remains

unanswered. I wondered, "How do professors' particular understandings of themselves

impact upon their students' awareness of identity issues and their own engagement in

identity exploration?" This question could be the focus of a future investigation which

observed and interviewed professors and their students.

Furthermore, additional kinds of intersections could be studied, such as the
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intersection of being a graduate student and also being a lecturer or instructor at the same

university. This was the particular experience for two of the participants in this study, and

I believe that there are a host of additional issues and obstacles that beg further research

and illustrate the challenges and tensions that individuals experience when they are both

students and employees within the same university. I wonder what kinds of strategies,

resources, and policies could be put in place to protect individuals who are in these

situations? Also, I am curious to learn more about the overt and subtle tensions and

challenges that part-time instructors and lecturers encounter within the institution.

Another area for future research is to explore specific stages, the sequence of

steps, and emotions involved in the changes to identity that transpire during adulthood

and a categorization of the reasons why these changes occur. It would be useful to

conduct longitudinal studies with participants to research change as participants

recognize it to be occurring (in the moment), rather than relying on retrospective

remembering. It would also be interesting to study change with respect to core or internal

identity, and external identities.

Lastly, Maria noted that identity development is a slow process. Mia also agreed

and indicated that there is a biological component to identity development. She seemed to

suggest that there was a link between identity development and human development. This

potential connection warrants further exploration. Do stages of maturation correspond

with stages of identity development? (i.e., do people in certain stages of development

have certain identities)? Is there a connection between the development of moral

reasoning and the development of identity? If there is this connection between moral

reasoning and identity development, then perhaps it might facilitate a connection between
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certain kinds of behaviours (i.e., egocentricity and inflexibility, versus open-mindedness

to new perspectives and change) and peoples' beliefs about their own identities at that

time (i.e., their identity as static and singular or dynamic and multifaceted).

Final Word

There is no doubt that human identities are complex. Some people do not think

about their roles and identities in conscious ways, as evident by Maria's statement:

".
. .nobody ever asked me about my identity before. ... People kind of underestimate that

part of their Ufe" (Interview #4, p. 1 ). Be in tune with who you are, what you value, what

you beUeve in, and what your goals are. Take time to reflect and explore your roles and

identities in new ways, and think about how you can support and encourage others to do

the same. >
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Brock University Research Ethics Board Letter
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Onke of Research Services
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T: S>l)5-4(»-555a Ext. 3I)JW-<H76 F; )«V>1«H174S

DATE: November 2, 2006

FROM: Linda Rose-Krasnor, Chair

Research Ethics Board (REB)

TO: Alice Schirtz, Education

Christina SI<orobohacz

FIE 06-061 SKOROBOHAC2

TITLE: Exploring Female Graduate Students' Multifaceted and Intersecting Identities In A Complex Educational MBieu

The Brock University Research Ethics Board has reviewed the atxjve research proposal.

DECISION: Accepted as clarified.

This project has received ethics clearance for the period of ^k3vember 2, 2006 to September 1 , 2007 subject to full

REB ratification at the Research Ethics Board's next scheduled meeting. The clearance period may tie extended

upon request. The study may now proceed.

Please note that the Research Ethics Board (REB) requires that you adhere to the protocol as last revievi^ed and
cleared by the REB. During the course of research no deviations from, or changes to, the protocol, recruitment, or

consent form may be initiated without prior written clearance from the REB. The Board must provide clearance for

any modifications before they can be implemented. If you wish to modify your research project, please refer to

http://www.brocku.ca/researchservjces/forms to complete the appropriate form Revision or Modification to an
Ongoing Application.

Adverse or unexpected events must be reported to the REB as soon as possilsle with an indication of how these

events affect, In the view of the Principal Investigator, tfie safety of the participants and the continuation of the

protocol.

tf research participants are in ttie cane of a health facility, at a school, or other institution or community organizafion,

it is the responsibility of the Principal Investigator to ensure that the ethical guidelines and clearance of those

facilities or institutions are obtained and filed with the REB prior to the initiation of any research protocols.

The Tri-Council Policy Statement requires that ongoing research t>e monitored. A Final Report is required for all

projects upon completion of the project Researchers wnth projects lasting more than one year are required to

submit a Continuing Review Report annually. The Office of Research Services will contact you when this fomi

Continuing Review/Final Report is required.

Please quote your REB file number on all future correspondence.
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Appendix B

Interview Guide # 1

Identification of a Pseudonym

• As part of the ethics protocol, I must refer to each of the participants and their

responses by pseudonym (fake name). What pseudonym (a name other than your

own) would you like to be called?

Purpose of Interview

• The title of this study is "Exploring Female Graduate Students' Multifaceted and

Intersecting Identities In a Complex Educational Milieu." This first interview will

focus on collecting demographic information and exploring your understanding of

key concepts such as: identity, the negotiation of identities, and intersecting identities.

Opening Questions (providing some demographical information)

• I'm going to start off by asking you to tell me a little bit about yourself.

• Follow-up demographical information:

DAge:
2) Part time student Full-time student

3) Degree Stream: Curriculum Studies Teaching and Learning

Integrated Studies Organizational Administration

4) Year of study in the Master of Education Program:

5) Current stage within the program: Coursework (# of courses completed)

Project/Thesis Proposal

Project/Thesis

Thesis Defence

Completed (awaiting Convocation)

6) Previous educational history: Degree(s)

Major(s)

7) Occupation:

8) Marital Status: Single Married Divorced Widow

9) Number of children:

10) Ages of children:

11) Type of Family Structure: two-parent

step-parent

• Do you have any hobbies or special interests?

. single-parent

other
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• Is there anything else that you would like to tell me about yourself, that you haven't

yet touched upon?

Defining Key Terms and Providing Personal Examples

When you hear the term "identity," what words, concepts or images come to

mind?

How would you define the term "identity"? (i.e., Provide your definition of this

term).

What does "identity" personally mean to you? (i.e., What is your personal

understanding of identity?)

How do identities develop or form? (i.e.. What factors influence or shape identity

development?)

Do you beUeve that identity is a singular construct? (i.e., a person develops one

central/core identity?) or Do you believe that identity is a multifaceted construct?

(i.e., a person develops many different identities?) Explain.

How would you define "the negotiation of identities?"

Does "negotiating identities" have any significance to you in your own Ufe?

Explain.

How would you define the concept of "intersecting identities"? (or identities

intersecting).

Does "intersecting identities" have any significance to you in your own life?

Explain.

Define the concept of a "role."

Is a "role" different than an "identity?" Explain.

What are some of your different roles?

How would you describe yourself?

If you could only use one or two words to describe yourself, what would they be?

Do you see yourself as having one identity or multiple identities?
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• Describe that central identity, or Describe some of those different identities.

• What are some of your student-related identities?

• Is there anything you would like to contribute that I failed to ask you?

Post-Interview Activity

• I have a post-interview activity that I would like you to complete and bring with

you to the second interview. (Post-Interview Activity #1). Review instructions

with participant and give them a copy of the instructions.

Conclusion

• Thank you so much for your participation in the first interview. I will e-mail a copy

of this interview transcript within a few days. At that time, we can set up a second

interview time. Thanks again, and I look forward to our second interview.
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Appendix C

Interview Guide #2 t

• Note that this is a rough itinerary or guideline of the questions that will be asked in the

second semi-structured interview. The following list is somewhat flexible in nature and

comments made by the participants during the first round of interviews may offer ^

opportunities to slightly deviate from this list of questions. *

Review of Important Information

• In our last interview you identified
]

as a pseudonym. Remember that

your real name will not be associated with any information that you provide. All of

your responses will be kept confidential. Your participation is completely voluntary.

You are under no obligation to answer any question that you feel is invasive or

inappropriate. You have the right to withdraw at anytime. If you have any questions

throughout our interview or anytime afterwards, please feel free to ask. This interview

is going to be audiotaped so that I can accurately document your responses. A copy of

the transcript will be available to you for your review. Do I have your permission to

turn on the tape-recorder?

Purpose of Interview

• The title of this study is "Exploring Female Graduate Students' Multifaceted and

Intersecting Identities In a Complex Educational Milieu." This second interview will

focus on exploring your identities through the use of situational examples of your

identity negotiations and your unique needs.

Identity Map

• We ended our first interview session by introducing a take-home task. I asked you to

create an identity map (a visual representation of your understandings of your

identities). Were you able to complete this activity?

• If participant answers "yes" to the previous question, follow up with: Did you bring it

with you today? Could you describe your identity map to me? If the participant

answers "no" to the previous question, ask them: What might your identity map have

looked Uke?

• Ask them a series of follow-up questions related to their identity map such as:

• How are your identities categorized (or grouped)? (i.e., personal, professional,

academic, etc.)

• How many identities did you depict?
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•

•

•

Refer to Reflection Questions (Post-Interview Activity #1).

Could you rank these identities in order of their saUence (importance to you)? Or are

they all of equal importance to you?

(If participant ranked their identities) Talk about the identity that is most important to

you. (i.e., why is this identity the most important one to you?). What feelings do you

experience when thinking about this specific identity of yours?

Based on your perception, how would you rank these identities in order of their

salience within society? (i.e., valued the most or perceived as most important in

society to valued the least, or perceived as least important in society).

Why do you feel that society values the identity of the most? How do

you feel about that?

How do you juggle the family and the work sphere? How does this impact upon your

identities? How do you cope with any tensions that arise between them?

Why did you choose this particular form (i.e., graph, list, picture, flow-chart,

illustration etc.) to represent your different identities?

Walk me through your thought process while you were creating the identity map.

(i.e.. What did you think about as you were constructing it? How did you decide on

which identities to include/exclude?)

• What does your identity map say about you?

Did you learn anything about yourself from this activity?

•

•

•

• Can you think of any other identities that you have, which you didn't depict on your

identity map? Why were they not included?

• Is there anything else that you would like to tell me about your identity map?

Elaboration Questions From First Interview

• In our last interview we defined some key terms.

• Has your understanding of identity changed in any way since the last time we spoke?

If yes, how so?

• Is the process of identity development universal or culturally specific?
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• Last time, we talked about the negotiation of identities. Describe a recent situation

when you had to juggle/negotiate some of your various identities. What specifically

did you do to negotiate your identities? What strategies did you use to negotiate your

identities in this situation? What feelings did you experience while negotiating these .

identities?

• In general, what do you do to negotiate your identities? (i.e., what strategies do you

use to negotiate your identities?) Which strategies are most successful? (i.e., which

strategies do you find most helpful to you?)

• What feelings do you typically experience when negotiating your identities?

• What are some positive things that you do when negotiating your identities? What are

some negative things that you do when negotiating your identities?

• How does the process of negotiating identities inform your perception of yourself?

• What is the process of negotiating identities like for someone living in Canada? Why?

• Last time, we talked about intersecting identities. Describe a personal example

illustrating the ways that your identities intersected. What happened? What did you

do? How did you feel? What was the outcome of the situation? Was this a positive or

negative experience for you and why? What did you learn from the situation?

• Last time you identified some of your student-related identities. Can you talk more

about these? (i.e., which one is most important to you? Why? Which one of these

identities do you devote the most time to? How does that make you feel? Which one

do you perceive as being the most valued by the institution? Why?)

• What is your personal philosophy of education?

• In general, do your personal philosophies change or remain the same?

• Do you perceive there to be any gender differences in men's and women's identities

and or their self-descriptions?

• What are your professional identities, roles and responsibiUties?

New Questions

• Define authenticity.

• Can someone ever be truly authentic?
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How do you present yourself to others?

Are teachers' identities impacted by changes in education (i.e., curricular reform)?

Give personal examples.

What are some of the sources of expectations that influence you?

What do you have control over in your life?

Are you able to derive a consolidated sense of self? (i.e., integrate your identities)?

How do you do this?

How do you deal with or cope with change?

Have you ever experienced identity loss? Describe the situation. What did you do?

How did you feel?

Have you ever experienced role confusion? Describe the situation. What did you do?

How did you feel?

How do experiences of change impact upon one's identity?

Have you experienced any changes in your identities since having started graduate

studies? Give some examples.

Would identities, roles and concerns of graduate students differ according to the

specific stages of their degree that they are currently at? (i.e.,

coursework/proposal/project/thesis). Can you give any personal examples?

Do you try to balance your identities? If so, how do you attempt to do this?

Do you ever think about who you are? (or your identities)? How often? In what

ways?

Has there ever been a situation in your life when you've considered yourself to be in

the minority? Describe. Has there ever been a time when you've considered yourself

to be in the minority, while working on your Masters degree? Describe.

Considering your different identities, what are some of your needs as an individual?

(i.e., academic, social, emotional, physical etc.)

Do you have any unique needs as a graduate student? Explain.

Do you have any unique needs as a female graduate student? Explain

Do you have any unique needs as a Master of Education student? Explain.
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Do you think that graduate students and undergraduate students differ in terms of

their needs? Explain.

Do you think that graduate students and post-graduate students differ in terms of their

needs? Explain.

• Is there anything you would like to contribute that I failed to ask you?

Post-Interview Activity

• I have a post-interview activity that I would like you to complete and bring with you

to the third interview. (Post-Interview Activity #2). Review instructions with

participant and give them a copy of the instructions.

Conclusion

• Thank you so much for your participation in the second interview. I will e-mail a

copy of this interview transcript within a few days. At that time, we can set up a third

interview time. Thanks again, and I look forward to our third interview.
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Appendix D

Interview Guide #3

• Note that this is a rough itinerary or guideline of the questions that will be asked in the
.

third semi-structured interview. The following list is somewhat flexible in nature and

comments made by the participants during the second round of interviews may offer

opportunities to slightly deviate from this list of questions. *

Review of Important Information

• In the first interview you identified as a pseudonym. Remember
that your real name will not be associated with any information that you provide. All

of your responses will be kept confidential. Your participation is completely

voluntary. You are under no obligation to answer any question that you feel is

invasive or inappropriate. You have the right to withdraw at anytime. If you have any

questions throughout our interview or anytime afterwards, please feel free to ask. This

interview is going to be audiotaped so that I can accurately document your responses.

A copy of the transcript will be available to you for your review. Do I have your

permission to turn on the tape-recorder?

Purpose of Interview

• The title of this study is "Exploring Female Graduate Students' Multifaceted and

Intersecting Identities In a Complex Educational Milieu." This third interview will

focus on exploring a deeper understanding of the ways that your identities may
intersect and environmental factors, which support or impede the exploration of

identities.

Show and Tell

• We ended our second interview session by introducing a take-home task. I asked you

to bring in an object that tells a story about your identities that you bring to graduate

studies. Were you able to complete this activity?

• If participant answers "yes" to the previous question, follow up with: Did you bring

the object with you today? If the participant answers "no" to the previous question,

ask them: What object would you have brought in?

• What was your motivation for pursuing a Master of Education degree?

• Ask them a series of follow-up questions related to take-home activity such as:

• Refer to Reflection Questions (Post-Interview Activity # 2).
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• Would you mind reading your paragraph describing the object's personal meaning

and significance?

• What strategies do you use for negotiating this particular identity (which the object

represents)?

• In what ways do you negotiate your multiple intersecting identities within the

complex milieu of the institution?

• What purpose do these negotiations serve? (i.e., survival, adaptation, resistance)

• Were you able to identify a metaphor that best describes the way that you negotiate

your identities during graduate school?

• If yes, what metaphor did you come up with? If no, what metaphor could you come
up with?

• Why did you choose this metaphor? (i.e., talk about this metaphor and how it makes

you feel).

• Is there anything else that you would like to tell me about your object, or your

metaphor? (i.e., did you learn anything about yourself?)

Elaboration Questions From Second Interview

• Have you ever questioned your identities or looked at yourself in a new/different

way? Describe the context and what that was like.

• How would you describe the atmosphere at this university? (i.e., the institutional

climate)

• In our last interview we talked about needs. Describe your most important needs as

an: A) individual, B) a learner, C) graduate student, D) a Master of Education student,

E) a female. Why are these needs most important to you?

• In what ways are the Graduate Education Department (and the M.Ed, program)

successfully meeting your needs?

• What could the Graduate Education Department (and the M.Ed, program) do to better

meet your needs?

• In previous interviews we have talked about identity intersections. Describe a time

during graduate school when your identities intersected. What identities intersected?

What was this experience like and why? (i.e., positive, negative)
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• In our last interview we talked about identities affiliated with being a student. What

challenges (or barriers) do you face as a graduate student?

• Do you have any unique needs as a full-time/part-time student?

• Do you think that part-time and full-time M.Ed, students have the same needs and

challenges or different needs and challenges? Explain.

• Previously we talked about experiences when you've been in the minority. Can you

think of any specific strategies that can be used to help students of minority status

negotiate their identities while pursuing higher education?

New Questions

• Are you famiUar with any identity theorists or researchers? Which ones? In what

context were you introduced to them? (personal interest, professional reading etc.)

• What are some of the challenges that you face? (i.e. when pursing an M.Ed, degree,

i.e. in higher education classrooms, i.e. as a female graduate student

• Have you experienced any notable transitions while in the program? (program-

specific or other). Can you talk about what these experiences were like for you? Did

you use any strategies to ease the transitions?

• What environmental factors impede (or inhibit) the exploration of graduate students'

identities A) within the classroom B) within the university C) outside of the

university?

• What environmental factors support the exploration of graduate students' identities

A) within the classroom B) within the university C) outside of the university?

• Have you experienced any barriers while pursuing your M.Ed, degree that you

perceived to be related to your heritage or cultural or ethnic background?

• Have you ever felt alone/lonely/isolated while pursuing graduate studies? (Younes &
Asay). Describe the situation. Were there any strategies that you used to help you

through this time?

• Is there anything you would like to contribute that I failed to ask you?

Post-Interview Activity

• I have a post-interview activity that I would like you to complete and bring with

you to the fourth interview. (Post-Interview Activity #3). Review instructions

with participant and give them a copy of the instructions.
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Conclusion

Thank you so much for your participation in the third interview. I will e-mail a copy

of this interview transcript within a few days. At that time, we can set up a fourth

interview time. Thanks again, and I look forward to our fourth and final interview.
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Appendix E

Interview Guide # 4

• Note that this is a rough itinerary or guideline of the questions that will be asked in

fourth semi-structured interview. The following list is somewhat flexible in nature and

comments made by the participants during the third round of interviews may offer

opportunities to slightly deviate from this list of questions. *

Review of Important Information

• In the first interview you identified as a pseudonym. Remember

that your real name will not be associated with any information that you provide. All

of your responses will be kept confidential. Your participation is completely

voluntary. You are under no obligation to answer any question that you feel is

invasive or inappropriate. You have the right to withdraw at anytime. If you have any

questions throughout our interview or anytime afterwards, please feel free to ask. This

interview is going to be audio taped so that I can accurately document your responses.

A copy of the transcript will be available to you for your review. Do I have your

permission to turn on the tape-recorder?

Purpose of Interview

• The fourth and final semi-structured interview will focus on solution seeking or the

identification of strategies that support student identity exploration.

Strategy Development

• We ended our third interview session by introducing a take-home task. I asked you to

write a Ust of strategies that would support student identity exploration both within

and outside of the graduate classroom. Were you able to complete this activity?

• If participant answers "yes" to the previous question, follow up with: Did you bring

the completed activity with you today? If the participant answers "no" to the previous

question, give them a few minutes to brainstorm some strategies.

• Ask them a series of follow-up questions related to take-home activity such as:

• Refer to Reflection Questions (Post-Interview Activity # 3).

Elaboration From Third Interview

• In our last interview we talked about needs. Describe your most important needs as:

A) an individual, B) a learner, C) a graduate student, D) a Master of Education

student, E) a female. Why are these needs most important to you? And what can
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be done to meet those specific needs (on the part of university, the program,

yourself, professors, society etc.)

During our last interview we talked about environmental factors that influence

graduate students' identity explorations. Describe a time in graduate studies when you

encountered a barrier (or roadblock) within classroom or within the university. What

was the barrier? How did it impact upon the ways that you explored or negotiated

your identities? What strategies did you use to overcome the obstacle? What

strategies did other people involved employ? Was the experience positive or

negative? How did this situation make you feel? Could anything have been done

differently (i.e., by yourself, by your professor, by the institution etc.).

Describe a time in graduate studies (either within the classroom or within the

university) when you encountered an environment that supported the negotiation or

exploration of your identities. When was this occasion? What factors made the

environment a positive one? How did the environment impact upon the ways that you

explored or negotiated your identities? What strategies did you (or anyone else

involved) employ to facilitate student identity exploration or negotiation? How did

this situation make you feel?

In our last interview we began to talk about strategy development. What strategies is

the university currently implementing to help you with identity

exploration/negotiation?

"Do university-based supports exist in helping students like yourself negotiate your

intersecting identities? If so, how did you become aware of these supports? Have you

ever made use of them? Did you find them helpful? (How so?) Do you have any

suggestions on how to improve and unify institutional support structures for graduate

students?"

What strategies could the university employ to better facilitate the exploration /

negotiation of your identities?

What is the single most important strategy for: a) students b) professors

c) administrators d) the university that would help support the exploration and

negotiation of graduate students identities within the institution?

Could you speak to your experiences in the M.Ed, program with respect to course

contents/ curriculum? (i.e., relevance, inclusiveness towards your identities). Do you

have any recommendations for this area?

Could you speak to your experiences in the M.Ed, program with respect to

evaluation/assessment practices (i.e., relevance, fairness, inclusiveness towards your

identities). Do you have any recommendations for this area?
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• Could you speak to your experiences in the M.Ed, program with respect to "the

socialization process" into the world of Academia? (i.e., preparation for PhD studies,

conferences, publishing, T.Aing, R.A.ing etc. Do you have any recommendations for

this area?

New Questions •

• How do you define success? Would you consider yourself to be successful in higher

education? What factors have contributed to your success/lack of success in graduate

school?

•

•

•

What factors enable certain students to be successful in graduate studies? While

others are unsuccessful?

How do you draw upon your multifaceted identities in the graduate studies

environment?

How do you encourage others (fellow peers, professors etc.) to draw upon their

identities?

What can students themselves do to facilitate the exploration and negotiation of their

identities?

Describe your personality.

What personal qualities and or skills are most significant in helping you overcome

environmental barriers?

What support systems do you have to help you as you negotiate your identities during

graduate school? (i.e., individuals, agencies, groups, spaces etc.)

Of these support systems, which one is the most important to you? Why? Describe

the ways that this support system helps you as you negotiate and explore your

identities.

Have you had a mentor while pursuing graduate studies? Can you tell me about this

mentor? (i.e. qualities, type of support, what you have learned from them and why

you choose this person to mentor you?)

What are your short-term and long-term goals for yourself?

What is your personal vision for yourself in the future? Are you thinking of

continuing with your studies after you complete your Masters? If so, what type of

education might you pursue?
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• Is there anything you would like to contribute that I failed to ask you?

Conclusion

• Thank you so much for your participation in all of the interviews. Here is a Letter of

Appreciation, thanking you for your participation. I will e-mail a copy of this last

interview transcript within a few days. Please remember that you can contact me at

any time if you have any questions or concerns about my research project. I will send

you a brief executive summary of my research and the results via e-mail sometime

this summer. Thanks again for your co-operation and participation and for helping to

make this research project a success!
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Appendix F-1

Take-Home Tasks

November 2006 - September 2007

Title of Study: Exploring Female Graduate Students' Multifaceted and Intersecting

Identities In a Complex Educational Milieu

Principal Investigator: Christina Skorobohacz, Master of Education Student, Graduate

and Undergraduate Studies Department, Faculty of Education, Brock University

Faculty Supervisor: Dr. Alice Schutz, Assistant Professor and Thesis Advisor, Graduate

and Undergraduate Studies Department, Faculty of Education, Brock University

Post-Interview Activity #1

Activity: Identity Mapping

Instructions: Create a visual representation or identity map of your various identities.

This visual representation can take any form that is personally relevant to you (i.e., flow

chart, diagram, picture etc.).

Reflection Questions: What do each of these identities mean to you? What

characteristics do you exhibit when you take on these identities? Which of these identities

do you bring with you to graduate studies? Which characteristics from these identities do

you bring with you to graduate studies?

Purpose: After having discussed definitions of identities, this activity will allow you to

think about identities in a more personal way, reflecting on your identities that you take

on each day in the different spheres of your life. We will use this activity as a starting

point for discussion in the second interview.

* Please complete this activity after the first interview and bring it with you to our

second interview session. *

Please be aware that if you need someone to talk to about your feelings, support can be

easily accessed. Within the university you can contact Brock's Student Development

Centre for personal counselling via their website at

http://www.brocku.ca/sdc/counselling/ or phone (905) 688-5550 ext. 3240 or contact

Campus Ministries through their website at http://www.brocku.ca/campusministries/
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Appendix F-2

Take-Home Tasks

November 2006 - September 2007

Title of Study: Exploring Female Graduate Students' Multifaceted and Intersecting

Identities In a Complex Educational Milieu

Principal Investigator: Christina Skorobohacz, Master of Education Student, Graduate

and Undergraduate Studies Department, Faculty of Education, Brock University

Faculty Supervisor: Dr. Alice Schutz, Assistant Professor and Thesis Advisor, Graduate

and Undergraduate Studies Department, Faculty of Education, Brock University

Post-Interview Activity #2

Activity: Show and Tell

Instructions: Find and bring in an item or object that tells a story about your identities

that you bring to graduate studies. Think about how this item or object describes one or

some of your identities. Write a paragraph describing its personal meaning and

significance to the identities that you negotiate during graduate school. Next, identify a

metaphor that best describes the way that you negotiate your identities during gradate

school.

Reflection Questions: What object did you choose? What story does this object tell

about you? Why did you choose this object? What characteristics do you bring with you

from this identity into graduate school? Does this identity ever intersect with some of

your other identities? Explain and provide an example. How do your own intersecting

identities influence your experiences as a graduate student?

Purpose: After having discussed the topic of identities and intersecting identities in the

previous interviews, this activity will allow you to reflect upon your understanding of the

way that some of your identities come to influence your experiences as a graduate student

and how you negotiate some of these identities during graduate school. We will use this

activity as a starting point for discussion in the third interview.

* Please complete this activity after the second interview and bring it with you to

our third interview session. *

Please be aware that if you need someone to talk to about your feelings, support can be

easily accessed. Within the university you can contact Brock's Student Development

Centre for personal counselling via their website at

http://www.brocku.ca/sdc/counselling/ or phone (905) 688-5550 ext. 3240 or contact

Campus Ministries through their website at http://www.brocku.ca/ campusministries/
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Appendix F-3

Take-Home Tasks

November 2006 - September 2007

Title of Study: Exploring Female Graduate Students' Multifaceted and Intersecting

Identities In a Complex Educational Milieu

Principal Investigator: Christina Skorobohacz, Master of Education Student, Graduate

and Undergraduate Studies Department, Faculty of Education, Brock University

Faculty Supervisor: Dr. Alice Schutz, Assistant Professor and Thesis Advisor, Graduate

and Undergraduate Studies Department, Faculty of Education, Brock University

Post-Interview Activity #3

Activity: Strategy Development

Instructions: Write a list of strategies that would support student identity exploration

both within and outside of the graduate classroom. Consider strategies from multiple

perspectives (i.e. strategies for: students, professors, administrators, the university,

society etc.).

Reflection Questions: What strategies do you presently use to support the exploration of

your identities in graduate school? What other strategies would help graduate students

negotiate their identities and explore their identities? (consider strategies within the

classroom, and strategies beyond the classroom context). What strategies could

professors employ to assist their graduate students with identity exploration and

negotiation? What strategies could administrators and other university personnel employ

to help graduate students with identity exploration and negotiation?

Purpose: After talking about the identities that you negotiate during graduate studies,

and identifying some of the environmental barriers that impede student identity

exploration, it becomes important to be a part of the solution seeking process. This

activity will enable you to identify potential strategies that can help to support students as

they explore their multifaceted and intersecting identities. We will use this activity as a

starting point for discussion in the fourth interview.

* Please complete this activity after the third interview and bring it with you to our

final interview session. *

Please be aware that if you need someone to talk to about your feelings, support can be

easily accessed. Within the university you can contact Brock's Student Development

Centre for personal counselling via their website at

http://www.brocku.ca/sdc/counselling/ or phone (905) 688-5550 ext. 3240 or contact

Campus Ministries through their website at http://www.brocku.ca/ campusministries/
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Appendix G

Pre-Interview Script

November 2006 - September 2007

The purpose of the interview that you are about to participate in is to explore

Master of Education students' understandings of their identities, the ways that their

identities intersect, how they negotiate these intricate identities within the complex

educational miUeu of graduate studies and the specific ways in which their identities are

either legitimized or discounted within the institution. Through the use of semi-structured

interviews with participants such as yourself, you will be asked to reflect on your varied

identities (such as your personal, professional and academic identities) and to recall

situations surrounding the exploration and negotiation of your various identity roles.

We are going to be discussing themes such as:

• Various definitions and ways of understanding identities

• Your categorizations of various identities

• Your strategies for negotiating your various identities

• Your understandings of the ways that your identities intersect

• Your specific needs (i.e., academic, social, emotional, physical etc.) as a female

graduate student learner

• Environmental factors that facilitate and impede the exploration of your multiple

and intersecting identities

• Strategies that support the exploration of your identities both within and outside

of the graduate classroom

The interview will be audiotaped, so that our conversation can later be transcribed

accurately to capture your ideas, insights and opinions. As a result of these methods, your

anonymity cannot be maintained; however, I assure you that everything you say will be

kept confidential and I will refer to any of your responses by the pseudonym, which you

have selected. A few days after each interview, I will send you a copy of the transcript, so

that you can confirm its accuracy and clarify any information. Please feel free to answer

as honestiy and openly as possible. If you feel uncomfortable answering a particular

question, feel free to indicate that you would like to skip to the next question. If you are

unsure of a question, please ask me for clarification. Also, remember that your

participation in this study is completely voluntary and that you may withdraw at any time

without penalty.

Please be aware that if you need someone to talk to about your feelings, support

can be easily accessed. Within the university you can contact Brock's Student

Development Centre for personal counselling via their website at

http://www.brocku.ca/sdc/counselling/ or phone (905) 688-5550 ext. 3240 or contact

Campus Ministries through their website at http://www.brocku.ca/ campusministries/.





322

Please answer yes if you meet all three of the criteria for participation in this study:

"/^ female

v^ currently enrolled in the Master of Education program at Brock for the 2006-2007

school year

v^ Canadian Citizen

• If participant answers yes, continue on.

• If participant answers no, then terminate the interview process and thank the

participant for her interest in the study.

Do I have your permission to record everything and to proceed with the interview?

• If participant answers yes, proceed to Interview Script #1 (Appendix C).

• If participant answers no, then terminate the interview process and thank the

participant for her interest in the study.












