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ABSTRACT

This paper presents an arts-integrated process for teacher educators to engage their 

students in critical thinking, meaning-making, and knowledge construction in order 

to enable pre-service teachers to analyze metanarratives that inform their teacher 

identities. The research team used the Parallaxic Praxis research model to frame 

its art-making investigations in a practice-based research process. The three 

researchers each created an artefact as part of their individual inquiry of the data  

set, comprising 90 material cloaks created by pre-service teachers, to enter into 

dialogue addressing the prevailing metanarratives expressed by the pre-service  

teacher participants.

P re-service teacher (PST) self-identity, which underpins and drives the 

construction of teaching philosophies and practice, is arguably one of 

the most essential components for PSTs to investigate in their teacher 

preparation programs. High numbers of new teachers continue to leave the teaching 

profession in Canada (Clandinin et al., 2012; Clark & Antonelli, 2009; Gambhir, Broad, 

Evans, & Gaskell, 2008), echoing ongoing concern with attrition rates in the United 

States (Barnes, Crowe, & Schaefer, 2007; Boe, Cook, & Sunderland, 2008; Liu & Ramsay, 

2008; NCES, 2011). Many teachers who leave the profession in the early years do so 

partially because their teacher education programs lack “systematic efforts to provide 

pre-service teachers with a realistic understanding of teachers’ emotional experiences 

and developmental stages” (Hong, 2010, p. 1540). We “acknowledge that the teacher-

identity is continually shaping and morphing with experience” (Sameshima, 2007b, p. 6); 

however, in practice, some teachers remain locked in preconceived idealistic notions 
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of the K-12 environment (Cheng, Chan, Tang, & Cheng, 2009) that are unchallenged 

until these PSTs enter the profession. This research seeks to better understand PSTs’ 

conceptions of their teacher identities and to offer teacher educators a process for 

enabling thought-provoking, critical, and dialogic discussions on teacher identity 

development in their programs. 

This paper presents an arts-engaged process for teacher educators to move 

beyond reflection-writing assignments and discussion methods with their students to  

processes of critical thinking, meaning-making, and knowledge construction in 

order to enable PSTs to relook at the metanarratives that inform the development of 

their personal teacher identities. Understanding personal narratives, often built on 

established metanarratives, can enable PSTs to construct more meaningful professional 

identities and, in turn, reduce teacher attrition (see Izadinia, 2013, pp. 695–696). 

This paper presents the first phase of analysis from one of three sites involved in a  

multi-site research project spanning three Canadian universities. 

The research team of three artist-researchers used the Parallaxic Praxis research 

model (Sameshima & Vandermause, 2008) to frame their art-making investigations 

in a practice-based research process. The three researchers each created an artefact 

as part of their individual inquiry of the data set, comprising 90 material cloaks  

(see Figure 1) created by pre-service teachers. Similarly, White and Lemieux (2015), 

co-researchers at one of the other project sites, use the creation of artefacts, in their case  

“identity-boxes,” to examine pre-service teacher identity and the teaching self. 

Fig. 1: Clockwise from top left: Cloaks by “Grace”, 
“Chloe,” and “Olivia”
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The Parallaxic Praxis model involves the translation of data into artistic 

mediums that are used by the research team to provoke collaborative engagement, 

knowledge production, and further questionings. These artefacts are also used 

to generate discussions with participants and broader audiences. The range of 

modal translations can include numeric data presented in the form of a graph; 

or interview transcripts rendered through translations of poetry and photographs 

(Sameshima, Vandermause, Chalmers, & Gabriel, 2009); or music, graphic experiments, 

and watercolour paintings (Maarhuis, Sameshima, & Chalykoff, 2014). 

As a collaborative research model, parallaxic praxis encourages critical thinking 

in order to “understand core, underlying truths, not simply that superficial truth that 

may be most obviously visible” (hooks, 2010, p. 9). These translative practices resulting 

in artefacts can offer concrete means to better challenge and understand how 

preconceived, clichéd notions of teacher identity affect pre-service teachers’ ongoing 

professional identity formation. We provide a process, called Ekphrastic Catechization, 

for engaging pre-service teachers in dialogue to move beyond the constructed clichés. 

PST Teacher Identity Development

Much research has been done which reveals a naiveté in PSTs’ expectations for 

their future roles. The use of reflection, art, and metaphor have consistently revealed 

a disconnect between what PSTs envision their future roles to be and what their 

future roles will actually be. This disconnect may be setting PSTs up for unnecessary 

negative experiences early in their careers due to unrealistic expectations. The 90 PST  

participants in this study consistently presented idealistic images on their cloaks 

and in their reflection writings of their future roles as teachers. The data in our 

study revealed a variety of utopian narratives focused on establishing classroom 

families and communities; being beholders of inspiration and encouragement to 

their students; and caring for each student as an individual. While these goals are 

wholesome, prior research purports that unrealistic expectations by new teachers may 

negatively affect their decision to stay in the profession (Barnes et al., 2007; Hong, 2010; 

Liu & Ramsey, 2008; Schafer, 2013); how they teach; and how successful they become  

as teachers (Carlyle & Woods, 2002; Cheng et al., 2009; Head, 1992; Hong, 2010). 

Developing a professional identity is an ongoing process as identities are constantly 

navigated through interactions, in context, and over time (Gee, 2000, see p. 99). 

Geijsel and Meijers (2005) contend that teacher identity formation is informed by 
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“interpretations [emphasis in original] of concepts as they exist in the culturally 

constructed worlds in which the person participates” (p. 425). Further, identity  

formation involves an emotional element as meanings are developed through 

relationship with culture and events. “Identity construction is seen to be a circular 

learning process, in which experiences and self-concept are related through using 

concepts and endowing them with personal sense” (p. 425). To further explain 

this connection, Geijsel and Meijers found that “concepts and meanings that are  

available . . . but cannot be related to experiences and thus are not given a personal 

sense, will not become a part of the identity configuration” (p. 425). Thus, although  

many teacher education programs may already include identity development 

programming, unless teacher educators are able to encourage PSTs’ personal 

connections to teaching philosophies, little change will occur.  

Previous research has identified links between teacher identity and attrition 

(Hong, 2010) and a lack of a connection between PST teacher identity and the 

actual demands of the profession (Beltman, Glass, Dinham, Chalk, & Nguyen, 2015; 

Buchanan, 2015; Geisel & Meijers, 2005; Hong, 2010; Thomas & Beauchamp, 2011). 

Hong’s (2010) US study involving 84 teacher and PST participants identified a naiveté 

and idealism associated with PST professional identities. Similarly, a Canadian study 

that asked PSTs to explain their teacher identity through metaphor, demonstrated a 

marked difference between the metaphors used by PSTs and those used after 

participants had begun teaching (Thomas & Beauchamp, 2011). The metaphors 

employed by PSTs “focused on supporting future students, nurturing, protecting and 

helping them find their way” (p. 765) whereas the metaphors used after entering the 

teaching profession focused heavily on personal survival and meeting the challenges 

in the classroom. Building on previous research (Eren & Tekinarslan, 2013; Northcote & 

Featherstone, 2006; Pinnegar, Mangelson, Reed, & Groves, 2011; Thomas & Beauchamp, 

2011), Buchanan (2015) explored the use of metaphors to further understand the 

shift in identities from PSTs to practising teachers and how this shift affects the 

profession and teacher attrition. The metaphors in Buchanan’s study were consistent 

with previous studies of PSTs as the majority of PST participants created metaphors 

that were “positive and optimistic” (p. 44). Buchanan also found that PSTs presented 

“inflated views of the control a teacher exercises” (p. 44) demonstrating a naïve or 

uninformed vision of themselves as future teachers. This idyllic outlook is problematic 

as it increases the likelihood they will “be confronted with the reality of little control 

and, at times, even hostility and resistance from a source they might not suspect” (p. 44). 

Studies of PSTs’ identity development have foregrounded the use of activities 

that involve reflection “as a way of questioning taken-for-granted assumptions and 
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teaching practices stabilized in early stages of a teacher’s career” (Izadinia, 2013, p. 697). 

Art-making and reflection have been used as effective processes for self-exploration 

in teacher identity development (Boulton-Funke, 2014; Sinner, Wicks, & Rak, 2015; 

Weber & Mitchell, 1996; White & Lemieux, 2015). Beltman and collaborators (2015) 

studied 125 pre-service teachers at a university in Australia. Participants were asked 

to draw a picture based on the question: What kind of teacher do you hope to become? 

The drawings overwhelmingly presented positive expectations for their future 

identities as teachers. The PSTs’ “drawings indicated a confidence in their capacity to 

become the teacher and to do the work of teaching in an engaging and caring manner. 

Much of what is relevant to teaching, however, was not addressed” (p. 238). A Canadian 

study in Quebec with 64 university students enrolled in undergraduate and graduate 

programs in education explored their professional identities through drawing and 

written reflection (Weber & Mitchell, 1996). Students were instructed to draw an image 

of a teacher and write a reflection based on their drawings, which they then presented 

to their classmates. “In reflecting and commenting on the pictures, they became aware 

of the incredible power that past experience and stereotypes seemed to have on 

them.” (p. 307). The researchers affirmed that this process provided space for students 

to “articulate previously unexamined ambivalences and tensions around their identity 

and work as teachers” (p. 306).  

Methodology

Parallaxic Praxis Research Model
The Parallaxic Praxis model (see Figure 2) was developed by an interdisciplinary 

research team (Sameshima & Vandermause, 2008) and has since been used in 

various ways to provoke dialogic discussions on a diverse range of topics including 

interpersonal violence (Maarhuis & Sameshima, 2013); assistive technology (Marino, 

Sameshima, & Beecher, 2009); teacher education (Sameshima, 2009), Aboriginal mental 

health care (Saunders, 2015), and empowering older persons (Neumiller, Corbett, Gates, 

& Vandermause, 2015). 

Parallaxic Praxis is a research model for conducting collaborative arts-integrated 

research that furthers understanding and provokes new questions, never settling 

on a conclusion, rather opening up the dialogue for unbounded, spiralling inquiry 

(Saunders, 2015). 
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The concept of parallax comes from astronomy and “is the apparent change of 

location of an object against a background due to a change in observer position or 

perspective shift” (Sameshima, 2007a, p. 293). As a collaborative method, parallax helps 

to understand how an object will look different depending on the vantage point or 

line of sight of the viewer. In effect, different people will see different things based 

upon where they stand, and therefore, researchers from different fields will interpret 

the same data differently, not only through the words they use, but also through the 

discourse of their fields, and varying funds of knowledge. Additionally, using artistic 

renderings, or modal translations (text to art, numbers to graphs, etc.), creates energetic 

space for multiple interpretations, which “affords the audience to think more critically 

about the content from a personal meaning-making perspective” (Sameshima et al., 

2009, p. 10). These functional artefacts, in that they are artworks imbued with meaning 

or created for the sake of generating meaning, can be created in any artistic medium—

including narratives or stories, performance, poetry, and visual arts—and are intended 

to be used to provoke dialogue. Eisner (2008) explained that “something that mediates 

the researchers’ observations and culminates in a form that provides the analogous 

structure” (p. 7) can be the avenue to articulating the unsaid.

In the process of creation, questions will arise which begin an inertial movement 

toward knowledge generation. As well, in bringing together the artist-researchers’ 

created artefacts, not only can the juxtaposition of artefacts offer provocative spaces 

of exchange between mode and meaning, and challenge normativity inherent in social 

constructs, but also “systems of analysis and interactions in the hybrid nexus spaces can 

be discussed” (Sameshima et al., 2009, p. 10). 
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Fig. 2: Parallaxic praxis framework

Ekphrastic Catechizations 
Parallaxic praxis research uses ekphrastic catechizations, or questioning within 

specific themes, to guide analytic processes of the data visualizations. “Ekphrasis is 

a rhetorical device where one medium tries to re-create an object’s essence and 

form in another medium in the hopes of relating more directly with the audience.” 

(Maarhuis, Sameshima, & Chalykoff, 2014, np). To catechize is to question systematically. 

In this framework, catechizations are used to direct conversations when looking at 

collections of artefacts in order to move the dialogue forward and to further inspire 

questions from investigators and audiences. For example, instead of only describing 

“what” each artefact is, the seven catechization categories interrogate how the 

artefacts work together and what they do as artefacts of analysis. The ekphrastic 

catechizations are mimesis, poiesis, palimpsest, intertextuality, antiphona, sorites, and 

aporia. Importantly, the catechizations offer a means for researchers to theorize and 

discuss the artefacts constructed from the original data.  

Mimesis “is the relational, ecstatic re-presentation” of a previous work. In this 

model, mimesis is the act of translating data in order to relate it to a larger audience. 
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“Mimetic works are not static copies or an imitation but rather ecstatic formations 

that unfold ontologically, fluidly, temporally, and referentially” (Maarhuis et al., 2014, 

np). In the context of this research, the research team created mimetic art works to 

reveal the participant metanarratives to audiences. The researcher-generated artefacts 

are “active and dialectical” (Lotz, 2012, p. 93) and contribute to clarification of ideas. 

A possible question in this category in relation to the artefacts could be: How have we 

rendered similar metanarratives in our three artefacts?

Poiesis is an event in parallaxic praxis research when the mimetic work comes to 

life through interpretation, dialogue, bearing witness, or reflection. The mimetic work 

provides the opportunity for an interaction, an event, for the researcher(s), participants, 

and audiences to respond to the work of art as it is “recreated every time it is  

aesthetically experienced” (Dewey, 1934/2005, p. 113). A question used here may be: 

What similarities and differences do we notice today between the three artworks?

A palimpsest is used to describe something that has been reused or altered but still 

bears visible traces of its earlier form. In parallaxic praxis the mimetic work is already 

a palimpsest, presenting new ideas built on older ones in a new form. The artefact 

is the dialogic in physical form, reaching back and reciprocally changing meaning 

of the data and the artefact through the interchange of creation and construction 

(see Bakhtin, 1981). The PSTs’ cloaks and reflection writings are the original texts that 

form the basis for the research team’s mimetic works to create new understandings 

and provide opportunity for poiesis. Palimpsest provides the depth and layers to allow 

both the participant and the researcher to be present at once. Ensuring the participant 

perspectives are present is “critical in an arts-based text” (Barone & Eisner, 2012, p. 134). 

The relationship between the multiple layers creates an ongoing dialogue where the 

artworks are viewed by different audiences, in different contexts, and at different times. 

The questions used here could be: What inspired you to use that particular material? 

In what way does your artefact echo or trace the data?

Intertextuality adds breadth to interpretations by creating a relationship between 

the various texts—the mimetic works and participant data—and meaning is derived 

from seeing or unpacking the researcher-generated artworks in reference to each other 

and in reference to the participant-generated artwork. The question here could be: 

How do the three artefacts work in combination to teach us something anew? 

Antiphona expands on the concept of intertextuality in parallaxic praxis. 

Antiphona is a harmony, “a versicle or sentence sung by one choir in response to 

another” (Oxford English Dictionary, 2016). Each researcher created a separate response 
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to the participant-generated artworks and writings. Once these pieces were created, 

we brought them together to create dialogue between the pieces and the meaning 

infused in them individually and as a collective. The choral response allows for a fuller 

resounding response to our inquiry question. Here, a question could be: In what ways 

do the materials we used and the responses we made echo one another? 

Sorites refers to the collaborative process of analysis in parallaxic praxis research. 

The combination of researcher, participant, and audience interpretation 

is an act of cumulation or a heaping of pertinent phenomenal elements, language, 

and interpretations before one crosses a decision line or threshold that may be 

indistinct but, in the final analysis, is recognized as a process that answers research 

questions. (Maarhuis et al., 2014, np) 

The practice of sorites in research interpretation is therefore contextually bound and 

“requires acceptance by and interaction with the audience as well as participants 

and the community of those who have a stake in the particular cultural phenomena” 

(np). A question we might ask here is: What specific quotes pushed us to integrate the 

phenomenon into our final rendering?  

Aporia means “an impasse or puzzlement” and philosophically is a “puzzle or a 

seemingly insoluble impasse in an inquiry, often arising as a result of equally plausible 

yet inconsistent premises. . . . the state of being perplexed or at a loss” (Collins English 

Dictionary, 2011). “To embrace aporia, the researcher, viewer, and participant must sit 

in the dissonance of simultaneous and seemingly contradictory life circumstances that 

do not fit into familiar cultural narratives and ‘truths’ (Dewey, 1934/2005; Spivak, 2013).” 

(Maarhuis et al., 2014, np). Our question here could be: How do the artefacts play with or 

against one another? 

By using the catechizations to guide discussion, researchers can intentionally attempt 

to approach the artefacts from original, revelatory, and more critical perspectives.

Method

Members of the research team each created an artefact to re-present the combined 

essence of 90 PSTs’ material cloaks. All the researchers familiarized themselves with the 

previously collected PST data (material cloaks and written reflection pieces) in ATLAS ti, 
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a qualitative analysis program. The researchers also worked together in analyzing 

the data and discussed prevailing themes, connections, and issues that stood out in 

the PST data. Concurrently, the researchers worked independently on creating their 

artefact. With the belief that “it is through the making, both in the midst of construction 

and in reflection, that new understandings and knowledge are acknowledged” 

(Sameshima, 2007b, p. 5), the researcher-generated artefacts then became points of 

dialogue for analyzing PST identity development. 

Participants
This analysis draws on previously collected data from 90 PSTs from a teacher 

education program at a university in the United States. Student composition in the 

teacher education program was predominantly female and the participant sample 

reflected this. PSTs were recruited from three sections of a mandatory course called 

K-8 Arts Integration. Participants voluntarily provided written consent for their course 

assignment to be used as research. University ethics approval was granted to carry out 

this project at the data collection site, as well as the current researchers’ university, and 

all ethical protocols were followed in the use, processing, and dissemination of findings 

in this study. 

Data
As part of their course, students were instructed to create a material representation 

of their developing teacher identity in the form of a cloak that was then presented to 

their respective classes. Students used a myriad of materials including photographs of 

family and friends, patterned prints, iron-on transfers, paints, and markers (see Figure 1). 

To accompany their cloaks and their presentations, the students were required to write  

a reflection paper describing their process and learning. The cloaks were photographed, 

capturing as much detail as possible, and then digitized. The reflection writings were 

submitted electronically. To process the data, participants were assigned pseudonyms. 

All images and reflection writings were de-identified before being entered into  

ATLAS.ti. 

Researcher-Created Artefacts

The following section shares individual reflections on the three artist-researcher-

created artefacts. 
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Tranquility by Dayna Slingerland

Fig 3: Artist and model: Dayna Slingerland (2016). Tranquility. Wool needle felting 
and wet felting

The material and aesthetic composition of my piece was inspired by the encouraging 

air within the PSTs’ writing. I wanted to create a piece that would be pleasing to wear by 

using a wool blanket and merino fleece for a feeling, soft to the touch as well as warm 

to the body. This piece covers and comforts as do the PSTs’ idealistic visions for student 

learning. One participant described, “It is essential that my classroom be a warm and 

inviting place, one that both my students and myself feel comfortable in so that in turn, 

we will all be able to work better” (Alexa). Another participant explained, “I truly value 

each student’s uniqueness, and that I would hope that they can respect one another 

for their differences so my classroom will be a warm, positive, nonjudgmental place for 

them to learn and grow” (Laura). 

While working on the finer details of the cloak, I integrated materials and patterns to 

reflect a deeper complexity. The felted spiralling and climbing lines that cover the piece 

remain separated and broken apart from one another. I felted on lace and yarn that 

twisted and tangled together. I wondered while reading the teacher identity reflections 

if the students had given consideration to the complexities of personal identities as well 

as teaching identities. Student teaching identities are based on knowledge of teaching 

rather than direct experience. Because students “have outsider as opposed to insider 

knowledge, they expect to teach as they were taught and they are largely unprepared 

for the realities of teaching in today’s classroom” (Beattie, 1997, p. 115). I wanted the 
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art piece to speak to the comfort and feelings of security in this outsider knowledge. 

A participant noted:

All of us either want to replicate a teaching style that impacted us so strongly from 

our past, or improve the classroom experience because of a bad teacher they once 

had. Either way, all of our past experiences in education have shaped who we are 

and why we want to become teachers. (Jasmine)

While reading through the PST reflections, I considered the challenges of engaging 

in self-reflection and how this skill might affect the process of creating an identity. 

Lauren wrote: “I have never really reflected on my experiences that have shaped 

my teaching identity. I really enjoyed thinking of past memories that have inspired 

me to become a teacher.” Additionally, another participant described a reflective 

process, “The part of this experience that I found most valuable was taking the time 

to process and reflect on what was truly important to me and to my students” (Alicia). 

In authentic inquiry:

individuals must choose to pursue their own questions and to engage in the 

issues. For those who do, it is entirely possible for them to come to see and 

understand themselves in new ways, to liberate themselves from old and binding 

visions of themselves, and to imagine themselves as professionals who can create 

emancipatory, transformative settings and experiences for the students they teach. 

(Beattie, 1997, p. 124)

I wanted my artefact to speak to being comforted in the “known.” Difficulties in 

possessing a critical consciousness in self-reflection may stem from “the fact that 

many prospective teachers do not clearly understand what constitutes self-reflection, 

or how to do it. They confuse reflection with describing issues, ideas, and events” (Gay & 

Neftali Kirkland, 2003, p. 182). My art piece shows a comforting, safe, warm ideal, yet the 

fibres tear away at the seams and the complexity is revealed upon closer examination. 

Each layer in this piece is bound to the one beneath through the needle-felting 

technique. I question the depth to which PTSs are bound to the ideal representation—

are the idealisms a protective layer, or are they helping to build foundations for creating 

an identity that has yet to take on form?  
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Entwined Storying by Varainja Stock

Fig. 4. Artist: Varainja Stock (2016). Entwined storying (Canvas, twine, and mixed 
media. Model: Mina Stock)

Thomas King (2003) stated: “the truth about stories is that that’s all we are” (p. 2). 

The importance of storying King explained, is that the stories that we tell ourselves, 

that we are told, and those that make up and construct our lives “can control our lives” 

(p. 9), “so you have to be careful with the stories you tell. And you have to watch out 

for the stories that you are told” (p. 10). I was struck by the stories that the PSTs shared 

about their lives and how these stories had influenced their teacher identities. For some, 

these identities were embodied in popular cultural icons such as Disney characters and 

superheroes. One participant wrote: 

If you get to know me, you know I love Disney, children’s books, and playing games. 

I am all about being able to have fun and be creative. I put Tinkerbell on my cloak 

to symbolize this. I am a child at heart. I want my students to know that and know 

I understand them and have been where they are. I also want to be able to identify 

with my students and through my ability to see through a child’s eyes allows me to 

do so. (Layla)

Another participant stated, “Disney is a theme that means a lot to me, and I hope that 

I can incorporate that within my classroom and my cloak I believe helped me show 

this” (Amari). 
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For Entwined Storying I worked with canvas, storybook images, gesso, twine, 

and white glue. I began with images from The New Basic Readers: The New Friends and 

Neighbours (1952) (see Figure 5), a collection of stories for teaching reading. I then found 

second-hand Disney children’s books including: Peter Pan, My Very First Winnie the 

Pooh, Sleeping Beauty, and Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs. I wanted the images from 

the storybooks to appear faded and worn away, present but not obvious, so that the 

observer needs to look closely. I used a method of reverse image transfer—first painting 

a section of the canvas with gesso and then placing the paper image-side-down against 

the gesso to dry. Once dry, the back of the paper was gently removed by dampening it 

with a wet paintbrush and rolling the paper off with my finger. 

There were two sides to many of the participant cloaks. Some students chose to 

represent their personal lives on the inside and their professional lives on the outside, 

while in their reflection writings they acknowledged that the two were separate, 

yet connected. A participant stated, “I also learned that I cannot separate my family 

from my teacher identity, but I don’t think that I should have to. I want my students 

to view me as another person, one who makes mistakes, learns every day, and has a 

family” (Erin). The personal and professional were connected and entangled. I created 

twine balls that rest against the body, keeping the cloak separate from, but connected 

to the body in some places, distorting the appearance of the figure underneath as the 

outward appearance is an imperfect translation of the collection of life experiences and 

stories that make up the individual. 

I wanted my cloak to be rough, stiff in some places, and be reminiscent of fantastical/

otherworldly images. Many of the participants recognized that their teacher identity 

was an unfinished piece that they would continue to develop throughout their lives, 

especially in the first few years of teaching. This realization often happened in the 

process of making their cloaks: “A lot of time doing this cloak is reflection time and 

my fears of not knowing the curriculum or making a few mistakes, my first few years, 

seem so contrary to what actually matters in the end” (Lindsay).
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Fig. 5: Scanned cover of The New Basic Readers: 
The New Friends and Neighbours

Fig. 6: Artist: Pauline Sameshima (2016). Amway 
Apple. Cassette tape over a polypropylene film 
armature. Model: Cameo Sameshima

The Amway Apple by Pauline Sameshima
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I wanted to play with the apple cliché through iconoclastic use of materials. 

Cassandra sums it up shiningly with “all teachers love apples.” Many students referred 

to the apple as a symbol for teaching, tradition, respect, the future, connection to the 

love of Mac technology products, love of teaching, and more. Amway Apple was made 

by knitting and crocheting cassette tape into a covering for an armature in the shape of 

an apple. The covering is based on a pattern of a cocktail dress. When stretched around 

the apple and tucked in at the base, the design looks completely transformed. This play 

with the cocktail dress becoming unrecognizable reflects the disparity between the 

human form (self) and the expected teacher form (apple). The front has a tightly 

knitted stitch allowing very little of the armature to be seen. The sides and the back 

are more exposed. Similarly, the PSTs’ constructions of what is public (the face of the 

identity) received much more energy and consideration than the inside or private side 

of the cloak. 

I chose to use Amway motivational training cassettes from the 1990s specifically 

for their messages. Amway (American Way) is a direct selling / multi-level marketing 

company which sells home and personal care products and is the 30th largest 

private company in America (Forbes, 2015).  Many of the training tapes are heartfully 

told motivational stories—narratives of woe ending in financial freedom. The tapes  

exemplify the perpetuation of the American dream, Disney character jubilance, 

and superhero unselfishness that surfaced in the PSTs’ visions of their future careers. 

Amelia noted, “I chose this material because it reflects my excitement and my  

bright future in my teaching career” and Avery declared, “I want my students to 

know that I love and support each and every one of them.” Rebecca wrote, “I have 

wanted to be a teacher my whole life and this has greatly impacted my decisions 

throughout my schooling. This is something that defines who I am as a person.” 

These beautiful narratives of fairy tale-like desire are driven by innocent intentions, 

goodness, and cultural metanarratives. In a parallel stream, these comments by an 

Amway sales rep, remind us how these dreams can play out once PSTs start teaching. 

He says, the Amway tapes “get you in [a] frame of mind that you need to feed on the 

materials in order to survive.” The rep felt that “the barrage of motivation aids put him  

‘in a performance trap’ where he obsessed about achieving, but felt mired in failure” 

(Morrill & Stancill,  1995).

The armature (structural form) and leaf are made of polypropylene film packing 

tape. I intentionally used tape to echo bandaging practices. There are many ways  

of learning how to teach and most programs include practicum training, or  

immersion in the field. This “baptism by fire” can be likened to “cut and bandage. 

” Once assigned a class, teachers are generally completely alone with their students. 

Whether beneficial or detrimental, numerous layers of bandaging form a solid structure. 
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The protective nature of the cliché apple shields the PST but, without armholes, PSTs 

have little autonomy. 

The notions of mothering and care particularly stood out to me. Amanda stated: 

“I plan on taking care of them and nurturing their growth and learning. If they don’t 

have a loving, safe place to go home to, they will always feel safe and taken care of in 

school.” Amanda wrote about respect and kindness, “something a mother would also 

teach.” Crystal reminisced, 

In those small towns everyone cared and loved . . . everyone else. The neighbors 

looked after neighbors and would bring a casserole or a cake over if someone was 

sick or needed some help. Someone was always there to care for you and you felt so 

welcomed. I want my classroom to be a community and I want my students to care 

for each other as much as I care for them.

These protective notions, and also intentions of care as expressed by many other 

participants, point to constructions of teacher identity based on the Florence Nightingale 

Model of teacher as nurse, healer, caregiver, and conduit of curriculum prescriptions 

(Sameshima, 2007b). An October 11, 2015 blog in theguardian, an online Teacher  

Network, offers an anonymous student’s post aptly titled, “‘Show us that you care’: 

A student’s view on what makes a perfect teacher.” For PSTs and non-PSTs it appears, 

care is the defining characteristic of good teaching. Aligning and concurring strongly 

with the 2015 research on PSTs by Beltman and colleagues, the PSTs in our study 

also focus predominantly on care and love with very limited reflection on specific 

pedagogical strategies, teaching theories, or the actual performance of teaching. As an 

elementary classroom teacher for 17 years, I do agree that there are nostalgic familial-like  

moments re-created in the classroom; however, these moments are integrally 

embedded within a larger pedagogic sequence which does not appear to be considered 

by the PSTs.   

Discussion

Resembling the processes of the creation of a text, art production also considers 

both critical reflection and meanings made by others. According to Sullivan (2005), 

artistic thinking embodies “an ongoing dialogue between, within, and around the artist, 

artwork, viewer and context, where each has a role in co-constructing meaning” (p. 9). 

After working individually on our material cloaks, the research team came together 



506  |  LEARNing Landscapes | Vol. 9, No. 2, Spring 2016

R. Varainja Stock, Pauline Sameshima, and Dayna Slingerland

to engage in creating a dialogue generated from our artistic renderings (poiesis). 

This dialogue becomes an accumulation of our individual analyses to bring attention to 

shared meaning, places of tension, and of divergence in interpretation and experience. 

The Disney Phenomena 
All three artefacts highlighted idealized expectations. The PSTs’ cloaks and reflection 

writings enacted powerful entanglements with Disney narratives and the American 

dream. This participant shares her values:

The front left flap of my cloak has the American flag as its background. This is 

because I love our country and the freedom each individual has. I believe that the 

foundation of our government and its structure has influenced how I see life and 

others. . . . My goal is for my students to collaborate with each other and myself 

as valued pieces to our classroom. I think our founding fathers are wonderful 

role models of this. They stood up for what they thought, fought for it, and then 

collaborated together to create a democracy for all people. (Hailey)

While this data was collected at a US university, concerns around attrition rates, 

disillusionment, and teacher identity offer many commonalities across North American 

and Australian research. In Canada, we are certainly not immune from Disney, superhero, 

and American Hollywood tropes. 

The “living the dream” trope is illustrated in the nostalgic images from the 1950s 

reader that Varainja used to create her artefact. We wondered how these tropes affect 

people’s identities, notions of happiness, and expectations about life. In reality, the naïve 

hopefulness and images of peaceful, safe classroom spaces are in direct opposition to 

the American dream now fuelled by financialism, greed, and competition (see Haiven 

& Khasnabish, 2014; Hess, 2011), resulting in high levels of stress (Pope, Brown, & Miles, 

2015). Challenging PSTs to interrogate metanarratives that drive their self-identities 

and teaching philosophies will play a critical role in the development of pedagogical 

practices grounded in current educational contexts. 

Becoming 
We noted that the PSTs’ teacher identities were informed by their experiences as 

students, and recollections of “good” teachers from a student perspective. They relied 

on their experiences as students to inform their professional identities, posing a 

challenge to teacher educators wishing to help PSTs develop a professional identity.  



LEARNing Landscapes | Vol. 9, No. 2, Spring 2016  |  507

Constructing Pre-Service Teacher Identities Through Processes of Parallax

Is it possible to create an identity before living that identity? Varainja’s cloak offered 

a path into this discussion. The storybook images on Entwined Storying are “veiled” 

or blurred through the transfer process, and the twine entanglements are visible yet 

shrouded by the canvas covering. Pauline’s apple armature too, offers a screened view 

into the PST body. The process of becoming and taking on a new identity is complex. 

How might PSTs merge who they are, into who they are becoming, when who they 

are becoming is an unknown? Dayna kept parts of her artefact unembellished, 

“I was keeping them open as a way of thinking about students absorbing and being 

susceptible, and thinking of being open to developing an identity that might not 

totally be their own, and might be one that’s been observed.” 

The Private and the Public
Participants expressed a tension between their personal and professional identities. 

For example, one student created a cloak with a double layer; the hidden, inner layer 

displayed a large cross that was kept from view by another layer of material. Through our 

discussion it was revealed how each of us had intentionally or inadvertently expressed 

the relationship between the private and the professional, each expressing different 

levels of comfort while still emulating ideas from the PST data. Varainja used the tangled 

balls of twine to hide the shape of the body underneath the cloak. Even while trying 

to hide our personal selves, the artefacts evidenced revelations in unexpected ways. 

We discussed the difference between hiding who you are, and enacting a professional 

identity. Dayna identified a rawness in the PST cloaks exercise, noting that each piece 

she added to her felted cloak helped cover up the nakedness underneath by being 

wrapped in a warm, soft, and safe cloak. Pauline’s piece predominantly hides the 

wearer’s form, encasing the wearer in a cellophane bubble. This obscuration creates 

safety as it keeps the individual distanced from her role as a teacher and from the 

judgment of the students. Pauline’s artefact reflects the idea of the PST protected and 

dependent inside the idealized, iconic apple image of the teacher. Clichés in general 

have been used as a protective shield or to quell concerns (Lifton, 1989; Arendt, 1978), 

an explanatory shortcut (dictionary.com, 2016), or even to justify action (Arendt, 1963). 

The iconic teacher identity has become cliché. 

The extent of control we can exercise was a prominent point in our discussion. 

Debating what we can actually control, what we believe we are controlling, and how 

this need to control our outward appearance can hamper our development as 

teachers. For new teachers this distance can create unnecessary issues with feelings 

of inadequacy and unwillingness to reach out to colleagues for support. In support 

of the safety of the cliché, the Amway Apple was reportedly very comfortable to 



508  |  LEARNing Landscapes | Vol. 9, No. 2, Spring 2016

R. Varainja Stock, Pauline Sameshima, and Dayna Slingerland

wear, and without armholes the artwork carries the expectations of being cared for, 

and feelings of warmth encased in a cocoon, waiting to be birthed. 

Moving Forward

Carl Leggo (2008) recommended “we need to know our stories before we can attend 

to the stories of others with respect and care” (p. 92). As artist-researchers, this research 

process has given us a better understanding of not only the constructions of PST 

identities, but also our own negotiated identities. This paper offers some examples of 

the rich discussion generated from making artefacts to represent developing teaching 

philosophies as a method for moving PSTs beyond naïve and clichéd notions of teacher 

identity. The artefact offers a new lens to discuss and deconstruct inchoate topics 

with aspiring teachers. With artefacts in hand, the use of the Parallaxic Praxis model, 

and guided by the Ekphrastic Catechization process, new spaces of investigation into 

teacher identity formation are possible. 
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